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        A trainee spy. A washed-up operative.

        A doomsday cult with a city to burn.

      

      
        Xiu thinks her recovery mission is leading her to the middle of nowhere, but when she reaches a derelict city on the Chinese border, she finds a seasoned operative with only a pistol, twenty rounds and a broken heart.

        

        Cut off from the rest of the world, Xiu and her new, begrudging mentor face an unimaginable enemy: a paramilitary apocalypse cult with room for two, and irradiation for two million.

        

        ZERO is the new thriller by Australian ex-recon soldier Nathan M. Farrugia. If you like conspiracies, covert operatives and edge-of-your-seat action, then you’ll love this thrilling cross between Jason Bourne and Sigma Force.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      Xiu was the last operative.

      She sat in the consultation room, oceans away from the friends she’d made in basic training. Her doctor, Qin, tucked a strand of gray hair behind one ear, then drew Xiu’s blood through a needle.

      ‘Are you having any trouble breathing or sleeping lately?’ Qin asked.

      ‘No,’ Xiu lied.

      The consultation room was tiled seashell white, its linoleum floor scuffed from rubber-soled shoes. It smelled of ammonia, reminding Xiu of the clinics she’d spent time in as a child. Except those had been much worse.

      A lithe man in white sneakers squeaked across the floor toward them, carrying a small paper parcel. Inside would be Xiu’s cache, wrapped several times in cling-film.

      The messenger looked down at Xiu over his crooked nose, eyes glazed. ‘Your delivery.’

      Xiu nodded. ‘Thank y—’

      ‘On my desk is fine.’ Qin said, adjusting her glasses.

      He deposited the parcel as instructed, turned and left.

      The parcel would contain Xiu’s passport and her standard-issue weapon, a Chinese QSW-06 pistol with one magazine of twenty rounds; that much she knew without looking. She would have to check whether the rounds were subsonic or armor-piercing, but that would be it for the parcel’s contents: there’d be no phone, no currency, no other assistance. All that, she would need to find herself.

      That was the way of things.

      Qin’s chin wrinkled as she focused on the vial slowly filling with Xiu’s blood. The doctor would’ve been about the same age as Xiu’s mother—her voice even sounded like her.

      Xiu liked Qin more than the other doctors, but then there wasn’t much to like about the others, or the clinic in general. People like her came here for routine tests and were monitored closely. In the last six months, Xiu had probably given enough blood to replenish a gunshot wound.

      The clinic was located on the fringe of a mostly uninhabited city. China’s rapid centralization had given life to new concrete labyrinths that glistened between lakes and forests, silent and forgotten until people threaded south from the mountains to inhabit them. Meanwhile, they acted as proving grounds for operatives in training. Operatives like her.

      Qin swapped vials. ‘You’ll be pleased to know this will be your last sample for some time.’

      Xiu watched her blood flow through the tube again. ‘I won’t see you again, will I?’

      Qin laughed. ‘Most people would be relieved by that.’

      ‘Do you have any family?’ Xiu asked.

      The doctor’s smile faded. ‘You know we can’t talk about that.’

      Xiu nodded. She’d expected that answer.

      Her gaze drifted to the wall beside her. A poster was pinned to it, a four-framed illustration showing a young girl fitting a gas mask over her face, saving herself from a dangerous nerve agent. In the final frame, the girl picks a flower from the green hill, her mask intact. Behind her, a city was shrouded in a gas cloud.

      Xiu nodded at the poster. ‘Is there a moral to that story?’

      ‘Yes.’ Qin said. ‘Put on your gas mask.’

      The needle stung dully as Qin withdrew it from her arm. ‘All done,’ she said, applying a small waterproof bandage to Xiu’s skin.

      ‘Thank you.’ Xiu said, touching the bandage.

      ‘I do have one more question,’ the doctor said. ‘Are you experiencing difficulty concentrating or focusing on tasks?’

      Xiu blinked. ‘You know what we do, don’t you? What I’m trained to do.’

      She wasn’t supposed to talk about that, and Qin was clearly aware.

      Qin removed her gloves. ‘I have a daughter. Her name’s Sya.’

      In six months, Qin had never mentioned her family.

      ‘I’m … sorry, you didn’t have to tell me,’ Xiu said.

      ‘She’s brave, like you,’ Qin said, ripping her latex gloves off. ‘She has this mane of hair, all tangled because she doesn’t brush it.’ She smiled, just slightly. ‘Eyes almost like yours, green as a glacier. And when she talks, her hands move like the ocean.’

      ‘Do you see her often?’

      ‘We haven’t spoken in a year,’ Qin said. ‘She blames me for … a lot of things.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘You don’t need to be. Why did you ask?’

      Xiu shrugged. ‘I … it makes me feel like I’m here.’

      Qin frowned, puzzled. ‘You are here.’

      ‘I know. But I don’t always feel it.’

      Qin considered for a moment, then stood. ‘The isolation tank is ready. Your parcel will be here when you finish.’

      Xiu followed Qin from the consultation room, down the carpeted hall to a room on the left. Inside was a bench, a chair and in the center, an isolation tank. White and shaped like an oyster the size of a hot tub, the tank hummed softly.

      Qin approached the bench, on it were folded towels and a pitcher of water. Beside them were neatly folded swimsuits in various sizes. Qin picked one out in Xiu’s size—a red one-piece—and handed it to her. ‘It was nice to meet you, Xiu,’ said Qin as she stepped out of the room. ’I’m sure you’ll do very well today.’

      The doctor closed the door behind her, and Xiu was alone with the humming isolation tank. Locking the door, she stripped down and neatly folded her t-shirt and jeans on the bench. She rolled her socks, placing them perfectly inside her sneakers, then folded her black bomber jacket on top.

      Pulling on her red swimsuit, she picked out a medium-sized set of earplugs, made of disposable yellow foam. Then she opened the hatch and climbed into the tank. It was large inside, with enough room for several people to float without touching.

      The tank was dark, and the water was warm, a saturated solution of musty-smelling magnesium sulphate that was supposed to help with muscle and joint recovery. Honestly, she’d need it more after today than before.

      Standing on the steps, ankle-deep in the water, she closed the hatch behind her. Everything went dark. Kneeling, she leaned back and let herself float. Her legs slipped to the surface and she closed her eyes.

      Relax.

      Alone with the sound of her slowing breath, she drifted and thought of what lay in wait for her later today.

      [image: ]

      Xiu’s informant was a man in his fifties, sitting alone in the tea house, at a table by the window. Everyone else wore suits and dresses, taut and uncreased, while he wore a khaki-green jacket zipped up to a black, ribbed collar.

      She needed to make contact with him now.

      Around her, people sat at old, polished wooden tables carved with dancing dragons. A breeze moved through the folding wooden doors, carrying the scent of jasmine tea. Red paper lanterns hung above her, coated in wire mesh and shaped like bird cages. Between the lanterns, ceiling fans turned slowly.

      The informant dragged a bowl of herbs across his table. He had dark, silvering hair that curled behind his ears, and graying facial hair trimmed just short enough to reveal a mouth set in concern.

      Xiu approached his table and cleared her throat.

      He glared at her with dark eyes. ‘You kept me waiting.’

      She sat opposite him. Outside the window, gray clouds drifted between the tips of skyscrapers. This tea house was in a skyscraper of its own, and as Xiu peered over the wooden windowsill, she saw only clouds below, concealing a city she didn’t recognize.

      A waiter approached their table and served her a glass of chrysanthemum flowers—small and white with yellow centers—accompanied by a yellow straw. Carefully, he laid a teapot next to it.

      ‘I didn’t order,’ she said.

      The waiter said nothing, just left them alone.

      The informant took the teapot and filled her glass. The flowers danced in the hot water. ‘You weren’t who I was expecting.’

      He filled his own cup with jasmine flowers and ruby-red wolf berries, then with weathered fingers he took a lump of rock sugar and dropped that in too.

      Xiu swallowed. ‘You were expecting older.’

      ‘Perhaps.’ He poured water into his cup, then focused on her. ‘People come here for many things. They come for meaning, for vision. Some to forget,’ he said. ‘And some to die.’

      ‘I’m here for none of those things,’ Xiu said. ‘I’m here for information. Do you have it for me?’

      He raised a black eyebrow. ‘Perhaps.’

      ‘Then I would like it. Please.’

      The informant inhaled slowly, his broad chest rising under his jacket. ‘You have to be more specific.’

      ‘I can’t,’ she said. ‘I don’t know why I’m here, or what I’m supposed to do. I’m just following orders.’

      He clasped his hands on the table. ‘Then how am I meant to help you?’

      She studied him: the deep lines across his face, under his eyes and around his mouth; the arched, dark eyebrow; the creases on the bridge of his large nose.

      ‘I don’t know,’ she said.

      ‘Then perhaps you should have considered that before you came to see me.’

      Under the table, Xiu clenched her hands into fists. She was ready to walk out of here, but instead, she breathed slowly and forced her hands open. She wasn’t going to let him ruin her training.

      ‘You need to make a choice,’ he said. ‘You don’t have to choose right now, but you will need to choose.’

      Four tables over, a waiter was focused on Xiu with an intense, unbroken gaze. She kept him on the edge of her vision, watching his movements while she listened to the informant.

      ‘Am I in danger?’ she asked.

      The informant clasped his hands on the table. ‘It’s best to assume you always are.’

      ‘Thanks, that’s very helpful.’

      ‘You need to decide whether this is all your fault. And if it is, whether it matters.’

      ‘Is that a code?’ she asked. ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘It’s not a code. It means exactly what it means.’

      The waiter brushed something on his hip. Xiu noticed, but the informant’s gaze was only on her.

      Voice calm, he said, ‘Get down.’

      The waiter drew a pistol from under his robes and opened fire.

      Xiu threw herself off her chair and onto the floor, momentarily out of the shooter’s view. Rounds cracked past her, blasting through the tea house.
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      Xiu woke in the isolation tank.

      She was still floating, in darkness and in silence, alone with her thoughts. And, it seemed, strange dreams. She lay in the water for a moment—

      Gunfire punched through the side of the tank.

      Even with her earplugs, the sound was deafening. The rounds had just missed her, fingers of light poking through the holes they’d made. Xiu thrashed away from the gunfire, reaching for the steps in the isolation tank. She climbed them, pressed herself against the door and gripped its handle, breathing hard. Her hands were shaking. Whatever was happening out there was real. She opened the door and light poured in, followed by dull, chaotic sounds.

      She ripped out her earplugs.

      Yelling. Screaming. Coming from the center of the clinic.

      She stepped out of the tank, dripping wet in her swimsuit, and stood utterly still, slowing her breathing. Listening. She was alone in the room, the door shut. Someone—several someones—had opened fire and shot through a number of the walls, the rounds passing through her isolation tank.

      Voices shouted demands at the staff. Some doctors screamed, others tried to bargain with the invaders. She recognized Qin’s voice immediately, even through the screams.

      Xiu knew the layout of the clinic, she’d been here enough times. There were only two exits, the rear being her best way out.

      She had to think this through.

      She was unarmed, her issued firearm still inside a parcel in Qin’s room, which was between her and the armed invaders. She didn’t have much information on them yet, didn’t know how many there were, how well trained, or even what they wanted, but they seemed more concerned with the staff than searching—

      More gunfire.

      The door handle turned.

      Xiu acted quickly, stepping behind the door as it opened, and an armed man stepped through. The gunman focused immediately on the isolation tank, its front hatch still open; he edged for it, unaware of Xiu’s presence.

      The intruder was a fraction taller than Xiu and wore black fatigues, dusty boots and thick chest armor. No helmet, just a mask on his face. He gripped a bullpup carbine, matte black, with a wide stock and a curved magazine behind the trigger. Special Forces issue, except this soldier wore no markings or insignia.

      He pointed the jagged tip of its flash suppressor toward the open hatch as he approached it. Just above his gloved hand was a fire selector switch and a tiny red diode—the weapon was fitted with a retention system, just like Xiu’s pistol. Only an authorized fingerprint would free the trigger.

      By now, there were at least six paces between them. The soldier ducked under the open hatch and peered through the opening, searching the gloom, his weapon ready. He reached for a flashlight on his belt. He seemed about to aim it inside the tank, when something made him hesitate. Xiu realized what it was. He’d spotted the wet footprints on the floor; footprints that led away from the tank.

      Xiu launched across the linoleum floor, only to slip on the puddled water. She slid on her heel toward the soldier. As he turned, she grabbed the hatch above his head and swung it down hard, striking him on the back of his head. Dropping his flashlight and carbine, which hung by its sling, he stumbled through the tank’s opening, and went head-first into the salt water.

      Xiu’s attention was drawn to the flashlight. It had a jagged edge around the bulb and a secondary rubber button on its barrel. Recognizing its purpose, she snatched it up.

      In the knee-deep water, the soldier pulled himself upright.

      Before he could grasp his weapon, Xiu pressed hard on the flashlight’s second button, blasting him with strobing light. That made it impossible for him to see her, or adjust to the darkness.

      The soldier went to his knees, squinting from the salt water and the strobe. Xiu grabbed a towel from the bench and stepped inside. She swung the hatch shut behind her, making the tank almost soundproof again; only the bullet holes in its side would allow any noise to escape.

      The strobe made it impossible for the soldier to place her location, so she circled him quickly. He aimed his weapon at the closed hatch, but his trigger finger did nothing. The fingerprint scanner didn’t mix with water, it seemed.

      He wore an expressionless, ballistic mask: charcoal gray with thin rectangles for eyes. There was a wider rectangle for his mouth and small perforations to breathe through, just under his nose. In the flicker of the strobe light, his mask looked hellish.

      His radio likely wasn’t waterproof, and he let his earpiece hang from his collar. He wasn’t carrying a sidearm, but there was a sheathed knife on his hip. She could use that.

      Through the mouth slit in his mask, the soldier spoke.

      ‘Come closer, trickster.’
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      Xiu closed on the soldier.

      He drew his knife, and sliced the air.

      Xiu withdrew just in time, dropping both her flashlight and towel. The light continued to strobe under the water, illuminating glimpses of the soldier as he waded toward her, slashing his blade in her direction.

      Her back met the curved wall of the tank just as he thrust his knife at her. She turned her hips, the blade missing her by an inch, and trapped his wrist between her chest and hand. He grunted, then lashed out with his other elbow, clipping her cheek. She moved with the blow, absorbing it, then pivoted back into him, breaking his wrist. He gasped, dropped the knife. Collapsing before her, he went under the water.

      ‘Close enough?’ Xiu asked, the taste of magnesium salts and blood on her lips.

      Taking him by the sling of his carbine, she pulled him under the surface. Flashes of light picked out his body as it writhed below her. He splashed salt water into her eyes, then elbowed her under the ribs.

      Xiu pulled his arm to her body, straightening it out to break it, but he turned and tore it free, surfacing again with the flashlight in hand. She twisted from the flashlight’s jagged metal rim as he jabbed it right for her eyes. Blinded by the strobe, she dodged instinctively, the sharp edge grazing her bare shoulder.

      With her back to him, she took his wrist and pulled down quickly. His elbow broke over her shoulder. Through the narrow hole in his mask, he exhaled sharply. The flashlight fell from his grip.

      Xiu breathed fast, her heart racing—if she was going to win this fight, however, she needed to stay calm. She levered the soldier’s broken arm, turning his groan into a snarl, and thrust him face-first into the water.

      She snatched the floating towel and flipped it over his masked face. He thrashed, but she pulled him into the water. She sat across his upper back, shoved both knees in his armpits, then pressed the palms of her hands under water, applying pressure through the towel to his skull, just above his temple. He convulsed, harder now, but she wasn’t letting him up. She was ending this now.

      Finally, his arms relaxed and the tension slipped from his body. The towel floated. Xiu held him under until she was sure he was gone, then powered off the flashlight. Leaving the body, she took his flashlight and knife, then quietly opened the hatch, listening.

      ‘Where is he?’ one of the soldiers yelled.

      Are they looking for their drowned friend, or someone else?

      A cry of pain, male and higher pitched than the soldier, then a woman yelling: Qin. ‘His name is Wu Yanhua, he’s just a doctor! He’s not who you’re looking for!’

      ‘Then we have a problem, don’t we?’ growled the soldier.

      ‘We don’t know who he is!’ Qin said. ‘No one by that name works here.’

      A single shot cracked through the clinic … but no sound of a body collapsing.

      Warning shot.

      Between Xiu and the soldiers in the center of the clinic, there was a narrow passageway that bent to the left. Qin’s consultation room was on the right, and in it the parcel containing her pistol and its single magazine.

      She crept to the open door and pushed it almost closed. Then she reached for her towel and wiped her feet and her legs. She considered dressing as the soldier, but his uniform was soaking wet, which made moving silently impossible. Plus she didn’t have time, she had to move now.

      You’ve trained for this, she told herself. OK, maybe not exactly this.

      If she could get close enough to open the package and arm herself, then maybe she could assess the situation and make an informed decision: remain in place while calling for help, or engage the soldiers herself.

      She had the element of surprise—at least to begin with—but they had the numbers, the training, the firepower and worst of all, they had potential hostages, including Qin. And as soon as they had Xiu’s location, they would surround her, pin her down, and subdue her.

      This situation was not really working to her advantage.

      Another pleading voice echoed down the corridor. In her head, Xiu counted three civilians—scientists and doctors—including Qin.

      A sharp smack reached her, like something heavy striking bone.

      Are they pistol-whipping prisoners now?

      ‘One of you knows where he is,’ a soldier said. ‘And if you want to live through the rest of today, you’re going to tell us.’

      Xiu’s fingers trembled as she pulled her socks on. They would make her footsteps silent, rather than squeaking across the linoleum floor as they would in shoes. Along with her shoes, she left her jeans and t-shirt behind, folded neatly across the bench. They’d restrict her movement on wet skin.

      As she wrung her hair out and fastened it into a ponytail, she plotted her movements. Opposite the consultation room, another room connected to a second passageway—which offered her opportunity to escape from the premises—and more rooms: wards, offices and small laboratories with narrow doorways and tight corners—all good places to engage the soldiers.

      She clipped the flashlight to the collar of her swimsuit, within easy reach, and held the knife in her dominant hand. Then she peeled open the door, her heart pumping epinephrine through her body. It burned through her limbs and made her fingers shake, but mostly she had her body under control. For now.

      She stepped out into the passageway. It was clear, but if a soldier wandered into view, it would take her too long to close the gap between them, or find concealment. She started to regret not taking the soldier’s armored vest, but she wasn’t going back for it now.

      Xiu moved quickly—and softly, in her dry socks—sticking to the left side of the passageway. More shouting and threats reached her, a clipped voice that she assumed was the soldiers’ commander. He sounded like he was on a tight schedule, which meant she was too.

      Reaching a bend, Xiu spotted a dead scientist ahead of her. He’d bled out on the floor, entry wounds visible in his back and skull. The front of his clothing was soaked, with a couple of liters of blood pooled around him. She listened to the placement of the commander’s voice and footsteps. He reached the passageway and, with a squeak of his boots, executed a crisp about-turn. Then his footsteps moved in the opposite direction.

      Now.

      In two quick strides, Xiu crossed over into the consultation room. As she did so, she exposed herself very briefly to the enemy’s line of sight. All she could do was hope no one noticed.

      As she flitted past, she got a brief glimpse of the carnage.

      More bodies were slumped and strewn across the floor, some pooled in blood, others seemingly untouched. One soldier stood at the end of the passageway, his back to Xiu. The others were on the other side, facing away from her. Their focus was on the hostages. Xiu saw the quivering elbow of one scientist, and the edge of gray hair.

      Qin.

      And then Xiu was inside the consultation room. She already had eyes on her parcel. With the knife, she quietly sliced the plastic wrap, then ran the blade carefully over the paper. Inside the packaging was a small, hard plastic case. She slowly pried the case open.

      Immediately she checked the magazine: twenty rounds. Not armor-piercing, and no suppressor. With one hand, she pulled the slide on her pistol just a fraction, and saw the glint of brass inside. Her first round was in the chamber.

      The commanding soldier barked another threat. This time at Qin.

      ‘I’m telling you the truth!’ she said.

      Gunfire. Two rounds.

      This time, a body fell.

      Qin yelled.

      She’s still alive.

      Xiu’s hand tightened over her pistol grip. She was running out of time.

      The smart option was to escape and call for help, but that meant leaving Qin behind. Xiu didn’t want to do that. She could lure a tiger down the mountain—drawing the soldiers outside to engage them on more favorable terms—but if she was honest with herself, the better odds with the tiger were here, in the confined spaces of the clinic.

      With her knife in one hand and pistol in the other, she padded to the doorway. The other consultation room was opposite: she could make it across and then escape. But the door was open, and in the reflection of glass she caught movement. One of the scientists was crying. He tried to talk, but the soldier struck him. Xiu focused on the glass, and as each soldier moved she counted them out.

      Four.

      The closest soldier, the one with his back to her, she could take first and breach the group. The other three stood in a cluster, the commanding soldier pacing in front of Qin.

      To get to them, Xiu would have to cross by the dead scientist and the growing pool of blood. The puddle was too large to jump without making a sound, while stepping in it would create more noise—and leave blood-soaked footprints in her wake. Taking a towel from Qin’s consultation room, she folded it neatly, then quietly stepped out into the corridor. She threw it down on the pool of blood, then stepped across it to the other side.

      Time to make her move.
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      Xiu crept toward the soldiers.

      Focused on Qin, they had their backs to her, and she moved for the nearest one. Her flashlight clipped to the neckline of her swimsuit, Xiu held her pistol in one hand, knife in the other, ready.

      From what she could see of the nearby soldier, he too wore a mask, leaving visible only short, dark hair on the back of his head, shaved sideburns and ghost-white skin. He held his bullpup carbine in front of him; under his elbow, she could see his supporting hand on the foregrip. His fingers were thin, purplish.

      Beyond him, in the large, circular room of the clinic, two more soldiers in ballistic masks stood like immovable stone guardians. A fourth soldier—their commander—paced the white linoleum floor between his team and Qin, who sat with her back against a pillar. She seemed unhurt, but she was their only surviving captive, and a target they wouldn’t miss.

      Xiu needed Qin out of the line of fire if she was going to engage the soldiers. There was a nearby wall—she could shout for Qin to get behind it, but the doctor would be in shock and likely wouldn’t move.

      The soldiers wouldn’t be facing away from Xiu forever, and she wasn’t likely to get this close again. She either had to attack now or escape and get help.

      Not escape. She was here to stop them.

      She lined up the barrel of her pistol with the back of Purple Fingers’ head. It was an easy shot, but she didn’t take it. She shifted her aim past his head to the cluster of three soldiers.

      Xiu took the hardest shot that she knew she could hit, and fired. Two shots—right past Purple Fingers’ head. Her target went down.

      One down, three to go.

      Stepping in behind Purple Fingers, she plunged her knife down over his shoulder, between his clavicle and scapula, slicing his subclavian artery. He yelped in surprise, then shuddered.

      Two down.

      The remaining soldiers turned to the sound, and Xiu left the blade in place as she ripped the flashlight from her collar and beamed the strobe right at them.

      The soldier on the left was a masked woman with blue veins across her neck and ink-black hair drawn into a ponytail over broad shoulders; on the right, a man, shorter, with round cheeks that flushed around his mask. Both were blinded, but in this bright environment that wouldn’t last.

      Xiu lined her rear and front sights, then fired again. Her rounds hit the shorter man in his mask and his neck. Blood stained his vest as he collapsed, and behind him Xiu could now see the soldier she had put her first two rounds into—he was up and back in the fight. His mask had been fractured by her gunfire; and he ripped it off to reveal large, bug-like eyes and a skewed upper lip that curled with frustration.

      Her rounds weren’t penetrating their masks. She’d placed her shots wrong.

      Xiu stood behind a now-trembling Purple Fingers, her pistol in one hand, flashlight in the other.

      ‘Qin!’ she yelled. ‘Get behind the wall!’

      The doctor stared at her, speechless, then crawled away as Xiu instructed.

      Xiu shoved Purple Fingers toward the soldiers. He stumbled forward, dropping to his knees. Xiu did the same, keeping him between her and the other two soldiers—Veins and Bug Eyes.

      She ripped the knife from Purple Fingers’ chest and threw it below Bug Eyes’ armor. The blade went through the flesh of his upper leg. He hollered in pain and dropped to his other knee, clawing for the hilt.

      Veins rushed forward, pushing Purple Fingers onto her. Xiu dropped her flashlight and landed on her back, the dying soldier slumped over her. Veins kneeled right next to her, controlling Xiu’s pistol arm, and Bug Eyes limped toward them, the knife still embedded in his leg.

      Xiu wriggled out from under Purple Fingers’ bleeding body, but Veins held her in place, twisting her pistol until she dropped it. Bug Eyes stood over them, his carbine aimed.

      ‘I’ll give you one chance,’ Bug Eyes said. ‘Tell me where—’

      Xiu crashed into Veins. Weapons and limbs entangled, they rolled across the linoleum floor.

      Bug Eyes tracked her with his barrel. ‘Get out of the way!’ he shouted at Veins.

      Xiu put Veins between them, but it was no good. The soldier smashed the weapon stock into her head.

      Xiu fell.
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      They were going to kill her.

      Xiu lay on the blood-smeared ground, the soldiers standing over her. They would put a few rounds through her skull, then they would execute Qin. And it would all be over.

      Veins stomped closer and drew her knife.

      Xiu did the only thing she could do. She kicked out, catching Veins’ foot and disturbing her balance. Veins grunted, slipping on the streaks of blood across the floor, then crashed down beside Xiu. Her collapse blocked Bug Eyes’ shot again. Through blurred vision, Xiu saw her opportunity to survive, even for just a moment longer.

      Veins’ mask had come free in the fall, revealing her swollen lip and bruised chin. She clawed for the knife, seized it, but Xiu grabbed her wrist and pulled her in. Veins’ arm extended, her elbow locked.

      I’m not done yet, Xiu thought.

      She plucked the knife from Veins and threw it. The knife went under Bug Eyes’ vest, into his other thigh. He glared at the knife, then screamed in pain.

      Xiu brought her palm down hard on Vein’s arm, breaking it. Veins cried out, flashing blood-stained teeth. Xiu rolled over her body and came up in front of Bug Eyes, right beside his weapon. They were both kneeling, just inches apart. He couldn’t turn his carbine to shoot, so she shoved it back into his face and heard cartilage crunch.

      Behind them, Veins stirred. She aimed her weapon at Xiu.

      Xiu pressed down over Bug Eyes’ trigger finger and fired straight into Veins. But he dropped his aim and the burst went low. The rounds cracked her carbine, ricocheting and striking her armor. She gasped for air and let go of her weapon.

      Bug Eyes held onto his carbine with all his strength. Xiu hit the magazine release. The curved magazine dropped, and she knelt on it—then pushed down on his trigger finger again. He moved his barrel away from Veins, and the shot went wide, blasting a window.

      ‘Stay down!’ he yelled, elbowing Xiu.

      The blow caught her in the ribs and stole her breath. He smashed his carbine into her neck, knocking her onto her back, then he mounted her, pinning her in place with his weapon. Pressing down, he choked her under the carbine’s short barrel, pushing it into her neck. Xiu’s wrists were trapped under either end of the weapon. Bug Eyes had her right where he wanted her, and she could do nothing to fight back.

      In the corner of her vision, she saw her pistol lying ten feet away—in the open but too far to reach. Another ten feet away was Veins; with a bloodied face and broken arm, she scrambled past Xiu’s flashlight, and went for Purple Fingers’ lifeless body. When she reached it, she pried his weapon free.

      That meant the soldiers had been authorized to fire each other’s weapons.

      Bug Eyes pushed the carbine harder into Xiu’s neck. He leaned over her, blood running from his nose onto her face. He swapped one hand with his knee, keeping the pressure on Xiu’s neck, then used his free hand to finally remove the knife embedded in his leg. He held the knife over her, coated thinly in his blood.

      ‘I think you know where Jian is, don’t you?’ he asked.

      Who? Is this why they’re here?

      Veins stood over them, barrel pointed at her head. ‘She’s killed enough people today. Suffer not the unbeliever to live.’

      Bug Eyes winced. ‘Last chance,’ he said to Xiu. ‘Where is Jian?’

      ‘I know where he is.’ Qin’s voice called out from across the clinic, cracking. ‘Leave her alone, and I’ll tell you exactly where to find him.’

      Great.

      Bug Eyes glared at the doctor, then lowered the blood-slicked knife to Xiu’s neck. ‘Now. Or your pal bleeds out with this knife. Slowly.’

      Qin spoke slowly, her voice strained. ‘You can find him at the Intron clinic in Zhenhar.’

      So he’s another doctor…

      Bug Eyes and Veins exchanged a glance.

      The knife was off-angle now, away from Xiu’s neck, but she knew he was moments away from driving it down into her.

      ‘Are you sure about that?’ Bug Eyes asked.

      Qin nodded. ‘I’ll bet my life on it.’

      He smiled. ‘You already have.’

      Carefully, Xiu pried one of her hands from under the carbine, then gripped the stock. She kept her other hand under the carbine and softly wrapped her fingers over the barrel.

      ‘Thank you, doctor. That wasn’t so hard.’ Bug Eyes nodded to Veins. ‘Kill her.’

      Veins turned her weapon on Qin.

      Xiu lifted her knee, striking Bug Eyes in his lower back and crunching the soft muscle under his ribs. At the same time, she held one end of the carbine and smashed the barrel into his neck. The jagged flash suppressor drew blood and knocked him aside. Xiu rolled onto her stomach, and hooked the other end of the carbine behind Veins’ knees. Veins landed hard, firing over Xiu.

      Xiu kept rolling. She snatched up her pistol, then dropped onto her back, aiming across the room from between her legs.

      Bug Eyes couldn’t stand, but had found Purple’s carbine and was bringing it to bear. At the same time, Veins was back on her feet and taking aim.

      Xiu shot Bug Eyes through his broken nose.

      She aimed again. Two rounds went through Veins’ neck. Blood sprayed, but the woman kept going for a step … then dropped her carbine and stumbled, landing with her eyes staring down Xiu’s barrel.

      ‘Salvation is our—’

      Xiu fired.

      Getting to her feet, Xiu looked around her. Dead bodies were sprawled all across the linoleum floor: soldiers, doctors, scientists, all with gunshot wounds. She couldn’t believe it, she’d taken them all out.

      Squelching in her blood-soaked socks, she checked the soldiers quickly: all were dead. Then she looked for Qin.

      At the other side of the clinic center, Qin was sitting in silence. Xiu rushed over to find Qin’s hands pressed over her midsection, stained red.

      No.

      Somewhere in the crossfire, she’d been hit.

      ‘There’s gauze … my room,’ Qin said.

      Xiu understood. ‘I’ll be right back,’ she croaked, bruised from Bug Eyes’ choking carbine.

      She raced to the consultation room, raided the medical supplies, and returned to the wounded doctor, who was keeping her hand pressed over the entry wound.

      Xiu placed her pistol in easy reach in front of her—she hadn’t cleared the entire clinic yet, but she couldn’t let Qin bleed out either. She quickly pulled the latex gloves on, then tore open a sachet of powdered gauze squares. Crunching the gauze into a ball, she lifted Qin’s blood-soaked hand from the wound and packed the ball of gauze into it.

      ‘You need more … exit wound,’ Qin said.

      Xiu shifted Qin a few inches to one side, just enough so she could see where the round had punched through. The hole was lower down her body and larger than the entry point. Already, blood was soaking through the gauze and dripping onto the linoleum.

      Xiu’s vision blurred with tears. She wiped her face with her arm, then ripped open another sachet and grabbed more gauze for the exit wound. The gauze soaked up the blood and held in place; Xiu lifted the doctor’s hand to inspect the entry wound, and was relieved to see that too was holding.

      She checked Qin’s pockets and found her car keys and phone. Xiu punched the numbers, hoping to call an ambulance, but the handset was dead.

      Qin smiled weakly. ‘You’re still wearing your swimsuit.’

      ‘I need to get you to a hospital,’ Xiu said.

      Qin looked up at Xiu and said, ‘There are six.’

      ‘Hospitals?’ she said, confused.

      But Qin was staring through Xiu now, and said nothing more. Her chest stopped moving, and by the time Xiu worked up the courage to check the doctor’s pulse, Qin was gone.

      Xiu knelt before the woman she’d failed to save, feeling anger build to a charge inside her. She ripped off her gloves and took up her pistol.

      There are six.

      Six soldiers, it had to be, and Xiu knew where the remaining one would be. At the back of the clinic was a single alley—the perfect place to position a getaway vehicle and driver.

      She returned to the isolation tank and grabbed another towel to wipe blood from her legs. Then she stripped off her swimsuit and now-matching red socks. She put on her underwear and bra, then her jeans, with her lockpicks and shim secreted in the seam of her denim. After that, she fastened her concealed holster inside her waistband. Her jeans were just wide enough to allow for the pistol, while still appearing fitted to her legs. With that done, she holstered her pistol and put on her bomber jacket: under that and her t-shirt, her weapon was invisible.

      The 4x4 was white and parked by a dumpster. It had moderately tinted windows, but was otherwise unassuming, although she knew it was likely to be armored. Her only way to the driver was if he or she unlocked the vehicle and opened their door.

      Xiu was considering her options when she saw thin tendrils of smoke rising from top of the vehicle. There was another way in: the soldier was smoking with the sunroof open.

      Keeping the dumpster between them, she approached the vehicle quietly. The driver was talking on his radio, his voice carrying up through the sunroof. He wasn’t about to get a response from his team any time soon, meaning he’d probably go looking for them. She had to act now.

      Climbing onto the dumpster, she leaped onto the roof of the 4x4, sliding on her stomach. She aimed her pistol down at the driver, but the noise of her landing had made him look up. He knocked her aim to one side as she fired, the shot hitting the window. The round smashed into the bullet-resistant glass, deflecting into the driver’s leg. He screamed in pain, and she fired again, down through the top of his head.

      Blood sprayed on the window and slowly trickled down. Xiu lay on the roof, catching her breath and collecting her thoughts.

      At last, she walked back inside the clinic. She returned to the consultation room, where she plucked her new passport from her open parcel, then raided the soldiers for currency. She didn’t touch Qin’s wallet, she didn’t want to. But she did find a soldier with a similar build to her, so she stole their ballistic vest. Then she tried all the phones, both the hard lines and the cells, only to discover that everything was dead. A quick search for ammunition turned up nothing for her pistol—she had five rounds left—and there were no other weapons that weren’t coded to the soldiers. All she could find was a red filter for the flashlight she’d stolen.

      She had to call the Division and tell them everything. A team could then be dispatched to extract this ‘Jian’ from Zhenhar, wherever the hell that was.

      Xiu paused and risked one last glance at Qin. Anger rolled through her at the sight of her body, bled out and lifeless, but it disappeared as quickly as it peaked. She was alone now, and she could do nothing to honor the dead.

      No.

      There was one thing she could do.
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      Xiu stepped inside the VR cafe.

      The establishment was partially finished, with red and gold wallpaper, cube-like arenas for virtual reality games, and bars with shelves that were presently empty. No computers had yet been installed, and the ergonomic chairs were still wrapped in plastic.

      Xiu walked the freshly laid blue-gray carpet to the office at the rear of the venue; if she was going to find a phone, that’s where it would be. In fact, she found several, but every one of them was still in its box. She leaned on the desk; a map of the city and its surrounds was spread out on it, and she stared at it for a moment, then unboxed a phone and plugged it into the wall. It blinked to life, the orange light strangely hopeful.

      She lifted the receiver to her ear. Dial tone.

      She dialed 110 for the police and was quickly answered.

      ‘I have a shooting to report,’ Xiu said.

      ‘What’s the address of the emergency?’

      ‘Intron clinic, 460 Hengshan Road.’

      The officer repeated the address. ‘Inside the clinic?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘OK, we have help on the way. Can you tell me what happened?’

      ‘There were ... people in masks with guns and they just walked in,’ Xiu said, breathing quickly between words. ‘And then I heard them shooting and people screaming. I think they shot everyone inside!’

      ‘Where are you now? Can I have your name please?’

      ‘I can’t ... I think they’re following—’

      Xiu hung up. That was all they needed.

      Next, she made a call to the only number she’d been given in the event of an emergency.

      Without preamble, the voice on the other end of the line said, ‘Authorization code please.’

      ‘I don’t have one yet.’

      ‘I’m afraid you have the wrong number,’ the operator said.

      ‘Listen. My name is Xiu and I’m still in training. Masked soldiers—or mercenaries, I’m not sure—they’ve just murdered everyone inside an Intron clinic. I’m the only survivor, but they’re after someone called Jian.’

      ‘Xiu, I’m going to need your numerical password please.’

      ‘I don’t have one! I just said, I’m still in training.’

      ‘I’m afraid you’re not authorized to be contacting us on this channel. You need to contact your local police department and report every detail of this incident.’

      ‘I already have!’ she said. ‘Look, I understand your protocol, but you’re not listening. You need to check this out, and when you find out that I’m telling the truth, and I call you back, you better be ready to help me.’

      Silence. Then, the operator spoke. ‘All our calls are recorded, and I will make sure my commanding officer listens to this. I’m sorry we can’t help you any further.’

      ‘I’m sorry too.’ She hung up.

      She’d made the call. She couldn’t do much more than that. Their security procedures were valid, she understood that, but a call like that won’t go uninvestigated. Once they realized she was right, they could do something about it.

      Her hands smoothed the crinkles out of the map. The nearest populated city, where she was due for her next stage of training, was forty-one kilometers west-north-west. She could take the road from here directly west, over the river, grazing the Russian border before snaking back inland to a dried reservoir.

      Another landmark caught her eye— north, toward Siberia.

      Zhenhar.

      According to the map, it was just a cluster of mountains in the middle of nowhere. There was no city.

      As Xiu considered this, she folded the map and shoved it into her jacket pocket, then exited the cafe through the rear entrance; she never took the same access point twice. Outside, she circled back around to the front of the building, where the morning sun glinted off the roof of Qin’s sedan.

      Xiu climbed inside and drove west, through a grid of apartment blocks. She circled several blocks, making sure no one was on her, except for the occasional pedestrian walking home, the streets were empty.

      She hit the bridge and crossed a shallow, gray river; she didn’t want to spend any longer in this city than she needed to. For all she knew, there were more soldiers in the area and they might want to finish the job. Beyond the bridge it was open ground, and in the distance, she could see rolling hills and thick forest. Arriving at a fork in the road, she slowed the car. The left branch would take her west along a toll road, and the right went north.

      Where this Jian person was.

      Xiu took the left lane. Whichever handler was waiting for her in the next city, she would tell them everything, and in more detail than her emergency call.

      But by then, it would be too late. The soldiers—or whoever they were—would have gotten to this doctor Jian. When she’d been listening to Qin and the soldiers as they talked about Jian, the name had rung a faint bell, and now, as she drove, she tried to place it. There had been something in her early lessons about an operative named Jian who’d nearly died on a number of operations. Outnumbered, trapped, it didn’t matter, he’d always found a way to make it out alive. His stories were legendary, but they were old stories now, and that Jian would be long dead. Dead like this other Jian would be if she didn’t—

      You’re out of your depth. This isn’t your problem.

      Xiu pulled sharply across the lanes and steered onto the right-hand road.
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      Zhenhar was a gray shard on the horizon.

      Xiu considered turning back a few times, but every time she did, she remembered Qin dying, and the memory pushed her forward. Somewhere between the time her map had been charted and now, Zhenhar had become a city. And somewhere in that city there was a clinic with a doctor named Jian and a target on his forehead.

      All that remained between her and the city was the last stretch of the freeway and a solitary gas station painted in stripes of red and white. If anywhere was likely to have a map of Zhenhar, it would be here.

      Xiu pulled into the gas station and parked next to a pump, under a large red roof that looked like an alien mothership about to either take off or land, she couldn’t decide which. It was cool outside, but she had her jacket zipped comfortably over her ballistic vest.

      A thick-knuckled man in overalls leaned against a pillar next to a gas pump, his head down as he rubbed grease from his fingers with a rag, but not so much that he couldn’t glance at Xiu.

      She left him in peace and walked inside, where she found the counter attended by not one but two staff members, both barely adults, and both genuinely surprised to have a visitor. One was a preening young man with neatly combed hair and a sharply pressed shirt, the other was a young woman with penciled eyebrows and a haughty expression. They seemed overdressed for a gas station on the outskirts of a city.

      Without breaking her stride, Xiu approached the counter. In the corner of her vision, the man outside glanced at Qin’s car. Xiu kept an eye on him.

      ‘I’m looking for the Intron clinic in Zhenhar,’ Xiu said. ‘Do you know where that is?’

      The employees exchanged a glance.

      ‘It’s in Zhenhar,’ the young woman said.

      ‘Thanks, but I was hoping you’d know where in Zhenhar.’

      The woman’s pupils dilated, and the man’s shoulders hunched a little more forward. Xiu couldn’t decide if they were uncertain or scared. Neither blinked.

      Scared, then.

      ‘I’m afraid we cannot help you,’ the young man said.

      ‘Fine,’ Xiu said. ‘Do you sell any phone chargers?’

      Before she could show them Qin’s phone, they shook their head in unison.

      ‘Our apologies,’ the young woman said. ‘We’re out of stock.’

      Xiu turned her head slightly, enough to clearly see outside. The man in the overalls was now standing upright.

      ‘I don’t suppose you have a map of Zhenhar?’ she asked.

      ‘I’m afraid we’re out at the moment,’ the man said. ‘Sorry.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Xiu left them at the counter, and walked out of the gas station.

      The man in the overalls stood on her right. ‘Are you visiting or moving?’ he asked, nodding to the city on the horizon.

      Xiu paused beside her car. ‘Why does it matter?’

      ‘Visiting,’ he said. ‘You should know, the people there … they’re different.’

      Her skin crawled. ‘How?’

      He was closer now, standing comfortably with hands at his sides, studying her under a heavy-lidded gaze. He spoke slowly and deliberately. ‘It’s almost like they’re waiting for something to happen. It’s best you finish your business there before they do.’

      ‘Thanks, but I don’t intend on sticking around,’ she said.

      ‘Keep to yourself,’ he said. ‘Good luck.’

      ‘Thanks.’ I think.

      Xiu climbed behind the wheel and left the gas station. She checked her mirror and found the man had already turned away, losing interest. She wished, not for the first time, that Qin’s phone wasn’t dead; she was going to have to find the Intron clinic without access to the internet or even a printed map.

      Not far ahead of her, a perfect line of tall, concrete apartment blocks guarded the edge of the city, their windows orange in the setting sun; beyond them, a jagged skyline of glass and metal. Xiu took the main road between the apartments and entered Zhenhar.

      The city opened up to her, fiery in the dying light, its streets calm and sidewalks vacant. She passed a dumpling restaurant, a skyscraper shaped like a spire, and a fire station. The fire station was occupied, its garage door open, and she could see a pair of fire fighters standing by a fire engine. They stared at her, wearing dark, shiny masks depicting the face of dragons or other beasts.

      So that’s an unusual uniform, she thought.

      She passed the fire station and moved deeper into Zhenhar. The streets of this unborn city were silent and, except for the glow of streetlamps on the sidewalks and the occasional occupied apartment, pitch black. She didn’t like the place much, and didn’t want to be here any longer than she needed to—unfortunately, she suspected it might take a while to find the Intron clinic.

      A short distance ahead of her, a pair of teenagers wandered into view. Xiu pulled over a distance behind them. Maybe the kids were more likely to help. As she got out on foot, a dark, armored 4x4 took the corner ahead, and slowed as it passed the teenagers. Then it stopped. She watched as a pair of armed soldiers in black fatigues disembarked, their carbines glinting under the streetlamps. They wore black masks, their rectangular eye slits reminding Xiu of the soldiers from the other clinic.

      Military or law enforcement?

      The occupants of the 4x4 stopped the teenagers to check their identification, and took their time inspecting each ID. Xiu continued her approach on foot—it would attract suspicion if she diverted now—and as she neared them, she could make out more detail. They were definitely soldiers.

      ‘The curfew for adolescents was forty-five minutes ago,’ said one soldier, her voice low and lacking patience. ‘Where is your family?’

      ‘They don’t live here,’ said the boy—not much older than fifteen. ‘We’re here for school.’

      ‘There are consequences for this, you do realize?’

      ‘We know the city,’ the girl said. ‘We’re not gonna get in trouble.’

      ‘You already are,’ the soldier said. ‘No parents… you must have a guardian. Where is—?’

      ‘I’m here.’ Xiu walked up to the soldiers, ready to show her passport, slow and easy. The passport was a cover identity, but she knew it would hold up.

      The soldiers said nothing. Their masks were an exact match for those worn by the soldiers who’d killed Qin.

      Are they here looking for Jian?

      ‘I’m really sorry for the inconvenience,’ Xiu said, turning to the teenagers. ‘How many times do I have to tell you? Curfew means curfew. Now look what’s happened! You’ve gotten yourselves in trouble with these soldiers who have better things to do than reprimand you.’

      The woman cleared her throat. ‘Get off the streets.’

      Both soldiers peeled back to their vehicle and drove away. Xiu kept her vision off the headlights as they washed over her.

      The streetlamp cast a hard shadow under the teenage girl’s nose and red-rimmed eyes. ‘Why’d you do that?’

      ‘You needed help,’ Xiu said. ‘Are they … always here?’

      ‘You’re new to Weirdo Town?’ The girl took her brother by the shoulder, and led him onward.

      ‘Just visiting,’ Xiu said.

      ‘Thanks,’ the boy said. ‘That was awesome.’

      ‘Where are you going?’ Xiu asked.

      ‘Home,’ the sister said.

      ‘I’ll go with you, just act natural. They’re probably still watching us.’

      ‘You don’t have to, but whatever.’

      Xiu jerked a thumb at the road behind them. ‘I have a car.’

      ‘We’re just around the corner. I swear we don’t even—’

      ‘All right.’ Xiu was already walking beside them. ‘You said you know the city well.’

      The girl shrugged. ‘Yeah.’

      ‘I’m looking for a clinic called Intron,’ she said. ‘Have you seen it?’

      They turned the corner and gray apartment blocks loomed ahead, their glass black in the night.

      The girl shook her head. ‘Nope.’

      ‘I know it!’ her brother said. ‘On the other side of that gold building.’

      His sister sighed. ‘The auditorium with the domed roof,’ she said.

      ‘Can you tell me how to get there?’ Xiu asked.

      ‘Back on that road, the way you were going,’ the girl said. ‘Cross the boulevard and it’s right there. You can only miss it if you’re really dumb.’ She stopped outside an apartment building. ‘This is us.’

      Xiu smiled. ‘Dumb like walking around without a guardian during curfew?’

      The girl walked through the automatic glass doors, into the foyer of their building. ‘You’re not our guardian.’

      ‘She means thanks,’ her brother said, walking through with Xiu. ‘I’m Yu, by the way.’

      ‘I’m Xiu,’ she said, coming to a stop inside the foyer. ‘Thank you for the directions.’

      ‘You can ask for us at reception,’ he said. ‘If you ever need anything.’

      ‘Don’t tell her that.’ His sister elbowed him. ‘We need to leave.’

      ‘I’m going to stay here in the foyer,’ Xiu said. ‘For about ten minutes. Then I’ll leave.’

      The sister looked her up and down. ‘Suit yourself. Night.’ With that, she turned on her heel and headed to the elevator.

      Yu lingered for a moment. ‘Hey, uh, be careful.’

      ‘I will, thanks. Can I ask ... why is there a curfew?’

      ‘Something bad happened,’ he said. ‘Terrorists were planning an attack, but they were arrested, and some places got shut down. I think the clinic as well.’

      Xiu’s heart raced. She hoped he was wrong about that.

      ‘Bye!’ Yu waved. He followed his impatient sister into the elevator.

      The doors closed and they were gone. Xiu stuck around for a while, thinking through her next move. If they raided the clinic, they must have missed Jian, otherwise, they wouldn’t have come to her clinic looking for him. That meant he was still out there, somewhere. Or the clinic hadn’t been raided like Yu thought. Either way, she needed to find out for herself.

      She didn’t see the soldiers drive past, which was a good sign. Finally, she made her way back onto the street.

      Silence again, except the low hum of streetlamps. She breathed in the night air and walked back to the main road, keeping an eye out for more patrols. There were none, and the only vehicles she could hear were few and far.

      Back in her car, she pulled out on the main road. Following Yu’s sister’s directions, she hit the boulevard, and despite the moonless sky and sparse streetlamps, she was soon able to spot the auditorium’s golden surface.

      She drove past slowly enough to read the signage opposite the auditorium—small embossed letters on the wall spelling the word Intron. It certainly didn’t look raided, but she had to be careful nonetheless. Parking Qin’s car, she slipped the soldier’s ballistic vest over her t-shirt, then zipped her jacket over it. She left the car and made her way to the building.

      She checked the street—clear—and drew her lockpicks from the seam in her jeans. Getting down onto one knee, she inspected the lock. Pin-tumbler, not wafer. Good. No apparent security countermeasures. Even better. If she was lucky, she could rake it in a few seconds. If not, a few minutes, assuming no soldiers turned up to raid the place.

      She tuned out the buzz of the streetlamps and slipped her tension wrench into the keyhole, rotating the lock with a light amount of pressure. Holding the wrench and applying mild tension to the lock, she inserted her rake pick. Its tip was shaped like a wobbly ‘W’ and she used it to rake the lock with a rocking motion. After a few strokes, she bumped two, maybe three pins up and into place. The first pin, however, was stuck at the shear line. She’d practiced enough times to know why.

      Spool pin.

      Security countermeasures.

      The tension she’d applied to rotate the lock had caught the edge of the spool, and jammed it there. If she was going to open the lock, she needed to get the spool pin clear. And that was going to require a little more delicacy.

      A car accelerated in the distance. She paused, listened. It was far away, but getting closer. She hoped it wasn’t heading here; she had to do this quickly, but she had to do it right or she wasn’t going anywhere.

      She reset the lock with a click. This time, she applied a featherlight pressure to her tension wrench. The light touch was important, or else the spool would get snagged again.

      The vehicle was closer, the engine tone steady and low.

      Breathe.

      Xiu raked the lock a second time, seating all but the spool pin. This time, she swapped the rake out for her half-diamond pick.

      The vehicle was slowing, and it turned at a nearby corner. Headlights washed the street, almost illuminating her.

      The armored 4x4.

      With the half-diamond pick, Xiu tapped under the spool pin. It bounced up.

      Clink.

      Her featherlight tension turned the lock. She was in.

      She pushed the door, and stepped through, moving away from the glass to keep herself out of view. Just in time, too, as the 4x4 rumbled past the closed doors.

      Xiu exhaled.

      Too close.

      If no one was on duty, Intron would have motion-detection sensors and security cameras to alert them of her presence. Then all she’d need do is sit and wait for the security personnel to arrive, introduce herself and tell them about the raid at the other clinic. They’d need to verify her identity first, her newly issued passport would do that. This Jian doctor would be out of harm’s way, and her job would be done. And maybe, just maybe, she’d qualify for exceptional acts of duty or something. She didn’t know if there was a medal for that, but there should be. With lots of gold on it.

      The foyer was dark, catching only slivers of light from the street, and the place smelled dusty and stale. If there was an alarm, it was silent.

      Xiu secreted her lockpicks back in her jeans, then thumbed on her flashlight. A thin beam of red light splashed across marbled tiles, enough to see the floor was spotted with drops of dark liquid. She remembered what Yu had said about terrorists and places being shut down.

      This isn’t looking great.

      With her dominant hand, she drew her pistol, keeping her trigger finger on the barrel. The clinic seemed to have been empty a while. It was possible—she hoped—this Jian had simply moved to another clinic in Zhenhar.

      She spotted a reception desk, cluttered with papers, worn keyboards and stacks of binders and papers. She ran her red flashlight across the papers, and soon found a sheet with the Intron letterhead on it.

      Only one clinic listed in this city.

      Past the desk and through a heavy door was what she assumed would be the security room—the best place to check if she’d triggered an alarm. The door was locked, so she dropped to one knee again and reached for her picks. Red light flashed across her vision, strobing brightly and blinding her for a moment. She reached for her pistol, but a voice on her left growled.

      ‘Draw and I shoot you.’

      A security guard? Still strobed by the man’s red-filtered flashlight, Xiu wasn’t convinced. The strobe and the red light suggested something else entirely.

      Someone else entirely.

      ‘Lie down on your stomach, arms spread.’

      Xiu did as instructed. A car engine rumbled outside, growing louder. Heavy, like the armored 4x4. She had to think fast.

      ‘Listen, I’m from the—’

      ‘Don’t talk,’ the man said.

      Suddenly, he was astride her back, pressing a hand on her skull. The pressure pinned her in place, but he only seemed to apply enough pressure to keep her there. The same pressure she’d used on the soldier inside the isolation tank.

      Bright beams of light swept overhead: the soldiers were coming.

      ‘What’s your code?’ he asked.

      ‘I don’t have one,’ she said. ‘I’m here to h—’

      A hand clamped over her mouth, and another took the pistol from her holster. Then came the burn of a needle in Xiu’s neck, and nothing else.
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      Xiu sat up—a little too quickly, making the walls spin around her.

      She took a moment to regain her equilibrium, then took stock of her situation. Her jacket had been removed, and her wrists were bound in front of her with plasticuffs. Then she’d been put in … a bedroom?

      The walls were gray, lit by a distant yet bright billboard. She was in an apartment, somewhere in Zhenhar, it had to be. The bedroom lacked decoration except for basic furnishing—a double bed and a single bedside table with a lamp shaped like a tulip. The door was closed, and no sound came from the other side.

      Xiu crawled off the bed. Her concealed holster was still inside the waistband of her jeans, but it was empty. A quick search of the room turned up neither her pistol nor her phone and passport.

      Reaching inside the seam of her jeans, she found she was still carrying her lockpicks, and with them, her shim—a flat piece of metal designed especially for this situation. Getting it out of its hiding place was the easy part. Using it while cuffed, that was … more difficult.

      With her thumb and fingertip, she lowered the shim to her wrist, into the ratchet of the plasticuffs. The flat piece of metal dropped in place, and she fed it through, slowly and awkwardly, with the tips of her fingers. The shim slipped between the teeth of the plasticuffs, breaking its grip and allowing her to separate her wrists slowly, pulling the plastic teeth from the ratchet.

      She was free.

      Returning the shim to the seam of her jeans, she discarded the plasticuffs and put her ear to the bedroom door, listening. Up close, she could hear movement in another room, and a kettle boiling. As it whistled, she made her move.

      She stepped out into what looked like a living area. Her ruck was resting on the end of a sofa and there was a middle-aged man in the kitchen beyond, heating a saucepan over the stove. With dark, silvering hair and trimmed gray facial hair, he seemed familiar.

      ‘Those soldiers almost got to you,’ he said.

      ‘You’re not one of them,’ she said.

      ‘Fanatics make unreliable friends.’ He poured almost boiling water into a porcelain teapot.

      Even almost boiling water would be an effective weapon, if Xiu could find an opportunity to use it on him.

      ‘Take a seat,’ he said. ‘Would you like some tea?’

      ‘What were you doing in that clinic?’ she asked.

      ‘I was waiting for you,’ he said, teapot in hand.

      ‘How did you know I was there?’

      ‘You tripped my alarm,’ he said. ‘And you came in through the front, which I hadn’t expected. Were you not given instructions, or a code to tell me?’

      ‘Their instructions were rushed,’ Xiu said, playing along. ‘Do you mind explaining how I got here?’

      ‘I had to take precautions.’ The man circled the kitchen counter, teapot in one hand and turquoise teacup in the other. There was a slight bulge on his hip, the size of a concealed pistol. ‘I didn’t carry you here, obviously. I stole a vehicle.’

      ‘Obviously.’ Xiu flexed her hands. ‘Oh, and I removed my restraints.’

      ‘Yeah, I can see that. I’m not blind.’ He laid the teapot and teacup on a low-sitting wooden table where one cup had already been placed.

      ‘I’m looking for someone,’ she said. ‘Maybe you can help me.’

      ‘In this city, that usually doesn’t end well.’ He took a spot on the cream sofa, beside a notebook and pen, then poured two cups of tea. ‘Sit down on the carpet, we have a lot to go over.’

      Xiu folded her arms, and walked to the balcony door; through it, the apartment buildings of Zhenhar were lit like jewels in the night.

      The man snapped his fingers. ‘Stay away from the windows.’

      She stopped. ‘You don’t live here, do you?’

      ‘You could say I’m passing through,’ he said. ‘Tell me, before we begin: what’s your story?’

      She sat before the table, crossing her legs. ‘I don’t have a story.’

      He lifted his teacup and inhaled from it sharply. ‘Everyone has a story. Some don’t want to start it, others don’t want to finish it.’

      ‘What about yours?’ Xiu asked.

      ‘Not finished just yet, kid.’

      ‘What about the people in the clinic?’ she asked.

      He lowered his cup and met her gaze. ‘You weren’t kidding when you said your briefing was rushed.’

      ‘I didn’t have much time,’ she said, watching steam rise from her cup. ‘Are you going to tell me what on earth is going on?’

      ‘We have a full teapot, we have time,’ he said. ‘Silver Needle. It’s a good white tea.’

      ‘It beats isolation tanks,’ she said.

      He glared. ‘You’ve got to be kidding me. Are they out of their goddamn minds?’

      Xiu frowned. ‘The tanks aren’t that bad. It’s kind of relaxing, when you’re not being shot at.’

      He stood suddenly. ‘This is serious business, and they send me the work-experience kid?’

      Xiu’s eyelid twitched. ‘I don’t need a babysitter, and you need to chill out about the isolation tanks.’

      ‘Chill out?’ He shook his head. ‘It makes sense now. It’s not just the tank. It’s your false passport and your standard-issue pistol. The amount of extraction failures I’ve had on pieces of junk like that. No self-respecting operative would use it.’

      ‘Look, they didn’t send me, OK?’ she said. ‘I came here to find a doctor named Jian,’ she said. ‘There are people on their way to get him; soldiers in masks.’

      ‘Do you mean the same soldiers that patrol the streets of Zhenhar?’ he asked.

      ‘They’re already here,’ Xiu said. ‘I’m too late.’

      ‘That’s a matter of perspective,’ he said. ‘But if they didn’t send you, why are you here? How are you here?’

      ‘I was in another clinic, and these soldiers raided it, looking for this Jian guy,’ Xiu said. ‘She … Qin asked me to come here.’

      The man was looking at her hands—her shaking hands. ‘They killed everyone, didn’t they?’ he asked, softly.

      ‘Except me.’ Xiu swallowed. ‘I was floating in a stupid isolation tank.’

      ‘Qin,’ he said. ‘I’ve met her once or twice, sharp as a dagger. She didn’t make it?’

      ‘I tried to save her.’

      ‘Sorry kid, that’s a tough break. But you’re alive, right?’

      ‘I’m not a kid.’

      ‘Listen, I’m fifty-three years old. If you’re younger than fifty-three, you’re a kid.’ With one hand, he massaged the flesh on the back of his neck. ‘OK. Right. Let’s do this again. What’s your name?’

      ‘Xiu.’

      His face creased in thought. ‘Xiu, I’m sorry you’re here, because you have no idea what you’ve walked into.’

      ‘I’m starting to realize,’ she said. ‘So you’re not going to stop me from leaving?’

      ‘No. But a typhoon hit Zhenhar last week, and now we have a nice, little taste of martial law. Which means however you got in, you sure as hell won’t be getting out that way. Not until martial law is lifted.’

      ‘So I can’t leave now?’ she asked.

      ‘There’s a terminus across town,’ he said. ‘At zero-four-hundred, I can take you there. It’s the safest time to move.’

      Xiu checked her watch. It wasn’t even midnight yet. ‘I’m not ready,’ she said. ‘Do you have a phone?’

      ‘Not one you can use, no,’ he said. ‘The typhoon damaged the only working cell tower. Even the telephone lines are down.’

      ‘No one in this city has contact with the outside world? All thanks to a typhoon?’

      He half-smiled. ‘You catch on fast. These towers are meant to withstand typhoons. The tower’s not working because someone wants it that way. But the terminus is on the grid and still has juice.’

      ‘There are trains there?’

      ‘One train, which you could commandeer. Not hard to operate, I’ll show you.’ He stared through the glass, into the night. ‘It will take you over the border.’

      ‘To where, Siberia?’

      He chuckled. ‘Zhenhar is an autonomous region. Its governing body dissolved a few months ago. What replaced it isn’t pretty, my friend.’

      Down the hall, there was banging on an apartment door. And another door. Xiu heard several boots across the carpet in the hall.

      ‘Routine inspection,’ he said. ‘I’ll need to make myself scarce, they know my face.’

      ‘What about me?’ Xiu asked.

      ‘As far as they know, you’re the new tenant,’ he said. ‘And after they leave, I’ll take you to the terminus.’

      ‘Wait, I can’t leave the city yet,’ Xiu said. ‘Not until I find the person I’m looking for. And I need to do it before those soldiers get here.’

      He turned to face her. ‘They’re already here. And you already have.’
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      ‘Stay where you are,’ the masked soldier said. ‘No sudden movement.’

      He trained his weapon on Xiu, who was sitting on the sofa, while a fellow soldier surveyed the rest of the living room. Together, they moved through the apartment, checking its corners.

      A third soldier—thin, light-footed and carrying only a holstered pistol—stepped into Jian’s apartment. ‘Routine check,’ he said, before adding, ‘You should lock your doors.’

      ‘You have a job to do,’ Xiu said. ‘I don’t want to slow you down.’

      He stared at her, unblinking through his gray ballistic mask. ‘Are you new here? I have a thing for faces.’

      A fourth soldier appeared in the doorway; he was larger than the others, with wide shoulder blades and a slight hunch. He stood, motionless, surveying Xiu with bloodshot eyes. A bodyguard of some sort, it seemed.

      Xiu poured some tea. ‘It sounds like I’m in the wrong neighborhood.’

      ‘The neighborhood isn’t the problem,’ said the thin soldier, as the others checked the balcony, peering over the edge and up above it. ‘Are you a member of the Immortal Guard?’

      ‘No,’ Xiu said. ‘Should I be?’

      ‘It’s uncommon. But all the same, we welcome you to Zhenhar.’

      ‘Is this why you’re here?’ Xiu asked.

      ‘Not entirely. We’re looking for a man. In his fifties, short, gray hair. Keeps to himself. His name is Jian.’

      Xiu appraised him casually as he stood before her, hands clasped behind his back. He wore black like the others, but without a tactical vest, and his holstered weapon had an unusually large muzzle and triangular barrel.

      ‘What makes you think he’s here?’ Xiu asked.

      He frowned. ‘There’s no particular reason to think he’s here, specifically. But we need to check every apartment on this floor.’

      ‘Is he dangerous? Should I be concerned?’

      ‘You shouldn’t leave your door unlocked, put it that way,’ the soldier said. ‘Jian is very important to us. We need him to answer some questions.’

      He removed his mask to reveal smoke-blue eyes and a cleanly shaven face not much older than hers; his hair wasn’t buzz-cut or cropped short like the others—it spilled over his eyes in dark streaks. He leaned forward, revealing a neck blotched lilac with a birthmark, and collected a teacup.

      ‘If you don’t mind.’

      Xiu poured him tea. ‘I haven’t seen this man.’

      ‘Perhaps you will.’ With long fingers, the soldier lifted his cup to cracked lips. ‘Jian has been observed in this building recently.’

      ‘So this isn’t a routine check.’

      He smiled. ‘You’re quite observant.’

      The pair of soldiers were inspecting the living room now, peeking behind a bookcase and lifting the corner of a rug.

      ‘Are they very small?’ Xiu asked. ‘The people you’re after.’

      His eyes glinted with amusement, and he waved his soldiers out, leaving him alone with Xiu and the bodyguard.

      ‘Forgive me for not introducing myself. Angúo Xiaolong, the Councilor of the Immortal Guard,’ he said, hand over his chest. ‘People call me the Councilor. My job is to protect the great city of Zhenhar, for it has many enemies. And sin never sleeps.’

      He watched her, waiting for a sign. But she focused on him, calm and unblinking.

      ‘Are you visiting or moving here?’ he asked.

      ‘Visiting,’ she said.

      ‘To see family, perhaps?’

      ‘My family’s dead,’ Xiu said. That wasn’t a lie.

      ‘Oh.’ He sipped his tea. ‘A new beginning, then.’

      ‘I don’t exactly have a choice, do I?’

      ‘You always have a choice,’ the Councilor said. ‘The question is whether you can live with yours.’

      ‘I can,’ she said. That was a lie. ‘And yourself?’

      ‘When I was six years old, these people in masks came for me, and took me from my family. I remember thinking at the time, I’m being taken by the gods.’

      ‘Why did they take you?’

      ‘I was the son of a wealthy father. And when they came silently in the night, with blades to my throat, I feared those masks.’ He gestured to his heavyset bodyguard. ‘I was too young to understand they were the personification of power and the very fabric of society.’

      ‘What did they do to you?’ Xiu asked.

      ‘They never hurt me, but it took five years for the police to find me, hidden away in the mountains just north of here,’ the Councilor said. ‘I remember the sun. It was dawn, and the sky was blood-orange. When I was returned to my family, I realized I no longer belonged there.’

      ‘They thought you were dead?’

      ‘No. But there is a saying: give me a boy before he is seven, and I will give you the man.’ With that said, the Councilor scooped his mask from the table, replacing it with a business card. ‘The Conservatorium. Our base of operations.’

      ‘In case I run into this Jian person?’

      ‘If you do, kindly tell him I have something of his, and I’d like to return it. Before it falls apart.’

      ‘If I ever see him,’ Xiu said. ‘Sure.’

      ‘If you ever see him.’ The Councilor followed his bodyguard out of the apartment, then hesitated. ‘Oh, and thank him for the tea.’

      The Councilor shut the door, leaving Xiu on the sofa. Their footsteps echoed down the hall, then up a flight of stairs. Xiu sat there in silence, alone, for a while. Finally, Jian lowered himself from the balcony above and slipped inside the apartment.

      He noticed the teacups. ‘I could have poisoned the bastard.’

      ‘Who are these people?’ Xiu asked.

      ‘The Councilor and his bodyguard, the Harbinger,’ he said. ‘Why, is something wrong?’

      ‘Yes, something’s wrong,’ she said. ‘They’re quite literally insane.’

      Jian whistled softly. ‘You don’t know the half of it.’

      ‘What exactly is the Immortal Guard?’ she asked.

      ‘The new government in this region,’ Jian said. ‘I did say you shouldn’t have come.’

      ‘You told me after I’d arrived.’ Xiu focused on her teacup. ‘So, you’re here to stop them?’

      The older operative shook his head. ‘I’m here to take something from them. Red Sky, it’s a nerve agent and it’s not pretty,’ he said. ‘They had a dozen big drums of the stuff, and I stole it. And then almost got it out.’

      ‘Almost? He said they’ve got something of yours.’ She watched his reaction. ‘Is this the Red Sky?’

      ‘No, it’s someone,’ he said. ‘And I don’t want you added to that list.’

      ‘That’s why you’re staying here, isn’t it?’ She stood to face him. ‘They captured an operative and you blame yourself.’

      ‘It doesn’t concern you,’ he said.

      ‘I came here to help you.’

      ‘You shouldn’t have.’

      ‘Are you going to let this person die?’

      ‘You don’t even know who she is.’

      ‘She? Then maybe you should tell me.’

      Jian’s hand curled into a fist. He walked to the bedroom, but stopped himself halfway. ‘I’ve hidden the drums in this city. Somewhere they will never find them. But the Immortal Guard intercepted my extraction team. They killed all the operatives and spared the only civilian, Mei. They still have her, dangling her like a lure to draw me out.’

      ‘You didn’t tell her where the drums were, did you?’

      ‘Mei was on the team because she was the only person who could verify the Red Sky.’ Jian swallowed. ‘And she was the only person I … well, trusted.’

      That’s an interesting pause.

      ‘Why do the Immortal Guard want it?’ Xiu asked.

      ‘The Immortal Guard believe in clearing the path for the coming of their god, the Celestial Commander,’ he said. ‘The Red Sky triggers this euphoria in its victims, followed by a coma. There’s no opportunity to panic or call for help. And the gas decays quickly, it’s half-life is inside a few months.’

      ‘That doesn’t sound great.’

      ‘But it’s a great way to clear a city, if that’s your thing.’

      ‘Is it their thing?’

      ‘The Immortal Guard is a paramilitary doomsday cult,’ Jian said. ‘It’s definitely their thing.’

      ‘When I was driving through Zhenhar, I saw the fire fighters at the fire station. They were watching me, but they wore these strange masks. Not fire fighter masks.’

      Jian nodded. ‘This city doesn’t have much of a population yet, but it’s starting to attract a lot of Immortal Guard followers from around the country. If you’re getting that chill up your spine, that’s because most of Zhenhar’s inhabitants are cult members.’

      ‘That’s … comforting,’ Xiu said. ‘What about Mei? Are you going to set up an exchange?’

      ‘Once I tell them where the Red Sky is, there’s no reason to keep her alive.’

      ‘So you’re buying time,’ she said. ‘Until reinforcements get here.’

      ‘I’m still waiting on that.’

      ‘Look, I may not have hundreds of operations under my belt, like you,’ she said, ‘but I still have training. And last I looked, that’s more than anyone else can offer.’

      Jian licked his dry lips. ‘You can help by leaving, and telling the Division to send those reinforcements.’

      ‘What if it’s too late?’

      ‘Then you can know you did the right thing. And it didn’t work out.’
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      Xiu slipped into the night.

      Jian had proposed they walk, to avoid being pulled over by a patrol. She hadn’t argued, and now kept close to him as he moved through the concrete world. She still wore the stolen ballistic vest under her jacket, including the ceramic plates.

      Tonight, there was no moon, and the stars were clouded. Jian was keeping far from streetlamps, his shadow close to the city’s tall buildings. Xiu stayed behind him, until he stopped at a white coupe with dusty windows and a broken windshield wiper. Crouching, he wiped his hand under the muffler, then smeared his face.

      ‘It takes the shine off,’ he said. ‘The carbon will keep your skin from reflecting the headlights of an Immortal Guard patrol. If they drive past, you just close your eyes.’

      Xiu moved for a dark, metallic sedan with a dull chrome bumper. Wiping her hand under the muffler, her fingers came away black, and she rubbed them on her cheeks and forehead, then her nose.

      ‘Your neck, too,’ Jian said, barely a silhouette behind her.

      Without waiting for her to comply, Jian continued on the sidewalk, keeping close to the building fronts. The street was lined with concrete and glass towers—each housing hundreds of apartments. Most of them would be empty.

      Xiu followed Jian, wide around a corner, then down a narrow street before they reached the edge of a large public park, thick with tall, dense trees that obscured their sight.

      Jian spoke in her ear. ‘This is open ground, so cross the street quickly and get to the tree line.’

      Before she could reply, he was running across the empty street; the older operative’s agility and speed surprised her. Following his path, she crossed the street and pushed into a light sprint to the trees. She reached him under the trees, and immediately felt less exposed.

      ‘Trust your camouflage,’ Jian said. ‘In darkness, the eye detects movement, not shape. If you don’t move, you won’t be seen.’

      Distant footsteps—Jian raised a finger to his lips, and crept ahead, watching through the foliage. She followed. On the other side of the park, beyond a dormant fountain and a line of ferns, a pair of soldiers in gray masks walked the street. They wandered past the subway entrance.

      ‘If they see us,’ Jian said, ‘you run inside and operate the train yourself. Like I showed you.’

      He’d drawn a crude diagram of the train’s dashboard and given it to her, in case she needed to make a hasty escape without him.

      ‘What about you?’ she asked.

      ‘I've been here long enough, I can take care of myself,’ he said. ‘But you need to get out, and make sure the Division sends a team to help me.’ He studied her for a moment. ‘Can you promise me that?’

      ‘I can … if you can get me there,’ she said.

      ‘I will.’ He pointed west, to another subway entrance.

      Xiu followed him, keeping her body against the park’s high, dark wall. They reached the corner, and Jian paused. She checked the street behind them, while he watched in front. Clear in both directions. Without a word, Jian crossed the road to the subway.

      Its entrance was made of glass, wide enough for a pair of unmoving escalators, and it emerged from under the street at an angle. The façade was finished with a metal frame thick enough to support a destination board, listing platforms and arrival times. Two cities were listed, but both were unfamiliar to her. Most likely they were as newly built as Zhenhar.

      Xiu focused, and breathed slowly. As soon as she stepped out onto the road, she would be lit by the street lamps, and clearly visible from both streets. By now, Jian was waiting by the entrance, and he beckoned her with his hand.

      A vehicle was approaching. A truck, perhaps.

      It was close, closer by the second. Jian motioned Xiu to halt, then slipped into the subway entrance.

      Xiu withdrew to the park wall on the corner and waited, still. She wished she was still inside the park, hiding in proper darkness. A hulking vehicle—one of the armored 4x4s—turned into her street, its headlamps splashing the pavement and touching the tip of her sneakers. She closed her eyes; trusted the darkness out on the street. There was nowhere else to go. The vehicle drove past, its diesel engine rumbling. Then it halted on the corner.

      Right in front of her.

      Xiu’s heart raced. She opened her eyes, making sure not to look directly at the 4x4. There would be soldiers inside it; maybe two, maybe four. Through the obsidian-black glass, they could be looking directly at her and she wouldn’t know.

      She scanned the streets; there was no other way out. The wall behind her was high—if she tried to scale it, they’d see her—and she was fifty meters from the nearest park entrance. She checked the buildings opposite her: three floors up, two figures stood on a balcony, wearing masks—different masks compared to the ones she’d seen before. These were horned and jagged, carved from metal or stone, and painted crimson and gold.

      From the vehicle near the subway entrance aimed their carbines. At what? Xiu couldn’t see Jian, but he was there somewhere. She felt for her pistol, tucked inside the waistband of her jeans. She was still carrying five rounds.

      She had a good sight on the soldier nearest to her. The ballistic masks would deflect a shot, but she could put a round through the side of his neck, then from there she could run to the vehicle, deal with the other soldier, then keep moving.

      In the back seat, something moved. There were soldiers in the back seat too.

      A shrill whistle filled the air: high on the balcony, one of the masked onlookers had raised her mask up over her lips. Civilians. And this one was pointing directly at Xiu.

      Jian launched into view, disarming a soldier and taking him by the neck. He held the disarmed soldier in front of him, as a shield, then jammed his pistol in the soldier’s neck retreating quickly down into the subway. A third and fourth soldier leaped from the back of the 4x4. They hadn’t seen Xiu, and they leveled their weapons at Jian.

      After failing to save Qin, Xiu knew she had to save Jian. But it was open ground between them, she had no way of getting close without being captured. Then they’d have their own hostage, and Jian would be screwed.

      She did the only thing she could do: she stepped off the pavement, into the light. She ran quickly, but not toward the soldiers or Jian. Instead, each step pounded the pavement as she ran for the park entrance. On the other side of the block, a new group of soldiers shouted.

      Then gunfire.

      Jian was as good as dead. All that remained was for her to make sure she didn’t go the same way. She slipped into the shadow of the trees again and kept running. On the other side of the park, a pair of soldiers dashed across the street, heading not for her but for Jian.

      Xiu paused in the darkness, her thoughts racing.

      I can’t just let him die.

      She half-turned to go back, but another pair of soldiers appeared, and these two headed straight for her. Xiu broke from the shadows. She ran to the end of the park, sprinting through the entrance, and out onto the street.

      Open and vulnerable.

      She checked her sides—no soldiers or vehicles—and hopefully no more masked civilians standing on balconies. There was no time to skirt around the streetlamps, so she ran straight under them, going for the eastern subway entrance.

      All clear.

      With no one in her path, she made it to the escalator and raced down. She hit the bottom and dropped to a crouch, pausing to catch her breath. Mouth open, she listened for movement.

      Two sets of footsteps. Light and fast. Above ground.

      She sprinted through the station, slipped on the shiny floors, regained her balance. The station glowed bright with strip and panel lighting; overhead, fluorescents buzzed. Xiu dodged a baggage scanner, then leaped over the metal turnstiles. Checking over her shoulder, she caught movement near the scanner. They’d seen her and were raising their carbines.

      She dived.

      Her momentum took her into a roll, then up and running down another flight of escalators. She hit the platform, breathing hard. There was a train here, just as Jian had promised. Above her, the curved ceiling was tangled in pipes, and there was a sign illuminated in pink. It told her to enjoy her journey.

      Between the train and the platform, there was a wall of black glass. Arrows were painted on the glass, pointing out to the side. She pressed her palm against one and the doors parted with a soft whisper. She was almost there.

      Boots were stomping down the escalator steps.

      Xiu slipped between the doors, onto the train. It was dark inside, and smelled of fresh paint. She bolted down the aisle, throwing the connecting door open and running into the next carriage. The driver’s cabin was only one more car ahead. Behind her, the soldiers had arrived on the platform.

      She reached the cabin door. Locked. A simple mechanism, she’d still be shot in the back long before she picked it. She had five rounds, and nowhere to hide.

      The soldiers burst into her carriage, and opened fire.

      Their rounds slammed into her back like sledgehammers. She hoped the ceramic plate on her back had absorbed most of the impact, but still she collapsed face-first, the air knocked from her lungs. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t move.

      A boot crunched over her fingers, and she released the pistol from her grasp.

      The soldiers stood over her, breathing harder than she was. She guessed they were young, maybe late twenties. One soldier—male—put a knee on her back, and there came the sound of hard plastic ripping against polyester. Plasticuffs.

      If she was going to do something, she had to do it now.

      The other soldier—female—her boot crushed Xiu’s firing hand. Her partner pulled Xiu’s other hand behind her back for cuffing. Xiu shifted her hips as much as she could, giving her lungs room to fill. She could breathe again, and most importantly she could think.

      The soldier lifted her boot to allow Xiu’s second hand to be pulled back and restrained. In the fraction of a second before the male soldier took hold, Xiu whipped her hand clear. Her elbow connected with his head, making a hollow clonk.

      Xiu flashed out her palm and struck the side of the female soldier’s knee. She slumped into a row of carriage seats, giving Xiu only a second to escape. She brought her arm back, trapping the male’s bracing arm, then—tearing her other wrist free—turned over, taking him onto his back. He landed on top of her pistol.

      Great.

      Recovering, the female soldier closed the gap, only to trip over her partner and roll. As the male got to his feet, Xiu knocked the female’s carbine clear. Now, Xiu stood between them—a position she was trained to avoid. She stepped in, close to the man, and rammed the stock of his weapon back into his neck. He took the blow hard, and fell back.

      Xiu placed her knee down in front of him and he fell into it, his lower back bouncing off her kneecap. He crashed down, right next to her pistol.

      Xiu launched for it, rolling and coming up onto one knee.

      By now, the woman had found her carbine. She took aim.

      Xiu’s rounds struck first, hitting her mask, then her neck. The soldier lingered for a moment—blood squirting from her artery—then fell to her knees. She fired her carbine, puncturing the window beside Xiu, then collapsed completely, mask down. The squirt from her artery started to weaken as she bled out.

      Xiu kicked the carbine from the other soldier’s grasp. She kept her pistol on him, but he didn’t go for his weapon. Instead, he pulled himself into a sitting position, against a row of seats. She couldn’t see his face—only the whites of those wide eyes behind his mask—and the misshapen Adam’s apple she’d crunched with the stock of his carbine.

      With only one round left in the chamber of her pistol, Xiu lowered her aim.

      He gestured to his neck, chest rising and falling, choking sounds coming from his throat. He needed her help, couldn’t draw oxygen because she’d crushed his wind pipe.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.

      Finally, his chest stopped moving, and he stared through her. Xiu crouched low, listening for sound. The platform was silent. The terminus was silent.

      Holstering her pistol, Xiu got to work on the cabin door with her lockpicks. Once inside, she pressed a yellow button. The glossy dashboard came to life, illuminating a fresh spray of blood on her vest.

      The train had power. She could escape.

      She checked her pocket, making sure her fake passport was still there. She’d need it to explain who she really was. But folded with her passport was the sheet of notes Jian had given her to operate the train. She opened it to find what looked like a rough map. He’d given her the wrong note. She ripped the flashlight from inside her jacket and illuminated the paper. It was a plan of a large building. In the corner, Jian had written Conservatorium Hotel.

      The map was poorly drawn, but it was detailed. There were passageways and lots of hotel rooms. One of those rooms in particular had been marked with someone’s name.

      Mei.

      Jian’s plan had plotted two different exits, but no entry. No way of getting in. And now she knew why.

      He didn’t need one.
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      The crescent-shaped Conservatorium Hotel glittered in the night, the headquarters of the Immortal Guard.

      This is a very bad idea, Xiu thought.

      There was no other choice though. She had no phone, and the city had no communication with the outside world, exactly as the Immortal Guard intended.

      Dressed as a masked Immortal Guard soldier, she walked up to the slender building, past a karaoke bar connected to the hotel and a multi-level parking lot, and went inside. Here, only soldiers were permitted.

      A pair of masked soldiers strode right for her. Their boots sounded crisply on the mirror-like geometric floor and their barrels—jagged with the pronged tips of flash suppressors—were pointed at her chest.

      If it came to a fight, her odds weren’t bad, but the soldiers had the advantage at range. She needed them close, or her visit to their hotel would be a short one.

      The pair of them halted, side by side, then lowered their weapons.

      Xiu stopped too, and adjusted her mask.

      One of the soldiers rested a fist against his heart. ‘Salvation is our shield.’

      She copied him. ‘Vigilance is our blade.’

      Satisfied, they continued on their way.

      Xiu crossed the floor quickly, reaching the elevators and calling one. She was barely in the front door and this place was already creeping her out. She didn’t know much about the Immortal Guard. In hindsight, she wished she’d prodded Jian for more information, but he’d been so focused on getting her out of the city that he hadn’t bothered giving her many details. All she knew was the Councilor had a messiah complex, and he was looking for a chemical weapon that Jian had hidden in Zhenhar.

      One very likely outcome of this rescue attempt was she’d end up captured, just like Jian. And then they’d both be stuck here with little hope of rescue. If Zhenhar was an autonomous region, as Jian claimed, then there wasn’t much the Division could do to recover them.

      But so far, her disguise had held up. She was dressed in the exact uniform of the female soldier she’d killed at the terminus, right from the mask down to her reinforced kneepads, except she’d taken the vest from the male soldier because it wasn’t soaked in blood. The vest was one size too large, but she hoped that wouldn’t raise any eyebrows.

      She’d also taken the dead soldier’s ID, even though she looked nothing like the previous owner. She was mindful that it wouldn’t take long for someone to notice the soldiers had failed to report in, and more troops would be sent to investigate. It would take a dedicated search party an hour or two to find the bodies, even though Xiu had concealed them on one side of the dark tunnel, behind the train.

      In front of her, patterned gold doors parted on an empty elevator with gold-tinted glass walls and the same geometric white floor with mirror finish as the lobby. Xiu took a measured breath and entered.

      She pressed the open and close buttons simultaneously. It was no firefighter’s key, but it did give her priority travel without stopping for passengers. She chose the fortieth floor and the doors slid closed.

      At the last second, a hand slipped between the doors and they opened again to allow in two soldiers, one man, one woman. Xiu held her ground as they stood on either side of her; the woman hit the button for 16, and the doors clanked shut.

      The soldiers rode in silence. Xiu made sure to keep her hand over the small diode on her handgrip. If they saw the tiny red light, they’d know this wasn’t her weapon.

      The soldier on her left leaned forward slightly and turned to his companion, talking across Xiu. ‘Do you know the time for the service?’

      Xiu swallowed. Her mouth was dry.

      ‘Dawn,’ the second soldier replied. ‘Oh six or oh seven hundred.’ She turned to Xiu. ‘Is that right?’

      The elevator was halfway to their floor.

      Xiu focused ahead. ‘Six,’ she said. ‘I’m sure it’s six.’

      The woman nodded. ‘We’re on temple duty again. I hate those white uniforms.’

      ‘What about you?’ the man asked.

      Xiu shook her head. ‘It’s been a long night.’

      ‘You and me both,’ he said.

      Xiu turned to him. ‘You ran into trouble?’

      ‘Trouble ran into us,’ said the woman.

      ‘Just stupid kids,’ her companion elaborated. ‘Trying to run juice to the tower so they can play their video games online.’

      ‘We got to it just in time,’ the woman said. ‘Kids scattered like rats, but they’ll be back. Don’t be surprised if you’re posted there next.’

      They laughed, and Xiu forced herself to chuckle. ‘Knowing my luck.’

      The soldiers straightened up. ‘Doesn’t matter. Only a couple of days now.’

      The female soldier focused on her. ‘Do you believe? I mean, for real.’

      Xiu had no idea what she was talking about, but she met the soldier’s gaze and made sure not to blink. ‘Everyone has their doubts,’ she said.

      The woman watched her carefully. ‘I don’t.’

      ‘If it happens,’ the man said, ‘we picked the right side.’

      ‘No,’ Xiu said. ‘We picked the only side.’

      The woman gave her a nod. ‘To our illuminated path.’

      The elevator doors opened on the sixteenth floor, and the soldiers stepped out; their sleeping quarters were likely in guest rooms, given the hotel had no shortage of those. Then the doors closed, and the elevator surged higher.

      A chill swept over Xiu. She wasn’t supposed to be here. She couldn’t deceive the Immortal Guard, not without consequences. Any moment now, they’d catch on to her little trick and she’d have no cover story. She should have listened to Jian when he told her to leave; he knew how dangerous it would be to come here. Yet here she was.

      The elevator reached the fortieth floor, and the doors opened.

      She could take the elevator back down right now and pretend she never had this idea. She could escape the Immortal Guard and Zhenhar, just as Jian had wanted. She could do it right now and everything would be OK. All she had to do was stay in the elevator and let it return to the first floor.

      The doors began to close.

      Xiu stepped out, forcing the doors open again.

      She focused, remembering Jian’s notes. They’d been very rough, but it was the only intelligence Xiu had, so she ran with it.

      He’d marked the eastern quadrant as the place where the Immortal Guard took new prisoners, so she followed the corridor to the east end. It split into two directions, one shorter than the other. On the shorter side, the door to a stairwell was just swinging shut. Someone had just left.

      Xiu took the longer corridor, where she spotted a masked soldier in the distance. He was sitting on a chair against a wall, arms folded over a carbine, fast asleep.

      There were hotel rooms on either side, some of the doors with duct tape covering their fish eyes, preventing the prisoners from looking out. The “Do Not Disturb” signs on the door handles had the names of the prisoners inside the rooms scrawled on them in black marker.

      Xiu slowed her pace and checked each sign; she hoped to find either Jian’s name or the doctor’s name, Mei, on one of them, but by the time she got to the sleeping soldier, there was no sign of either. With no other option, she approached the soldier—she’d use her appearance as a soldier to ask for assistance.

      He wasn’t breathing.

      A chill ran through her, prickling her fingertips as she checked his carotid pulse.

      Dead, recently.

      Quickly, Xiu continued down the corridor, checking any doors with signs. The pressure was on now; with that guard dead, she was on borrowed time.

      Has Jian escaped his room? Is he even on this floor anymore?

      She was near a parlor at the end of the corridor when she spotted Jian’s sign. The door was closed, but when she tested the handle, it opened. She pushed it open from the side, keeping clear of the doorway.

      The room was empty, except for a double bed, a bowl of untouched fruit and, in the bathroom, a body in the tub. Stripped of his uniform, his face was bruised, and his wrists were cuffed to the faucet. His torso was covered with what Xiu recognized as Jian’s jacket. But he wasn’t Jian.

      With one hand, she lifted the jacket—the soldier’s trigger finger was missing. Jian must have severed it and taken it to use the dead man’s carbine.

      He’s escaping right now.

      Xiu resisted the urge to rush out of the hotel room. She had to think this through. She’d memorized Jian’s escape plans. Plan A was the stairwell: it would take longer, yet it was a safer path. Plan B was the service elevators behind the passenger ones, which would take him to the concierge on the basement floor. It was high risk, but it looked like the option Jian had taken.

      She had to get out of here.

      Xiu quickly checked the corridor’s remaining three rooms, but none of them held Mei. She lifted the dead guard from his chair and dragged him into Jian’s room, then shut him in there with the other corpse. Forcing herself to walk slowly, she headed back down the corridor of the eastern wing, but instead of turning back the way she’d come, she approached the door at the end. She opened it and checked the flight of steps below.

      Silence.

      On the stairs, a small drop of blood.

      Like a drip from a severed finger, taped to your own.

      With her unusable carbine in both hands, Xiu descended the stairs, two at a time, and scanned every inch of concrete. She didn’t see anything more until two flights down—a smudge on the exit from the stairwell to the thirty-eighth floor.

      Xiu opened the door and found herself in one of the hotel’s restaurants, which seemed quiet at this time. She was between a service vestibule that led to a kitchen, and the elevator lobby. Opposite her was an unmanned check room for coats and jackets; past that, a wide corridor angled south.

      The corridor was lit with spotlights, under which Xiu noticed a tiny spot of blood soaked into the gray carpet. Ahead, an open door led to a large, private dining room; she kept out of view, moving as quietly as she could manage, along the wall until she reached it. Inside, someone was making muffled sounds. It sounded like sobbing.

      Keeping her carbine in one hand, mostly for show, Xiu drew her pistol—at least she could actually fire that—and made a quick pass on the doorway. She caught a brief glimpse of what lay inside.

      A lone soldier, masked, with short, graying hair. He knelt before a woman. She was dressed in a bathrobe and sitting at the dining table, her hands upturned on the tablecloth. She had to be Mei.

      Lowering her pistol, Xiu stepped into the doorway. ‘Jian, it’s me.’

      The masked soldier didn’t move, except to angle his carbine’s barrel in her direction. On the ground between them were two dead soldiers, with no trace of blood.

      Through the mask, Jian’s eyes were red. ‘You sealed your fate coming back here, kid.’

      ‘Speak for yourself,’ she said.

      He lowered the barrel, his attention moving back to Mei. She wasn’t breathing. The dining table was set and the cutlery untouched, except for one knife. Beneath one of her wrists, a napkin soaked red.

      Jian’s voice was raw. ‘I’m too late.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Xiu said.

      His gaze locked on the robed woman. ‘She’ll always think I never came back for her.’

      ‘But you did.’

      ‘It doesn’t count,’ he said.

      In the distance, an elevator chimed.

      Jian launched to his feet. ‘Close the door.’

      Xiu took another step into the room, and did as she was asked.

      Heavy boots scuffed through the elevator lobby and thumped their way down the corridor.

      Jian took up a position beside the closed door while Xiu did the same on her side; she had trained for this kind of situation and was ready to prove she wasn’t as useless as Jian thought. Taking a step back—so the door wouldn’t slam open on her face, and so that when the soldiers came in she would have momentary concealment—she crouched low, giving Jian the opportunity to shoot over her, then drew her pistol. It carried only one round, but she was going to make it count.

      Just outside their room, the soldiers stalked the corridor. Other doors opened and boots shuffled as the soldiers cleared each of the private dining rooms.

      Then they reached this door. Xiu braced herself as it burst open. To her surprise, the soldiers didn’t wait to clear their arc; they just stormed in. Jian was the first to open fire—into the neck of the first soldier, then the second. That stopped the charge. Jian had no more shots to take.

      Xiu pushed under, taking the second soldier as her shield, and smashing him into the next soldier in line. Besides the man she’d shoved back, she counted two more outside; one on her immediate left and another, ten feet away, on her right. The soldier on the left was closer. She deflected his carbine and went under him, pulling the weapon and his trigger hand behind his back.

      Jian stepped out into the corridor and shot the fifth soldier. He glared at her—she’d rushed out and left herself exposed to the second shooter.

      Struggling, her hostage drew a knife from his belt. Xiu guided his hand so the blade slipped into his neck. She held it there, then tore it away. The soldier slumped onto the gray carpet, staining it dark.

      She waited for Jian to complain about that too, but he just looked at the body and turned away.

      ‘This direction,’ he said.

      Xiu wiped the blade on the dead soldier’s uniform, then followed Jian through the corridor, to the check room. He strode past the service vestibule and disappeared into the stairwell, where he stopped in his tracks. Xiu halted two paces behind him.

      More boots were echoing through the stairwell.

      Jian closed the door. ‘They’re coming from both directions.’

      Looks like Plan A again, Xiu thought.

      Jian pushed through the vestibule’s swinging doors, Xiu one step behind. They took a sharp left into the kitchen; two chefs and a kitchen hand were at work inside, but Jian just strode down the aisle, past a glass pantry and two industrial dishwashers. More booted steps were coming from ahead of them.

      Xiu plucked a fire extinguisher from the kitchen wall, then stepped around Jian and into the service hall. With her knife hand, she ripped the pin from the device and squeezed the lever, spraying the hall with a flour-white cloud and catching a pair of soldiers in the face, coating their masks. Jian stepped behind her. He was crouched and aiming high. He punched a burst under the chin of one soldier. The other was too close, so Xiu stepped in and sliced the side of her neck, turning her to the side so the arterial blood didn’t spray them. Both soldiers folded into the haze of white vapor.

      Xiu retreated, shielding her eyes from the cloud. He hit a button for the service elevator; there were three shafts, and Xiu hoped one car was close by. Jian took another magazine from a dead soldier, keeping his carbine trained on the service hall.

      An alarm blared through the hotel—only to be cut short by an announcement.

      ‘Full alert, full alert. Two active shooters, armed and dangerous, on the thirty-eighth floor. The shooters are one middle-aged male with gray hair, and one young woman, unarmed. All Guards are to remove their masks immediately, for our enemies walk among us. Be warned, any Guards wearing masks will be treated as threats and detained on sight. Remove all masks immediately.’

      ‘Well, there goes our cover,’ Xiu said.

      ‘Watch the kitchen.’ Jian ripped his mask off. ‘If you see anyone, shoot them in the face.’

      ‘Be warned, for our enemies are great in number and deception,’ the speaker said. ‘We will not fail. May the Celestial Commander guide us.’

      The alarm rang out again.

      Xiu trained both her fire extinguisher and her pistol on the kitchen doors, watching through their glass panels. Inside, the chefs had wisely retreated.

      Behind her, Jian dropped his half-depleted magazine and seated the new one, then took a new one as a spare.

      The service elevator arrived, and its door jerked opened.

      ‘Go,’ Jian said.

      Keeping her vision wide, Xiu backed into the car. The doors closed, and the elevator rattled slowly downward.

      Jian glared directly at her. ‘Why did you come back for me?’

      ‘I didn’t want you getting yourself killed.’

      ‘So you’d prefer we both get ourselves killed? Is that your master stroke?’

      Xiu tore her mask off. ‘You shouldn’t have come back for her,’ she said. ‘Look at me and tell me that was a sound decision.’

      ‘I don’t have to tell you anything,’ he said. ‘I don’t need your death on my conscience as well.’

      ‘Good, because I don’t plan on dying.’

      Jian paused. ‘We get to the basement. If we make it that far—and that’s a big if—we get out there and move on foot.’

      ‘I know the plan,’ she said. ‘You left it with your notes on how to operate the train.’

      He sighed heavily. ‘That wasn’t a hint for you to come here.’

      ‘Your plan was suicidal.’

      ‘That plan’s changed,’ Jian said.

      The elevator jerked to a halt. They were still between floors, going nowhere.
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      The elevator hatch was their only escape.

      ‘There’s a latch on the other side that keeps it locked,’ Jian said. ‘Stand back.’

      He took the fire extinguisher and slammed it into the ceiling, striking the hatch door.

      It took three blows before something snapped and the hatch loosened. One of the hinges had busted. With a grunt, Jian drove the extinguisher up near the broken hinge, and the hatch tore off with a loud clang.

      Jian widened his stance and interlocked his fingers. ‘Up.’

      Xiu ignored the offered boost and jumped by herself, gripping the edge of the opening with both hands. She pulled herself into the dark, cavernous space and stood on the metal crossheads. Voices echoed above her, through the elevator doors on other levels. Soldiers were sweeping the floors. She peered down the adjacent shaft. It was at least a thirty-floor drop into darkness.

      She laid down over the crossheads while Jian handed the carbine and the dented extinguisher up to her. She placed them beside her, and with one hand over a crosshead beam, she reached down inside the car. Jian gripped her forearm and launched himself up. She hauled him through the hatch, and he climbed the rest of the way.

      Immediately, Jian crouched beside a small metal box. The box had a round red bell and a light bulb inside a small wire enclosure.

      ‘Hand me that.’ Jian pointed to a black metal plug attached to a silver cord.

      It was tethered to a corner of the hatch he’d torn off, so Xiu had to drag the metal panel over to him. Jian guided her to a socket on the roof, and she plugged in the cord.

      ‘It’ll make the elevator think the hatch is still fastened,’ Jian said, turning his attention to the metal box. It had two power sockets, several white buttons, a silver switch, a red switch and a black switch.

      ‘Do you know what you’re doing?’ she asked.

      ‘Of course,’ Jian said. ‘I just don’t remember.’

      Xiu spread herself out next to the exhaust fan, one hand over the fire extinguisher so it didn’t roll off into the adjacent shaft. She braced herself.

      Jian flipped the black switch, turning on the bulb and giving them some light. Then he hit a red switch from STOP to RUN—the elevator jolted under them, ready to move. Finally, he hit the white button marked DOWN.

      Nothing happened.

      ‘I suppose climbing down the greasy cables is out of the question,’ Xiu said.

      ‘If the greasy cables don’t seal your fate, a moving elevator car should do the job,’ Jian said, hitting the DOWN button repeatedly.

      Xiu shuffled away from the edge.

      He hit the UP button, and this time the elevator lurched. And then did nothing.

      Jian cursed, then finally the elevator began moving up the shaft. As soon as they arrived at the elevator doors on the floor above them, he released the button. ‘This is our stop,’ he said, and stepped over to the doors.

      Xiu considered using the carbine, but had no severed finger to operate it, so she laid it down on the elevator and, as Jian forced the doors open, aimed her pistol.

      The lobby beyond was empty.

      Xiu holstered her pistol, took the fire extinguisher and knife, then stepped out onto the white and black tiles after Jian. They passed an axe mounted on the wall inside a glass box, and Xiu stopped to smash the pane with the hilt of her knife, which she then discarded in favor of the axe.

      Jian was already racing ahead into an assembly room, past walls with gold-accented wallpaper, and then into a banquet room.

      He skidded to a halt.

      Xiu could see two dozen soldiers hunched over a long table, wielding shiny cutlery as they devoured kitchen stores of bread and sausages. They paused, looking up at their visitors, and one of the soldiers, bread shoved in his mouth, pointed at Jian.

      ‘Gray hair!’ he shouted, somewhat muffled.

      ‘Lots of people have gray hair,’ Jian said.

      The soldiers dropped their food and reached for their weapons, scattering plates and teapots.

      Jian slammed the banquet room doors shut. ‘Sorry, wrong table.’

      Xiu shoved her axe through the door handles, barring them from the outside. They sprinted from the assembly foyer, back into the lobby. Xiu collected her fire extinguisher again, and they continued down another gold-papered corridor until they found themselves inside a large ballroom.

      Footsteps echoing on the golden dance floor, Jian made for the windows on the far wall. Aside from the doors they’d just come through, it was the only other way out of the room.

      Xian closed the doors and heaved a table across them. It wasn’t much, but it might buy a little time.

      Jian looked down through the glass, then turned to Xiu. ‘You’re not going to like this.’

      ‘Way ahead of you,’ Xiu said. ‘I already don’t like this.’

      Back down the corridor, the soldiers were bashing against the banquet room doors, their boots striking heavy wood. The axe through the handles wouldn’t hold long.

      Xiu peered through the windows. Dawn was slicing slivers of orange into the dark sky. Below her, the glass façade of the crescent-shaped hotel curved down like a long ski ramp, leveling out onto the flat, glass roof of the hotel’s recreational wing on the first floor.

      Jian couldn’t be thinking of sliding down it—anyone trying would shoot off the end at high speed. No, sliding down it was suicide.

      ‘We’re sliding down it,’ Jian said. ‘Put your knee pads on your elbows, the rubber will slow you down a bit.’

      ‘A bit?’ Xiu asked. ‘You’re insane.’

      ‘Possibly,’ he said. ‘But I only have one full mag, and that won’t be enough for all those soldiers. What about you, kid?’

      Xiu frowned. ‘Window.’

      ‘Good choice.’ Jian offered his hand. ‘Fire extinguisher.’

      She handed him the battered cylinder. He took it in both hands and discharged the white carbon dioxide gas into the corner of the pane, cooling the surface and making the glass less flexible.

      Then he swung the fire extinguisher, smashing its heavy end into the corner of the window. The thick glass cracked and splintered, but its laminated coating held it together. Jian struck it again, shattering most of the window. Discarding the fire extinguisher, he used the barrel of his carbine to clear out a hole through the remaining glass, then his boot to clear the bottom of the frame. A chilling wind whipped through the ballroom.

      ‘There has to be a better way,’ Xiu said.

      ‘Nope.’ Jian unclipped his knee pads and fastened them around his elbows. ‘I mean, it’s not good, but it’s the best choice we have.’

      Xiu couldn’t believe she was going along with this, but she released her knee pads from her knees and fastened them over her elbows. Then she holstered her pistol and took hold of a table, dragging it toward the extinguisher until two of the table’s legs pinned it in place. She took a moment to check that any soldiers coming after them wouldn’t see the device behind the table, then put her foot down, squeezing both sides of the lever and creating a makeshift smoke grenade. All she had now was a stolen knife and a single round in her pistol.

      Jian removed his belt and dropped his carbine. ‘Don’t try to slow yourself with your boots or you’ll tumble down—’

      The ballroom doors burst open, pushing a table aside. Soldiers poured through.

      ‘Now!’ Jian yelled.

      He jumped out the window.

      Xiu rushed to the opening, but she wasn’t quick enough.

      ‘Move and I shoot.’

      Xiu recognized the voice of the Councilor over the howling wind.

      ‘Turn around, slowly,’ he said. ‘Drop the knife.’

      Xiu kept her hands out, away from her hips, and dropped the knife. She turned to face the slender officer, his cannon-sized pistol aimed at her head. Both the Councilor and his hulking bodyguard—the Harbinger—had their masks removed, and she saw the Harbinger’s face for the first time—he had flushed cheeks over milk-white skin, and small black eyes focused only on her.

      The Councilor raised his hand, and his soldiers lowered their weapons.

      ‘Blessed shield, mask and spire, chase away the wretched liar,’ the Councilor said. ‘Birth and death, sin and shame, burn the terrorist in our flame.’

      ‘You killed Jian’s friend, Mei, didn’t you?’ Xiu asked.

      He smiled. ‘I have what I need now.’ Then he spoke into his throat mike. ‘One of them has jumped from the window. Sweep the hotel grounds, north side.’

      The hulking Harbinger approached Xiu, weapon aimed.

      ‘Now,’ the Councilor said, ‘if you’ll be so kind as to step away from the window.’

      ‘My pleasure.’ Xiu took a step forward, onto the fire extinguisher.

      Under her weight, the lever squeezed and a white cloud blasted into the bodyguard’s face, before engulfing the Councilor and his soldiers.

      Xiu rushed to the window frame. Far below, with his legs up and arms out, Jian was sliding down the curve of the hotel building, his elbow pads controlling his pace. He was only a third of the way down, however, and he was already gathering speed.

      Crouching, Xiu prepared to drop. Behind her, the blinded soldiers rushed through the cloud. She’d run out of time.

      Shots cracked beside her, puncturing the next window along.

      Go, she thought.

      And dropped into space.
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      The glass came rushing to meet her.

      She hit the first pane hard, bouncing and losing control. Her vision blurred, glass and sky warping around her as she fell down the side of the hotel. She had nothing to stop her, nothing to save her. She slid feet-first. Glass panes rushed between her boots—seamless and slippery—accelerating her descent.

      Jian was far below, a distant blur in her peripheral. She pulled her elbow pads into her sides. The rubber squeaked on the glass, and Xiu imagined it was slowing her, but she had no idea how much.

      The curve was still too great. She rocketed straight down the glass—the sickening rush of near freefall. The drag on her elbow pads made her arms shudder. She kept her legs apart and higher than the glass, slightly bent, but whatever Jian was doing to slow his descent, it wasn’t this.

      Her freefall finished, and she hit the curve at the bottom.

      Xiu shut her eyes. Her elbows bounced off the glass, then there was nothing beneath her. She opened her eyes, chin to her chest, as the flat, glazed roof came rushing to meet her.

      She landed on her back—the air knocked from her lungs—and kept sliding.

      Fast.

      The roof ahead was flat and elongated, but it needed to be three times longer for her not to go flying off it. Slamming down with her elbows, she applied friction.

      She shot across the roof, its edge approaching rapidly. She rocketed past Jian, who was sliding on his hands and knees—his hand brushed her arm, gripping her briefly, and then tearing free.

      She tumbled over onto her side, grazing an elbow pad. The rubber on her boot caught traction on the glass. She rolled, and the world spun around her: the glass hotel building, the orange sky, the gray shards of the city.

      Xiu slid across the glass roof, face-first.

      Her tumble left half her body numb and the other half burning like fire, but it had dragged her speed. It still wasn’t enough.

      Reaching for something to grab on to, she found nothing but glass and silicon.

      She went over the edge.

      As she flew through the air—toward the concrete below—her hands closed over something metal and cold. She gripped it and held tight, the sudden deceleration swinging her body into the glass wall beneath her, nearly hard enough to knock her out. Her fingers had wrapped around the roof’s decorative cornice, her life saved by non-functional architecture.

      A hand reached over hers. Jian gripped her wrist and pulled her up. She crawled over the edge of the roof, drawing on the last of her strength.

      ‘You went too fast,’ he said.

      ‘No … kidding,’ she said, between breaths.

      She lay on her back. Her hands were shaking, but she didn’t care to hide it. She stared up at the glittering hotel façade. The broken windows they’d jumped from were crowded with tiny heads. The Councilor was no doubt watching her, but his soldiers would be on their way to the first floor, coming for them right now.

      Xiu pulled herself up. She wasn’t sure she could walk. Jian had already started moving, so she crawled after him.

      He had made it to a cracked pane of glass, and brought the heel of his boot down on it. It caved in, and Jian jumped down into the hole.

      Xiu scrambled across, stabilized herself on one knee, then jumped after him. She landed beside Jian in the center of a karaoke room. The room was occupied by civilians—four of them—mid-song and staring with open mouths as Jian released the knee pads from his arms. Xiu did the same.

      ‘On me,’ Jian said, leaving the civilians where they stood.

      He opened the door and stepped out into the karaoke bar.

      Xiu was a step behind, just in time to see Jian with his chest out, pushing through the waiters and patrons in his black soldier’s uniform. She tried to do the same, but it was hard while limping through the bar. Everyone’s eyes were on them as Jian reached the exit and paused for her to catch up.

      ‘Don’t wait for me,’ she said.

      ‘Then keep up.’

      Jian headed right to the structure next door, a multi-level parking lot. They ran through the parking lot—well, she hobbled; her leg had been injured in the fall and now she was having to put weight on it, the pain was more than noticeable.

      They didn’t stop until they were out of view and sure they weren’t being followed.

      ‘Can you walk?’ he asked.

      She limped over to him. ‘Well enough.’

      ‘I don’t suppose you brought a crescent wrench and screwdriver with you?’

      ‘I’m all out.’ She drew her pistol with its one round. ‘Just this, and my lockpicks.’

      ‘In that case, we do this on foot. Stick to the wall.’

      Xiu’s leg flared with pain, but she ignored it and followed him along the concrete columns of the parking lot. At a painted brick wall, he peeled left, using the wall and parked cars to remain hidden. He paused behind a 4x4, and unstrapped his vest.

      ‘Are you wearing anything under your uniform?’ he asked.

      Xiu didn’t waste time replying, just removed her vest, then her boots. Her combat pants came off, revealing jeans she’d worn underneath, but she had to put her black boots back on, so she wasn’t walking around in just her socks. Jian was down to his civilian clothes too, but they both lacked any kind of jacket or sweater, and in Zhenhar’s cool climate, that might attract attention. It was bad enough they had to keep the Immortal Guard-issue boots.

      Jian started moving along the wall. Xiu kept a few paces behind, until they reached the corner of the parking lot. She checked both ends of the boulevard. Dawn was breaking, and the boulevard—with three lanes running both ways and a thin, concrete island in the center—was shuttling the city’s modest number of early-morning commuters in both directions.

      On the other side of the road was a shopping mall. Even at this early hour, it seemed open to the public, attracting a healthy stream of local residents. Except all of them were carrying nothing in their hands and wearing strange, ornate masks.

      ‘Go,’ Jian said.

      He picked a break in traffic and crossed. Xiu winced as she hobbled out onto the asphalt. Together, they reached the concrete island, and waited for a passing sedan. Then they crossed to the other side of the boulevard, where they joined the bustle of people.

      Everyone around them wore masks painted in rich reds, golds and jade, and resembling dragons, beasts and spirits. Xiu and Jian were some of the few without masks, and it made them conspicuous.

      As they turned a sharp left and followed a wide walkway toward the mall, Xiu spotted a trio of men at a row of metal benches. They were smoking cigarettes, and had taken their masks off, the better to drag on the cigarettes. On one of the seats, their three masks lay unguarded.

      ‘Grab them,’ Jian said.

      He took long strides across the paved walkway toward them, and asked if he could have a cigarette. While they gave him one and lit it, Xiu strode by the masks, taking two. She kept moving, holding the masks in front of her and not looking back.

      A distance behind them, sirens wailed. The soldiers would start grid searching soon. With a few vehicles, they’d establish an outer perimeter and search the blocks inside. With her limited mobility, Xiu and Jian wouldn’t be able to push through a secure perimeter in time.

      Jian joined her a moment later. She gave him a mask, and he put it on. It had horns that extended over his head, a crimson-red mane painted across his cheeks and a gold-tipped chin.

      ‘There’s a temple on the other side of the mall, that’s where they’re heading,’ he said. ‘But we can hang a left and find some wheels.’

      ‘There’s a dawn service on.’ Xiu peered through her dragon mask. ‘We can use that.’

      Around them, the procession of pedestrians became a slow, orderly march into the bright mouth of the shopping mall.

      ‘I want it on record that I’m not a fan of this plan,’ Jian said.

      He guided Xiu to a trash can in front of a closed electronics store. Casually, he drew on his cigarette while gesturing to her boots.

      ‘In the trash,’ he said.

      She wasn’t enthralled by the idea, but he was right. An observant soldier would notice those boots under their jeans. It was better to walk in dark socks than the boots of a dead soldier. She pulled her boots off, dumping them in the trash can.

      ‘Here.’ He passed her his cigarette.

      Xiu stood in front of him, concealing him from curious passers-bys as he cursed and shuffled behind her, shedding his boots. After he tossed his boots, she dropped the cigarette in after them.

      ‘I wasn’t finished with that,’ Jian grumbled.

      ‘My fingers slipped,’ she said.

      He muttered as they started walking in their socks. Xiu slowed to match the pace of the crowd, mirroring the style of motion too. The people were relaxed, with limited arm movement and short, precise steps. If she and Jian could blend with the baseline of people here, they wouldn’t need to escape the perimeter. There were simply too many people to search, and everyone wore a mask.

      In the center of the atrium was a cluster of white trees without leaves. Beyond that, escalators zig-zagged to a glass ceiling three levels up, where another cluster of leafless trees hung upside down. Sharp, white branches curled down to the trees below.

      Xiu and Jian walked with the masked people across white marble, veering around the cluster and under the escalators, moving deeper into the mall. The crowd was oddly silent, which made it easy for Xiu to hear the commotion of soldiers out on the boulevard behind them. They would be occupied with the people outside for a while.

      ‘We shouldn’t be here,’ Jian said over his shoulder.

      ‘Trust me.’

      They walked out through the other end of the mall. The ground was paved here, and ahead Xiu could see a trail of people moving toward a temple with a double-eaved roof and sharp corners that curved upward. Coiled dragons with jagged claws and burning mouths were carved into its pillars, and flanked by strings of red lanterns, a banner floated above the temple’s entrance.

      The illuminated path.

      On either side of the banner, pairs of Immortal Guard soldiers stood to attention, dressed in non-standard white uniforms with matching white armored vests and carbines. In such a wide, open space, Xiu and Jian would have nowhere to run.

      ‘You took us to an Immortal Guard temple,’ Jian said quietly, through his mask.

      ‘Just do as they do,’ Xiu said.

      Some way before the temple, the faithful were shedding their shoes. Xiu mimicked the movement of removing her shoes, even though she was already in socks, and beside her, Jian did the same. They followed the crowd to the front of the temple and kneeled.

      In ornate, golden masks, priests stalked among them like ghouls, issuing a single stick of burning incense to each follower. Jian and Xiu both accepted sticks; they burned crimson and smelled rich with sandalwood.

      The faithful in front of Xiu bowed three times. Jian mimicked them, his forehead touching the paved floor, and Xiu followed his lead. After her third bow, she noticed soldiers in black had joined the soldiers in white, and were encircling the followers.

      They were here to find her and Jian.

      One of the priests spoke to the crowd. ‘Salvation is our shield.’

      Xiu and Jian joined the followers as they said, ‘Vigilance is our blade.’

      Xiu focused on the temple. Her dragon mask didn’t allow for much peripheral vision, but she kept a careful eye on the black uniformed soldiers as they inspected each follower. There were at least eight of them, plus four in white, all in open ground. The situation wasn’t ideal.

      Red incense smoke wafted across the crowd, and the priest continued his sermon while the soldiers in black hovered nearby.

      ‘Let us give thanks to the Commander, for he hath formed our blades of wisdom for us to wield. And behold, our masks protect us from the darkness.’

      The soldiers moved into the congregation now, treading between the kneeling devotees and inspecting their clothing.

      The followers mumbled their response, and Xiu mumbled the words with them.

      ‘Thank the Commander.’

      Xiu wore civilian clothes, so there was nothing to arouse suspicion. A soldier walked right past Jian, pausing to inspect him. With a grunt, he continued onward.

      ‘The judgement of the Commander is deadly, but fear it not,’ the priest said. ‘For the followers of the Immortal Guard are true believers. And the judgement of the Commander will smite the deniers, they who stand in our path, they who refuse enlightenment. They who refuse the blessing and the cleansing.’

      ‘Thank the Commander,’ Xiu said with the crowd.

      Another soldier walked behind them, close enough for Xiu to smell his cheap cologne mixing with the sandalwood.

      He stopped.

      He couldn’t have identified her, there was nothing about her clothes that—

      Her socks. From all her walking outside, they would be dirtier than everyone else’s.

      Xiu readied herself, waited.

      The moment the soldier called out, or touched her, she would have to make her move, and hope Jian was quick to follow suit.

      The soldier took another step.

      ‘And behold! An Earthly Councilor will come to thee, and He will be a leader of the Guard. A beacon of light, a voice of truth, a mask and conduit of the great Celestial Commander. And He will bring unto you the blessing of enlightenment.’

      The soldier stepped away from Xiu, lingering over the young boy beside her, before continuing on his way. The boy caught her looking, and gave a slight nod. She focused ahead, on the priest.

      ‘Great is the power of the Celestial Commander.’

      The followers repeated his words, Xiu and Jian with them.

      And then the service was finished, and the priests were strolling through the crowd, collecting the smoldering incense sticks. Only then did the soldiers in black march back through to the mall entrance, where they remained to inspect the dispersing followers.

      The crowd stood, and moved for their shoes in silence, the soldiers in white uniforms watching over them. Jian brushed past Xiu, grabbing a pair of shoes that weren’t his, then started walking in another direction. She didn’t have time to steal shoes herself, so she went after him in just her socks. The best way out was back through the mall, and that was exactly where Jian was heading.

      There were several passages that branched off into different wings of the mall. The entrance would be covered by soldiers, so they had to pick another way out. Moving with a small group of devotees, Xiu kept her mask on and tried to smooth out her limp.

      A few paces ahead of her, Jian turned the corner at a shuttered camera store and continued along the marble floor, past closed shops and escalators. Xiu broke from her group and joined him. No one called out or told them they had to exit through the front.

      Fifty meters ahead, two masked figures stood. They wore similar ornamental masks, painted as dragons.

      Jian drew to a halt, motioning for Xiu to do the same. The masked figures watched them and made no attempt to move.

      ‘Do you have your pistol?’ he asked her.

      Xiu nodded. ‘But only one round.’

      ‘Be ready to use it.’
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      The masked strangers blocked their escape.

      One of them was taller than the other, but they were both shorter than Xiu. The taller of them wore red sneakers and a padded black jacket.

      Then it dawned on Xiu. ‘I know them.’

      The one in red sneakers beckoned to her. ‘Hurry up then,’ she said.

      Xiu broke into a fast hobble, Jian matching her pace.

      ‘You better know them well,’ he said.

      Behind him came the sound of frustrated soldiers still searching. He picked up his pace.

      ‘Are you hurt?’ asked the shorter of the masked pair—the boy named Yu.

      ‘I’m fine,’ Xiu said. ‘How did you recognize me? We’re all wearing masks.’

      ‘We saw you steal your masks from those men,’ said the older sister, Zoey.

      ‘And then I stole some for us,’ said Yu.

      The masked teenagers, Yu and Zoey, steered them to the right, down a narrow corridor to the public restrooms. Xiu followed without hesitation.

      ‘Wait,’ Jian said, slowing behind them.

      ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘Use your head. These kids could be Immortal Guard, leading us right into a trap.’

      ’I helped these two escape the Immortal Guard.’

      ‘Yeah, and we need to escape the Immortal Guard again—right now,’ Yu whispered. ‘Let’s go!’

      Soldiers’ boots clattered across tiles behind them, closer.

      ‘It’s not like we have a lot of options,’ Xiu said.

      Jian growled. ‘Fine. Move it.’

      Zoey steered them around a corner again, to the left, just as soldiers raced through the wing behind them. Not one looked down the side passage, and the fugitives slipped away unnoticed.

      Pushing through into a staff corridor, Zoey took them outside, into an alleyway. The cool air chilled Xiu’s bare arms. It was morning now, and the narrow alleyway was shadowed from the daylight by concrete monoliths. The soldiers might check the alley, so they needed to keep moving.

      She checked her sides—clear—and continued with the kids into a second, connecting alleyway, past a wall stacked with air-conditioning units. Next to them, concrete steps led up into a building.

      ‘Masks off,’ Yu said.

      He removed his and jogged up some steps to push a pair of metal doors open. Zoey followed him inside.

      Xiu shared a glance with Jian before taking off her mask and going next, finding herself in the narrow kitchen of a restaurant. Behind her, Jian had removed his mask and stepped inside too. The quartet attracted a few disinterested glances from a handful of busy cooks and kitchenhands as Jian shut the metal door.

      ‘Hurry up,’ Zoey said.

      Yu led the way, out of the kitchen and into a franchise cafe. The cafe had vibrantly painted walls and blenders full with sweet milk teas for the long line of morning customers. Zoey took the lead, striding out onto the sidewalk.

      Behind them, Jian paused at a coat rack, stealing someone’s navy-blue coat and black Adidas baseball cap. He put them on and followed her.

      Zoey was heading roughly northwest, if Xiu’s bearings weren’t totally off. She was taking them away from the temple and the shopping mall and, most importantly, away from the Conservatorium Hotel.

      ‘I have a second hideout,’ Jian said, adjusting his cap. ‘But we’ll need wheels to get there.’

      Crossing the road to a lighting store, they narrowly avoided a yellow double-decker bus that roared past, before continuing alongside a half-constructed apartment building. Zoey steered them in single file across a sidewalk.

      ‘How far to your hideout?’ Xiu asked.

      ‘North side of the city,’ Jian said, without enthusiasm.

      Great.

      Metal rails protected the group from the road, penning them in against graffitied walls broken up by shiny roller doors, ventilation shafts, air-conditioning units, pipes, and the occasional security camera.

      Ahead, an armored black 4x4 rushed by. Xiu froze, but Jian nudged her to keep moving. The Immortal Guard were still out there, hunting for them.

      ‘Where are these kids going?’ Jian asked.

      ‘They have a place. What if we lay low with them for a bit?’

      ‘That’s not a good idea.’

      Like we have a choice, Xiu thought.

      They were too exposed on the street, in daylight. They needed a place to get their heads down until nightfall. Jian must know that, he just seemed to deeply distrust everyone. And that probably included her.

      Ahead of them, Zoey and Yu talked in hushed tones as they led the fugitives into the foyer of their apartment building. Yu motioned for them to get in an elevator, which smelled faintly of peppermint and tobacco, and they rode it up to the apartment.

      At the entrance, the kids took off their shoes, and Jian did the same. Last inside, Xiu was still shoeless, so she settled for just closing the door.

      The kids’ small home was organized chaos. On the left, there was a compact kitchen with a cooktop stove and two gas burners, a tiled backsplash and floor, an electric kettle, and a sink laden with unwashed dishes, chopsticks and a single metal spoon. Next to it, a laundry nook with a tiny window; it was open, and Xiu could hear the morning traffic. A black dining table was surrounded by small padded chairs, beside which a motorcycle nestled.

      The lounge room, where Zoey stood, was furnished with a sofa and two chairs, and a coffee table, empty except for a packet of cigarettes. A television was mounted to a green-and-pink candy-striped wall, which angled out to the dining table, and underneath, a cabinet, cluttered with gaming consoles and pirated movies on disc.

      ‘Where are your parents?’ Jian asked.

      ‘They live in the country,’ Zoey said. ‘We’re here for school.’

      Yu walked around her and collapsed face-first onto the sofa, then mumbled something incomprehensible.

      Zoey glared down at him. ‘What’s your plan now?’

      Yu rolled over and looked at Jian. ‘The soldiers were looking for you guys, weren’t they?’

      ‘Keen sense of observation there, kid.’ Jian opened the fridge and rummaged through.

      Zoey’s eyes widened. ‘That’s all you have to say?’

      Jian straightened up, a small gold can of Red Bull in one hand. ‘Oh, yeah. Thanks for the assistance.’ He saluted her with the can. ‘Appreciate it.’

      Xiu moved into the lounge room. ‘You could have put yourselves in danger, helping us.’

      ‘You being in our home is putting us in danger,’ Zoey said. ‘Dirty socks off.’

      Xiu removed her socks, folded them, and placed them next to the stack of footwear by the door. Jian pulled his socks off too, but threw them in the general direction of the pile.

      Zoey glanced at Jian’s bare feet on the tiles. ‘On second thought—’

      ‘So are you kids followers of the Immortal Guard or what?’ Jian cracked open his can of Red Bull.

      Zoey grabbed the packet of cigarettes from the table. ‘No, we were doing important stuff, but he got sidetracked as usual.’

      Yu shrugged. ‘I thought I saw you in the street, so we followed you.’

      ‘Shouldn’t you be in school and not following people?’ Xiu asked.

      ‘School’s closed today because of a security problem,’ Zoey said. She stared at the older man Xiu had brought with her. ‘Who the hell are you, anyway?’

      ‘The security problem,’ Jian said. ‘I’m Jian, and this is Xiu.’

      Zoey exhaled noisily. ‘Yeah, we’ve met.’

      ‘Do you have any water?’ Xiu asked.

      Yu plodded over to the kitchen, and grabbed a clean glass. He was about to run the tap, but Jian called out for him to stop.

      ‘Don’t drink from the pipes, even if it’s boiled,’ Jian said. ‘Who knows what they’re putting in there.’

      ‘Whatever you say, Captain Conspiracy,’ Zoey said. ‘Maybe they drugged the Red Bull too.’

      Jian stopped, giving his can a quick inspection. ‘I’ll take the risk.’

      Zoey pushed open the balcony door and grabbed some clothes from the laundry lines. Xiu took the chance to assess the possible exit routes. Unfortunately, the apartment was too high up for Xiu and Jian to jump down if they needed to; beyond the balcony, skyscrapers loomed over the streets below, concrete and glass obelisks that reflected the orange of the sun.

      Jian offered Xiu a bottle of water from the fridge, almost as if this was his apartment and he wasn’t just a guest in it. Her mouth was dry and she desperately needed to hydrate, so she took the bottle and immediately drank half. As she drank, Jian made his way to the balcony, where he lowered the blinds on the window. Then, seeing Zoey about to light a cigarette, he pinched the packet and lighter from her.

      ‘You can’t smoke, you’re just a kid,’ he said. ‘And you can’t stand out there.’

      ‘Are you serious?’ She pushed past him and closed the balcony door. ‘Whatever.’

      Jian lit the cigarette himself, then walked from bedroom to bedroom, lowering the blinds on all the windows.

      ‘You can stay here for a while, until they stop searching out there.’ Yu said, sitting down again on the sofa.

      ‘Is there somewhere we can sleep?’ Xiu asked. She hadn’t slept since yesterday. It was better to rest during the day and move at night.

      ‘Now?’ Yu asked.

      ‘We’ll be gone by nightfall,’ Jian said, knocking the ash off his cigarette into the kitchen sink.

      ‘I guess you can sleep in our rooms if you want,’ the boy said.

      ‘They can sleep in your room,’ Zoey said, retreating to her bedroom and closing her door behind her.

      ‘I’ll sleep on the sofa,’ Jian said, removing a wallet from his jeans and taking out five or six hundred yen. ‘Here. For your troubles.’

      ‘Where did you get that?’ Xiu asked. ‘Weren’t you captured?’

      ‘One of the guards,’ Jian said. ‘I know it’s not much, but I have more at my other hideout.’

      Zoey opened her door. ‘You’re giving us money?’

      ‘No, he isn’t!’ Yu glared at his older sister, then focused on their guests. ‘We have money; you might need yours.’

      Jian blinked. ‘Why?’

      ‘It’s a favor,’ Yu said.

      ‘Listen, I don’t do favors,’ Jian said. ‘We’re only here to keep our heads down, and we appreciate the hospitality.’

      ‘Yeah, no big deal.’ Yu chewed his lip. ‘What exactly are you guys?’

      ‘Tax department,’ Jian said.

      ‘We’re operatives, we work for an intelligence agency,’ Xiu said. Jian stared at her and she shrugged. ‘It’s a bit late to hide it now.’

      Jian dragged hard on his cigarette. ‘How exactly did you pass interrogation?’

      ‘I told them what they wanted to hear.’

      ‘Are you guys for real?’ Yu asked. ‘That’s so cool!’

      Jian gave a hint of a smile. ‘Well, I guess it is.’

      Yu’s smile faded. ‘But aren’t you too … old?’

      ‘There is no too old. Until you’re dead.’

      ‘OK.’ Yu frowned, wrinkling his chin. ‘So, I was wondering … do you think maybe you can help me with something?’

      Xiu shared a glance with Jian.

      Zoey had returned quietly to the lounge room.

      ‘That depends, kid,’ Jian said, passing his cigarette to a confused Zoey. ‘What do you need help with?’

      Yu sat upright on the sofa. ‘Well, you know how we don’t have a cellular network or internet?’

      ‘Right, the typhoon,’ Jian said. ‘Sorry kid, we can’t help you there.’

      ‘Actually, you can.’ Yu jumped up and walked over to the balcony window. He kneeled and peered through the blinds. ‘You can see the tower from here. Just.’

      ‘Yu,’ his sister said, ‘You can’t ask them to help you with that.’

      Xiu walked to the window and peered over his head. Beyond the apartment buildings, there was a skyscraper with a radio tower on top, thin as a needle.

      ‘The cyclone didn’t touch it,’ Yu said. ‘The base transmitter isn’t even damaged.’

      ‘Sabotage, then.’ Jian dropped his empty Red Bull can in the trash, but the container was full and the can just bounced off.

      ‘Yeah, exactly!’ Yu said.

      Zoey shook her head. ‘Don’t get him started on this again.’

      ‘We’ve been helping these engineers fix the transmitter so we can get a message to the outside world,’ the boy said. ‘But then the Immortal Guard found out and kidnapped them all.’

      Jian bristled. ‘Do they know about you?’

      ‘If they did, do you think we’d still be here?’ Zoey asked.

      She retreated to the kitchen, where she extinguished the last of the cigarette in the sink.

      Yu rushed off to his room, returning with folded papers and a black marker. ‘I’ve been up there twice now. And the engineers have been giving me instructions on how to fix it and send an emergency broadcast.’

      ‘Who are these engineers?’ Jian asked.

      ‘One of them is my teacher,’ Yu said. ‘Or was, until they kidnapped him.’

      ‘Yu’s been obsessed with this ever since,’ Zoey said.

      ‘Not obsessed! All I need to do is plug in the right cables and it’ll work. I’ve even got the cables to plug in. My teacher gave me two sets, in case they sabotaged one.’

      ‘Then you don’t need us,’ Jian said as Xiu focused on the papers and the intricate notes that filled every inch of space on them.

      ‘They have patrols outside the building,’ the boy said. ‘I’d need someone to sneak me in. I’ll bring my phone, so we know when the transmitter is working again.’

      ‘You’re not going anywhere near that place, do you understand me?’ Jian said.

      ‘Give me your phone and I’ll go,’ Xiu said. ‘But you’re all staying here.’

      Jian shot her a confused glance. ‘It’s not worth the risk. As soon as night hits, we’re out of here, and we’re reporting everything that has happened to the Division. That’s how you save this place, not some transmitter.’

      ‘When was the last time you had contact with the Division?’ Xiu asked.

      ‘Last week.’ Jian swallowed. ‘Last month.’

      ‘Then we don’t know what to do until we get in contact with them,’ she said. ‘They might know something we don’t, and they might not want us to leave.’

      ‘That’s a lot of mights.’

      ‘You know I’m right.’

      ‘Don’t you think you’re a bit new to be doing this?’

      ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ Xiu said, ‘did you want to go instead?’

      ‘It’s not high on my list of things to do right now.’

      ‘Right. So you’re too old to climb a few flights of stairs, but you’re OK with sliding down the side of a hotel skyscraper?’

      He raised a finger. ‘Technically, that wasn’t a skyscraper. What you’re going to climb, now that’s a skyscraper. With a base transmitter on top. I hope you like lightning.’

      Xiu had to admit, it didn’t sound great. ‘I don’t scare easy.’

      ‘And I’m trying to decide whether that’s your strength or your weakness,’ he said.

      ‘Yeah? Considering I just saved you from being locked up inside the Immortal Guard headquarters, let’s go with strength.’

      Jian faced her, eyes wide. ‘You know I had that under control!’

      ‘I came back for you!’ she yelled. ‘I shouldn’t have, but I did.’

      He studied her for a moment. ‘You did.’ He turned to Yu. ‘Is there a department store that’s open today?’

      Yu nodded. ‘There’s one close by, but I think it’s closed because of the Festival of Masks.’

      ‘That’s tomorrow,’ Zoey said. ‘It’ll be open today.’

      ‘Good.’ Jian reached into his stolen wallet and handed half the notes to Yu. ‘You need to get two pairs of thick hiking socks. And sneakers for Xiu—she’ll give you her size. And we’ll both need a jacket or sweater.’

      ‘Both? What are you doing?’ Xiu asked.

      ‘I’m not letting you go up there alone and get yourself captured or killed. Not on my watch.’ He turned to Yu. ‘And get some candy, so you don’t look too suspicious. Oh, and … Red Bull.’
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      The spire’s ninety-two floors gleamed in the moonlight.

      Xiu stood with Jian in a multi-level parking lot adjacent to the building and wiped her face with soot from the muffler of the vehicle next to her. While Yu was out doing their shopping, she’d managed at least five hours sleep in his bed, but her sleep had been broken, and her eyes were gritty with fatigue.

      They’d chosen this route to the spire despite it being the most difficult to traverse: there was a side entrance to the building, but it was blocked by a tall, concrete wall. From their high elevation in the parking lot, however, they could maintain a better idea of how many soldiers were on site, and right now, there were fewer wandering this side of the grounds. Just two, in fact. Judging from the murmur of their conversation, both were male and disinterested in their patrolling.

      Xiu had thought about bringing her pistol, but with just a single remaining round, it hardly seemed worth it. Jian didn’t have his anymore either, so they were unarmed for tonight.

      ‘Once we’re over the wall, no talking,’ Jian said.

      Concealed by darkness, he climbed the wall. Xiu quickly followed, crouching low with him on the other side where they couldn’t be seen.

      They stretched the thick, black socks—which Yu had bought them—over their shoes, then lay prone next to the wall and waited. Jian was wearing a navy-blue jacket, while Xiu wore a gray hoodie; there was no choice in the matter, that’s what Yu had picked up at the department store, and Xiu was just glad he hadn’t gotten them clothes that rustled or jingled when they moved.

      The pair of soldiers wandered back and forth on the grass and concrete paths around the spire, following a pattern that soon became predictable. After an hour, they finally moved east for the building’s side entrance.

      Jian raised his hand, telling Xiu to hold. Then he nodded and got to his feet. She followed him through the darkness, treading only on soft grass, then stopped short of the entrance itself. Jian was keeping them as close to the patrol as possible, while remaining concealed—the soldiers were just around the corner, and if they doubled back for whatever reason, they’d notice Xiu and Jian.

      Instead, the soldiers swiped themselves into the building with their access passes, pushed open the glass door, and never looked back.

      Jian moved nimbly—his footsteps softened by the hiking socks over his sneakers—and reached the glass door just moments before it closed.

      Dropping to one knee, he slipped his flashlight between the doors, then stepped away. The flashlight held the doors inches from closing, and Jian withdrew from them while Xiu focused on the pace and distance of the soldiers. The two men were walking into the lobby now, past a granite fountain and a red sofa, and toward a shiny metal reception desk that was unmanned. Xiu couldn’t see from her position, but beyond the desk would be two elevator lobbies. The stairwell would be farther than the desk; that was where she and Jian needed to get to without being seen. Still in hiding, Xiu counted down the seconds before the soldiers would be at the other end of the lobby, hopefully, to use the restroom.

      Ten. Nine. Eight. Seven.

      Once they got inside the stairwell, she and Jian could take it all the way up the ninety-two flights. Yu had told them the elevators were locked down, but even if they weren’t, they weren’t going to use them. The stairs, however, would take time and energy.

      Six. Five. Four.

      According to the pamphlets Yu had on the spire, the structure contained three yet-to-be-opened restaurants, a virtual reality cafe, beauty parlor and hair salon, two karaoke bars, a gymnasium, lap pool and offices. They would pass—and ignore—all of them on the climb to the very top, where they’d find the base transmitter and the missing cables.

      Three. Two. One.

      Xiu checked her corner. The soldiers were gone.

      Zero.

      A door slammed. The restroom.

      She nodded to Jian, and he moved into view again. He took up his flashlight, held the door open for her, then closed it softly behind them. She was in front now, moving with padded steps across the white marble floor of the opulent lobby. On either side, there were modern sculptures, potted ferns, and polished walls with designs picked out in gold leaf. In the center of the lobby, there was a three-tiered fountain made of black granite.

      The socks over Xiu and Jian’s shoes made them slippery, but very quiet. She passed the red sofa and chrome reception desk with a turquoise aquarium on top—it was filled with coral but no fish—then turned the corner into one of the elevator lobbies. The stairwell door was on her immediate left.

      Something roared in the distance—the hand dryer in the restroom. Xiu ran, then slid her way across the marble in her socks, opening the stairwell door carefully. She had it open in time for Jian, and they both stepped inside. Footsteps echoed through their elevator lobby—right near them.

      She closed their door quietly; even a slight sound would alert them. She made none.

      Jian gestured with his hand. Do not move.

      They remained on the inside of the door as the first soldier strode right past them. Xiu kept her mouth open, breathing slowly and calmly. The second soldier followed the first, and only once both were through the glass doors and outside, did Jian signal to move again.

      They started up the first flight. The stairwell had concrete steps with high-visibility yellow strips on their ends. The walls were bare concrete, but the handrails were painted yellow to match the stairs.

      Jian paused on the third floor to remove the socks from over his sneakers, and Xiu did the same. Now they could move more quickly, taking two steps at a time. With each flight, Jian slowed a bit, and Xiu’s heart pumped faster.

      Ninety-two flights of stairs was a long way to go.

      By the time they reached the thirtieth floor, sweat was pouring off Jian. He removed his jacket, tying it around his waist. Xiu pulled off her hoodie and did the same, leaving them both in their original t-shirts and jeans. Jian had taken Yu’s braided cables—given to him by the engineers—and taped them together, coiled over Xiu’s head and shoulder. She checked them for damage, then resumed climbing.

      They kept going, stopping a few times for a breather, but by the time they reached the sixtieth floor, Jian had to prop himself against the wall. He then slid down into a seated position.

      ‘Another break,’ he said. ‘A long one.’

      Xiu checked her watch. It was nearly zero two hundred hours; there was only a few hours before sunrise. They’d already taken some time on reconnaissance, and climbing the spire was going to take a lot more.

      Jian was shaking his head.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Xiu asked.

      ‘Nothing. I’m just … there’s a lot on my mind.’

      ‘I’m sorry about Mei. I can see she meant a lot to you.’

      Jian nodded slowly. ‘She did. More than I’ll probably understand.’

      Xiu took a seat on the steps above him, and focused on slowing her breathing. They sat in silence for a while before her curiosity finally got the better of her.

      ‘Why did you become an operative?’ she asked.

      At first, he seemed to ignore her, but then he said, ‘That’s one good thing about working alone, you have no one to lose but yourself.’

      ‘That doesn’t answer my question.’

      ‘I was an orphan.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You asked me why I became an operative.’

      ‘It’s fine,’ she said. ‘You don’t have to tell me.’

      ‘I was homeless,’ he said. ‘Living off picked pockets to keep my ribs from showing.’

      ‘I thought you needed a degree,’ she said. ‘To be an operative, I mean.’

      ‘Do you have a degree?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘So, you just walked off the street and applied for the training program?’

      ‘I didn’t even know it existed,’ Jian said. ‘There was this one day at the market where I saw this man in the crowd. He had money, but he didn’t flash it around like most. What was interesting about him—and I remember watching and being fascinated by it—he moved so effortlessly through the crowd. So I tried to follow him. And that was very hard. With all the people, I almost lost him several times. I was looking everywhere.’

      Xiu wiped sweat from her eyebrows. ‘He got away?’

      ‘He never left,’ Jian said. ‘He was blending into the baseline so well, he might have been invisible.’

      ‘Who was he?’ she asked.

      ‘My next victim.’ Jian chuckled to himself. ‘Or I was his. Who knew? But he grabbed my wrist before I could even think of stealing from him. He sensed the pressure of my hand before I even went for the grab—and I still don’t know how. He just knew what I was going to do.’

      ‘Did he hit you? Or take you to the police?’

      ‘No. He just told me I had talent. Not the stealing part, he wasn’t impressed by that in the slightest. But he was impressed that I noticed him. He told me his division was looking for people like me. He told me that once I was sick of living like this, sick of stealing from other people to stay alive, that I should come see him, and he would show me a different path.’

      ‘He was an operative,’ Xiu said.

      ‘He was a lonely, old gray man. And now I am too.’

      ‘Remind me not to pick your pocket then.’

      ‘What about you, kid?’ Jian asked.

      ‘What about me?’

      ‘You don’t just stumble into this. You need intelligence training, and you need special-forces training. That takes half a lifetime for most, and you’re only a quarter through yours. I’m guessing you started early.’

      ‘I had a good instructor.’

      ‘Must have been someone very smart.’

      ‘He was a psychopath,’ Xiu said. ‘His name was Denton, and he almost created me in his image.’

      ‘Almost?’

      ‘I never finished my training, at least not with him.’ She met Jian’s gaze. ‘One day I’ll find him and finish it.’

      He knew what she meant—she could see the understanding in his eyes.

      ‘Before yesterday, have you ever killed anyone?’ he asked.

      Xiu nodded, but he didn’t push for any details.

      ‘Let’s get moving.’ Jian groaned softly as he tried to stand.

      ‘Do you need a few more minutes?’ Xiu asked.

      ‘We don’t have time.’

      He offered her the flashlight, and she took it.

      ‘Do you want me to go on?’

      He nodded. ‘Make the repairs. But you’ll need me for the phone call to the Division. And don’t—’

      ‘Don’t make the call until we’re ready to leave,’ she said. ‘I know.’

      The Immortal Guard could be tracing calls, and since she and Jian would be the only ones in Zhenhar making any, it wouldn’t be hard to pinpoint them. If they phoned out just as they were about to leave, they could at least stay ahead of any trackers.

      ‘See you soon,’ Xiu said.

      She left Jian sitting in the stairwell and climbed another ten flights. At the eighty-eighth floor the stairwell abruptly ended. Above her, the shaft continued a few more flights before also ending, yet there was no way to climb. An open doorway connected the stairwell to this floor, and she walked through it into a corridor with unrendered concrete walls.

      The corridor was lined on either side with stacks of unused handrails, scaffolding frames and metal walkway ladders. She moved through them and took a right, into a large, open foyer. On the right, there was a gymnasium with a sauna and swimming pool; on the left, a long, vacant hall, lined with potted orchids and lattice walls. At the end of the hall, the doors to a tea house were parted just enough to reveal the hint of tables and chairs inside.

      She kept going until she reached an area of the skyscraper that was still exposed to the outside, the southerly wind chilling her as it blew through. Mesh safety barriers had been wrapped around the open sides of the building, and a white construction crane was visible through the gap, its metal cables clanging in the wind.

      A concrete corridor took her to the other side of the spire, and there she discovered an elevator lobby and a metal ladder to the floor above. The elevators were locked, but the floor above had another metal ladder, as did the one after that, which took her to the top floor.

      There were no barriers, and the wind was stronger, chilling her. She untied the hoodie from around her waist and put it back on, keeping the hood off, then moved over to the edge of the building, keeping a safe distance from the drop. Below, Zhenhar was submerged in soft clouds. The only visible parts of the city were the tops of other skyscrapers; at the very top of each, red lights bled into darkness.

      Above Xiu, the transmitter’s tower seemed to still have power, its red light blinking.

      But that was just the antenna, Yu had explained. What Xiu had to look for now was the base transceiver station. According to the boy, it would be in the southwest corner on this floor. She found a small enclosed room with a locked door, so she picked the lock and stepped inside.

      The room hummed loudly. She splashed her light around, settling on a tall server in the corner. That would be the network monitoring system, as Yu described it. Next to the system was an object that resembled an office photocopier: the transceiver station.

      Placing the flashlight on a shelf beside her, she closed the door and lifted the hood on the photocopier-shaped device. Underneath were lots of cables and sockets she didn’t understand.

      At the rear, there was a metal box with a yellow warning that suggested this was a nice way to electrocute yourself. Xiu left that one alone. Next to it, four black dials, and closer to her was a board of sockets and pins, and what looked like a circuit board with transistors and chips. Yu hadn’t mentioned all of that.

      In front of her, there was a panel with four large sockets marked RXI, RXO, TXI and TXO; they were just what she was looking for. Underneath them, four smaller sockets appeared to match. Xiu removed her hoodie again and unbound the cables from over her shoulder, before screwing the large metal plugs into the transceiver. After that, she worked in the small plugs.

      With that done, she took Yu’s phone from her pocket and powered it on, thumbing in his passcode. While the phone searched for a network, she sat on the floor in the small room, crossed her legs, and placed the phone on the tiled floor.

      Xiu wondered how much the Division knew about her being here. They would have listened to her first call, then listened to her police call, and they would have scoured the crime scene at the Intron clinic and seen her attempt to save Qin’s life, not to mention that Qin’s vehicle was missing. They might assume she was either a prisoner of the Immortal Guard, or she was in hiding.

      Right now, it felt like both.

      The phone beeped. Repeatedly.

      Messages and notifications flooded through.

      Xiu quickly muted the device. Emails poured across Yu’s screen. She ignored them—someone was climbing the ladder to this floor, their steps carried by the wind. Opening the door, she peered through a crack.

      Jian.

      She waved him over. He was wearing his jacket again and breathing more slowly. Once he was inside, she shut the door and handed him the phone.

      ‘Reception is good up here,’ she said.

      ‘You did it?’ Jian asked.

      ‘Just as the boy said.’

      He punched in a number and held the phone to his ear.

      ‘Has the Division given you an authorization code yet?’ he asked Xiu.

      She shook her head; he had to be calling the same number she’d dialed after the raid on the clinic.

      ‘I’ll make sure they give you one, just in case—hello?’

      Sheltered from the wind, the phone’s speaker was loud enough that Xiu could clearly hear the person on the other end of the line, a woman.

      ‘Authorization code please.’

      ‘Two Two Eight Niner Zero.’

      ‘Phrase please?’

      ‘There are always hidden factors unaccounted for.’

      ‘Thank you,’ the voice said. ‘Your officer is not available right now, would you like to wait?’

      ‘Keep trying for her, but I’ll need to update you instead,’ Jian said. ‘Are you recording this?’

      ‘Yes sir, it’s protocol.’

      ‘Good. Can you hear me clearly?’

      ‘You’re coming through clear. How can I help you?’

      ‘You can help by listening to everything I say,’ Jian said, pacing the small station room. ‘The base transmitter in Zhenhar has been sabotaged by the Immortal Guard. I’ve temporarily restored function to it—which is why we can talk right now—but I don’t know for how long.’

      ‘I understand,’ the voice said.

      ‘Can you see the details of my operation on your screen?’

      ‘I’m afraid I’m restricted from certain details—’

      ‘Right. I’m here to extract a chemical weapon before the Immortal Guard can locate it. But I screwed up, and now they have the weapon, and they plan to use it on the population of Zhenhar pretty damn soon. Do you understand everything so far?’

      ‘Yes, please proceed.’

      ‘I’m here with another operative,’ he said. ‘Her name is Xiu, and she doesn’t have an authorization code, so I need you to give her one.’

      ‘Sir, I can temporarily assign her to your code. Would you like me to do that?’

      ‘Yeah, do it. I don’t know if I’ll have another chance to call, but without reinforcements, we need to extract.’

      ‘Sir, I don’t have access to everything related to your operation, but I can see that you already have clearance to extract. You’ve had this for almost three weeks now, and we haven’t heard from you.’

      ‘I know,’ Jian said. ‘Is there anything else you need to know?’

      ‘Do you have a way for us to contact you? Can we use this number?’

      ‘You can try,’ he said. ‘But we have to go now.’

      ‘I’ll pass the information on to your officer as urgently as possible.’

      ‘Thanks.’ He ended the call, then turned to Xiu. ‘We need to leave.’

      Xiu slipped her hoodie on and replaced the lid on the transceiver—they would leave the room exactly as they found it. She engaged the lock on the door and shut it behind her, the wind from the south chilling her again.

      Over the edge of the building, the city was still hidden under the clouds. Somewhere beneath, the Immortal Guard would be looking for them.

      Xiu clipped the flashlight to the hip pocket of her jeans, the beam facing down and lighting the way. They took the wooden ladders back down to the metal ones, and those back down to the floor where the proper stairwell began. Then they crossed over to the other side of the spire, where the mesh barriers trembled in the wind, and the white crane stood forlornly in the clouds. Xiu walked past the gymnasium and the tea house before realizing Jian had stopped mid-stride.

      ‘What’s wrong?’

      He pointed down the hall to the tea house. ‘Those red drums.’

      She hadn’t noticed before, but through the small opening in the doors to the tea house, past the tables and chairs, she could make out a row of tall, red metal drums.

      Had the doors been a little more closed when I first walked past?

      ‘What are they?’ she asked.

      ‘Not a bulk order of soybean milk, I can tell you that much.’ Jian’s face was a shade paler than usual, like he was about to throw up. ‘It’s the chemical weapon I stole. They found it and brought it here.’

      Xiu followed him down the long hall. On either side of the hall, there were tables with pots of orchids and lattice partitions that led into a restaurant on one side, with new furniture and stacks of chairs, and a beauty salon on the other side, still half-assembled. The salon was scattered with crates of light fittings and flat trolleys weighed down with boxes of tiles.

      But Jian ignored those and went for the tea house. Carefully, he opened the doors wider, paused, then stepped through. Xiu followed, leaving the doors ajar behind her. The tea house was already furnished with carved wooden tables and chairs, beyond which stood a small square courtyard, with a stone water feature and the stack of tall, red drums. Twelve in total.

      Jian was already moving. He checked his corners as he stepped out into the courtyard, then circled the red drums. He halted.

      Xiu stepped out into a cool breeze. The courtyard was open, with lattice walls and creeping vines on two sides. Each drum had an unmistakable symbol on it: a skull-and-crossbones surrounded by a yellow triangle.

      ‘Red Sky?’ she asked.

      He nodded. ‘I was hoping we’d be out of here before they planned to use it.’

      ‘I thought you hid the drums. How did they find them?’

      Reluctantly, he met her gaze. ‘I told them where to look.’

      Xiu was sure she’d heard him wrong. ‘You risked handing them this, just so you had a chance at rescuing someone who couldn’t be rescued?’

      ‘Mei could be rescued!’ Jian yelled. ‘But I screwed it up.’

      ‘Keep your voice down.’

      ‘Keep your voice off,’ he said. ‘How about that?’

      He had Yu’s phone out, and was dialing again. The same operator answered the call.

      ‘Authorization code please.’

      ‘Two Two Eight Niner Zero.’

      ‘Phrase please?’

      ‘There are always hidden factors unaccounted for.’

      ‘Thank you for calling again,’ she said. ‘I have a message for you. Would you like me to read it?’

      ‘Not yet,’ Jian said. ‘The situation has changed, and I’m staring at twelve large drums of Red Sky.’

      ‘If you can hold on one moment, I’m going to connect you with your officer.’

      While Jian waited on the phone, Xiu inspected the courtyard. With the lattice walls, it was a good place to release a chemical weapon into the air. From this height, it would disperse right across the city of Zhenhar, depending on wind patterns.

      A new, deeper woman’s voice spoke. ‘Jian? This is Shen Shuren. I’ve been tracking your situation. You’re with Xiu?’

      ‘We’re both here.’

      ‘I’m glad. Have you recovered the Red Sky?’

      ‘“Recovered” isn’t the word I’d use. But we’re standing on top of a ninety-two story building with a dozen drums of the stuff, and the Immortal Guard have a totally benevolent festival planned for tomorrow.’

      ‘Can you give me the location of these drums?’

      ‘The spire in Zhenhar. Hard to miss, it’s the tallest building. We’re on the eighty-eighth floor, east side, in a tea house. The drums are outside, in a small courtyard.’

      ‘Thank you. A dozen drums, you say?’

      ‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘Look, we’re here already. We can destroy them for you, we just need to know how.’

      ‘Jian, I can’t let you touch them,’ Shen said. ‘It’s too dangerous. Is that clear?’

      ‘There’s a festival tomorrow,’ Xiu said, interrupting. ‘We need to stop this now.’

      ‘Yeah, what she said.’ Jian took a step closer to the drums. ‘You have experts who know all about this Red Sky. They can tell us how to sabotage the drums, right?’

      ‘Jian, I’m giving you an order: stand down,’ Shen said.

      ‘I’ll do that on one condition,’ Jian said. ‘If you want us out, then you send a team in. Right now.’

      ‘I can’t do that,’ Shen said. ‘You’re in foreign territory, and that takes time and diplomacy for us to handle. You need to understand, Jian, that despite everything you have accomplished, the situation has become very delicate. If I send in the cavalry—even a covert team of operatives—we could be looking at war with an autonomous government.’

      ‘That autonomous government is a paramilitary cult!’ Jian said.

      ‘I’m sure that description fits most governments, but more people will die by our hands than by those drums of Red Sky,’ Shen said, her voice calm. ‘Do you really want that on your conscience?’

      ‘No, I’m at maximum capacity, thanks,’ Jian said.

      ‘We will deal with this situation as rapidly as possible, but while we do, you need to get out of there. Are you able to extract?’

      Xiu breathed the word no, but he turned away from her.

      ‘Yes.’ And he ended the call.

      ‘So that’s it?’ Xiu asked. ‘We just leave?’

      ‘We’ve helped a lot already,’ Jian said. ‘Now it’s up to them.’

      ‘Will they do anything about it?’

      ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I just hope they can do it in time.’
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      Yu crept barefoot into the dark living room. ‘Did you do it?’

      ‘We need to evacuate.’ Jian said as he knocked on Zoey’s bedroom door.

      ‘So we have reception now?’ Yu asked. ‘Does my phone work?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Jian said. ‘But I’m keeping it switched off until we leave. Now that I’ve used it to call out, they’ll be tracking it for sure.’

      Zoey opened her door. ‘What happened?’

      ‘They have drums of Red Sky on top of the spire,’ Jian said. ‘It’s a chemical weapon, and we have good reason to believe they’ll use it soon.’

      ‘Tomorrow’s the Festival of Masks,’ Zoey said.

      ‘Like I said, soon.’

      ‘They’re going to … what are they going to do?’ Yu asked.

      ‘Just pack your most valuable items into a small bag that you can carry on foot. It should make no noise when you carry it, understood?’ Jian stormed into the kitchen, opened the fridge and pulled out another can of Red Bull.

      ‘But I don’t understand,’ Yu said. ‘Why would they use this weapon? Isn’t it going to be bad for everyone?’

      ‘The Councilor of the Immortal Guard wants to illuminate the city,’ Jian said. ‘He likes to say that means knowledge and wisdom, but illuminate is another word for heating with radiant energy.’

      ‘To irradiate,’ Zoey said.

      ‘You’ve done your homework,’ Jian said. ‘And I’ve done mine. Trust me, the Red Sky is not a nice thing.’

      Yu visibly gulped. ‘What is it exactly?’

      ‘It’s a mildly radioactive nerve gas, but the radiation is the least of your problems. One breath of Red Sky and you’re in big trouble.’

      ‘What happens if you breathe it in?’ Yu asked.

      ‘A small amount takes a while, but if you’re in a cloud of it, breathing it all in, you’ll almost feel calm … sedated. With that amount of exposure, you have five, maybe ten minutes until you enter a coma, and another forty before you lose breathing function entirely. It’s a peaceful death, but one without any known antidote.’

      ‘What about your agency?’ Zoey asked. ‘Can’t they do something?’

      ‘They can and they are. In the meantime, I have orders to leave the city, and I’m taking you with us.’

      Zoey folded her arms. ‘You’re meant to be super operatives, right? You should stop it.’

      Xiu wanted that to be true. Jian must have read it on her face.

      ‘You’re not staying,’ he said to her.

      ‘What about the people who live here?’ Xiu asked.

      ‘They’re members of a paramilitary cult,’ Jian said. ‘It’s why they moved here. The word “doomsday” wasn’t exactly in fine print.’

      ‘Not everyone who moves here are members,’ Yu said. ‘We aren’t.’

      ‘And that’s the only reason I’m taking you,’ Jian replied.

      ‘I’ll get packing,’ Yu said, retreating to his bedroom.

      ‘Jian,’ Xiu said. ‘You stole the drums once, we can do it again.’

      ‘I had a whole team of military and civilian specialists to steal those drums. Do you know where that team is now?’ he asked. ‘Dead. All because of me. All because I wanted to get those drums at all costs. And it cost us their lives. Sorry, but I’m not about to repeat that mistake.’

      ‘That’s what this is to you? A mistake?’ Xiu asked. ‘You’re just going to let them all die.’

      ‘Listen, kid. You don’t live to my age in our line of work by tempting fate. You live because you make the correct tactical decision for every circumstance. And this is exactly that.’

      ‘The correct tactical decision is sabotaging those drums,’ she said. ‘How do we do that?’

      ‘Water. It works as a reagent, neutralizing the Red Sky. Rain isn’t enough, you’d need to submerge it in a lake; and then you’d never be able to swim in the lake after. Red Sky is incredibly caustic.’

      ‘I get it, that’s why you hid the barrels the first time,’ Xiu said. ‘But there’s no lake around here to dump them in.’ She made her way to the coffee table and the blueprints of the spire building. ‘There’s a swimming pool on the same floor as the tea house.’

      ‘It might be enough,’ Jian said. ‘But you’d have to puncture the drums. My team had the proper underwater protection to do this. We don’t.’

      ‘What if you just shoot bullets through the water?’ Zoey asked.

      ‘You shoot through water and your rounds only travel a few feet, it’s too dense,’ he said. ‘You need it to be very shallow, and you need to be shooting directly down into the water, into the drum.’

      ‘So … the shallow end of the pool then,’ Xiu said.

      ‘What you’re proposing is a very bad idea.’

      ‘What about your other hideout?’ she asked. ‘Do you have weapons there?’

      Jian swallowed more Red Bull. ‘I have one submachine gun and two magazines cached nearby—same caliber as your pistol.’

      Yu emerged from his bedroom. He’d changed into a navy puffer jacket and ripped jeans, and carried a packed schoolbag. Jian immediately got to work taping up his bag’s zipper so it didn’t jingle.

      ‘You, too, Zoey,’ he said.

      She disappeared into her room without a word.

      ‘How about this?’ Xiu said. ‘We go to the hideout first, and you give me your weapons. Then you can leave, and you can take them with you.’

      Jian studied her for a moment. ‘I can’t let you do that.’

      ‘You can’t stop me, and you know it.’

      ‘Listen to me. If you do that, you’ll violate a direct order in an autonomous region during a politically volatile situation. That level of recklessness will not only cause more bloodshed, but it will damn near guarantee you never qualify as an operative.’

      Xiu’s hands closed into fists. She knew he was right but wished they had more time to save the people of Zhenhar … or at least those who weren’t brainwashed by the Immortal Guard.

      ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘I’ll leave with you.’

      ‘Good.’ Jian tossed his empty can into the sink. ‘Only a few hours until sunrise. Follow me and do exactly as I say.’

      Yu nodded. ‘Of course.’

      Jian handed him the phone. ‘Keep this turned off until we leave Zhenhar, got it?’

      ‘Got it.’

      Zoey reappeared, wearing her schoolbag over a blue denim jacket with pale, gray jeans and white sneakers. They looked like regular kids on their way to class, not helping covert operatives escape a doomsday cult.

      ‘OK,’ Jian said. ‘Let’s move.’

      [image: ]

      The alleyway was threaded with neon. Xiu sneaked through it, a few paces behind Jian. Behind them, Zoey and Yu followed with their schoolbags.

      They’d decided it was easier to evade the Immortal Guard on foot, especially given Zoey and Yu’s familiarity with Zhenhar’s labyrinthine alleyways. Jian checked a corner, then nodded at them, his face reddened by a glowing sign. Their path was clear.

      He turned the corner, and Xiu followed, stepping over a tire someone had dumped there and walking on down the alleyway. To her left, a tiny convenience store pulsed bright with its front signage and indoor lighting, but it was closed. With no one in sight, the quartet kept moving in silence, crossing briefly onto a main street.

      They entered a dark canyon of hexagonal apartment buildings with sparingly lit windows.  It was nearing zero five hundred hours, and Xiu was painfully aware that they needed to get across town before the sun came up.

      She walked quickly over the road—few cars were parked along it, which meant there was very little to hide behind. Even though they hadn’t seen a single person since they’d left Yu and Zoey’s apartment, let alone an Immortal Guard patrol, they weren’t taking any chances.

      Xiu caught up to Jian behind a gray van, where he gestured for her to stay. She checked on the teenagers: they were still on the other side of the road, moving through the alleyway.

      In the distance, a passing vehicle, the tone of its engine instantly recognizable.

      Immortal Guard.

      Xiu held up her hand before Yu and Zoey could cross the street. They saw her signal and huddled behind the corner of the alleyway. Even so, if the patrol took this street, they’d see the kids as they drove past.

      The black vehicle appeared on the right of the intersection, its armored panels gleaming under the streetlamps. It continued ahead, not taking the turn toward them.

      Xiu exhaled slowly.

      The 4x4 stopped, reversed, and turned back.

      Into their street.

      Jian leaned past Xiu and gestured for the kids to retreat. They needed to get deep into the alleyway to avoid being seen. Xiu wished she’d given them pointers on how to remain concealed, but they weren’t operatives, just children.

      Then again, that’s how Jian saw her.

      The armored vehicle cruised toward them.

      Xiu moved around the side of their van, ready to shift to the front and keep herself concealed. Jian stayed with her, crouched low and watching the kids. Zoey and Yu had retreated a little into the alleyway, but they were right underneath a red neon sign: two teenager-shaped crimson bodies. Moving to the other side of the alley would be no help either: then they’d be lit by the nuclear brightness of the convenience store.

      Xiu drew a finger across her throat, and shook her head. She could see Zoey understand that where they were hiding was no good, but it was too far for them to retreat around the corner, the armored vehicle was almost on them.

      Zoey darted forward to the dumped tire, lifted it up. She balanced it on its tread, then crouched behind it. Immediately, she was concealed. Yu rushed behind her, sliding and ducking just as the armored vehicle passed by.

      The 4x4 kept driving.

      Xiu held her breath.

      The vehicle didn’t stop. As it continued down the street, she breathed again, glad she didn’t have to go back to the Immortal Guards’ headquarters for a second rescue attempt.

      Jian crawled around her and signaled the kids to hold their position. To Xiu, he said, ‘We’re close now. Give it a couple of minutes, then we move.’

      Once Jian gave the brother and sister the signal to move, they crossed the street, cautiously at first, then almost at a run.

      ‘Slow down,’ Xiu said as they reached them. ‘Natural movements.’

      Jian oriented himself, then—under Zoey’s direction—moved for the next alleyway, keeping them off the main streets as much as possible. The passage was dark, bled of almost all color aside from a string of red lanterns.

      Xiu let the kids push forward while she adopted the role of rear sentry. Behind them, the street was still empty; above it, in the distance, the top of the spire disappeared into a black, impenetrable fog.

      At last, they reached a row of stores, shuttered for the night. Jian led them to a door between two stores. It had fractured glass and opened on a narrow staircase with checkered tiles. His hideout would be on the second floor.

      Xiu stepped inside and closed the door on the dormant street, then followed the others up to the next floor. Upstairs, the corridor was yet to be wallpapered, or perhaps never would be. Jian picked his own lock, then invited them inside. The apartment was small and stale—a single room with a small kitchen where the only appliance was a fridge, and a bathroom with just a basin, a Western-style toilet with a shower head and drain in the corner. In the lounge room, neon lights from the street bled around the edge of the drawn blinds.

      ‘Rent’s cheap,’ Jian said. ‘And cash in advance.’

      Xiu nodded. A well-prepared operative always kept their options open in case things went bad—like now—and this place was an ideal hideout.

      With the door to the outside shut, Jian shuffled the kids to sit on the unused bed, then walked into the kitchen. From the freezer, he retrieved a single key for the door. He opened the fridge and pushed past a cluster of water bottles to remove an old takeout bag. From the bag, he removed his submachine gun, a QCW-05—the mini version of the carbines the soldiers carried, only the suppressor that it normally came with was absent. As he checked the chamber, Xiu realized he’d kept the fridge unplugged.

      Jian was armed. Now all Xiu needed was a weapon of her own.

      ‘Your one round won’t be enough,’ Jian said. ‘Take this, and I’ll have your pistol with twenty rounds.’

      ‘Are you sure?’ she asked.

      ‘Yes.’ He turned to Zoey and Yu. ‘There’s water in the fridge. Don’t leave the apartment.’

      Yu nodded. ‘We won’t move.’

      ‘Good.’ Jian snapped his fingers. ‘Wait, can I borrow a schoolbag?’

      ‘I can empty mine,’ Yu said.

      ‘Take out anything important, but keep some clothes in it.’

      ‘Wait a second,’ Zoey said, ‘what if you don’t come back?’

      ‘We will,’ Xiu said.

      ‘The kid has a point,’ Jian said. ‘If we’re not back by’—he checked his watch—‘zero nine hundred hours, leave for the train terminus by yourselves.’

      ‘Nine o’clock,’ Xiu added.

      ‘You want us to go without you?’ Yu asked.

      ‘You might have to.’
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      While Jian picked out the correct tombstone, Xiu sat under the shadow of a tree, watching for movement.

      She didn’t like that the cemetery was exposed, fringed only by a thin tree line. Beyond that, skyscrapers stood confidently in the black night, the first rays of sunlight burning their sharp edges. Dawn was almost here.

      They were positioned on an elevated shelf of land where the wealthy would bury their dead. And while Zhenhar was a new city with a largely unused graveyard, Jian had buried his cache directly in one of the few occupied plots. It was clear to Xiu why he had chosen the spot: where better to bury a cache than an occupied grave? The chances of someone disturbing it by accident were almost non-existent, short of the body in the coffin beneath it rising from the dead.

      Jian knelt before a tombstone. The cemetery didn’t waste space, and only the more expensive plots allowed for a tombstone and small allocation of soft grass. With the sharpened end of a stick, he started digging.

      ‘Do you have any family?’ Xiu asked. ‘Of your own?’

      He paused, his hand full of dirt. ‘Never really had anything of my own,’ he said. ‘According to the Division, a lonely operative is the best operative. It’s why I made it this far, and probably why you have too.’

      ‘I never said I was lonely,’ Xiu said.

      Jian focused on the tombstone, clawing the dirt with his hands. ‘It’s in your eyes.’

      Xiu stared out at the apartment blocks, silent for a moment. ‘We learned about you in class, you know.’

      ‘What gave me away?’

      ‘That you’re one of the Division’s most legendary operatives,’ she said. ‘When you wouldn’t let me go up the spire by myself, it reminded me of one of those stories about you.’

      He shook his head. ‘I’m not that person anymore. I’m not as great as I … as the stories say.’

      ‘You got me to slide down a skyscraper. That has to count for something.’

      ‘We needed to survive.’

      ‘Exactly my point.’

      ‘I almost got you killed. I’m not doing that again.’ He pried a small duct-taped package from the ground. ‘The cache is intact.’

      ‘I might just be a recruit—and what do I know?—but you’re still the same person we learned about in class,’ Xiu said.

      Jian hid the package under the clothes in Yu’s schoolbag. ‘There’s something you need to know. They didn’t send me out here because I’m one of their best.’

      Xiu didn’t like where this was going. ‘OK. Then why?’

      ‘I had an apprentice. He’s dead now. I made the wrong call, and it got him killed.’ Jian’s voice trembled. ‘That’s why I’m here.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t know.’

      He passed her the schoolbag. ‘You have no intention of leaving with us, do you?’

      ‘How could you tell?’ she asked.

      ‘You might find this hard to believe, but there was a time when I was young and stupid.’ Jian dusted his hands and got to his feet. ‘And I would’ve done the same.’

      ‘I’m not leaving people to die.’ Xiu took the bag and stood beside him. ‘And I’m not wasting my breath convincing you to stay either.’

      Jian smiled thinly. ‘Good.’
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      Zoey and Yu both jumped when Xiu and Jian walked in. Zoey was kneeling before the apartment’s window, looking through the blinds, while Yu was lying on the single bed. He launched upright at the sight of the two operatives.

      ‘Did you get the guns?’ he asked.

      ‘They’re not called guns,’ Jian snapped. He plucked two bottles of water from the fridge and passed one to Xiu. ‘And we were just collecting ammunition.’

      ‘Um, OK,’ Yu said.

      Xiu placed Yu’s schoolbag on the tiny kitchen counter. ‘Hopefully, we don’t need it.’

      They had two weapons now: Xiu’s pistol and the submachine gun Jian had concealed in the fridge. The cache contained a second curved magazine for his submachine gun, which held fifty rounds.

      Xiu removed Yu’s extra clothes from the bag and placed the spare magazine next to his weapon. The cemetery cache also included a few extra items that Jian had taken care to bury: two covert radios and earpieces, a small medical kit and a monocular for seeing long distance. She placed those on the counter too.

      ‘Did you bring your phone, Yu?’ Jian asked.

      He nodded. ‘But it’s turned off because—’

      ‘I know. But I need it.’

      Yu handed the operative the cellphone.

      ‘If they’re monitoring calls, you’ll give away our position,’ Xiu said.

      ‘That’s why you need to be ready to leave as soon as I finish talking. If you’re still set on staying in the city, you’re going to need an update on the situation. It would be nice for you to have that before I get these kids out of here. So be ready.’

      Xiu stood over the kitchen counter and started picking rounds from the spare magazines. ‘Make the call,’ she said.

      ‘You’re staying?’ Zoey asked Xiu.

      Jian raised a finger to quiet them while he powered on the phone and dialed.

      ‘Two Two Eight Niner Zero,’ Jian said into the phone. ‘There are always hidden factors unaccounted for.’

      ‘Do you read?’ Jian took the phone from his ear to check the screen. ‘Hello?’

      Xiu looked over at Yu. ‘It’s charged, right?’

      The boy nodded enthusiastically.

      Finally, Jian said, ‘This isn’t good.’

      Xiu took the phone from him and looked for herself.

      No signal.

      She turned to Zoey. ‘Try your phone.’

      The girl picked it up off the floor beside her. ‘Half charged,’ she said. ‘But no signal.’

      ‘They’ve severed the connection.’ Jian took the phone from Xiu and gave it back to Yu. ‘We need to leave. Now.’

      ‘Take them both,’ Xiu said.

      ‘What you’re trying to do is suicide,’ Jian said. ‘You’re leaving with us.’

      ‘None of us are going anywhere,’ Zoey said, looking through the blinds. ‘I can see the street next to the terminus from here. It’s crawling with soldiers and those big, bulletproof things they drive around in.’

      Jian looked for himself. ‘They know we’re trying to escape.’ He turned to Xiu, his face pale. ‘And if they’ve been waiting for this phone to connect to the tower again, they know approximately where we are.’

      ‘How approximately?’ Zoey asked.

      ‘Down to this block.’

      A chill rippled through Xiu. ‘Zoey, do you think you can find us a sneaky way out?’

      The teenage girl was still crouched under the window frame, focused on the soldiers in the distance. ‘What if we start a fire in another building?’ Zoey asked. ‘They’ll send a fire engine, and we could sneak away while everyone’s looking at the other building.’

      Jian rubbed his chin. ‘Maybe. Or they might lock down the block, and then we can’t go anywhere.’

      ‘Why don’t I just leave with my phone?’ Yu asked.

      ‘They’ll catch you,’ Xiu said. ‘And they’ll question you.’

      ‘Exactly!’ he said. ‘And then they’ll know it’s just me. They’ll ask me a gazillion questions, but it’ll look like I’m the one who made a call. And I’m not a dangerous operative, am I?’

      ‘I used your phone to call from the spire. They’ll think you’re the one who fixed the transmitter.’

      ‘I’m just a kid, they’ve already got the engineer. I’m useless to them. But it means they’ll stop looking for you guys and will stop guarding the terminus so we can all get inside.’

      ‘What if they take you in for questioning?’ Zoey asked.

      ‘They won’t, I swear!’

      ‘You don’t know that,’ Jian said.

      ‘I’m going with you,’ Zoey said to her brother.

      Jian stood between them. ‘Neither of you are going anywhere. These are dangerous people, and you’re being stupid.’

      ‘I’m not being stupid!’ Yu said.

      ‘You’re only alive because of me!’ Jian yelled.

      ‘We almost died because of you!’ Zoey said. ‘Look what you’ve dragged us into!’

      ‘Dragged? I’m trying to—’

      Xiu stepped between them. ‘They’re just scared, Jian.’

      ‘I’m not scared!’ Yu said. ‘A little scared.’

      ‘We all are,’ Xiu said.

      Jian pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘I’ve gotten out of worse than this,’ he said. ‘Come on, Jian, think.’

      Xiu peeled two slats of the blind apart so she could look through the window. Two blocks ahead, the street was guarded by soldiers. Zoey was right—the Immortal Guard had likely cordoned off every entrance to the terminus. Under the grapefruit-pink sky and between a pair of buildings, Xiu saw a glimpse of another street and more soldiers, moving in their direction.

      ‘Soldiers to the northwest are pushing in on us,’ Xiu said.

      On the street, the soldiers had paused, questioning a man as he climbed onto his motorcycle. He handed them his cell, which they inspected thoroughly.

      ‘They’re checking phones,’ Xiu said. She looked over at Jian. ‘Could they recognize the number you called?’

      He shook his head. ‘No, it’s unlisted.’

      ‘And they can’t call it, so they’ll never know who it was,’ Xiu said. ‘It could be innocent enough.’

      ‘It could be enough to get Yu killed,’ Jian said.

      The apartment door closed behind them. Xiu pivoted, realized at once Yu was gone.

      ‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ Jian said.

      Without hesitation, Xiu ripped the door open. The corridor was empty.

      This boy moves fast.

      ‘He’s on the street!’ Zoey called from the window, and dashed for the door.

      Jian blocked her path. ‘Stay here! And keep watch.’

      ‘But they’re going to lock him up!’ Zoey said.

      Xiu raced down the narrow stairs, two steps at a time, Jian right behind her. Through the cracked glass of the door, she could see Yu out on the street, schoolbag over his shoulder and phone in hand. He walked purposefully and innocently toward the soldiers in the distance, his attention on his cell.

      Xiu opened the door to go after him, but Jian’s hand closed over her arm.

      ‘They’ve already seen him.’

      Xiu pulled free. ‘They’ll know he made the call from the spire.’

      ‘I know,’ he said. ‘But they won’t want him for that. They’ll want him because there’s a chance he saw the Red Sky in the tea house.’

      ‘I have to get him. Can you find a car? If we’re fast—’

      ‘I can’t let you go,’ Jian said. ‘They’ll capture you as well.’

      Her hands balled into fists. ‘And you can’t have that, can you? Another dead operative to blame yourself for.’

      ‘We’re not going out there,’ Jian said. ‘And that’s final.’

      The soldiers had reached Yu by now. They pointed to his phone, and he handed it to them. Xiu knew what would happen next; they walked him back to one of their armored vehicles, and he climbed inside. Around them, the barrier of soldiers started to disperse.

      They had their perpetrator.

      Xiu turned to Jian. ‘How many people are you going to let them take?’

      He stared through her. ‘It’s out of my control.’

      They returned upstairs, where Zoey was staring out the apartment window. She wiped her face, her cheeks glistening with tears, and glared, trembling, at Jian.

      ‘This is your fault,’ she said, her voice unnervingly soft.

      ‘Really?’ Jian barked. ‘I don’t remember asking him to do something so incredibly stupid!’

      ‘Are you planning to get him back?’ Zoey asked.

      ‘What he did was his own fault,’ Jian said. ‘We need to get you to the terminus before they release the Red Sky.’

      ‘I don’t care about that! What about my brother?’

      ‘Your brother is safer as their prisoner than he will be on the streets, I can tell you that much,’ Jian said.

      ‘You’re lying.’ Zoey grabbed her bag and headed for the door. ‘I’m going to the Immortal Guard, and I’m going to ask them what they’re doing with my brother. They have to give him back.’

      Jian blocked her path. ‘That’s suicide. You need to leave Zhenhar.’

      ‘Get out of my way!’ Zoey yelled. ‘You’re the only one who wants to leave.’

      ‘I’m the one who gets you out of here,’ Jian said.

      ‘Because you’re scared.’

      Jian swallowed hard, but said nothing.

      ‘Wait,’ Xiu said. ‘Your brother has a spare set of cables for the transmitter, right?’

      ‘So?’ Zoey said. ‘That doesn’t help him.’

      ‘Trust me, it will,’ Xiu said. ‘The engineer taught you how to send out an emergency broadcast. Does that mean you can teach me?’

      Zoey dropped her bag. ‘I want to do it myself.’

      Jian locked the apartment door. ‘How do you figure that?’

      ‘I’m not talking to you.’ Zoey ignored him and turned to Xiu. ‘You want me to stay? I’m helping.’

      ‘Fine.’ Xiu thumbed twenty rounds into her pistol magazine. ‘Can you connect the cables and send out an emergency broadcast from the spire?’

      ‘Damn right I can,’ Zoey said. ‘I mean … I think so.’

      ‘You’ll need a way in,’ Jian said. ‘Have you even thought about that?’

      Xiu turned to the girl. ‘Zoey, those fire engines you mentioned … are they stationed nearby?’

      Jian groaned. ‘You’re starting to sound as suicidal as me.’

      Xiu handed him her pistol, loaded with twenty-one rounds. ‘All yours.’

      Jian put it back down on the table. ‘I’m taking the submachine gun.’

      ‘Why? You don’t need it as much as I do.’

      ‘I know,’ he said. ‘And that’s why I’m violating a direct order.’
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      ‘You can’t enter this building.’

      Xiu walked toward the soldier guarding the glass doors of the spire. From their stolen fire engine, she carried a high-pressure fire hose over her shoulder. The hose was an inch in diameter, just light enough to carry on foot. She was dressed in a navy-blue firefighter uniform with fluorescent strips, topped by a yellow helmet and visor; strapped on her back was a SCBA harness, complete with a compressed air cylinder, and a full-face mask and remote pressure gauge clipped to her waist belt. Her uniform’s deep pockets held a small radio unit and throat mike, and Jian’s monocular. Most importantly, tucked out of sight in her waistband, was her pistol.

      ‘There’s a fire on the second floor of this building, you need to step aside,’ Xiu said.

      The soldiers continued to block her path; both were soaked from the sprinklers Zoey had triggered, and they didn’t look too happy about it.

      ‘If you have a problem, you can speak to our commanding officer back at the station,’ Xiu said, keeping her helmet’s visor over her eyes. ‘Otherwise, I’m warning you to get out of my way.’

      ‘This is a high security area,’ the soldier said. ‘You’re not permitted entry.’

      Inside the lobby, the white marble tiles were wet from the sprinklers, and the fountain a little deeper than usual. Two more soldiers stood in front of the damp red sofa and reception desk, on which the aquarium overflowed.

      From her recent checks, Xiu knew there were another three soldiers posted on this floor, but the central wall blocked her view to the elevator lobbies.

      ‘There’s no fire,’ the soldier said. ‘One of our soldiers hit the alarm by accident.’

      Xiu knew it was Zoey who’d tripped the alarm, not one of the soldiers, but she wasn’t going to argue the point.

      ‘Turn your little, red truck around and go home,’ the soldier said. ‘We have real work to do.’

      Xiu raised her free hand to signal her fellow firefighter by the truck. Jian raised his hand in acknowledgement and turned a small wheel.

      ‘Can’t say I didn’t warn you,’ Xiu said.

      Water blasted from the fire hose, catching both soldiers in the chest and shooting them back into the lobby. They slid on their backs across the tiles, and crunched against the fountain. Xiu focused the stream of water at the second pair of soldiers, smacking them into the chrome desk. They disappeared from sight, lost in the torrent.

      Xiu raised her hand again, and Jian cut the flow. She had three minutes of water before she’d run the fire engine dry, so she was going to make them count.

      She released the SCBA harness and lowered it with the air cylinder to the marble floor—she didn’t want it on her back during a firefight—then used both hands to haul the high-pressure fire hose through the open doors. She signaled again.

      The soldiers at the fountain staggered weakly for the carbines in their slings. Xiu aimed and blasted them again, knowing their fingerprint scanners didn’t mix well with water. She adjusted her aim and pinned the other pair of guards against the desk.

      From the elevator lobby on the left, two more soldiers emerged.

      There you are.

      Xiu’s hose was slow to aim, the flow of water weighing it down, but she was able to catch the first of the pair in the chest, knocking her onto her back. Her partner raised his carbine, took aim at Xiu.

      Then Jian was beside her. He dropped what he was carrying—a toolbox, a rubber sledgehammer and a spiky steel bar—and tore off his helmet. Drawing his submachine gun, he fired and moved to the left, his rounds ripping through the aiming soldier’s neck.

      Given a moment’s reprieve from the water, the guards at the desk grappled for their weapons.

      ‘On me!’ Jian yelled.

      Xiu swept her jet of water across the lobby. Jian ducked under it, and she blasted the soldiers at the desk. They scrambled behind the desk for cover.

      From the corner of her vision, Xiu noticed the soldiers by the fountain take advantage of the distraction and level their carbines at Jian’s back. Xiu pivoted, turning her hose to blast them into the fountain.

      ‘Right side!’ Jian called out.

      From the elevator lobby on the right, a stray soldier emerged and opened fire. Jian reacted early enough to step behind a concrete statue, and Xiu directed her fire hose at the newcomer. The unceasing blast of water overturned the red sofa and disintegrated the aquarium before punching the soldier off his feet and into a granite wall. He bounced off, landing out of sight.

      While Jian focused on the soldiers to the left, Xiu still had four to deal with. The water was fine for knocking them down, but she needed to finish them.

      Two soldiers were in the fountain, gasping for air; two were recovering by the reception desk. She turned her hose on them again … and the nozzle ran dry.

      Xiu glanced over her shoulder. A trio of soldiers had arrived near the fire engine, one shutting off the water at the valve while the other two approached the lobby. With the fire hose keeping the doors open, the soldier could walk right through. Their weapons’ fingerprint scanners were dry and would work just fine.

      Great.

      The guards in the fountain were splashing to their feet, weapons up. With no water left, Xiu slung the hose’s steel nozzle at them. It was large and heavy enough that it shattered one soldier’s mask before Xiu whipped it back into the other soldier, knocking her clear of the fountain and across the wet marble floor.

      Meanwhile, the two soldiers at the desk had finally managed to collect their weapons. Xiu took her pistol in both hands and lined up her sights. Jian fired too, and both soldiers dropped, the chrome desk now slick with red.

      One soldier remained in the fountain, and two—

      ‘On your six!’ Jian yelled.

      Xiu dove past her SCBA harness, behind the fountain as shots cracked overhead. She lay flat, concealed and protected only by the edge of the pool. Right beside her, one of the soldiers she’d hit with the fire hose was lying on the floor, out cold. Farther back in the lobby, Jian was taking cover behind the concrete base of a statue, with only his knee visible to Xiu.

      A wet slumping sound told her the soldier in the fountain had rolled clear of it. He was on the opposite side of the fountain’s pool now, and not far from him, three new soldiers were approaching, careful on the wet tiles. Xiu listened for their position, knowing her cover wasn’t going to last. They already knew where she was, all they had to do was split up and flank her. Which is exactly what they did.

      Jian fired a burst from his submachine gun.

      One of the soldiers staggered, blood shooting from his neck. The other two returned Jian’s fire.

      It was enough of a distraction for Xiu to make her move. With her pulse thumping in her ears, she risked a moment of exposure to roll quickly over the concussed soldier, where she could use the incapacitated woman’s bullet-resistant vest as protection.

      Shielded by the body, she used the soldier’s finger over the trigger and fired on her SCBA harness, striking the end of compressed air cylinder. With the sound of a thunderclap and a sudden white cloud, the cylinder shot into the air—harness and all. It connected with one soldier’s mask and bounced off a glass window—fracturing it—and off a marble wall. She heard the soldier hit the ground.

      ‘We’re down to three,’ Jian yelled from the statue.

      The concussed soldier—Xiu’s makeshift shield—was conscious again, elbowing Xiu in the head. The impact dazed Xiu, who did the only thing she could: she rolled, over and over toward the new soldiers, taking the concussed soldier with her until the woman’s head struck the edge of the granite fountain, hard.

      Xiu risked a glance. The remaining new soldier was down on one knee, searching for a clear shot. Jian must have seen him too, because he was running from the statue.

      ‘Cover me!’ he yelled.

      The soldier, kneeling, took his carbine in both hands and swung it toward Jian.

      Xiu rolled from the fountain, grabbed the fire hose and pulled it up sharply. It whipped at the soldier, disturbing his aim and sending his shots into the ceiling. Xiu dropped the hose and slid left, putting a round into the concussed soldier, shattering her mask. That left two soldiers—the one hiding behind the fountain—no clear shot—and the new one she’d whipped with the fire hose. With a clear shot on him, she took it.

      Nothing. She glanced at her weapon, could see a round lodged in her pistol’s chamber.

      Failure to extract.

      Still two soldiers left.

      The soldier behind the fountain drew a bead on Jian, but Jian beat him to it and dropped him with a three-round burst.

      Xiu was back on her feet, circling around the new soldier. She was in the open with no cover. Hitting the release on her pistol, she ripped the magazine out and gave her pistol a strong flick. The jammed round came loose, and her slide snapped forward. Obstruction clear.

      He turned, aiming his carbine at her.

      In one smooth movement, she reinserted the magazine, racked the slide and fired.

      His mask buckled. Her shot was enough to stun him, and his arms and shoulders dropped, revealing his neck.

      Jian’s rounds tore through it.

      The soldier collapsed into the fountain, bleeding out.

      ‘No one called it in, right?’ Jian asked, stepping out from behind the reception desk.

      ‘Not that I saw,’ Xiu answered. ‘I don’t think their radios were waterproof anyway.’

      Jian disappeared outside the lobby, running across the road to the multi-level parking lot, where he retrieved the third and final member of their infiltration group: Zoey. She had been keeping a low profile in a stolen car until they were ready for her. Jian crossed the road again, this time with the girl. She wore her own SCBA harness, and in her hands she carried her brother’s spare set of cables for the transmitter.

      ‘Are they all … they’re all dead?’ Zoey asked, eyeing the fallen soldiers.

      ‘Yep,’ Jian said.

      He and Xiu checked the bodies, then relieved two of their vests, which they took with them. Jian handed the toolbox to Zoey, then picked up his firefighter’s sledgehammer and the spike tool. Xiu found her SCBA harness on the marble floor, the end of its cylinder ripped open. It wasn’t how she’d planned to use it, but she didn’t complain.

      Together, the trio rushed to the elevators. As expected, they were all locked down.

      ‘Toolbox,’ she said.

      Zoey handed it over, and Xiu found the fire department’s elevator override key inside. She inserted it into the lock just above the elevator call button and turned the lock to on.

      Almost in unison, eight elevators chimed. Their doors opened.

      Xiu stepped inside the nearest elevator, and Jian and Zoey joined her. She engaged the override key inside the elevator, activating fire service mode, hit the button for the seventieth floor, then held down the close doors button.

      On the floor indicator, the number beside the green arrow clicked upward as the elevator took them high into the spire.

      Xiu ripped off her bulky firefighter jacket, replacing it with an armored vest over her t-shirt, which was now damp with sweat. She took the throat mike and plugged into her radio, then threaded it under her vest and clipped it in place. They didn’t have a radio for Zoey, but Xiu and Jian had their covert earpieces already inside their ears. Xiu hit the pressel switch twice and Jian nodded when he heard the squelch. He finished putting his vest on and then tested his pressel—Xiu’s earpiece picked up his squelch too.

      Jian strapped his SCBA harness back on, and both operatives checked their weapons. Xiu counted the rounds in her half-used magazine. It was the only one she had, so Jian donated his spare half-empty magazine. She replenished her magazine, bringing her back to twenty-one rounds and leaving Jian with somewhere around fifty rounds between both magazines. Zoey remained quiet, watching them do their thing while gripping the cables in her hands.

      ‘Remember, it’s possible Yu has told the Immortal Guard we know about the drums,’ Jian said. ‘So there’s a chance they know we’re coming.’

      ‘We’ll need to be careful then.’ Xiu handed back the spare magazine.

      He cleared his throat. ‘Oh and … yeah, that was nice work down there.’

      ‘Thanks,’ she said. She’d been expecting criticism.

      He pried apart his tools and offered them to her.

      Xiu examined the gear: a rubber sledgehammer and a steel bar known as a Halligan tool. Part of the firefighter’s kit, it had a pick and a wide, flat piece of metal for gapping doors on one end, and on the other a two-pronged fork.

      ‘Take your pick,’ Jian said.

      ‘I’ll take the pick.’ She grabbed the Halligan tool.

      From a pocket in his discarded jacket, Jian removed a bunch of old rags he’d taken from the fire station. He tossed a couple at Xiu, then plucked a roll of duct tape from the toolbox.

      ‘Is that to cover your face?’ Zoey asked.

      ‘No. We need to get in there quietly,’ he said.

      ‘What about me?’ the girl asked.

      ‘There shouldn’t be anyone on the roof,’ Xiu said. ‘If the soldiers are there, they’ll be focused on the Red Sky drums.’

      Jian nodded. ‘Let’s hope so.’

      ‘That’s not encouraging,’ Zoey said.

      Jian wrapped one of his rags around his boot, then tied it over with duct tape. Xiu did the same with hers; it would sacrifice traction but greatly increase their chances of moving through the eighty-eighth floor without being heard.

      ‘After we get out, you take this up to ninetieth. There’s a metal ladder outside. Climb the ladders the rest of the way,’ Xiu said.

      Zoey nodded, the communication cables in her hand. ‘Get in, get out, wait in the car.’

      ‘But not the fire engine, that’s too easy to spot,’ Jian said. ‘Take our car in the parking lot.’

      ‘What about my brother?’ Zoey asked.

      ‘Once we stop this, then we get him back,’ Xiu said. ‘Hopefully, with some help.’

      The elevator reached the seventieth floor.

      Jian turned to Xiu. ‘Ready?’

      ‘Ready.’
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      Xiu and Jian walked down the long, vacant hall toward the open doors of the tea house. The hall was decorated on both sides with an even spacing of slender tables and potted orchids. Between them, lattice screens extruded from the wall, offering access to the restaurant and beauty salon on either side.

      Jian stopped in his tracks and cocked his head. Xiu heard it too. Footsteps.

      A lot of them.

      But not in front.

      Without a word, they split from the hall and took cover behind the lattice screens, Xiu in the restaurant, Jian in the salon.

      Xiu waited in the darkness, her dominant hand gripping her pistol while she hefted the Halligan tool in the other. On the other side of the hall, she could see a slight silhouette of Jian’s leg and face as he crouched in silence.

      Through the lattice, Xiu had sight of the soldiers down the hall. They walked two abreast, ten in total, either here to guard the Red Sky or release it.

      A slight movement from Jian drew her attention. He was getting ready, removing the SCBA harness from his back and cutting the tape on the rags around his boots. They needed traction now, not stealth. Xiu quickly did the same, removing the tape with the blunt edge of her Halligan tool.

      Jian nodded to her.

      Xiu hit her pressel switch and spoke softly. ‘Are you serious?’

      ‘We have to take them out.’

      ‘All of them? That’s suicidal.’

      ‘This was your suicidal plan to begin with. Look, we can’t get near the drums unless we take the soldiers out. Do you have a better idea?’

      The soldiers were getting closer. Xiu shoved her pistol down the back of her firefighter pants. It needed to be an accessible draw, but until then, she needed both hands to wield the heavy Halligan tool.

      ‘I’m ready,’ she said.

      The guards drew level with them, stomping loudly and tunnel-visioned. They marched past, illuminated by the down-lights. She pressed herself against the wall and slowed her breathing, focusing on the sounds of their boots; she had to time this perfectly with Jian.

      The final pair of masked soldiers strode past.

      Jian slipped out behind them. Swinging his rubber sledgehammer, he took out a soldier’s legs in one strike. Xiu moved in parallel, hooking the pick on her tool round the ankles of the guard on her side.

      His soldier toppled back, hers tripped forward, knocking over the man in front. Xiu used the gap to keep moving, striking her fallen guard’s head with the flat end of the Halligan tool as she passed. The impact of the hard steel was enough to drop the soldier, and Xiu moved on to the next one.

      Beside her, Jian was also onto his next target: he smashed his sledgehammer into a soldier’s knee, dropping her instantly.

      The remaining six soldiers were trying to aim their carbines now, three of them shouting randomly at each other. Xiu didn’t know who was in command—maybe she’d taken their commander down already.

      Xiu hooked her pick behind the knee of the next soldier, then pulled to the side. His knees buckled, and he stumbled toward her. She whipped the other end of her tool over his head. He collapsed under the blow.

      The next soldier was ready, carbine aimed—

      Jian thrust the wooden end of his sledgehammer into his next target. The soldier took the impact in his stomach and pitched into the guards behind him, collapsing them like dominos. The soldier aiming at Xiu was caught in the stumble; he misfired, shooting the ceiling.

      Xiu closed the gap, striking him in the side of the head.

      One pair of soldiers remained in their way, while another pair ran for the doors to the tea house.

      ‘They’re going to release it!’ Xiu yelled.

      ‘Yeah, I’m working on it,’ Jian said.

      While Xiu fought the two in front, she watched through her peripheral vision as Jian engaged more behind them—three soldiers who had recovered enough to stand. Jian hit one of them in the stomach with his sledgehammer, lifting him up and through a lattice screen. The other two closed on him, knives drawn. Jian swung the hammer again. He knocked a knife from one soldier’s hand and, with the follow-through, smashed a large hole in the wall.

      Xiu couldn’t help—she still had two soldiers between her and the tea house. The one on the left was a tall, broad-shouldered woman, and the one on the right a short, burly man. They each discarded their firearms in favor of combat knives.

      The tea house doors slammed shut.

      Shit.

      Xiu gripped her Halligan tool in the middle, one end for each soldier, and pushed toward them, encouraging their attack. The tall soldier lunged with her knife, but Xiu slammed the pick end of her tool down hard; the woman held on to the blade, but her attack was deflected.

      The burly soldier seized his chance to cut in from the side, aiming for the easy flesh under Xiu’s vest. Xiu thrust the forked end of her tool, catching the back of his hand and sending his knife flying onto the tiles. She kicked the side of his knee, then swung her pick around to catch the back of the tall soldier’s neck and sling her into a potted orchid. The male soldier recovered quickly, locating his knife and lunging from down low. At the same time, his counterpart pushed off the orchid table, reaching for the Halligan tool.

      Xiu saw both moves coming.

      She stepped forward, giving herself space from the tall soldier and closing on the burly one. Before his knife could reach Xiu, she kneed him in the face, drawing her tool back simultaneously to smash the forked end into the tall soldier’s mask. The woman recoiled, collapsing on the table and breaking it to pieces.

      Jian was beside Xiu now, two of his own opponents dispatched, and the two operatives worked in parallel. He swung his sledgehammer at the final soldier, who ducked under the blow. The hammer buried itself in the wall, and the soldier lunged for a carbine—with no one else in the way, he had Jian cold. Jian wrenched his sledgehammer free, swinging back into the soldier…

      …who sidestepped it, and raised his weapon.

      Xiu went for her pistol. It was gone, relocated into the hand of the tall soldier, who must have lifted it moments ago. Xiu whipped the Halligan tool around, knocking the pistol across the tiles as Jian raised the sledgehammer over his head to strike the soldier with the carbine.

      There was no way the blow would land quickly enough to stop Jian being shot.

      With the pick end of her Halligan tool, Xiu caught the sledgehammer at the top of its arc and slung it toward the soldier. With the extra momentum, Jian’s blow came in faster and harder than the soldier expected; it crashed down onto his carbine as he squeezed the trigger, and the shots smashed into the floor, narrowly missing Xiu.

      Jian thrust forward, hitting him in the chest with the hammer and throwing him off his feet.

      Coolly, Jian discarded the sledgehammer and drew his submachine gun. He fired a burst into the soldier, then shot the others lying around him.

      Xiu turned her attention to the only standing soldiers. The burly man was now beginning to move—until Jian shot him in the side of the head. The tall woman was back on her feet, however, and threw herself into Xiu, crashing them both through the lattice wall into the restaurant. In near darkness, they tumbled through a table together, the soldier on top of her, forearm grinding into her neck.

      For a moment, Xiu thought she was back in the clinic again, fighting alone. She tasted metal as the soldier’s blood dripped from her cracked mask onto Xiu’s face. The soldier’s forearm went in harder, and lights popped in Xiu’s vision.

      Then a flash of metal, and the soldier shuddered. She collapsed, the pick end of Xiu’s Halligan tool in her head.

      Standing over her, Jian.

      Xiu pushed the dead soldier off her, breathing deeply. By the time she was back on her feet, Jian had freed the tool and handed it back to her.

      ‘Thanks,’ she said, hoarsely.

      ‘The Red Sky,’ he said, rushing back into the hall.

      Panic clutched at her. She ran after him, past the soldiers—he’d shot them all—and scooped up her pistol. Together, they sprinted for the double doors to find the fleeing soldiers had closed them, locked them out.

      ‘Have your pistol ready,’ Jian said.

      Xiu placed her weapon in the front of her waistband, its grip resting over her stomach so she could draw quickly. Then, when Jian was ready, she swung her Halligan tool like a baseball bat. The flat gapping part of the tool slipped into the narrow space between the doors. One hand off the tool, Xiu drew her pistol. Jian brought his sledgehammer around, striking the back of the tool, and driving it further into the gap.

      Xiu withdrew the tool, levering the doors open and revealing the pair of soldiers beyond. She immediately dropped to her stomach; sighted the first soldier and punched two rounds into her neck. As Jian sidestepped, his submachine gun fired a burst, dropping the second soldier.

      The tea house was quiet now. Empty.

      Xiu entered, her elbows tucked in, ready to fire. A breeze moved through folding wooden doors, tugging on the red paper lanterns hanging above.

      Jian moved right behind her, his shoulder touching her back as they checked the corners. The tea house was furnished with wooden tables carved with dancing dragons, beyond which was a set of intricately carved doors. Folded open, they revealed the courtyard with an open view of the city below. Inside the courtyard, a stone tortoise spat water into a small fountain. Next to it, the row of twelve metal drums.

      Red Sky.

      The drums looked untouched. No one had released the gas yet.

      Xiu stepped into the courtyard, Jian a pace behind. Far below the spire, the temple grounds roared with excitement. Someone was speaking, and a crowd cheered. Or chanted, she couldn’t be sure.

      ‘I’ll get a trolley,’ Jian said, disappearing back toward the beauty salon, where they’d seen the flatbeds loaded with tiles the last time they were here.

      Xiu approached one of the drums and gripped its metal handle. It was difficult but possible to carry one-handed, although the trolley would be the fastest way to ferry all the drums to the shallow end of the swimming pool to be neutralized.

      The trolley squeaked across the tiles as Jian wheeled it around the tables and through the folding doors to the courtyard. Immediately Xiu placed her pistol on the trolley, grabbed a drum with both hands and heaved it onto the flatbed. Jian took hold of a second … then stopped dead still, distracted.

      ‘This isn’t all of them,’ he said.

      ‘What do you mean?’ Xiu asked. ‘There’s twelve drums here, we counted.’

      He lifted his drum. ‘This one’s empty.’ He lifted another. ‘This one too.’

      He went through every drum; only two were actually full. One beside him and one on the trolley.

      Decoys.

      He shook his head. ‘I should’ve seen this coming.’

      ‘You couldn’t. And even if you did, our plan would still be the same.’

      ‘Do you have the monocular?’ he asked.

      Xiu reached into the pocket of her firefighter pants and handed it to him.

      Jian wandered to the edge of the courtyard, then peered through the monocular, down at the ground. ‘Our plan just got more complicated.’

      ‘How complicated are we talking?’

      ‘Well, I think I know where the missing drums are.’ He pointed down at the temple grounds. ‘Down there, with half the city’s population.’

      Xiu’s hopes sank. ‘That explains why they didn’t set a trap for us here,’ she said. ‘They don’t care.’

      ‘They will if we can get to the temple in time.’ Jian circled around her, heading for the folding doors.

      ‘What about these drums?’ Xiu asked. ‘We can’t just leave them.’

      ‘Right. Can you puncture them in the swimming pool? Just like we planned.’

      She didn’t like where this was going. ‘You’re going to the temple by yourself?’

      Jian paused between the folding doors. ‘Yeah, unless you have an army to send with me,’ he said. ‘And somehow, I doubt we’ll be getting reinforcements in time.’

      ‘It’s only two drums,’ Xiu said. ‘I’ll take care of it.’

      He tapped his ear, gesturing to his covert earpiece. ‘Then you won’t be far behind me.’

      Jian weaved quickly around the wooden tables in the tea house, his agility no longer surprising her. Then he was gone.

      The sound of cheering echoed from the temple below. She wondered if the Councilor was planning to stick around for the Red Sky, and if he did, whether he’d have a gas mask ready.

      Grabbing the second drum, she loaded it onto the trolley, then checked the weight of the others to be sure. They were most certainly empty.

      Someone moved at the entrance of the tea house. Xiu’s first thought was that Jian had returned, but a hulking figure pushed into the room, shoving the tables aside.

      Xiu’s pistol was in the trolley; it was only three paces away, but that was three paces too far.

      The Harbinger aimed his weapon directly at her.
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      Jian concealed his submachine gun under the seat of the fire engine, beside his SCBA harness. He didn’t have time to top up the magazine, so he stashed the other half-full magazine with it.

      He’d taken the fire engine two blocks east, to the temple grounds, and parked the fire engine close to the perimeter, but still out of sight from the soldiers who guarded it. Leaving the vehicle, he moved on foot.

      Having stolen the uniform of a soldier from the tea house, he wore an armored mask and the soldier’s earpiece in his other ear. He carried a carbine for appearances, but he could do nothing to conceal his short, gray hair. Despite this, he entered the temple grounds and passed through unchallenged, right into the four-hundred-strong crowd of the faithful.

      Standing proudly at the entrance to the two-story temple, the Councilor held his gray mask high in the air. The crowd followed his lead and raised their ornate, colorful masks to the heavens, but Jian didn’t join in. Instead, he listened to his stolen earpiece, paying attention to orders being issued around him. Right now, the soldiers had established an outer perimeter, which Jian had already slipped through.

      The Councilor was unmasked, yet the soldiers flanking him and the robed civilians striking the tall drums that towered over them had their faces covered. The sound from the drums was deep, carrying through Jian’s legs and across to the spire and the rest of Zhenhar.

      ‘The judgement of the Celestial Commander is upon us,’ the Councilor said, speaking through a microphone, his voice amplified beyond the temple grounds. ‘Yet the followers of the Immortal Guard need fear it not.’

      With so many people around the temple—perhaps most of the city’s inhabitants—the best place to store the Red Sky for a devastating release would be inside the temple, but the difficult part for Jian was getting in there without someone stopping him. Those soldiers who flanked the Councilor were dressed differently to him, wearing what appeared to be ceremonial white armor. Sheathed on their hips were large ornamental knives with golden hilts.

      What he needed was a distraction. Something fiery, perhaps. He glanced around for something he could use, around the temple grounds, beyond the crowd.

      ‘The Celestial Commander will descend upon this world with fire and upheaval, and those who refuse his path, those who stand against truth and illumination, shall surely burn.’

      The Councilor lowered his mask gently to his face, then fastened it in place. Peering through the eye slits, he scrutinized the crowd of followers that swelled around the temple.

      ‘True followers of the Immortal Guard, I call upon you now to place your masks back upon your faces,’ he said. ‘Let us embrace this blessed day. Let us embrace the day when all falsehood shall cease.’

      Around Jian, the people covered their faces. With every step, he regretted coming here, coming this close to death, but it was only now that he was so near to the temple, that he was able to see a familiar figure at the temple’s entrance, amid the ceremonial soldiers and behind one of the drummers.

      Yu.

      Jian had to keep moving. He was a soldier on duty, and he had no reason to behave strangely. But now that he’d spotted Yu, his plan had to change.

      ‘Soon,’ the Councilor said, gesturing with one hand across the crowd. ‘All will be blessed as the Celestial breathes upon us.’

      The drum beats grew faster. Slowly, the Councilor’s hand closed to a pointing finger.

      Aimed at Jian.

      Shit.

      ‘Loyal soldier with the gray hair,’ the Councilor said. ‘Join us, and offer your mask to the judgement of the Celestial Commander.’

      The eyes of the crowd turned upon him—as the only soldier in his patch of the crowd, he wasn’t nearly as camouflaged as he’d thought.

      The Councilor’s slitted gaze locked onto him. ‘That is an order.’

      Jian counted the soldiers at the temple entrance, and keeping in mind those posted on the perimeter of the grounds. His odds weren’t great, but he could use the crowd to his advantage. If they didn’t turn on him.

      He removed his mask.

      ‘Welcome,’ the Councilor said, nodding to his attendant soldiers.

      They moved through the crowd toward Jian. There was one chance of escape, if Jian moved now, before they surrounded him. Except in doing so, he’d leave the Red Sky behind, and abandon Yu to certain death. He had to run now, leave the city, and the boy, and his sister behind. And Xiu.

      That’s how he’d survived in the past. That’s how he’d outlived everyone.

      Jian held his ground.

      The Councilor focused on him. ‘Under the judgement of the Celestial Commander, the liars among us will have their tongues burned, and the thieves among us will have their hands broken,’ he said. ‘Which are you, Jian? Or perhaps you are both.’

      The ceremonial soldiers reached Jian, keeping a short distance from him, their hands on the hilts of their golden knives. Jian counted six soldiers, and from the temple entrance, on either side of the Councilor, two more aimed their carbines at him. Jian’s carbine wouldn’t fire with his fingerprints, and the uniform he stole didn’t even come with a knife. Not the most encouraging odds for survival.

      ‘I don’t want any trouble,’ Jian said. ‘I’m just here to take Yu to his family.’

      ‘You already have.’ The Councilor shed his mask. ‘The Immortal Guard are his family.’

      Approaching Yu, he placed his hand on the boy’s shoulder. ‘As a boy your age, I was taught to be wary of the forces that conspire against us. This man may not know it, but he is your enemy. And what he does know is destruction. Do you understand?’

      Yu nodded. ‘I do.’

      The Councilor picked something up from the stage and handed it to Yu, who gripped it in both hands. Through the crowd, Jian couldn’t make out exactly what it was.

      The drums pounded faster, pulsing through the ground.

      The Councilor jabbed his finger at Jian. ‘Suffer not the unbeliever to live!’

      The soldiers around Jian drew their ornamental weapons. As they circled Jian, knowing he couldn’t fire his weapon, the Councilor picked up another item at his feet, of the same kind he’d given Yu, and put it on.

      A gas mask.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 20

        

      

    

    
      The Harbinger blocked Xiu’s escape.

      A short distance behind him, a line of Immortal Guard soldiers appeared, their carbines up and ready to fire. They approached slowly, moving around the tea house’s wooden tables and trapping Xiu.

      ‘Drop your weapon,’ the Harbinger said.

      Xiu released her grip on the Halligan tool, which clattered to the courtyard floor.

      The Harbinger leveled his weapon at the red drums in the trolley beside Xiu. ‘Where is your friend?’ he asked, voice echoing behind his gray mask.

      Waiting for a chance to shoot you in the back of the head, she thought, wishfully. Jian was probably at the temple by now.

      ‘He stood me up.’

      ‘He is at the temple,’ the Harbinger announced to his soldiers. ‘Kill him. I’ll take care of the girl.’

      The soldiers scattered, leaving Xiu alone with the armored giant.

      ‘We haven’t been formally introduced,’ he said. ‘I am the Harbinger.’

      ‘Should I be impressed?’

      ‘You have trespassed,’ the Harbinger said, ‘and you have failed to undo our work, subvert our thoughts.’

      ‘I think you’re doing just fine with the subverting,’ Xiu said, scouring her surroundings with her peripheral vision, looking for anything that could help. Her pistol was in the trolley, her Halligan tool on the stone floor, and if she could somehow puncture the red drums the gas would kill her as quickly as it would him.

      He paced forward, confident, a believer with nothing to fear … and the stock of his weapon caught the edge of a table. For the slightest of moments, the Harbinger looked down at it.

      Xiu dived, rolled across the paved courtyard floor, and came up in front of him. She seized his carbine with one hand, pulling him toward her. Staggered by the momentum and the weight of his armor, he pitched forward.

      She retreated, rolling back and coming to her feet. In her hand, she gripped the magazine she’d released from the Harbinger’s carbine, but she hadn’t managed to steal the weapon itself. He had one round left in the chamber.

      He fired.

      Xiu dived behind the only cover she had—the trolley with its deadly load. The Harbinger tracked her movement, and his shot echoed around the courtyard. Immediately, red mist hissed from one of the drums. His round had penetrated only one side of the drum. She scrambled to her feet and away in time to see the jet spray the Harbinger in the face. The brutish soldier covered the mouth-hole in his mask with one hand, and staggered out of the crimson fog.

      Xiu was clear of the gas, but was now trapped in the corner of the courtyard with nothing except a lattice wall and a creeping vine behind her.

      The Harbinger was reaching for a gas mask on his hip. Fumbling, he strapped it over his armored mask. Surely he’d taken a mouthful of the red mist, Xiu thought. He couldn’t have avoided it.

      Breath heavy and rasping, the Harbinger dropped his empty carbine and drew a knife. Then he charged at her.

      Xiu had no mask, no weapon and nowhere to go.

      She turned with her hips, taking the blade flat across her body, then twisting it back on his wrist, opening his hand and dropping the knife. The Harbinger kicked behind her knee, struck her with an armored elbow, dazing her as he followed with a cut across her face. She rolled forward, avoiding the blade, and almost smashing into the lattice wall. The trolley rolled away, carrying her pistol even farther from her reach. Warm blood ran down her chin and neck. She supported herself on the lattice for a moment. Beyond it, the vista of the gray city stretched out before her.

      The Harbinger came at her, fast.

      Just as quickly, she sidestepped his charge. He ploughed through the lattice, shattering the wood and vine, and falling from the building.

      With one hand, he grabbed the shoulder of Xiu’s ballistic vest, and she too went flying over the side of the spire.

      Together, they plummeted.

      The Harbinger fell ahead of her, crashing into a framework of bamboo scaffolding. The soldier’s heavy body punched through a white nylon mesh, and Xiu plunged into the hole after him, grabbing on to the netting to slow her fall. Below her, the Harbinger crunched to a halt on a wooden platform.

      Xiu landed on top of him, knocking the air from his lungs. She rolled over his head, and across the narrow platform, and collapsed. Even with the big man to absorb the impact, she was struggling to draw breath. She raised a bloodied hand to steady herself against a length of bamboo. Unlike the Harbinger, her fall had helped her avoid the Red Sky just in time.

      He crawled to his feet. The Harbinger was maybe half a foot taller than her, and broad in his armor, his size emphasized on the small platform. They faced each other, precarious on the scaffolding with the street a dizzying ninety floors below.

      To get back inside the spire, Xiu would have to break an exterior window, but even if she had her Halligan tool, the glass would take a few heavy swings to break. She’d have to find a balcony or some other way inside before the Harbinger got her, or the cloud of Red Sky drifted down and finished the job.

      The Harbinger snapped off a length of bamboo, the size of a short staff, and struck out at her. The stave flashed across her vision, and she ducked just in time. Steadying herself on the narrow platform, she retreated in time to avoid the backswing.

      The armored soldier took his makeshift stave in one hand, then ripped his gas mask off, breathing freely. Through his gray armored mask, his eyes flickered, and a low sound emerged from the slit over his mouth. A chill rippled through Xiu.

      He was chuckling.

      Euphoria. A side-effect of the nerve gas.

      ‘Guess you found enlightenment,’ she muttered.

      Somewhere across the city, a siren wailed, loud and continuous.

      A hurricane warning.

      Has Zoey somehow triggered it?

      The Harbinger lashed out again with his stave, a downward slash. Momentarily distracted by the siren, Xiu was too slow to evade and absorbed the blow on her arms, protecting her head. The stave glanced off, continuing downward; she clamped her foot down on it, then lunged forward, leading with her knee.

      The Harbinger drew back, and instead of taking him in the face, her knee struck his chest. His armor absorbed the force, but it was enough to stagger him.

      Xiu landed before him, immediately weaving to evade his combination of strikes and elbows. She slipped under the bamboo and drove the heel of her firefighter boot into his knee armor, pushing the big man’s stance out and almost toppling him. The Harbinger stabilized his hyper-extended legs and, releasing the stave with one hand, gripped Xiu’s wrist. Hard.

      ‘Not so fast, little trickster,’ he said.

      Rather than pull away, Xiu moved closer. Before he could strike her with his stave, she slammed the heel of her free hand into his face. The Harbinger’s grip relaxed just a fraction; Xiu pulled his arm out until it was completely extended, then pushed his elbow up. Bone snapped.

      The Harbinger reeled back. His scream was choked with blood and saliva, but soon devolved into a giggle.

      The fingers on Xiu’s left hand, her right arm and her shoulder had all gone numb; the rest of her burned like fire. But she couldn’t stop to assess her injuries. She needed to finish this, if she could.

      The Harbinger was still laughing wetly as he stumbled into the side of the scaffolding. He held his staff in one gloved hand—his other arm useless now—and strode for her. His plan seemed straightforward enough: beat her to a pulp from a safer distance.

      He swung down, aiming for her unprotected skull. There was no room on the narrow platform to sidestep.

      Xiu launched off the scaffolding.

      Grabbing a pole with both hands, she swung back in, feet driving at his head. The Harbinger ducked, and she slid over his armored back. Pushing off another beam, she landed on the platform behind him.

      The Harbinger was on her fast, striking at her head. Xiu shielded herself, her forearm and upper back taking the impact. She collapsed onto her chest, rolled over as he swung again. She brought her legs up to deflect the attack, which connected with the side of her knee. Pain shot up her leg.

      The Harbinger swung downward again, from a different angle. Still, he chuckled.

      Something dug into Xiu’s side. The bamboo platform had cracked beneath her, damaged in the fight. She ripped part of the pole from the platform and whipped it up to catch the incoming stave.

      Their bamboo weapons clattered off each other, and the Harbinger lost his balance, stumbling forward. With both hands, Xiu shoved the edge of her stave under his mask and into his neck, crunching his Adam’s apple. Choking, he brought his stave around for another assault, and again Xiu caught it on her own.

      Coughing blood and saliva, the Harbinger cut low with his stave. She deflected it, sliding it past her, then came in hard at his neck. If she’d had a blade, it would have severed his artery; instead the bamboo shunted blood from the artery to his brain, enough to render him unconscious.

      The Harbinger shuddered … and stayed on his feet.

      Wrapping his hand over hers, he pinned her stave between his head and shoulder, trapping her hand, then brought his knee up hard into her stomach.

      The air shot from her lungs. Everything burned and her vision darkened.

      He whispered in her ear. ‘By the grace of the Celestial Commander, you have failed no one more than yourself.’

      He grabbed her by her hair and pulled her to the edge of the scaffolding. Her stave was still wedged against his neck, and he held it there still, crushing her fingers. She pivoted to strike him with her knee, but he stepped behind her, holding her head over the edge.

      ‘Do you see that?’ he yelled, voice filled with glee.

      Far below them, the temple grounds were crowded with people. They chanted something in repetition, the words barely rising to the spire, their meaning lost.

      Then Xiu saw it.

      Red mist was pouring from the temple, and from six other skyscrapers across Zhenhar.

      ‘We are but one of his masks,’ the Harbinger said, saliva trickling down his neck. ‘And therein lies our salvation.’
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      Jian charged one of the ceremonial soldiers.

      He was on the outer edge of the crowd, and he only needed to get through one soldier to escape. If they didn’t shoot him in the back, of course.

      Using his carbine, he deflected the soldier’s golden blade and cracked the stock into her forehead. Controlling her knife hand with his own, he stole the knife. As she faltered, he ran the blade across her neck. The civilians around him—wide-eyed at the blood pumping from her neck—scattered to avoid him, but many were too focused on the Councilor to even notice, all sound washed away by the barrage of drums and the fanatic leader’s rhetoric.

      ‘Salvation is our shield, vigilance is our blade,’ the Councilor said. ‘We have cleared the path, and now the Celestial Commander may find our Earth once more. May we guide him today, unworthy, yet willing to serve.’

      Jian moved around his new hostage, holding the soldier from behind, aiming her arterial blood spray into the eyes of the other soldiers. Their masks offered no protection, and he blinded two of them with the sting of blood. One stumbled to his knees.

      Jian crunched the stock of his weapon into another soldier’s head, kicked yet another to his knees. Three more had circled in from the outer perimeter, and Jian targeted one on his far left, only to have a wall of civilians shift into the way; brave followers of the Immortal Guards were surrounding the soldiers, protecting them.

      Fine by me, Jian thought.

      Behind the human wall, and behind the soldiers, hundreds more of the faithful had taken to their knees, their focus only on the Councilor and the temple. They were silent before the rhythmically beating drums, which were now beginning to slow.

      ‘Breathe deeply, and take inside you the incense of the Immortal Guard,’ the Councilor said. ‘Let it drive the fear and falsehood from your soul.’

      The Councilor turned and, guiding Yu, disappeared inside the temple.

      The Immortal Guard’s hundreds of followers remained on their knees. They reached out as a red fog swelled from the temple.

      That’s not incense.

      Shoving the golden knife into his belt, Jian broke into a run. He pushed his way out of the crowd and the shielded soldiers, running unchallenged for the edge of the now-unguarded temple grounds. He retreated to the fire engine and climbed into the front.

      Under the seat, he found his SCBA harness, all too aware of the red mist encroaching from behind. With the mask fitted over his face, he released the valve and allowed air to fill his mask. He was safe, from the Red Sky at least.

      Discarding the useless carbine, he gripped his submachine gun. Far above him, red mist curled from the top of the spire and half a dozen other buildings.

      He’d failed. Even with Xiu, he couldn’t stop it in time.

      There was one thing he could do, though: save Yu. The boy was wearing a gas mask, so he was safe for now. But not for long.

      Jian reached for his Immortal Guard radio and plugged it into his firefighting mask, next to one ear. Strangely, it was silent, except for the maintenance of the perimeter.

      He shoved his spare magazine into a pouch on his ballistic vest, then headed back to the temple and its hundreds of kneeling followers. Everyone was silent, eerily sedated inside the red haze, even the soldiers in white who had, only moments ago, tried to kill Jian. All were embracing the first stage of Red Sky: euphoric sensations.

      Jian walked carefully through the crowd. There was still nothing on the radio; perhaps they’d switched to a channel he didn’t have an encryption key for. Around him, the drummers and soldiers remained kneeling, staring ahead, enraptured.

      He climbed the steps, then walked between the pillars. The doors to the temple were open, red mist escaping from within. With the stock of his submachine gun wedged between his chest and shoulder, Jian pointed the barrel into the red mist. He stepped inside the temple.

      Roughly the size of a basketball court, the temple was two stories high and supported by four red pillars. It had been built in a traditional style that stood out in the city of Zhenhar, and it didn’t appear to have been built specifically for the Immortal Guard; there were some statues missing, and the banners that had been hung, praising the Celestial Commander and illustrating balls of fire in starry skies, were newly woven. On either side of the room, Immortal Guard soldiers in white ceremonial uniform stood with their carbines at their chests, barrels pointed to the ceiling. Jian wondered if they would try to stop him.

      In places, the red mist was so thick Jian couldn’t be certain the Councilor wasn’t hiding inside it, but he saw no movement and continued deeper into the temple, stepping under a row of hanging lanterns. They were aglow with flames, softened by the red mist. Jian took each step quietly, monitoring the soldiers on either side. They let him pass.

      He circled a table covered with vases and potted flowers, passing the red pillars. Ahead, there stood a cluster of large red drums, hissing as they slowly released their nerve gas.

      Past the drums were more tables, decorated with dozens of flat candles, all lit. At the end of the temple were private rooms with red doors and brass ring handles, painted gold and clenched between the teeth of dragons.

      On one of the tables, the candles’ flames flickered.

      Someone had moved there.

      Deafeningly loud shots cracked through the mist. Jian launched behind the nearest pillar and aimed his submachine gun from the other side. He caught the Councilor’s silhouette, although it was impossible to tell if Yu was with him. Jian had a clear shot, but he held his fire.

      The Councilor disappeared into the mist.

      ‘And the one they called Jian did come. A meddler was he, and trickery and stealth were his weapons.’

      The Councilor was speaking to him through his stolen earpiece, his voice calm and level. But Jian could hear the words echo through the temple, which he used to pinpoint the fanatic’s position, narrowing it to the north-west corner. He moved in that direction.

      ‘The Immortal Guard surrounded him, yet he smote them down,’ the Councilor said. ‘And the Celestial Commander called upon his Earthly emissary to strike Jian with the blade of the righteous.’

      Footsteps on Jian’s left.

      He turned, stepped to the side as a blade sliced through the air.

      Jian fired twice, then twice more, but through his mask, he could see only red mist. He needed to lure the Councilor into view.

      ‘If you want to hurt me, then you need to get closer,’ Jian said.

      ‘I don’t understand,’ the Councilor replied. ‘Why do you oppose me? I bring knowledge and light to the people of Zhenhar. What do you bring?’

      ‘A reality check, for starters.’

      Something metallic rattled, then all was silent again, except the hiss of the gas from the drums.

      Jian’s mind raced: the door handles to the private rooms—metal rings.

      ‘You’ll never understand,’ the Councilor said, his voice close now.

      He was inside a room up ahead, the door ajar. Jian pushed it open, then moved quickly to the side.

      No shots.

      The drag of rubber—a boot across a smooth floor.

      ‘They didn’t understand either.’ The Councilor’s voice wavered. ‘All those souls who were blind, the soldiers who betrayed me, the loathsome scientists, the mindless working class, even the loyal followers of the Immortal Guard.’

      Jian conjured a visual of the Councilor inside the room. He would be wearing a gas mask over his armored mask, probably a bullet-resistant vest. That didn’t leave many places for Jian to shoot him. He had to get close, but in this mist, that was risking a lot.

      ‘They’re your followers,’ Jian said. ‘And you’re killing them.’

      ‘No, they are receiving the blessing.’

      ‘The Red Sky is filling their lungs, pal,’ Jian said. ‘That’s no blessing.’

      ‘You don’t see it. Not yet!’ the Councilor said, in a low growl. ‘Nor shall you, until the Celestial Commander returns to purify us all.’

      The speech gave Jian an idea of where the Councilor stood—on the left side of the room—but it was only a rough guess.

      ‘Your Celestial Commander isn’t a god,’ Jian said. ‘It isn’t even a person, is it?’

      ‘You’re not as foolish as you appear, old man.’

      The Councilor tapped the blade of his knife on something—not glass, plastic. The polycarbonate visor of Yu’s gas mask, perhaps? Another scuffle, smaller. Yu was standing to the right. It was all the information Jian needed.

      ‘You worship a goddamn piece of rock in the sky … a meteor.’

      ‘The Immortal Guard will endure,’ the Councilor said, ‘and the weak shall fall.’

      ‘Yeah, I don’t think space rocks are that picky what they kill off.’

      ‘I am merely prep—’

      Jian stepped out low, but aiming high. He opened fire.

      Retaliatory shots cracked over Jian’s head, making his ears ring. The Councilor was guessing where to fire, his cannon-sized pistol bucking in both hands. But Jian wasn’t: his submachine gun ripped through the Councilor’s neck.

      The madman stumbled forward, trembling, clearly visible now in the mist.

      Jian sidestepped into the room, moving around the Councilor. From his new angle, he fired again at the Councilor, and the man dropped.

      A small silhouette to Jian’s right placed Yu. The boy barely moved.

      ‘Are you OK?’ Jian asked.

      Behind his own gas mask, Yu nodded.

      A blade slashed the air. Jian reeled back, went under the knife, and broke the Councilor’s arm across his chest. The fanatic roared in pain, then withdrew into the mist, somehow still upright. Jian’s shots must have gone clean through his neck, missing both his spine and arteries.

      ‘An Earthly Councilor will come to thee,’ the Councilor mumbled, weakly. ‘And He will be a leader of the Guard…’

      Jian stepped back just in time to avoid his throat being cut, drew the golden knife from his belt and shoved the blade into the Councilor’s neck. Taking hold of the dying man’s gas mask, he ripped it away. The Councilor’s eyes were wide, and his mouth dark with blood.

      Jian grabbed Yu, pulling him out of the room—but the boy resisted, breaking free of his hold.

      ‘We have to go!’ Jian yelled through his mask.

      Yu bent down over the Councilor’s body, searching his vest. By the time Jian pulled him upright, he’d recovered his cellphone.

      ‘We don’t have time for that, we need to leave.’

      Yu pocketed his phone. ‘OK.’

      Outside, hundreds of masked followers still kneeled in silence. Some of their chins touched their necks; the Red Sky was starting to attack their central nervous systems. Jian adjusted the straps on his SCBA harness, then checked his pressure gauge. The needle was halfway; he had about fifteen minutes of air remaining.

      ‘Their masks are so creepy,’ Yu said, his voice muffled. ‘Are they … alive?’

      ‘Not anymore,’ Jian said.

      ‘Do we have to go through them?’

      Jian nodded, placing his hand on the boy’s shoulder. ‘Stay right behind me, and you’ll be fine.’

      With his submachine gun half-raised, he guided Yu through the mass of the devoted. Not a single person glanced in their direction.

      A young woman with a blue-horned mask slumped suddenly onto her side.

      Yu jumped, but Jian dragged him on.

      An older man with white hair and a narrow, demonic mask fell forward. His mask struck the paved ground with a crack.

      ‘Don’t stop,’ Jian said.

      Together, they ran. The red mist was seeping through the city, tranquilizing everyone in its path. While Jian searched the street for his fire engine, people walked around them, happy and smiling. Fathers held the hands of their children, and older couples walked close together, at peace in the special Immortal Guard incense.

      Without knowing it, they were already dead.

      The fire engine was parked up ahead. It wasn’t the most ideal getaway vehicle, but it was all he had. He opened the driver’s door and hauled Yu inside. The boy crawled across to the passenger seat, and Jian climbed behind the wheel and started the engine.

      One block down, he caught sight of patrolling soldiers, very much alive and mobile. They wore gas masks over their normal, armored masks. Jian wasn’t sure why some had been given protection against the Red Sky and not others, but he wasn’t going to hang around and find out.

      ‘Thanks,’ Yu said, out of nowhere.

      ‘For what?’ Jian asked.

      ‘For coming to get me.’

      ‘Thank the Red Sky,’ he said. ‘Without it, I couldn’t have gotten close to you.’

      ‘Where’s Zoey?’ Yu asked, reaching for his mask.

      ‘Keep your mask on!’ Jian barked. ‘Don’t remove it until we’re out of the city. Is that clear?’

      ‘Yeah, but what about my sister? Where is she?’

      ‘Shit.’ Jian slammed a fist on the steering wheel.

      Two armored 4x4s blocked the street ahead.

      Jian slammed on his brakes, drawing the fire engine to a slow, grinding halt. Soldiers stood on either side of the vehicles, gas masks on, and carbines pointed to the fire engine’s windscreen. One wrong move, and they’d open fire.

      ‘Jian,’ Yu said.

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘I think they know we’re not firefighters.’
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      The Harbinger held Xiu’s face over the edge of the scaffolding, pressing his broken arm into the back of her neck. His other hand pried hers away from her stave. He was going to throw her over, but she wasn’t going to make it easy for him.

      Behind them, the window shattered.

      ‘Stop!’ a voice yelled into the wind.

      Zoey.

      The Harbinger looked over his shoulder at the girl.

      ‘I’d think very carefully about what you have there,’ he said.

      ‘My gun?’ Zoey said.

      ‘Useless to you, little girl,’ the Harbinger replied. ‘Our weapons are fingerprint coded.’

      ‘Then how’d I shoot out this window?’

      She has my pistol, Xiu realized.

      ‘Doesn’t matter,’ the Harbinger said. ‘It can’t shoot through my armor.’

      ‘Yeah?’ Zoey shouted. ‘Depends where you’re armored.’

      ‘You’ll kill your friend too.’

      ‘No, I won’t! I can get a better angle,’ Zoey said.

      ‘You even try, and I throw her over.’

      Xiu didn’t know how accurate Zoey would be with her pistol, but right now she didn’t care.

      ‘Don’t worry about me,’ Xiu said, barely able to speak. ‘Shoot.’

      Zoey fired her pistol. The round cracked through bamboo, and the Harbinger grunted. His grip on Xiu relaxed.

      Xiu pulled free. There was blood underfoot now, and not hers.

      The Harbinger had taken a shot to the leg.

      Xiu twisted and reached for her stave, but the Harbinger tore it from her grasp and swung it at her head. She ducked and the stave hit another pole, snapping in two. The Harbinger stabbed at Xiu with the sharp, newly splintered edge, then lashed out across her face at her neck. She deflected the blow, and guided it back around to him.

      The jagged point slid into his exposed neck.

      For a moment, there was no blood.

      He slumped to his knees; he might have been trying to speak, but Xiu couldn’t see through his gray mask. She reached down and pulled the broken stave from his neck. Straight away, his artery pumped blood out over the platform.

      He looked up at her. ‘Blessed shield, mask and—’ he gasped…

      …and collapsed onto his chest, where he rapidly bled out.

      Xiu stood back, gathering her thoughts and what little energy she had left.

      She was alive.

      Across from her, through a window, Zoey watched with an open mouth.

      ‘You just saved my life,’ Xiu said. ‘Nice shot, going for the leg.’

      Zoey blinked. ‘I was aiming for his head.’
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      The red mist engulfed the city.

      Back at street level, Xiu hurried to their vehicle—an old, white sedan in the underground parking lot. She arrived just ahead of Zoey, and found the keys still under the rubber foot mat. She grabbed them and started the engine. Zoey jumped in beside her.

      ‘Where’s your mask?’ Xiu asked, noticing for the first time that Zoey was unprotected. If the mist closed around them on the way through the city…

      ‘Crap,’ Zoey said. ‘I used it to get your gun, then I took it off in the elevator.’

      Xiu’s stomach sank. She’d have to be hyper aware of avoiding the gas clouds now, an additional problem to navigate. ‘Never mind. What made you set off the hurricane siren?’

      ‘I didn’t. All I did was fire off the emergency text message to every cellphone on the network, telling them to evacuate to the terminus.’ She reached out, touched Xiu’s arm. ‘Where’s my brother?’

      ‘Jian’s gone for him.’

      Zoey pulled out her phone. ‘I’m going to text him. He might still have his phone.’

      ‘Hold on.’ Xiu drove them up the ramp and out on the street, opposite the spire. Once out on the street, she hit her pressel switch. ‘Jian, can you hear me?’

      He was likely still at the temple. The Red Sky would’ve caught him by surprise.

      ‘Has something happened to him?’ Zoey asked.

      Xiu was thinking the same thing. ‘Probably just out of range.’

      ‘Look!’ Zoey yelled.

      Xiu stared through the windshield. A wall of mist had descended up ahead, rolling down the street. Right for them.

      She put the sedan into reverse, then floored it—away from the mist. The street behind was narrow, but clear of parked vehicles. She accelerated, but the Red Sky kept pace with them, its approach smooth and formless.

      Jian was somewhere in there.

      Xiu took her foot off the gas and slipped into neutral, then threw the wheel fast. The sedan flicked around—still moving—and Zoey screamed.

      With the red mist behind them now, she shifted into gear and hit the gas again. The sedan was facing away from the cloud, but they were heading east. The terminus was north.

      Directly ahead, an armored 4x4 roared toward them. It reached the intersection first, cutting them off.

      ‘That’s not … great,’ she said.

      Xiu went off the gas and slung the sedan right, back down into the underground parking lot. She whipped through the near-empty aisles, weaving around concrete pillars. The armored 4x4 followed her in, engine growling.

      ‘Seat belt,’ Xiu said.

      Zoey quickly fastened her buckle.

      The armored vehicle filled her rearview mirror. Too close.

      Xiu steered for an up-ramp, hit it fast. The sedan became airborne, landed roughly. Xiu turned hard left. Accelerated. She hit the next intersection at full speed, stepped on the brakes, then turned again.

      ‘Oh crap,’ Zoey said, looking in her side mirror.

      The Red Sky was reaching out for them, thick enough that she couldn’t see anything behind them. Somewhere in there, the 4x4 was giving chase, but its occupants would have gas masks and the luxury of a sealed interior. Xiu had neither.

      The sharp frame of the 4x4 emerged beside them, matching their speed.

      ‘Um, Xiu.’

      ‘I see it.’

      There was a tunnel ahead, divided for north and south traffic. At the last moment, Xiu swung left, throwing them into the south lane. The road was empty, with no traffic to avoid, and there were only pillars dividing the lanes. The 4x4 roared between the pillars and shot for Xiu’s vehicle.

      By the time Zoey yelled, Xiu was already hitting her brakes. The 4x4 overshot and smashed its side into the concrete wall. It hit its own brakes, trying to trap Xiu, but she’d already sped around them. She wasn’t stopping for anything.

      Zoey gripped her seat belt, her voice soft. ‘What are the chances Jian and Yu made it out?’

      Not good.

      ‘In my early training, the instructors told stories about Jian,’ Xiu said, changing gears. ‘He did things I never really believed possible.’ She glanced at Zoey. ‘I don’t believe anyone could make it. And that’s why they will.’

      The red mist was billowing into the tunnel. They were heading north now, through the heart of the city, but the terminus was still a few klicks away. In the rearview mirror, there was no sign of the 4x4. That was no longer a problem; what waited up ahead was.

      Another armored vehicle was parked broadside across the street, blocking it. Soldiers stood around the vehicle, weapons raised. Xiu’s car had no protection—any rounds on target would shred them.

      ‘Give me another route,’ Xiu said.

      Zoey shook her head. ‘This is it. Or we get lost in the mist.’

      ‘OK.’ Xiu pulled over to the side of the road and cut the engine.

      ‘Wh … what are you doing?’

      ‘Close your vents,’ Xiu said.

      They both reached forward and shut the air conditioning vents on the dashboard, then Zoey stretched behind them to close the ones in the back seat.

      Xiu turned the ventilation knob, closing them off from the outside. Outside, the Red Sky crept nearer.

      ‘Listen to me,’ Xiu said. ‘When the mist hits, hold your breath. Once we’re out and clear, wind down your windows and breathe outside. Keep the windows open until I tell you to close them.’

      ‘How long do you want me to hold my breath for?’ Zoey asked.

      ‘Until I tell you to stop.’

      The red mist swallowed them. Xiu couldn’t see anything around her, but she didn’t need to. She’d memorized their surroundings.

      ‘Get down.’

      They slouched in their seats, and Zoey held her breath. Xiu did the same. The armored 4x4 caught up to them, driving past with its headlights on full blast. Counting down on her fingers, she started the engine, then pulled out onto the street.

      Zoey gripped her seat, still holding her breath.

      Xiu wanted to inhale, but she focused on the red around her and the unseen street ahead. With visibility at near zero, she had only the roar of the 4x4 in front to guide her. But as she followed it, it started to slow.

      They know I’m here.

      She whipped around them, then accelerated hard, steering for the gap where the soldiers had been standing.

      Xiu smashed through. The soldiers had spread out, searching the red mist, and the sedan hit one of them on the way through; he bounced off the windshield, cracking it. Zoey recoiled, but somehow kept herself from inhaling. Xiu adjusted the wheel a fraction…

      …and they roared out of the mist.

      Able to see the street around them again, Xiu accelerated harder. As she did so, she retracted their windows and fresh air rushed in. Zoey leaned out, inhaling a lungful. Xiu did the same.

      ‘Leave the windows down,’ Xiu said.

      ‘I can’t believe you just did that,’ Zoey said. ‘We … did we make it?’

      In moments, the terminus entrance was ahead of them. It was cluttered with vehicles parked haphazardly, doors open. People had evacuated in a hurry.

      ‘Looks like we weren’t the only ones who did,’ Xiu said.

      ‘Wow,’ Zoey said. ‘I think they got the message.’

      Xiu cut the engine and got out of the car. ‘Problem is, if the civilians got the message, the Immortal Guard did too,’ she said. ‘We need to get inside.’

      All she could think about now was Jian and Yu, and whether or not they were already inside.

      They had to be.
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      They weren’t.

      Xiu had searched swiftly and found no sign of the operative and the teenage boy. Now, she leaned against a turnstile and scanned the evacuees for any sign of them.

      At least sixty people walked down the escalators to the waiting train. Some carried backpacks and bags, others held their children close. Zoey was making herself useful, guiding everyone into the train cars—there were four carriages, enough to seat everyone. There was no driver, so Xiu would have to operate the train herself, with Jian’s instructions. Once everyone was aboard, Zoey headed up the escalator to Xiu, dialing her brother as she did so.

      ‘Why isn’t he answering?’ Her voice boomed through the vacant terminus.

      Xiu raised a finger to her lips. She was busy watching the terminus entrances now. There were two, one at either end of the long, dark vestibule. She lowered herself into a seated position, concealed between the turnstiles, and listened.

      Xiu hit her pressel switch. ‘Jian, can you hear me? Jian, if you can hear me, please respond.’

      Nothing.

      ‘They’re not in range yet,’ Xiu said. ‘Keep trying your phone.’

      Zoey’s eyes glistened. ‘Something’s happened to them.’

      ‘They’ll be here.’

      Footsteps, coming from down the vestibule.

      On her feet now, Xiu aimed her pistol in the direction of the sound, but whoever was making it hadn’t made it down the stairs yet. She took the opportunity to close some distance in the shadows, moving up behind the conveyer belt at the luggage scanner. There were two sets of footsteps now.

      Xiu was about to use her radio again, just to confirm the new arrivals weren’t Jian and Yu, when she heard more footsteps. All were heavy.

      Immortal Guard.

      She’d moved up too close to them now, leaving herself a difficult retreat. Behind her, Zoey was out of sight, and would hopefully stay that way.

      The Immortal Guard moved around the luggage scanner, two on either side, with the sound of even more boots coming down the stairs.

      The first soldier on her right came into view, right beside her. His carbine was pointed ahead. Xiu fired once—under his mask, through the side of his neck—and kicked his leg. He dropped to his knees.

      The next soldier was ready for her, so Xiu went in the other direction. On her left, the soldier took aim quickly, but Xiu smashed the weapon down with one arm, then brought her elbow up into the soldier’s throat. She wrapped her arm around the soldier’s elbow, spinning him around to face the one behind her. Using him as a shield, Xiu kicked his legs out—his masked face hit the conveyer belt and Xiu pushed forward, firing into the next soldier, who returned fire—

      The rounds pummeled Xiu’s chest. The ceramic plate in her vest took the impact, shattering and distributing its energy across her already bruised chest, leaving her unable to breathe or evade the surviving soldier.

      Up ahead, the reinforcements were coming into view. Gunfire erupted, cracking past her ears.

      It was over.

      More gunfire, distinct and unmistakable, like someone hitting old-fashioned typewriter keys in rapid succession.

      Somehow still holding her pistol, Xiu collapsed against the luggage scanner … and so did the soldier beside her, spraying arterial blood. From the shadows of the turnstiles, three dark figures emerged. Xiu hadn’t seen them before, hadn’t even heard them.

      With arms raised and elbows in, the three figures advanced. Smoothly and calmly, they fired bursts from their suppressed submachine guns. The rounds went by Xiu with the sound of sharp, cracking whips.

      Xiu checked her body. No bleeding.

      More typewriter noises. Click click click.

      The three figures reached her and lowered their weapons, their faces visible now under black beanies. One aimed her weapon at Xiu. It was the suppressed version of Jian’s submachine gun.

      ‘Your name?’ the woman asked.

      ‘Xiu.’

      The figure dropped to one knee, offering her hand. ‘Get up.’

      A second figure moved off to check the bodies around them, while the third headed for the escalators, down to the platform.

      ‘Who are you?’ Xiu asked.

      ‘Officially, no one,’ the mysterious woman said, helping Xiu up. ‘But you can call me Echo.’ She had a wide jawline, scarred cheek, and large, unflinching eyes that focused mostly at the end of the vestibule, and then briefly on Xiu. ‘Unofficially, we’re your extraction team.’

      Xiu’s eyes widened. Covert operatives. ‘The hurricane siren, you did that?’

      Echo nodded. ‘I’m guessing the text message was yours. Clever.’

      ‘But we couldn’t stop the Red Sky.’

      ‘We?’ Echo asked. ‘Do you know where Jian is? Is he alive?’

      ‘He should’ve been here by now,’ Xiu said. ‘We have the—’

      ‘I can see red gas,’ the second operative called out from the stairs.

      ‘Get down to the platform, now,’ Echo said. ‘We’re getting you out of here.’

      Leaving the dead soldiers, they moved quickly down one of the escalators. One of the other operatives was already inside the train, talking to the survivors. Xiu pressed her hand on the glass to open the doors and step inside. Echo followed, while the operative who’d checked the bodies continued through to the driver’s cabin.

      They’re leaving now.

      Zoey was the only survivor who refused to sit. ‘My brother’s still out there,’ she said. ‘With Jian!’

      ‘He should be here any minute now,’ Xiu said.

      Xiu was buying time, but she knew she couldn’t afford much of it. With each passing minute, Jian and Yu’s arrival seemed less likely.

      ‘If we stay any longer,’ Echo said, ‘we risk everyone’s lives.’

      ‘Please,’ Zoey said. ‘Just another minute!’

      ‘Shh,’ Echo said.

      Xiu thought the woman was simply ending the argument, but as Echo raised her suppressed weapon to the glass doors, Xiu heard it too: footsteps along the vestibule. They echoed down to the platform, but sounded nothing like the heavy boots of an Immortal Guard.

      ‘That’s not a soldier,’ Xiu said.

      Echo kept her weapon level. ‘It’s a boy.’

      He came running down the escalator to their platform, gas mask over his face and recognizable only by his navy puffer jacket.

      Yu.

      He reached the train, and Zoey rushed past Echo to meet him, opening both sets of glass doors with her hands.

      ‘What took you so long?’ She pulled her brother inside, wrapped her arms around him. ‘They almost left without you!’

      Yu pushed away, taking off his gas mask. ‘I got here as quickly as I could!’

      ‘Where’s Jian?’ Xiu asked, dreading the answer.

      Yu’s shoulders dropped. ‘He … he’s still out there.’

      ‘Is he wearing a mask?’

      ‘Yeah. He got the soldiers’ attention so I could make it inside. He was meant to come with me, but…’

      Xiu gripped the shoulder of his jacket. ‘But what? What happened?’

      ‘I don’t know!’ Yu said. ‘I thought I was going to die, and the red stuff was coming, and I just ran. I couldn’t see anything. I don’t know where he is! It’s not my fault.’

      He was crying now, and Xiu realized she was still holding a fistful of his jacket. Gently, she let go.

      In the vestibule, the red mist had thickened and was wafting slowly down the escalators.

      ‘Lock all the doors!’ Echo called out.

      ‘Copy that,’ said the operative in the driver’s cabin.

      Xiu hit her pressel switch. ‘Jian? Can you hear me?’

      ‘He won’t be able to hear until he’s underground, in the terminus,’ Echo said. ‘I’m sorry.’

      The woman retreated from the door, along with her colleague. They transferred their submachine guns to one hand, so they could take hold of their gas masks with the other.

      ‘You were meant to come sooner,’ Xiu said. ‘Before all of this.’

      ‘It wasn’t my call,’ Echo said. ‘Listen, it won’t take long for the gas to leak through both sets of doors. And we don’t have masks for everyone.’

      Xiu reluctantly stepped back from the doors. They were going to have to leave. Without Jian.

      She stared at Echo. ‘We wait as long as we can.’

      ‘Xiu. We already have.’

      The operative in the driver’s cabin powered the train, drawing an electric current from the third rail underneath. Xiu watched the escalator, shrouded now in red mist. Over the noise of the idling train, she couldn’t hear any more footsteps.

      Echo called to the driver’s cabin. ‘Let’s move.’

      ‘Wait!’ Yu yelled, pointing through the glass.

      At the top of escalator, a lone soldier descended the stairs. Slowly.

      Echo raised her suppressor barrel, took aim.

      ‘It’s Jian,’ Xiu said.

      He was dressed as an Immortal Guard soldier, breathing heavily behind a full-face mask as he moved through the red mist, his submachine gun in one hand. Xiu couldn’t believe he’d made it. Her vision blurred, and tears warmed her face.

      ‘Hold the train,’ Echo said.

      Jian approached them, catching his breath. He hit his pressel switch. ‘Friends of yours?’ he asked, his voice calm.

      Xiu could hear his smile even if she couldn’t see it.

      ‘Reinforcements,’ Xiu said, holding down her own pressel. ‘I’m sorry, I failed.’

      ‘It’s all right,’ Jian replied. ‘You got people out, the ones who wanted to go. It’s all right.’

      The red mist extended tendrils across the platform, reaching Jian ... and the train.

      ‘I can’t let him in,’ Echo said, indicating the deadly fog’s approach.

      ‘What about down the tunnel?’ she asked. ‘He can outrun the gas, and we can bring him aboard there.’

      ‘He better start running then,’ Echo said.

      ‘No,’ Jian said. ‘You need to get these people out of here.’

      He removed his mask. His face, like his voice, was peaceful.

      Euphoric.

      Xiu slammed the glass with her palms.

      Jian held up his mask, poked his finger through a thin slash in it. He shrugged, still smiling.

      Xiu’s hands slid down the window.

      ‘You need to go,’ he said calmly.

      ‘I can’t leave you behind.’

      ‘You didn’t,’ Jian said. ‘You came for me, remember?’

      ‘Xiu,’ Echo said. ‘We have to leave. Now.’

      ‘You did good, Xiu,’ Jian said. ‘Real good.’

      And as the train pulled away from the station, the red mist took her friend.
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      ‘I asked if you wanted some tea,’ said the woman in the suit.

      Xiu snapped out of her reverie. ‘Sorry. No, thank you.’

      It would be a while before she could drink tea again; it reminded her of Jian.

      She had to keep it together in front of Jian’s Division Operations Officer, Shen Shuren. Shen had been assigned Xiu after her extraction from Zhenhar, and Xiu still didn’t know whether the officer was happy about that. She had been sitting alone in Shen’s Beijing office for some time now, waiting to be relieved from her training, but her expected dismissal from service had yet to come.

      Shen studied her through impossibly calm brown eyes. ‘You’ll be pleased to know the surviving few Immortal Guard have been taken into custody,’ she said.

      Xiu’s mouth was dry; she reached for her cup of water, only to find it empty. ‘What about the people at the temple?’

      ‘With no protection from the chemical weapon, they all perished. Including the Councilor.’

      Xiu looked out the window. On the boulevard below, the late evening traffic crawled through eight lanes. A yellow double-decker bus, its interior illuminated with violet light, ferried passengers on the outside lane. Unlike Zhenhar, the Dongcheng district flowed with people. The city shimmered into the night, the tops of its skyscrapers capped with large, wrap-around neon billboards that burned white-hot in the darkness.

      ‘You looked worried.’

      ‘I was just thinking,’ Xiu said.

      ‘The Immortal Guard have no known presence in Beijing,’ Shen said.

      ‘That’s good to know,’ Xiu said.

      Shen sat in silence a moment, then changed tack. ‘I thought you’d like to know that Jian has been cremated and will be buried here, in Beijing. Do you wish to attend his funeral?’

      ‘Until now, I’ve missed every funeral in my life,’ Xiu said. ‘Yes, I’d like that.’

      Shen got up and walked around the back of her desk to sit on the end of it, close to Xiu. She clasped her hands neatly, and said, ‘I don’t give medals for bravery.’

      Xiu touched the bandage on her chin. ‘I don’t feel very brave.’

      ‘Good,’ Shen said. ‘What I do give medals for is tenacity and resourcefulness, both of which you demonstrated under extraordinary conditions.’

      ‘All those people are dead because I couldn’t save them,’ Xiu said. ‘I wasn’t ready.’

      ‘Those people were dead long before you arrived. They took responsibility for the path they walked. Now, you can do the same.’

      ‘You’re not dismissing me?’ Xiu asked. ‘But I violated a direct order—two, actually. And I put myself right in the middle of a political nightmare.’

      Shen smiled. She reminded Xiu a little of Qin. Or maybe she was just being polite.

      ‘If I’m not mistaken, it sounds like you want to be dismissed.’

      ‘I don’t know what I want anymore.’

      Reaching across her desk, Shen retrieved two small jewelry boxes. She leaned forward and opened one. Inside was a gold and crimson medallion. Xiu touched it, if only to make sure it was real.

      It was the First Class Order of Heroic Exemplar, the highest military decoration.

      ‘This is for Jian?’

      ‘Yes. And this one is for you.’ Shen handed her the other box.

      Xiu opened it to reveal a similar medal to Jian’s. ‘First Class Meritorious Service medal,’ she said. ‘You … you’re serious.’

      ‘These awards are not public. There will be no ceremony, and you will not be named. But it is yours to keep.’ She closed Jian’s box and offered it to Xiu.

      ‘What are you—?’

      ‘Jian has no surviving relative,’ Shen said. ‘I think he’d like you to be the custodian of his award.’

      Xiu blinked to hold back her tears. ‘I … I suppose I can hold onto it.’

      Shen smiled. ‘Good.’

      ‘I don’t … I need to be honest with you,’ Xiu said. ‘I don’t deserve this medal.’

      ‘It might not feel like it right now,’ Shen said, ‘but Jian’s operation—and yours—was successful.’

      ‘You’re right. It doesn’t feel like it,’ Xiu said. ‘So what happens to Zhenhar?’

      ‘The Red Sky will decay inside of three months. At which point, the autonomous region will dissolve, politically. Then the city will be reborn. Beyond that, I do not know.’

      Xiu nodded, holding the boxes, one in each hand.

      ‘Is there anything else you would like to know?’ Shen asked, smoothing her suit pants with both hands. ‘Now is the perfect time to ask.’

      ‘What happens to me?’

      Shen stood up. ‘Your training is complete, Xiu. You have been promoted to operational status. Is that something you want?’

      Xiu thought about it for a moment, then glanced at her empty cup. ‘Can I have some tea now, please?’
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      Xiu kneeled on the grass before Jian’s grave.

      The sun was out, warm on her skin, and the smell of flowers mixed with the city’s tang of pollution. Everyone else had said their farewells and left through the cemetery’s stone archway. Now that there was no one to watch her, she placed a small package on the ground beside her; a metal tin double-wrapped in plastic.

      She opened the blade of her folding knife and loosened the dirt beside a small daffodil plant, then dug a small hole with her hands. When it was large enough, she placed the cache inside and covered it over.

      She’d cached the pistol he hated in his grave. Her way of honoring the dead. And if things went bad in Beijing, he could help her one last time.

      If he was watching, he would be laughing.
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      Returning to the depths of Beijing, Xiu became acutely aware that she was being watched.

      Rather than try to lose her tracker, she decided to make it easy, about-turning in a busy alleyway and walking straight toward them. Her tail was making no effort to remain unseen, pausing near a row of half-shuttered stalls and red neon signs, sipping watermelon juice from a straw.

      ‘Are you babysitting me now?’ Xiu asked.

      ‘Hardly,’ Echo said. ‘So, First Class Meritorious Service?’

      ‘I suppose they’re just giving those medals out to just anyone now.’

      ‘Just you and me, far as I know.’

      ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean…’

      A neon sign flickered above them, catching in Echo’s viridian-green eyes.

      ‘Don’t apologize,’ Echo said. ‘How do you feel?’

      ‘Strange,’ Xiu said, watching people flow around them. ‘This doesn’t feel real anymore.’

      ‘You’ll adjust.’

      ‘Where do I go from here?’

      ‘That’s up to you.’ She handed to Xiu a fold of stapled white paper.

      Under the red neon, the first page bore only a string of numbers and the word assignment; it was the second page that sent a chill through her. At the top was a photo Xiu recognized immediately.

      ‘I believe you know that person quite well,’ Echo said.

      The picture was of an American man, middle-aged, with a shaved head and hooked nose. He often approximated a smile but hadn’t done so for the camera here. He was Xiu’s first instructor, the man who had kidnapped her as a child and overseen her training. An intelligent, masterful psychopath, and the reason Xiu had vowed to become an operative—to put an end to people like him.

      Denton.

      ‘What is this?’ Xiu asked.

      ‘Your next target,’ Echo said.

      ‘Do you want me to kill him?’

      ‘No. I want you to protect him.’

      

      
        The End

      

      [image: ]

      
        Read more about Xiu’s adventures in the Helix series. Sign up to Nathan’s VIP Newsletter for a complimentary copy of Helix: Episode 1 right now: nath.fr/mayhem

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    
      
        Nathan M. Farrugia is the author of the Helix cyberpunk thrillers and the bestselling series, The Fifth Column. Nathan is known for placing himself in dangerous situations, including climbing rooftops in Russia and being hunted by special forces trackers in the United States. He studies Systema, a little-known martial art and former secret of Russian special forces.

        

        Nathan is a former Australian reconnaissance soldier who has trained under USMC, SEAL team, Spetsnaz and Defence Intelligence instructors, and the wilderness and tracking skills of the Chiricahua Apache scouts and Australian Aboriginals.

      

      
        Read more from Nathan M. Farrugia:

        nathanmfarrugia.com

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Seeing Red

          

        

        
          Nick Thacker

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        Seeing Red © copyright 2017 Nick Thacker

      

      

      All rights reserved under the International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, organizations, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

      Warning: the unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in prison and a fine of $250,000.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Seeing Red

        

      

    

    
      
        Killing is the easy part. It’s deciding who needs to be killed that’s tricky.

      

      Gareth Red is an Army sniper, and he’s good. Very good. So good, in fact, that he gets a strange request from a non-military organization, willing to pay him a million dollars: find someone who’s killing our clients.

      He wants the money, but he really wants to know who these people are. Why are they liquidating their assets into a single bank account, then showing up dead?

      And why is his past getting in the way?
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      The moment hit Gareth Red harder than anything he could remember. The suddenness of it, the change in… everything, really. His life, now, was no longer his own. It was no longer a world for him, designed to be his. He could no longer claim authority on his small slice of utopia; the moment had taken that from him.

      This was all hers now. Just a simple word, really. One of two possible words, yet they held within them everything he ever cared about, and possibly more. One word, or the other.

      And it had been the other.

      The waiting room, the long silence, the magazines nearby full of empty promise. The clacking sound of the typist behind the counter, the smacking of her gum.

      The quick creaking of the door as it swung inward, Gareth having to swing his own legs sideways to allow for it to pass by unobstructed.

      He sniffed. They were waiting again, in another room, for another door to open. He had made sure his legs were safely out of reach of any swinging doors in this smaller room, and yet he still felt trapped. In danger of something he couldn’t quite place.

      He wasn’t used to feeling this way. His training had mostly removed this feeling from his persona, replacing the fear with a heightened sense of awareness, a tool. He wielded this tool well, opting to run in when others might run out, using his tool for good.

      But today, in this place, this sterile, dead place, he had no tools to use. The matters of the heart were more unknown to him, more strange. He couldn’t think his way out of this situation, but not for want of trying. He stood, stretched his legs, trying to work out kinks and aches that weren’t really there, then he sat back down.

      She looked at him, then. Finally.

      Her eyes were bleary, bloodshot. They weren’t angry, not anymore. But they weren’t satisfied, either. There was a story in them, a story he had written.

      One word.

      That’s all it had taken. The man had come in, asked them to tell their story, and then he’d taken out the instruments and devices that let them see her.

      He had seen her.

      One word was all it took. The man had said more, sure, but Gareth only heard the word.

      “Girl.”

      A single, lone word in a string of others, in a world of strange characters and odd sounds. He wasn’t hearing, not really, until that moment. In that moment, everything changed.

      And he was in shock.

      He stood up again, stretched again, sat back down again. She was still staring at him, pleading with him with everything she had save her voice.

      He stared back. Alone. Afraid, for the first time in years.

      The man wanted an answer, and he needed it soon. Within the hour, he’d said, but Gareth wasn’t sure if that meant they had an hour from the moment he’d left the room or fifteen minutes from now, when the old hour would roll into the new one and he’d be back.

      It wouldn’t happen today, that’s what the man had said. They had time to think about it, to process it. To figure out, he’d said. But Gareth had long ago figured it out. He was done figuring, and he was now ready to make the decision and be done with it.

      The problem, of course, was that he only wanted to make the decision if she chose the same decision as him. And she wasn’t going to budge on her end. He knew it, she knew it, and the man who’d come in to visit them knew it.

      A girl.

      He’d seen her with his own eyes, on the screen in that ugly lit-brown color similar to the illumination his “eye in the sky” team used sometimes to give him a target on the battlefield.

      And this room was a different sort of battlefield. A new battlefield, one he’d never fought in or had any experience with before, and he knew that he was losing ground in this battle.

      Everyone knew it. He wondered if the girl knew it, too.

      He couldn’t look at her again. Forced his eyes down to the polished white tile floor where they wouldn’t accidentally disobey his orders and steal a glance. He examined the minuscule cracks where the tiles’ edges met, where they came together to form a perfect union and create a solid, impenetrable surface. For a moment, he wanted to be a tile.

      No decision needed if you were a tile, just sit there all day and be stomped on by traffic and carts and rolling things that displayed brown backlit images. No decision to wake up the next day, or to go to sleep the night before, or to do anything at all.

      He wanted that. In that moment, Gareth wanted that sort of simplicity for himself. It meant he wouldn’t have to be here, because there wouldn’t be any decision he could have made that would have taken him here in the first place.

      She wouldn’t be here either, and he was okay with that. The girl — well, he didn’t want to look at her, so he was sure he didn’t want to think about her either.

      But the only way to escape this place was with a decision. He’d made his, she’d made hers, and the man outside the room didn’t care one way or another, really. He’d come back in, ask them what they wanted to do, then leave again. Someone — maybe him, maybe another person altogether — would come back and tell them what was next either way. No matter what, the man would need a decision.

      He shook his head.

      Her eyes were boring into his side. Still he didn’t look up.

      An ant crawled across the crack between the tiles, a monstrous crevice for the tiny creature, just a minuscule crack for Gareth.

      He studied it. Did the ant have to make decisions?

      He wondered if there was something instinctual about the decision he was making. Was there something inherent in him — inherent in all of them — that had guided his hand?

      No.

      If there was, they would both have reached the same conclusion, right? They’d both have landed on the same solution to the problem. Ants never argued, because they were guided by instinct, and instinct wasn’t one way in one ant and another way altogether in another ant.

      The ant reached the next edge of the square tile, and he watched it as it stopped and tried to figure out which way it should go. Which way was the food? Or home? Those were probably the only motivating forces behind the ant’s progress, not an actual decision-making process that weighed the pros and cons of each possible outcome and chose one or the other.

      He wanted to be the ant after he was done being the tile.

      She wasn’t going to let him, though.

      She had decided, and she was just giving him a bit of space to process it before she told him what they were going to do. She was still staring at him, waiting for him to be done playing tile and ant.

      He sniffed again. Longer, deeper. With more intentionality. He felt the anger coming again. The pure, unadulterated anger. It wasn’t intense yet, but it would be. At some point soon, shortly after this string of moments, he would be angry.

      She knew it, and he knew it. It was probably the one thing the man waiting outside didn’t know, and the ant and the tile wouldn’t have any way of knowing, either.

      That gave him hope. The idea that somehow he could retain this knowledge, keep it from the rest of the world, locked up safe and tight until he — and only he — wanted to release it. It wasn’t much in the way of hope, but it was still hope. And he relished it. He held it tight to his chest when he swallowed, then looked up from the ant and the tile and into her eyes.

      Those gorgeous eyes. Everything he’d ever known was nothing compared to what those eyes now knew, what they were trying to hide.

      He’d fallen in love with those eyes, more than once even. And he could have again, if…

      If.

      There was no if, not any more. It was all over.

      He stared into those eyes he no longer cared about, into the soul of a woman he wasn’t sure deserved one.

      Finally, after four days of complete silence and wasted tears, he opened his mouth to speak.

      There was a grumbling rust covering his vocal cords, and he did his best to clear it. His next words would be wasted, but they were still his. She couldn’t take that, too.

      “It’s a —”

      She held up her hand. Just a bit, barely off her knee.

      But he saw it, and he knew what it meant.

      Don’t say it, she was saying with that hand. Don’t even make me think it.

      He nodded. Not out of respect, but out of a weakness he knew she shared. He didn’t want to say it.

      And he hated himself for that.

      After a long minute of silence, another minute that added nothing but more silence to the previous length of silent minutes, he stood.

      Walked toward the door.

      He cleared his throat, ready. Or so he thought.

      He didn’t turn around. He couldn’t. He reached for the handle, turned it.

      The man was there, waiting.

      “Sometimes we just need to walk away, son.”

      He wanted to punch him. Didn’t matter what he’d said, really, he just didn’t want him to say anything at all. But that? Of all things? What did it even mean? And how had he given the man the impression he wanted to be talked to? He brushed him off, ignoring him but also realizing he was essentially doing what he’d just been told to do. He would fight for this, but not here. Not now. It wouldn’t be a fight like any other — this one would take place in his mind.

      He wouldn’t walk away from the fight.

      Then Gareth walked out of the room.

      It was the last time he saw her.
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      “Red, get your ass over here!” the man yelled. The bear of a man frowned in Gareth’s direction, the closest thing to a smile the man could muster. He was tall, taller even than his men like Gareth, who seemed to have been chosen for this group because they were tall.

      Gareth Red placed his weapon on the ground, checking the chamber and then locking the mechanism, then placing the cloth over the rifle’s stock. He pushed himself up with his arms, his biceps and forearms rippling with freshly worked muscle. He jumped straight up, pulling his legs beneath him, and stood.

      “Sir,” he said, turning to his boss.

      Gareth was chewing gum, and he spat it out toward the tilted blue trashcan that hung on a wooden frame nearby. The wad of gum hit the side of the can and fell to the ground. He adjusted his sunglasses and shrugged, then turned back toward the man who’d called for him.

      “Don’t you have a phone, Red?” the man asked.

      He shook his head. Technically, yes, he wanted to say. But it was broken.

      “Why not?”

      “It’s — I’m not really a tech guy,” he lied.

      The man stared at him. “Whatever, Red.”

      “You’ve been requested in the office,” the man said.

      “Me?”

      “Did I stutter?”

      Gareth found that place inside him he used for times like this, mustering up a bit of sarcasm. The sarcasm helped — not anyone else, really, but it helped him. “Are you prone to stuttering?” Gareth asked. “I mean, I didn’t hear anything, but sometimes the stuttering can be subtle, like a —”

      “Dammit, Red, that mouth of yours. I tell you what — if it wasn’t for your shot you’d be out of here. And probably with a few busted lips.”

      “A few?” Red asked, about to jump into another joke.

      The man just pointed at the office.

      Red shrugged again, and started walking — slowly — up the hill.

      The training camp they were in was owned by the US government, but it barely qualified in Gareth’s mind as a ‘camp.’ If it wasn’t for the blue trash can, the sole reminder of civilization anywhere in sight save for the main office building, he’d have thought they had built the camp for woodland beasts and birds.

      His own campsite, for example, was a terrible excuse for a campsite. If he was on a survival training exercise, he’d have expected to run up against some difficult sleeping arrangements, but this had been billed as a ‘remote training camp,’ built on ‘old state park grounds.’

      He wondered what state would have campgrounds that featured tent pads made of briar bushes and rocks, with barely enough clearance to set up a tent.

      And the tents…. The tents made him crazy. He’d had better options in his childhood Boy Scout troop. These tents had poles that were duct taped together in  places, their ability to bend now permanently reduced. The tent walls themselves were ripping in more than one spot, and if it wasn’t for the rain it would have allowed for a decent draft to work its way through the tent.

      But it was raining a lot, almost nonstop. For the five days he’d been here, the rain was the part of the experience that he hated most. After long, grueling days, long nights, and barely enough food to keep a rat alive, he would crash inside the tent — which he was forced to share with a snoring teammate, nonetheless — and only be asleep for seconds before the rain would start.

      He was wet now, actually, even though it hadn’t rained in a good half-hour.

      He shook his head, trying to force the smile back. Smiling was helpful for some people to actually change the way they felt about a situation. For Gareth, it was simply cathartic. It helped him process, possibly to find the optimism in life. It was habitual now, something he couldn’t control. A habit he’d built long ago, in what felt like a previous life, smiling was a way to have a bit of control in a situation.

      When nothing else could be controlled, smiling could. As off-putting as it was to some people, smiling was a way for Gareth to control them. To keep them off-balance, or at least unsure of his next move.

      As his father used to say, ‘you can’t argue with a smiling man.’

      Untrue, he’d discovered, but it certainly made the argument more fun.

      He reached the makeshift ‘office,’ a Tuff-shed that had been haphazardly placed on another ‘campsite’ full of briar and rocks, and entered. He had to duck through the door, and even inside he wasn’t comfortable standing up to his full height.

      “You have a lot of taller guys here,” he said. “Seems like you could have bought a taller office.”

      The man sitting at the desk swiveled his head around and stood up. “Seems like you could have just been shorter.”

      Red wasn’t sure what to say. He stuck his tongue out to the side of his cheek, staring at the guy at the desk.

      “You Gleeson?” he asked.

      The guy nodded. “Yeah. You Red?”

      Gareth nodded.

      “Great,” the man said, with about as much enthusiasm as one of the rocks that held the place up. “You’re done here.”

      Gareth frowned. “But my shooting has been far better than —”

      “I know exactly how your shooting has been,” Gleeson said. “That’s part of the reason you’re done — you don’t really need it. The other part is that I’m not sure you’re enjoying it a whole lot here.”

      Gareth raised an eyebrow. “Oh? Why would you think that? Is it because you can also hear Godzilla snoring next to me at night? Or is it the rain? It’s the rain, isn’t it? Or I guess it could be the food. You guys have us on some sort of ‘Oregon Trail’ rations. You remember that game? You’re about the right age for it, and —”

      Gleeson held up a hand. “Red, I’m in charge of this place, but I’m not your commanding officer. Still, if I may speak freely, you need to learn when to shut the hell up.”

      Gareth stood up straighter. “Got it.”

      “You’re leaving because you’ve been called back.”

      “My unit?”

      “No. Something else.”

      “Care to elaborate?”

      “I wish I could. Orders came in this morning, and I wasn’t allowed to pull the second page.”

      Gareth laughed. “Tell me you’re joking. Everybody pulls the second page, man. Who would know? Just give it a quick —”

      “I’m not going to read private orders from a colonel.”

      “From a — yeah, okay, give them here.”

      Gleeson handed Gareth the papers, and he flipped through them. He frowned. “I don’t even know who this guy is.”

      “He’s retired. It’s not an active-duty assignment.”

      “I thought you didn’t read the papers?”

      “I read the Wikipedia article, Red. This guy’s a major executive now in a Fortune 1,000 company. Pretty big deal, I’d guess.”

      As Gareth skimmed the first page, he kept up his line of questioning. “Must be a pretty big deal if he’s got the swagger to pull me off a training excursion.”

      “It’s a favor, I’m sure. This guy’s track record implies that he’s able to call in a few favors every now and then.”
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      The flight to Amsterdam was uneventful, which was disappointing to Gareth. He’d always imagined Amsterdam as a place of sinful fun, of never-ending delights of any particular brand and flavor.

      So it was disappointing that the flight itself was rather boring, as he had assumed that a private plane ride from the sticks all the way to Amsterdam, Netherlands, would at least include a small taste of what he might expect upon landing.

      But it was not so — Gareth had buckled his seat belt, dozed off, and awoke somewhere over the Atlantic, nothing but blue skies and cloud cover — and a lot of water — outside. Inside was hardly better. The flight attendant who’d offered him a drink barely seemed to notice him, and even though he’d put on his best ‘single guy on vacation’ smile, she was more interested in whatever was on her phone’s screen than him.

      So when they finally landed, Gareth was excited to not only stretch his legs, but to begin enjoying the European pleasure city. He’d heard much about it, and he'd often fantasized about traipsing around the city and experiencing it all first hand.

      The military got in the way, and even though he enjoyed his career — an extremely capable Army sniper, quickly rising through the ranks — it was a shame that he traveled so much less often than his recruiters had bragged about. He was far from a salty sea dog or a mysterious world traveler, and he was lucky to have even visited most of America’s larger cities.

      Gareth wanted more out of life than shooting at fake targets and moving from one desert to the next, spending his little free time with competitive military brats and special forces goons. He like most of the men he served with, but it was more out of mutual respect for his countrymen than an actual friendly companionship.

      Amsterdam was out there, and he wanted to conquer it. He had always had a flair for history, and even considered giving up his rifle and trading it in for the tassels of a tenured professor. But he had no connections, no professional academic training, and no idea where in the world he’d ever want to ‘settle down.’ If teaching didn’t involve teaching as much as researching and reading — and exploring — he might have just gone through with it.

      But here he was, serving another unknown master in an unknown city. This master was markedly different than any military commander or ranking officer he’d ever met, and he hadn’t even met the guy yet.

      But no American military officer he’d ever heard of would fly a young gun like Gareth across the pond in a private Learjet, offer him drinks, and expect him to comply without so much as a question about his mission.

      And to Gareth, that meant only one thing: the person on the other end of this order was not military.

      He stretched his arms up and over his head, looking left and right as he touched the tarmac at Schiphol and started walking.

      He wasn’t sure where to walk, but toward the main building that sprawled out in front of him and the plane seemed like an optimum choice.

      Who am I looking for? he wondered. Will they have one of those signs?

      Gareth reached the building and found the answer.

      A sign, but no one holding it.

      Red, G.

      Nothing more.

      He walked toward it, once again looking around. The sign had been set up on a chair and put outside the main entrance to the airport’s terminal, but there was no one around. Since no one had exited the plane with him, he was completely alone.

      The runways and tarmacs behind him and the bustling building in front of him caused an eerie juxtaposition — he’d never been alone outside an airport of any sort before. Usually there were at least servicemen and women bustling about, working on this or that, fueling the planes that were preparing to taxi for takeoff. The military bases he’d flown to — and he’d flown to plenty — were also abundantly staffed. Crews raced around, competing with one another in intra-staff games and personal bests, all doing the jobs they’d been assigned to after boot camp.

      But here was different. There were a few planes descending toward their runways, but they were still far off in the distance, and he could hardly hear them. No one ran around, no one raced toward a jug of fuel or drove a lumbering luggage cart.

      The chair, the sign, and Gareth were all alone.

      He picked up the sign, a simple folded piece of card stock that had been hung over the back of the chair. The letters were scrawled in permanent marker, the handwriting clean and clear, as if care had been taken to spell each word properly.

      And there were hardly even two words. Red, G.

      Gareth Red. The sign was meant for him, of that he was sure.

      He lifted it closer to his eye, but there was nothing else useful on the otherwise plain-white stock.

      He was about to place it back over the chair when he noticed that the chair’s back had a sticky note on it. He grabbed it, peeling it from the red plastic and setting the sign on the seat of the chair.

      Meet at 1800 hours. An address was scrawled in permanent marker below it. He read it, checked the address on his phone, and stuffed the note into his back pocket.

      Gareth smiled. No, this is definitely not a military operation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      1800 hours came quickly — Gareth hardly had enough time to change and look for a cheap motel after the flight. His benefactors had splurged on the flight, but had failed to set him up with a place to stay.

      He was positive that meant he wouldn’t be staying, so he walked the blocks around the airport for an hour, got a bite to eat, and noticed that there quite a few ‘vacancy’ signs around. If he did in fact have to stay the night in town, he’d be fine.

      He carried no wallet, just a pad of US dollars he kept folded and inside his back left pocket. Two hundreds, a few twenties. Easy enough in just about any country in the world to get change or exchange it for the local currency.

      He chose a decent-looking Thai place down the street from the airport’s front entrance, one surrounded by hotels and seemingly busy enough to be worthy of attention. The food was decent, the price was great, and he felt satisfied after.

      He made it to the rendezvous point at 1755, as he’d planned, and waited on a folding chair in what he could only describe as the lobby. Dimly lit from one bulb hanging from the ceiling, the orange glow splashing the already dirty room in dirtier, musty light.

      No one came or went, and he began to wonder if he was even in the right spot.

      Two minutes before the meeting was scheduled, a door opened on the other side of the room and a man stepped out. He opened his arm wide, beckoning Gareth inside.

      Gareth shrugged, then stood up and walked over. The man didn’t speak, and Gareth took the hint and followed suit. He reached the door, waited for the man to open it wider, then stepped through.

      The room inside was barely different than the lobby, but it was smaller. A similar orange bulb hung from a chain, and a card table sat in the center of the room, three chairs spread around it.

      Gareth waited, but the man offered no instructions. He looked at Gareth, sizing him up, but offered nothing.

      “Y — you my guy?” Gareth asked.

      The man didn’t respond.

      “Look, pal, I flew a long way to —”

      “Mr. Donahue will be in a moment,” the man finally said. His voice was raspy, overused and overworked. Gareth immediately decided to not ask him any more questions, fearing that he might have to hear the man’s wretched voice again.

      “Well, I’ll just…” Gareth made his way over to the center chair at the table, pulled it out, and sat down. “I’ll just wait here, then. You know how long he’ll be?”

      He winced when he realized he’d just asked another question, but thankfully the man — his host — didn’t speak. He simply shook his head, then turned and walked out of the room.

      The heavy metal door slammed behind him, and Gareth suddenly realized he had no idea what he had just walked into. Not only was this clearly not a military operation, it didn’t even appear to be sanctioned by any well-meaning group.

      Who sends for a man they’ve never met with a private jet, then doesn’t even meet them at the airport? Or get them a car, or a room?

      He didn’t have much to look at in the room while he waited, but he didn’t have to wait long.

      The door opened, slowly, revealing a creak that hadn’t been present before. Another man stepped in, followed by the first man he’d met.

      “Welcome, Gareth,” the man said. “My name is Mr. Donahue. I see you’ve met my associate, Mr. Kroenke.”

      “Uh, yeah… ‘met’ is probably a bit strong of a word, wouldn’t you say, Mr. Kroenke.”

      Without hesitation, Mr. Kroenke strolled over to the table, leaned over it, and held out his right hand. Gareth shook it hesitantly. It was moist with sweat, flimsy like a sapling, and generally the most non-militaristic thing he’d ever experienced.

      Gareth smiled. “You guys aren’t, uh, military.”

      Donahue shook his head. “And as far as this operation is concerned, neither are you.”

      Gareth’s smile fell into a frown. “What’s that supposed to mean? I’m not here to do any of your dirty work, boys.”

      Donahue’s face remained completely devoid of expression. “That’s not why we’ve engaged your services, Mr. Red. We simply mean to remind you that we are not interested in following a prescribed set of governing policies.”

      “You don’t have any rules of engagement. Or accountability.”

      “We don’t have any dictated oversight, if that’s what you mean. Yes.”

      “Than I’m not interested.”

      “Mr. Red, my associate tells me you are the man for the job. He tells me you aren’t a rule follower, necessarily, so I’m intrigued by your lack of desire to have little oversight in this operation.”

      Gareth reached up and squeezed at the area above his nose. “Okay, hey. Slow down. First, you haven’t told me anything about this operation. Second, have you been following me? Watching me?”

      Donahue raised a hand, as if trying to calm a belligerent child. “No, Mr. Red. We haven’t been watching you. But we’ve been reading reports of you and your team members from —”

      “From camp? You’ve been spying on the confidential documents from the training facility I’ve been —”

      “We’ve been reading the reports, as they’ve been handed to us, Mr. Red.” He stopped, cleared his throat, then continued. “Mr. Red, I apologize for the location of this meeting today. I believe in strong first impressions, and I can only infer from your disinterest that our unfortunately drab locale has confused you.”

      “I’m not confused about anything,” Gareth said, “except why I’m here. Yeah, this place sucks. It’s dark, and wet, and it stinks. Did you know it stinks? Well it stinks. Kinda like fish, but not as strong as — oh! You know what? It’s not fish, it’s like fish that used to be here, but then coffee came along, and got old, and stale, and wet, and then —”

      “Mr. Red,” Donahue said, raising his voice a notch. “I apologize, again, for our surroundings. It’s not ideal, but it is a necessity. We must act quickly, and we must do so under the most inauspicious circumstances.”

      Gareth looked at both of them, the Men in Black, wondering what the hell this was all about. And who talks like that?

      “What’s the mission, then?” Gareth asked. “Let’s get down to brass tacks.”

      “Details are quite simple. We would like to buy your time, for a project that we believe will begin the moment you walk out this door and end the moment you walk back in, two weeks from now.”

      “Two weeks.” Gareth whistled. “Not a lot of time for anything but picking up laundry. Am I picking up laundry.”

      Donahue glanced at his subordinate, Kroenke, and Gareth thought he saw the faintest telling of a smile. “Actually, yes. There is a laundromat down the block. Only one in the area, so you can’t miss it. You have an order waiting there, and the ticket is with Mr. Kroenke. He’ll get it for you after we’re done here.”

      “Okay, so far so good. I’m pretty sure I can handle that.”

      Strangely enough, Gareth had the sudden feeling of confusion, as he had never actually cleaned his clothes at a laundromat. He wondered if he could, in fact, handle that.

      “Once you have your items, there will be more instructions found within, including a plane ticket. Unfortunately, this time it will be coach, and it will not be like any western-based airline. I apologize, again, for the inconvenience.”

      “Fine,” Gareth said. “What next? What am I actually doing?”

      Donahue looked over at Kroenke, whose wide eyes and slight shrug told Gareth everything he needed to know.

      “You haven’t been briefed on that, Mr. Red?”

      Gareth was shocked. “Uh, no. Not exactly. I was told to come here, then I saw a chair with a sign on it at the airport, and now I’m here.”

      Donahue took this in, rolled back on his feet, then looked down at Gareth. “Well, in that case, the job is simple. We are going to pay you one million US dollars that will be wire transferred to a bank set up in your name in the Cayman Islands.”

      A lot of money, Gareth thought, and in a way that’s more discreet. No tax burden on that, really.

      “That’s a good amount of money. We negotiating now?”

      “No.”

      “Fair enough. What am I supposed to do to get this money?”

      “Mr. Red, we’d like you to find someone.”
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      Another plane. Another change of clothes. And now another scotch.

      He’d already had two, but since the flight was hours long, he figured he’d have plenty of time for the liquor to wear off. Besides, this was his operation now.

      He’d accepted the money, of course. Once they’d explained what the situation was, he’d signed on the dotted line and given them his consent for the first half of the million dollars to be wired to the offshore account. He still didn’t have access to that account, but that wasn’t an issue.

      Gareth knew enough about these sort of transactions, mostly through rumblings about them from his father, that the men who set them up typically liked to keep their cards close to their chest for as long as possible. No one liked to get stood up, and guys playing around with a lot of someone else’s money were no exception.

      Gareth thought back to the conversations he’d had with his father, a career Navy Seal who was now retired from the military and working as an amateur sleuth. ‘Amateur’ in that he specifically tried to keep his name unknown to the outside world, even though he was very much a professional.

      His father would have been perfect for this mission, Gareth knew. He would know what to do, when to do it, and he would have even been able to negotiate a higher payout from the grunts he’d talked to earlier.

      But his father wasn’t here, and he wouldn’t be. They’d made that clear — Gareth was alone on this. The types of clients his father worked for could easily be considered a conflict of interest.

      A major conflict of interest.

      So Gareth was told that he was to keep his father and anyone else out of this matter. They’d chosen Gareth because of his knowledge with these situation, in no small part due to who his father was, but they’d also made it clear that he was to operate alone.

      He sipped on the scotch, a cheap Islay that tasted peatier than he preferred. In truth, he preferred most other whiskeys besides scotch — Irish, American, and especially bourbon. He let the cold elixir slide down his throat and looked out the window as he thought again about his plan.

      He couldn’t call in a favor from his old man, and he couldn’t even call him to update him on his location. Gareth had been pulled out of training and active duty thanks to a very high-powered brass hand, and he’d been given a choice: find the guy they all wanted and earn a million bucks, or don’t find anyone, go back to training, and never speak of it again. They’d used the term ‘find,’ but Gareth knew what it really meant. You don’t get stuffed into a tiny, dingy room with a single yellowish bulb hanging from the ceiling and get told to ‘find a guy’ just because they lost him.

      They wanted him to find their guy, and then kill him.

      He’d initially recoiled at the thought of becoming an assassin, and he was prepared to choose the simpler path and walk out of the dank room forever, but he had at least wanted to know a bit about the person they were after. He could find them, then decide later whether or not he would kill them. He’d done it before, more than once. He was a sniper after all, and one of his specialties was working alone — seeking out a high-powered mark and taking them out from a distance, moving silently through the environment without a chance of being seen.

      Gareth quickly learned that they didn’t exactly know who it was they needed to find, but they knew that it was someone. This particular threat was making a fool of some high-powered banker types, including the men who had hired Gareth. They told him he could learn more, and even speak to their boss to get the details, but they’d need a confirmation from him. They’d asked that he consider taking this flight, if for no other reason than to clear his head and consider the offer once more. If he wanted, he could pick up the phone they’d given him, dial the number, and find out the sensitive details.

      It sounded like a huge gamble for both sides, but once again his father’s words came to mind. ‘The good guys are always just as careful as the bad guys, but they’ll usually give you just enough information to make a good decision.’

      It didn’t mean much in most situations, but Gareth realized while he was sitting in the room with the two men that those words fit the situation perfectly. The two men weren’t withholding information because he was the enemy, but because they needed his help. It was a sensitive matter, one they couldn’t just openly discuss, but they wanted him in.

      He’d agreed to take the flight.

      Whoever they wanted taken out was a bad person. He’d confirm that suspicion and make doubly sure he was on the right side before he disembarked the airplane.

      The plan had taken off and flown north, but other than that, he didn’t know where they’d drop him off.

      Only one way to find out, he thought. He drained the last drop of scotch, looked for the flight attendant, and waved him over.

      “Bourbon, please,” he said.

      The gentleman leaned down a bit closer, frowning. “Burr bone?” he asked in broken English.

      Gareth sighed. “What else do you have, besides scotch?”

      The man smiled. “We have great collection of fine liquor. I will bring you a menu.”

      He disappeared to the back of the empty jet and returned momentarily, holding out a humongous laminated sheet.

      “Woah,” Gareth said. “Quite a few options here. Where you from, anyway?”

      The flight attendant seemed confused by the question at first, but then leaned in again and spoke directly into Gareth’s ear. “Uzbekistan.”

      “Right. Okay,” Gareth said. “Well, I’m assuming you’re a long way from home?”

      The man opened his mouth, almost spoke, then stopped himself.

      Gareth smiled. “Come on, bud, you can give me something, right?”

      The man seemed be slightly angered at Gareth’s attempts to make him reveal the apparently sensitive information. He looked down at Gareth and finally spoke. “Everything will be made apparent.”

      Gareth nodded slowly. “Right. Okay. Well, in that case, I’d better get on the phone. Oh — and how about a Crown and Coke?”

      He wasn’t much for Crown Royal, but the lighter taste and feel it had, he thought, paired well with Coke. It also had little effect on him. He was technically working, so he didn’t want to overdo it.

      The flight attendant returned a few seconds later — again, Gareth was the only person in the plane, yet it easily could have held another forty people. It was a smaller jet than a commercial airliner, but to Gareth, the only passenger, it was downright massive.

      All this expense, he thought. Certainly not military. But definitely impressive.

      He wondered again about the men who’d put him up to this. Meeting him in a very non-discreet location, yet sending for him and now sending him somewhere else on fancy private jets.

      They had money, but they were careful to use it only when it wouldn’t cause attention.

      Satisfied with his drink, his situation, and his mind somewhat at ease, he pulled out the phone they’d given him and prepared to call the number that had been saved on it.

      He looked once more at the front of the plane, seeing that the flight attendant was busy cleaning something, and dialed the number.
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      “Mr. Red,” the woman on the other end of the phone said. That was the first surprise Gareth had — the person orchestrating all of this was a woman. He wasn’t at all sexist, but it still took him by surprise.

      “Uh, yes,” he said. “Hello.”

      “Have you been treated well? Comfortably, I hope?”

      “Y — yes,” he said again. “I’ve been treated very comfortably.”

      The woman laughed quickly, a sharp, staccato thing that freaked him out more than put him at ease. At least she’s trying, he thought.

      “Good. Well, I assume you’ve been briefed?”

      “I got… a little. From your boys back in town. Not much, I must say. The whole thing is a bit confusing.”

      The woman paused for a moment, or there was a delay on the connection, but she eventually spoke again. “Yes, well, I apologize. Our intent was never to cause confusion. You see, we don’t exactly know what we’re dealing with here. We’re a bit confused ourselves.”

      “You want me to find someone, I presume?”

      “We do, yes.”  He could almost hear her nodding.

      “But you don’t know who it is.”

      “Again, correct.”

      “Well — that’s going to make this job a bit difficult.”

      “You’ve been told that we expect it is someone in the banking industry.”

      “Why’s that?” Gareth asked.

      “Well, the people who have been showing up dead — all very discreetly, I might add — have had a few things in common.”

      “Like… they’re all dead?”

      “That’s the first thing, yes. Specifically, these are people who had no reason to die. They weren’t sick, they weren’t dangerous, and we had no idea they were in danger.”

      “Okay, what else?” Gareth asked, as he took a sip of the drink.

      “The second thing they have in common is that they were all extremely wealthy. Ranging from net worths in the high tens-of-millions to billions.”

      “Wow,” Gareth said. He considered throwing in a joke about his own pay, but thought better of the it. The woman on the other end of the call didn’t seem to be much for humor.

      “Correct,” she said, with no sense of emotion in her voice. “Finally, they all liquidated the majority of their assets just before their death.”

      Ah, Gareth thought. Makes sense now. It’s a money grab. Trick the rich folks, kill the rich folks, take the rich folks’ money.

      He thought about that for a moment as he looked out the window. It was so obvious, so… trite. He’d even had the option to watch a movie about such a heist when he’d boarded the plane.

      The concept was simple, really, and for good reason — simple plans usually worked best, because the simple plans usually had the fewest moving pieces. Find a rich person or persons, trick them by — on the lower end of the scale — selling them something seemingly low-key and commonplace, like insurance or a bank deposit box, or, on the higher end, a plane or a mansion, or anything else.

      Then, when the trust had been built up enough on both sides, the ‘switch’ would happen. The crook would somehow extract enough information from the victims, slowly bleeding them of more money, or information, or simply stealing their identity, the modern version of bank robbery. They’d have everything they needed to slowly and methodically expunge the assets from the victim’s portfolio, and — when they were really good — they could even stay in contact with the victim while it was happening and play the role of morale-giver, removing the idea entirely from the victim’s mind that they were being duped.

      Gareth had heard of plenty of similar scenarios, but he had to admit this was a big one. Millionaires and billionaires, all agreeing to dump their assets into an account, just like that?

      It did seem unlikely, but that wasn’t even the most surprising part. The person doing all of this was killing them after.

      If you wanted to get someone’s money, why kill them and call more attention to yourself? Why not leave them alive, bleed them dry slowly over time? It would be a way to guarantee an income stream for yourself for the rest of your life.

      Gareth shuddered. He hated that he could understand easily the criminal’s mind. He had never considered things like this before he’d joined the military, but being trained to think like a soldier meant he’d been trained to think like a man trying to get the best edge over another man. It wasn’t always pretty, but it was usually effective.

      So he understood the gist of the game, but he still couldn’t understand the motive. That put him back at square one — if you couldn’t understand the motive, you didn’t understand the game.

      So he didn’t understand the game. Why take everyone’s money if you’re not actually going to take it? And why kill them afterwards, only calling more attention to yourself?

      He had a feeling he was about to find out.
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      “It’s not a ploy to take their money,” the woman said. “As we originally thought.”

      Gareth stopped. This was a twist. She felt like the motive was not money?

      “It’s not? But that’s a lot of money,” he said.

      “Correct. Yet the money is still in an account, and our government — the US government, I should clarify — has full access to the account.”

      “Wait, really?”

      “They do. They’ve frozen the assets from each of the victims, until they have a better understanding of what’s going on. The IRS and the CIA are jointly examining the multinational aspect of this case, as most of the victims were not US citizens. But the account is a US-based account, so we’ve moved ahead with the investigation until further notice, when the United Nations stops dragging its feet.”

      Gareth thought through the woman’s last statement. “So you’re CIA? Is that who I’m working for?”

      “The CIA has its own operatives, Mr. Red.”

      True. Of course. He knew that was true, and the CIA would already have people on the ground all over the world, trying to figure this thing out. He was confident he wasn’t currently being contracted by the IRS, and the woman herself had all but denied a good working relationship with the UN.”

      “So…” he wanted to phrase this question properly. “Who am I working for?”

      Eh, whatever. Good enough.

      “That is confidential, Mr. Red. I apologize for our cryptic way of dealing with you and this situation, but you must understand and trust the significant pressure we’re all under here.”

      “I bet,” he said. “Probably getting an earful from your boss, huh?”

      Again, the shrill, cackling three-note laugh. He had to pull the phone away from his ear.

      “Regardless, Mr. Red, we cannot disclose any more information about ourselves. I apologize. I hope you understand.”

      “Yeah, sure,” he said. “But you gotta give me a bit more than that — I can’t just walk around and ask people on the streets if they’ve recently dumped their assets into an offshore bank account.”

      “No, you certainly cannot,” the woman said. “What did the men you spoke with tell you?”

      He thought back to the conversation. One of the men had been surprised that he hadn’t yet been briefed, while the other seemed to have been playing dumb the whole time.

      “Well, let’s see. They said I need to find someone for you, and they’ll pay me a lot of money.”

      “That’s correct.”

      “But then they said they weren’t sure who I was supposed to find.”

      “I see.”

      “So they told me to talk to you — that you would tell me who. And I’ve deduced that it’s not just about finding someone, is it? You want this person off the map.”

      She paused. “Yes. I see. But we don’t know exactly who it is we would like to remove from the situation.”

      She said the words like ‘removing’ was somehow better, more humane, than the more grotesque ‘killing.’

      “Okay, fine,” Gareth said. “You don’t know exactly who you want to remove. Do you at least have a list of possible candidates?”

      “No.”

      “Do you have a list of characteristics, then? Maybe what their hair looks like, or eye color. Hell, even what shoes they wear would be more helpful.”

      “We have the names of the people who have been killed.”

      “Well then,” Gareth said. “That’s a fine place to start. See who they’ve come into contact with lately, who might be around all their lives to warrant their wanting to liquidate assets into a big ‘ol liquidation bucket?”

      “That won’t work, I’m afraid.”

      Gareth took a huge sip of the Crown and Coke, feeling it singe the back of his throat just before it turned and went down, a smooth, cool refreshing feeling. He suddenly wished he’d ordered two. He figured the flight attendant guy with no sense of humor was probably working for this same woman he was speaking with, but he didn’t want to take the chance and reveal any sensitive information.

      Not like he revealed anything to me, he thought.

      “So you can’t figure out anything else about the killer? You just know the victims super well?”

      The woman didn’t respond.

      “I thought you guys were supposed to know everything about us. NSA, right? Those guys have data and voice recordings and everything, don’t they? So you’re not them? You’re telling me you’re —”

      He stopped, suddenly realizing.

      Of course.

      It all makes perfect sense now.

      They weren’t government at all. They had nothing to do with the CIA investigation. They weren’t the NSA, or the IRS, or any other acronym. They weren’t in the public sector.

      They were private.

      It made so much sense it practically screamed at him. She knew it, too, he realized. She wanted him to know, but she couldn’t tell him.

      This was the bank.

      The bank that had discovered that their clients were being killed, one at a time, just after they’d deposited a massive amount of money in the bank’s records.

      The bank knew the clients, and they knew the amounts of money. They were the ones who would be suspicious, naturally, since they were the only party privy to all that information.

      The United States government agencies, this early in the game, would only have fragmented information. They wouldn’t know everything yet — they might not ever know everything.

      The bank was the common denominator here, and since it was on US soil had a lot at stake, trying to make sure it would stay out of the limelight, out of any media coverage that could be bad for business.

      There might even be some sense of humane justice here, Gareth thought.

      The IRS and the CIA, aided by whatever the UN would eventually give them, would be tracking the deaths alone — they would be weeks, possibly months behind any sense that the deaths were all connected. They could be individual murders as far as they were concerned. Murders happened all the time, and unless the killer publicly stated that the folks they killed all stuck a bunch of their money into one solitary bank account, they’d have no idea how it all tied together.

      So the woman he was talking to, the men who’d ‘briefed’ him, the flight attendant and flight crew — they were all working for the bank.

      It all made sense now.

      “You work for the bank.”

      No response.

      “I know you can’t admit it, because it could endanger you and the folks you work for. I get that. Can you at least tell me what bank it is…” he shifted the question. “… that the people deposited their assets into?”

      No answer again.

      He sighed. “Fine. Fair enough, I get it. You got anything else?”

      This time there was no pause whatsoever. The woman, almost excitedly, spoke again. “We have a location.”

      “Oh?” He’d suspected as much — the Feds would take a bit to get this information, but if the woman he was speaking with was in fact with the bank all these dead people had deposited their assets into, they would surely know at least the locations of some of the dead people.

      “Yes. We believe we know the location of one of the suspected victims. One of the larger deposit amounts, as well. And this victim seems to be someone of ‘suspect’ quality, at least according to the list I’m looking at.”

      “Great,” Gareth said. This is where I’m currently heading. “So I guess this is where I’m supposed to start my chase, correct?”

      “Correct.”

      “Great. See, we’re getting somewhere now. And what is this location?”

      The woman seemed to sigh, or at least pull the phone away from her ear for a moment. Then, when she came back on, her voice was calmer, quieter.

      “You’re going to Yakutsk, and then on to Oymyakon, Russia. It’s a two-day drive from Yakutsk, and it’s too cold to fly directly into Oymyakon.”
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      The flight attendant suspiciously arrived immediately after Gareth’s call with the woman from the bank. He delivered another Crown and Coke, this time alongside a small, flat wooden board filled with cheeses, sliced meats, and bread.

      “Charcuterie, sir?” the man asked, setting the board down on Gareth’s tray table.

      “Little step up from the peanuts and pretzels I usually get,” Gareth said.

      “We want to make sure you’re comfortable.”

      “And yet you’re sending me to Yakutsk.”

      “As I said, we want to make sure you are comfortable,” the flight attendant said. “For that reason, you will find all of the overhead bins full of the equipment you might need — winter parkas, weapons, and navigation and survival equipment.”

      Gareth cocked an eye open a bit. “You don’t say?”

      The man frowned.

      “Figure of speech, buddy. Sorry. Anyway, that sounds great. When will we be landing?”

      “First thing tomorrow morning,” he responded. “I recommend trying on the clothing and gear, testing it for fit. We have sized you up, but there are a few different options to try.”

      Gareth nodded. “Seems like you’ve thought of everything, then.”

      The flight attendant began to walk away, but Gareth grabbed his arm. “Hold on, uh… sir.”

      “Roderick,” the man answered.

      “Right… Roderick. Why — why me?”

      Roderick looked out the tiny plane window, watching the clouds rolling by, a few mountain tops poking through as they passed within miles of them. He thought about it a moment, then looked back down at Gareth.

      “Well, Mr. Red, it seems someone who has been keeping a close eye on you believes you are a perfect fit for this sort of expedition.”

      Gareth wasn’t sure what that meant. Am I a good fit because I’m actually good at this sort of thing? He hadn’t been on many live-fire missions, and he certainly hadn’t played Navy Seal-out-to-find-a-bad-guy before. Or is it because I’m expendable?

      He wondered if it could have been a combination of both. He had a loud mouth, a characteristic that wasn’t exactly rewarded in the military, but he never imagined it was bad enough that it had caused him to draw the short straw.

      He thought about it. His father could have put in a good word for him, but he doubted his father was in anyone’s good graces enough that a favor — one way or another — was likely. His coordinator at the camp he’d just come from had not been a fan of Gareth, always giving him hell and treating him like a recruit.

      So whomever had set this all in motion was a mystery. He wondered if that was a good thing — the person needed to keep their identity out of the picture for everyone’s safety — or if there was something more sinister going on.

      Still, it seemed odd that Gareth had been chosen. Perhaps he was in the right place at the right time, or perhaps it really was as simple as he’d imagined: Gareth Red was the most average, expendable soldier they had, with just enough of the skill sets needed to tackle this little mission and get the job done. No one back home would bat an eye if he didn’t make it out alive, and no one at the bank would owe him anything beyond the money they’d promised him if he succeeded.

      It was curious, but Gareth liked curiosities. He liked to feel needed, and he liked mysteries. He was no detective, but the bank lady had made this mission sound like it was more about shooting people than following clues. He was a history buff and liked problem-solving, so if there were a few clues to decipher along the way, even better.

      He sighed, draining the last bit of Crown and Coke, and stood up, careful not to bump his head against the hard plastic of the curved overhead bin doors. He turned and walked back toward the rear restrooms, then started opening the bins.

      Roderick had been correct. Each of the bins contained an arsenal of equipment, all packaged neatly in plastic storage containers, compressed into airtight bags, or folded neatly and placed in rucksacks.

      He felt giddy for a moment — he loved survival gear, including tents and sleeping bags and all manner of tools and gadgets. In one small bin he found a perfectly organized BOB — a bug-out bag, intended for use when ‘the shit hit the fan.’ Everything he would need to survive for weeks, even months, in the middle of nowhere, with no one around to help. Coupled with an already expert-level of survival knowledge, Gareth felt like he could stretch the BOB’s use for up to a year. After that, he’d be reliant on his environment for support.

      But he had no plans whatsoever to spend a year in this place.

      He was going to be well-prepared for the mission: take out the bad guy, whoever that may be. And he felt even more prepared when he opened the next set of overhead bins.

      An entire armory stared back at him, dimly lit by the yellow and orange track lights inside each compartment. The first bin held every conceivable make and model of pistol and handgun, and the second held small-arms fire like assault rifles, submachine guns, and even some old-school artifacts he’d once imagined collecting.

      Finally, in the last bin, he found what he was really hoping he’d find: a pair of long-range rifles. A VKS bolt-action, the Vykhlop. Put in service a little over a decade ago for the special forces units of the Russian Federation’s Federal Security Service. Full boxes of 12.7x55mm subsonic round ammunition, prepared in magazines and ready for use, all matching the weapons they were to go with.

      He felt like a kid in a candy store. These guys really aren’t on a budget, are they? he thought. There was enough firepower in here to take out an entire unit, and then some, singlehandedly.

      He hoped he wouldn’t have to.

      He left the bins open but headed back to the end of the plane, pulling out the rucksack and containers labeled ‘parkas’ and ‘snow pants.’ The rucksack had a few pairs of long underwear and heavy-duty winter socks, so he tried those on first. Snow pants and undercoat came next, followed by the snow parka. By the time he was on to the boots, he was burning up. The parka was not military-issue, but one of the fancy brands he’d seen in sporting goods stores. It was downright hot inside, and he hoped it wouldn’t be overkill to wear it around in Irkutsk.

      After trying on the clothing and finding it adequately sized, he decided to keep the boots on to break them in a bit. If he was going to be trudging through any tundra or wooded area, he’d need every possible edge, including comfortable shoes.

      He slept next, wearing the boots and the long-john underwear and a t-shirt, surprisingly comfortable. The flight attendant, Roderick, came by to check on him when Gareth woke once, but when the night turned darker and the plane’s interior lights dimmed to a nearly nonexistent glow, he passed out for good.

      It was the captain’s words over the speaker system that work him next.

      “Time to get your winter clothes on; we’re landing at 0300 hours.”

      Gareth looked at his watch. He’d made sure to set it according to the time zone Roderick had given him, and apparently that meant they’d be touching down in less than half an hour.
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      Yakutsk was the sort of city Gareth had only ever read about. He didn’t actually things anyone lived there, and he certainly never imagined he’d be visiting. He remembered it vaguely from boot-camp nights spent playing Risk, the world-domination game, piling all his troops in the small Russian country to prevent a counterattack from Alaska and whomever controlled the continent of North America.

      He loved Risk. It was a game that balanced a perfect combination of luck and skill, two requirements for life and board games. A great strategy could win the day, but it always required just a taste of luck.

      He tried to rack his brain to think of anything else useful about Yakutsk. He knew it was Russian, in Siberia, and that it was a port city. He thought he’d read about it hosting one of the world’s best mammoth and fossil museums, but he’d never visited.

      Actually, he’d never visited Russia. He’d traveled as far east as the Ukraine, but that was only for a stopover during a training mission years ago. Russia had tempted him many times, as its rich history and significant tourist attractions often tempted people like Gareth. His interest in history, the stories behind the men and women who’d built the world, and the great wars that had been waged on just about every corner of the globe fascinated him.

      So he was at once excited to see this great land for himself, while also hesitant. He had no idea what to expect, and he had no idea what his actual marching orders were. Unlike the military, he had no brief that gave him coordinates, checkpoints, and very specific calling times to check in with superior officers.

      As far as he could tell, the banker woman and her staff on the plane intended to drop him off in a strange land and hope he’d succeed.

      He was only partially right.

      Roderick appeared just as they landed in Yakutsk, dressed to the nines in full-on winter apparel. “Another drink before we get going, sir?” he asked, his characteristic accent still strong, and still just beyond recognition.

      Gareth looked him up and down, slowly. “Uh, hey, Roderick. You getting off here, too?”

      Roderick smiled. “I am not just a flight attendant, Mr. Red.”

      Gareth nodded. “I see. Well, I was under the impression I would be working alone.”

      Roderick knelt down on a knee, and Gareth noticed for the first time that the man was still taller than him. He must have been six-five, at least. Gareth wasn’t short by any stretch, either, but Roderick had a couple inches on him.

      “You will be working alone, Mr. Red. My boss has instructed me to accompany you to wherever it is you feel it necessary to go.”

      Gareth laughed. “Well, I don’t exactly feel it necessary to go to this tiny little podunk corner of frozen hell. How about Cancun? I hear that’s nice this time of year?”

      “I am also instructed to ensure you arrive in Yakutsk safely and with preparations to embark on our mission.”

      Gareth looked up at him. “Yeah, again man. I typically work alone. Why are you tagging along?”

      “Moral support?”

      “Okay, great. Need some of that. Stay out of the way, you hear?”

      Roderick smiled. “Indeed, sir.”

      Gareth stood and walked to the back of the plane just as it hit the tarmac. He held out a hand and grabbed the seat back behind him to hold his balance, then continued walking. He reached for the undercoat, parka, and ski pants he’d selected earlier, then began dressing.

      When he finished, they were stopped.

      “This is it?” Gareth asked Roderick.

      Roderick nodded, but was busy piling ammunition into his pockets, two rifles already slung over his shoulder. Gareth noticed a pair of Makarov pistols in a chest holster, and another .380 just above his boot.

      “You, uh, planning for the apocalypse, Roderick?”

      Roderick looked back at Gareth. “Never can be too prepared.”

      “Well, sure. But I thought this was just a find-the-bad-guy-and-take-him-out sort of mission? You’re packing like we’re going to run into some serious shit.”

      Roderick frowned. “As I said, never can be too prepared.”

      Gareth looked his flight attendant up and down once more, again surprised by the amount of surprises the man had up his sleeves. The real surprise will be if he knows how to use all that gear, he thought.

      “And yes,” Roderick said. “I know how to use this gear.”

      “Well then,” Gareth said. “Let’s get a move on. Don’t want to waste daylight.”

      He looked out the porthole window in the plane’s fuselage and saw that it was far from daybreak. They’d have plenty of daylight to spare, even if they walked to their next destination.

      Gareth flung on the overcoat — a parka that seemed to be made of an entire polar bear, then tucked everything in and tightened the belt around his waist. He made sure he grabbed two extra pistols, not wanting to be outdone by his new flight-attendant-turned-assassin buddy, and then he went in for the piece de resistance: the rifle he’d seen earlier. He hadn’t done much training on it, but it was a solid piece, and this one seemed to be in fine condition. Oiled and ready for a battle, weighted and sighted just as he would have done.

      “Ready, Mr. Red?” Roderick asked.

      Gareth nodded. “Even if there’s an entire Russian army out there, I feel like we’ve got enough to take them.”

      He walked toward the front of the plane, where the main exit doors stood open. The cold air hit him as he neared the door, but it didn’t truly affect him until he’d reached the threshold.

      A gust of wind hit, nearly knocking him backwards into the mess area near the cockpit. He caught his balance, noticing that Roderick was already out and waiting for him.

      “Come on, Mr. Red. A little cold never killed anyone.”

      Gareth steeled himself, pushed forward, fighting against the wind, and thrust his hesitant body through the open door of the plane and out into the tundra.

      There was wind. There was no humidity. There was a dry, life-sucking air. And there was cold.

      So much cold.

      The cold he felt was the worst feeling he’d ever experienced in his life, and he felt every ounce of his body retreating back into itself, trying to escape it.

      The wind was howling, deafening even, but Roderick turned and yelled to Gareth anyway.

      “Welcome to Yakutsk, Mr. Red.”
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      The truck was the kind of piece of crap Gareth would have expected to find in Mexico, when he’d spent a summer there studying geography and Mayan history. Riding low to the ground, the smallest tires he imagined could be street legal, and an engine that whined harder than a vacuum clearer trying to suck up an entire swimming pool.

      And yet that was their ride. Roderick jumped into the driver’s seat, eagerly ready to get out of the cold, and Gareth — faced with the option of getting inside the truck or standing out in the blistering cold — followed suit.

      His gear made it difficult, but he managed to swing his rucksack and rifle up and over the seat back onto the tiny rear seat area where Roderick had laid his own gear. He then moved the front seat back a bit, to account for his longer legs, and then jumped in.

      The truck was barely warmer than the outside air.

      “This thing have heat?” Gareth asked.

      Roderick looked at him. “After we get moving, yes.”

      “Well then let’s get moving, compadre. I’m freezing my —

      “You’re the one who took so long,” Roderick said. “Let us get moving.”

      Gareth stared at his companion. Is this guy for real? He shrugged it off. Whatever.

      Roderick began driving away from the plane, ostensibly waiting on a tarmac no one could see under the blizzard conditions they were in. Snow piled high on the runway, and Gareth only hoped his new teammate had the sense to turn on a GPS navigation unit.

      But he saw no such unit.

      “How do you know where you’re going?” Gareth asked. “I can’t even see the road.”

      “No road here,” Roderick said.

      Gareth waited, but apparently that was the entire answer to the question.

      “Right,” he said. “Got it. So where we headed?”

      “Oymayakon,” Roderick answered.

      “Is that… like… on the beach? Where there’s sunlight?”

      “No,” Roderick said. “Coldest city on earth.”

      “And we’re going there… now?”

      “Well, two days.”

      Gareth was starting to get pissed. “Hold on, Rod. You’re telling me we just flew halfway around the world and we’re not even there yet? We’ve got two more days of this shit?”

      “Less than two days,” Roderick replied, his eyes not leaving the ‘road,’ or whatever it was he thought he saw in front of them. “I drive fast.”

      “Even better. Driving fast on… whatever it is we’re driving on… just to get to someplace even worse. Christ, no wonder they’re giving me…” he stopped.

      Gareth didn’t want to out the full details of his situation, for fear that his teammate, for better or worse, wasn’t privy to the same information about Gareth’s pay.

      “Your one million dollars US?” Roderick said.

      Gareth looked over at the driver.

      “I told them it was high, but they disagreed.

      “Ah, well, thank them for me.” Gareth turned to look at the white nothingness outside his window. “Asshole.”

      “If it makes you feel better, they are only paying me half that,” Roderick said.

      Gareth smiled, then looked back at Rod. “You know what, buddy? It does make me feel better. It makes me feel much better. Thank you for that.”

      Roderick, for the first time since they’d met, smiled.

      “Oh, and you’re a human, too, I see,” Gareth said. “That’s also nice to know.”

      Roderick looked over at Gareth. “I am very much human, my friend. Wife and children, even.”

      “Well it sounds like we’ll have plenty of time to chat about them, won’t we?”

      “Two days. Or less. I —”

      “I know,” Gareth interrupted. “You drive fast.”
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      And drive fast he did. They stopped twice — once to fill up at a gas station, and another time to relieve themselves on the side of the road. Gareth was able to sleep most of the way, and Roderick never asked him to drive.

      Gareth was fine with that arrangement, even though he was still a bit confused about who this guy was and why he was here with him. He knew unknowns were a huge liability to any mission, but Roderick, so far, seemed to have a good head on his shoulders.

      Even better, he was clear about the hierarchy: Gareth was in charge, and Roderick didn’t seem to have a problem with that. He’d even gone so far as to tell Gareth that he was making half the pay.

      So Gareth decided to keep his mouth shut and see what became of all this. Maybe it would be a simple mission — just a smash and grab, take out the bad guy and get home — or maybe it would be something Roderick’s skills — whatever they were — would be useful for. Either way, Gareth knew his mission was simple: find whoever it was killing these rich folks, and take them out of the equation. It would be straightforward, clean, simple. Not much to it.

      After being in the car for the better part of thirty hours, Roderick pulled over at a rest stop.

      “Here,” he said.

      “Here… where?” Gareth asked.

      “Oymyakon. Coldest city on earth.”

      Gareth had also checked that stat during their drive. Oymyakon was, in fact, the city with the coldest recorded temperature in history. At one point in the town’s history hitting nearly minus-100, Oymyakon was little more than a backcountry town on the way to somewhere else. Two days — or less, if Roderick was driving — from Urkutsk, Oymyakon was nothing but a stop off, a few buildings scattered about near a gently sloping mountain range.

      “Okay, now what?” Gareth asked. He figured that the entire reason Roderick had been sent here with him was to play the role of some sort of sage, or at least a right-hand man. So far, too, it seemed that Roderick had knowledge that Gareth would need.

      “We need to find the person we’re here to find.”

      “That’s cryptic and completely unhelpful, Roderick.”

      “Well, do you have any better ideas?”

      Gareth thought for a moment. “Do they have any McDonalds’ here? I could use a burger.”

      “No.”

      “Okay, then let’s find you’re guy. Who is he?”

      Roderick made sure Gareth was looking before he spoke again. Even though they were still in the relatively warm truck, he lowered his voice. “The victims have all been heavily invested in a single company. A textile firm, called Likur Holdings.”

      “Textiles?”

      “Just a holding company,” Roderick said. “Likely something entirely different. But it tends to be easier to trade and hide from authorities when the company is legally registered that way.”

      “Got it. Okay, so we’re trying to find Likur Holdings? Way out here?”

      “The woman you spoke with on the phone is my boss as well. She knew most of the victims, and she says it is likely the person we are here to see could be one of the victims as well.”

      Gareth took this in. Roderick was, in fact, working for the woman he’d spoken to on the phone, just as he’d suspected. But it also meant that the woman he’d spoken to was potentially higher up on the food chain than either one of them. She could even be running the bank, or not far from it.

      Curious.

      “So Likur Holdings has a shareholder way out here in the frozen tundra. Shouldn’t be too hard to find them then, correct?”

      “Correct,” Roderick said.

      Before he continued, Gareth could feel the ‘but.’

      “But,” Roderick added, “we must be careful. I do not think we are the only ones searching for this man.”

      Great.

      “So we’re finding someone without knowing who else is after him?”

      “Correct.”

      “You and your boss tend to say that a lot, you know that?”

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Anyway, let’s get this done. Do you know where he’s located?”

      “We have his home address.”

      “Well that’s good news.” Gareth adjusted the hood of his giant, white parka, hoping to balance the temperature of the frozen vehicle with the near-burning temperature of his body inside the parka. “Let’s get to it, then.”

      “Have you no desire for decent reconnaissance?” Roderick asked.

      “Yes,” Gareth answered. “But ‘decent recon’ happens where we can see the target. And I don’t see anything. This isn’t even a gas station.”

      Roderick sighed, but thankfully put the car in drive once again and began rolling over the crunching snow. “It should be a house not far from here. But if there is already someone watching —”

      “If this guy’s being watched, I’ll know about it,” Gareth said. “Just drive slow — like slow, Roderick, I’m serious — and park about two blocks away. We’ll walk in from there.”

      Roderick sat up straighter in his chair, and Gareth wasn’t sure if it was due to his more commanding tone or Roderick’s desire for some action after so long staying sedative. He didn’t care — he wanted to get this job done, and he wanted to get his money and get back to training.

      “Who is this guy?” Gareth asked.

      “I do not know details,” Roderick said. “But he is a major investor in Likur Holdings. I would expect his address is noticeable. Probably a large estate.”

      “Yeah? Here? I doubt there’s anything large here in Oymyakon. What’s the temperature, anyway? They have cell service here?”

      Gareth’s phone wasn’t working, but Roderick pulled out a cell phone and looked at the weather app as he drove.

      “Looks like the temperature is just around minus-forty-five.”

      “Fahrenheit?” Gareth asked.

      Roderick smiled for the second time since Gareth had known him.

      “No.”
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      Gareth and Roderick made their way across the frozen, hard-packed snow toward another building. This one had a light in the window, which told Gareth that there was a much stronger chance they’d find another human being inside.

      “We’ll get inside, see if anyone’s there,” Gareth said, trying to enunciate through his balaclava.

      Roderick nodded. “And if there is no one inside?”

      Gareth looked at him. “Then we stay inside and get warm, then figure out what to do next.”

      They trudged over to the store, a small general store-type establishment that seemed to have been lifted straight from the 1920s. Old, useless engines cluttered up the front porch of the snow-covered entryway, and shackles, bear traps, and all manner of hunting and trapping irons hung from every joist beneath the patio’s roof.

      “Doesn’t look like this place gets a lot of business,” Gareth said.

      A set of barrels sat nearby, and Gareth could only wonder what might be inside. What frozen thing might be inside. Even alcohol would be frozen at this temperature.

      He wondered how fuel worked out here — did it freeze in the engines? Did people even drive in the first place?

      As if answering his question, a set of headlights swung into view from Gareth’s right. He naturally ducked in front of one of the barrels. It was no good for a hiding spot, as the oncoming vehicle was bearing down on them directly and had no doubt already seen both the men standing in the front of the shop. To make matters worse, Roderick simply stared down the headlights, unmoving, like a deer caught in headlights.

      “Get down,” Gareth said.

      “Why?” Roderick asked. “Not everyone in the world is trying to kill us.”

      “No,” Gareth answered, “but this one might.”

      The headlights grew closer, and Gareth knew then that the vehicle was not a car or truck, but a speeding snowmobile. A much more efficient way to get around, he figured. Small, low profile, and fast enough to get somewhere in a hurry.

      The rider pulled up next to them and stopped, letting the engine idle.

      He looked at each of them slowly, then pulled down his neck and nose covering and spoke in thick, stilted Russian.

      Gareth looked at Roderick. He didn’t know a lick of Russian, but the man didn’t sound angry. Confused, perhaps, but not looking for a fight.

      Roderick turned to Gareth and translated. “He wants to know what we are doing here.”

      “I’m sure he does. Did you tell him we’re here to kill someone?”

      Roderick ignored the comment and turned back to the man and barked some Russian at the rider. The rider nodded, then pointed behind him. He gave a short set of instructions, then laughed.

      “What’d he say?” Gareth asked.

      “I asked where we might find a Mr. Rukleveh, owner of a small food distribution company.”

      “That’s the guy we’re after — you just came out and asked about him?”

      Roderick sighed. “This is not like the United States, Mr. Red, and it’s not like any other city in the world. The people here are not out to get you. They have a simple life — look around you.”

      It was still dark, but Gareth did as he was told. Roderick was right. This place was in the middle of nowhere, if the middle of nowhere was further crammed into the middle of nothing. Large, rolling plains and fields covered in thick frost and piles of snow stretched in every direction. The gas station and shop they were in front of now were the only nearby buildings, but Gareth thought he could see a few larger buildings about a quarter-mile away, some houses dotting the horizon just beyond those.

      “So he told you, I guess?”

      “He told me it is the only business around, besides this store and the station right there. We cannot miss it.”

      “Well then, let’s get a move on.”

      Gareth was only getting colder, nature’s chill somehow still finding its way inside his massive layers of clothing.

      Roderick thanked the rider and he immediately sped off, heading toward the main road where they’d come in from and parked their truck. Then he turned and started walking.

      “Wait,” Gareth said, “don’t you want to see if it’s any warmer in here? Maybe get a cup of coffee?”

      Roderick shook his head. We are running out of time. The sun will be up soon, and we want to make sure we can get away unseen.”

      It seemed odd to Gareth that they’d need to ‘get away unseen’ if they were truly out in the middle of nowhere and no one knew who they were. He wasn’t sure if he fully trusted this Roderick fellow yet, but the man seemed to be capable, if a bit dry.

      If he thinks we need to stay low, we’ll stay low, Gareth decided. I’ve got no problem not getting shot at.

      They walked along a sidewalk made of cut ice, the cliffs of snow reaching nearly four feet high on both sides, until they reached the long, low building he’d seen in the distance. No lights were on, but Roderick wanted to check the building anyway.

      A large, wooden door slid open, revealing a nearly empty cavernous interior. Rows of shelves lined two of the walls, and smaller shelves, all empty, stretched up and down the sides of the great room. A central area stood open, and a forklift rested in the cold. Roderick found a light switch, the hanging bulb similar to the one Gareth had seen back in the city with the two bank men. He pulled it and the room lit up in a dingy glow.

      There wasn’t much else to look at — more shelves extending down a wide hallway, some of them loaded down with cans of nonperishable food items, cleaning supplies, and even packaged noodles and meat.

      Gareth examined everything, trying to make sense of what they were looking at. It did seem like a food distribution center, but it seemed like a food distribution center that had died sometime last century. He picked up a can of what he thought were beans, rolling it over in his hand. He could feel the chunks sliding around inside, but he wasn’t sure if that meant they were bad or not.

      “May I help you?”

      The voice came from the hallway, and it was in broken, yet perfectly understandable, English.

      Gareth involuntarily reached for his pistol, but Roderick — somehow — was faster. He rolled to the right, ducking behind one of the low shelves full of beans.

      Gareth stood, stunned at the larger man’s speed, and then looked up at the man in the hallway. He was large, rotund even, and Gareth saw a glistening of sweat on his bald head. He had his hands in his pockets, and he was rocking back and forth on his heels and toes.

      The man stepped forward, more into the light of the main room, then laughed.

      “I am not going to hurt you, unless you are here to hurt me,” he said.

      Gareth thought he recognized the voice from somewhere. It reminded him of something, a memory from long ago.

      Grandpa.

      His own grandfather had that voice. His grandfather did not have a Russian accent, but there was a slight lilt in his voice, a charming and worn dance-like quality to it that this man shared.

      It made Gareth like him, and he hadn’t even met him yet.

      He started over to the man, extending his hand. “I — I’m sorry for barging in on you like that, Mr….”

      “Rukleveh. Brun Rukleveh. And you are?”

      “My name is Gareth Red, and this is —” he turned to see if Roderick had followed him, but saw the tall man standing sheepishly behind the shelf. “This is Roderick. He might come join us, but I guess he’s a little scared.”

      Roderick’s face flashed, but walked over and shook the man’s hand.

      “Please,” Brun said, “follow me. I have a small heater in my office. I have been working late and coming in early these past few weeks — trying to figure out where my latest shipment is.” He turned down the hallway but continued to explain. “As you can tell, my warehouse is a bit empty these months, and it is not for lack of trying. My suppliers seem more and more interested in the bigger deals out west, rather than the perfectly fair prices I pay them here.”

      “So you’re a distributor, then?” Gareth asked.

      “Indeed, and the only one that services this region. Just about all of the food and household product you will find anywhere in a five-hundred mile radius comes from right here.”

      Gareth turned back to look at the room. It wasn’t large, by any means, so it was surprising to him that this place serviced such a large area. Then again, he had no idea how many of these little towns dotted the region — this was, after all, hardly what he would consider an hospitable climate.

      Brun swung into his office and flicked on another hanging bulb light. A desk, worn from years of use, a simple chair, and a trash bin were all that lay inside.

      “I apologize for not having a more comfortable arrangement,” Brun said. “Why don’t you take my chair, and I can lean against the window here.”

      Brun said it more like a command — gentle, albeit with no question at the end — than a request. Gareth complied, finding that the chair had to be at least as old as the desk. It wobbled precariously, and he found himself wishing he’d just stood like Brun and Roderick.

      The window Brun was leaning against was hardly a window at all, the thick wood covering it preventing any light at all — if there had been any — from getting in. It likely had been boarded over long ago to protect against the severe cold and beating weather of the region. Gareth couldn’t even tell if there was glass on it or not.

      Brun Rukleveh made himself comfortable by shifting a bit, smashing his large rear end into the space formed by the window cavity.

      “Now, my friends,” Brun said. “What business brings you here this early in the morning?”
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      “Do you know anything about Likur Holdings?” Gareth blurted out.

      He studied Brun’s face. If he knows anything, he’ll keep his face completely unreadable.

      Brun’s eyes rose and fell, subtly.

      Or he’s doing it on purpose, to throw us off.

      “It is a holding company, one in which I have a part ownership. Why do you ask?”

      Brun wiped his forehead with the back of his wrist, but the room they were in, even with the tiny space heater pumping full-blast, was hardly hot. He didn’t seem nervous, but Gareth had to admit the man was a walking contradiction. He wore a parka, but it was open to his chest and a reddish-brown checkered wool shirt poked through, like what Gareth imagined a lumberjack might wear.

      But his shoes were hardly fit for a lumberjack — they were oxfords, brown leather and polished to a bright shine. His pants were wool, or some sort of thick, warm material, but they also had been ironed and creased perfectly.

      He looks like he just got out of a business meeting, Gareth thought. But we’re in the middle of nowhere.

      Brun looked at Gareth, noticing that he was examining his outfit. “I had a meeting down in Yakutsk, and I have not had time to change.”

      “And that’s what, a two-day drive?”

      Brun nodded.

      “I see,” Gareth said. “You’ve been busy. Obviously tired, too.”

      “I slept in my car, if you must know. And why, exactly, must you know these things?”

      Gareth realized he was starting to sound a bit pushy. He himself was quite drained, even after having slept plenty on the plane rides and in the car. Roderick had slept on the plane as well, but he had driven the entire way to this backcountry town, and Gareth imagined he must be exhausted.

      He hoped that didn’t mean his new friend and teammate would do anything rash. He’d meant to ask Roderick about his background, try to pry out a little information that might help Gareth understand a bit about who he was working with. He held himself well, and so far Gareth could have been fooled into thinking Roderick was ex-special forces in some branch of some country’s military.

      “I apologize, Mr. Rukleveh. I don’t mean to sound hasty, but I’m afraid we might be under a bit of a time crunch.”

      Roderick flashed him a glance, and Gareth got the impression that having a brief one-on-one chat about what exactly they’d be disclosing to Rukleveh would have been an intelligent move.

      Too late now, he thought.

      Roderick looked back at Brun and addressed him. “My associate and I believe there might be something you can help us with.”

      “Oh?” Brun asked, his large, bushy eyebrow raised almost to the top of his head. “And what might that be?”

      “Like I said,” Gareth started again, “we’re looking for information about Likur. Holdings.”

      “And you were sent here to find it?”

      Brun’s voice sounded genuinely confused. As if he was thinking, why in the world would someone come all the way out here?

      “Likur Holdings does not have an entity here. The closest source you’ll find is Moscow.”

      “Well, as you said, you have a part ownership interest in the company?” Roderick asked.

      “Indeed, but you must understand that my ‘ownership stake’ is rather small. Less than one percent.”

      Gareth nodded. Roderick stared. Brun wiped his sweaty forehead.

      “And what exactly is this interest? What does Likur do?”

      Brun shrugged. “It’s a holding company, similar to the same sorts of organizations that own many of the American and European conglomerates. Companies of companies, run by boards and presidents that are interested in making a lot of money out of a little.”

      “Aren’t we all,” Gareth said.

      “But does it have a product line?” Roderick asked. “A manufacturing branch? Any service-based industry?”

      Brun nodded, but he still wore the confused expression. “Sure, it has many. All of those, and then some. As I said, it is merely a facade for the companies beneath its umbrella. A tax haven, if you will, and a large one. I began investing in it years ago, and it has produced a steady and agreeable income for me ever since.”

      Gareth poked his head out the doorway of Brun’s office and looked back at the nearly empty warehouse. “Good thing, too. Your inventory is looking a bit bleak.”

      “Yes, well, this is a corner of the globe not many people think about often. We do not have the Walmarts and Starbucks on every block around here.”

      “Shame. I could use a grande —”

      Roderick stepped forward, effectively silencing Gareth. “Mr. Rukleveh, we believe you are in danger. That’s why we’re here.”

      It was Gareth’s turn to shoot his teammate a glance. Really? Just coming out and saying it?

      Brun wiped at his forehead once again, then began to peel off the parka from his round frame. Gareth saw that the lumberjack-style shirt underneath was actually a well-tailored, nicely chosen garment. Together with the shoes, pants, and shirt, Brun Rukleveh seemed oddly put-together. A well-dressed man in the middle of a dark, empty warehouse, in the middle of the night, in the middle of nowhere.

      Curious.

      “I believe you are too late, gentlemen.”

      Gareth frowned. “Wh — what is that supposed to mean? Mr. Rukleveh, I don’t think you understand.”

      Rukleveh stared up at Gareth and then at the even taller Roderick. “No, my friends, I do not think you understand. All of this — this game. It is all but won already.”

      “This game?”

      “Yeah,” Gareth said, “what are you talking about? That’s what we’re here to find out — what’s going on.”

      Brun reached into a drawer on his desk, eliciting a quick response from Roderick, who tensed up and felt for his pistol. Gareth was impressed, confirming his theory that his new pal was indeed a military man — or at least had been at one time.

      “No need for that, boys,” Brun said. “No need at all.”

      His beefy hand retreated from the drawer and Gareth saw a small, circular object in his fingers. Brun held it up, examining it, then popped it into his mouth.

      Gareth waited, the tension in the room ratcheting higher. He knew Roderick felt it as well, as the man’s hand was still on his gun, ready to draw. It was like an old-west standoff, two against one, but the one was fighting with a weird circle that he’d just eaten.

      “My friends,” Brun said, chewing the object, “I assure you there is nothing to fear from me.”

      “What was that? What are you eating? Are you —”

      Brun began to laugh, slowly at first then growing louder until the round man was almost rolling. “I have heartburn, my friends. That is all. Can I offer you one?”

      He pulled out a cylindrical container full of heartburn and indigestion tablets.

      “No,” Gareth said, sheepishly.

      “Very well. Listen to me. What’s done is done. What’s not done is not done. So let it be.”

      Gareth had heard that before — it was a prayer, or something like that. The serenity prayer? He wasn’t a church sort of guy, but the quote had stuck with him for years, as it was something simple, yet profound.

      “What is done, Rukleveh?” Roderick asked. “What is this all about?”

      Brun smiled, his face no longer confused and a look of satisfaction and contentment coming over it. He then looked up at the wall. Gareth followed his gaze and saw a small circular clock.

      3:33 am.

      Gareth turned to look at Roderick to try to infer what their next move should be, but Brun decided for them.

      With a huge cracking sound, the ‘window’ behind Brun smashed into a million shards of wood, sawdust, and whatever material the exterior wall was made of. Brun went next, the pulpy mess of what was once the man’s head now splattering outward in every direction.

      And only then did Gareth register the shot.

      Like a cannon, from far off, somewhere in the distance.

      A sniper rifle.

      Brun lay facedown on the floor of his own office, only now he had no face to speak of. Roderick’s own face was covered in blood, his mouth opened slightly.

      Gareth did the only thing that made sense — he ducked, anticipating another shot even though he knew it wouldn’t come — then he ran out of the office and down the short hallway into the main warehouse area.

      From there he kicked through the door that led outside and ran uphill, around the building.

      The shot would have come from…

      There.

      A few hundred yards out, he saw it. A flash of white, moving impossibly fast against the snowy backdrop of the wooded area that jutted up against the town.

      It ran on two legs so it wasn’t a wolf or bear, and the lithe frame disappeared a split-second later and Gareth lost sight of it altogether.

      Roderick was there, suddenly. He’d moved silently, running as fast as Gareth but somehow without being heard. Or Gareth hadn’t been paying attention.

      “Did you see it?” Roderick asked. “The shooter?”

      Gareth nodded, still too stunned to speak.

      “What did he look like, then? Talk, Red.”

      Gareth looked over at Roderick, long and slow. The shooter was long gone by now, and they had no hope of catching up to them.

      “I only caught a quick glimpse. They ran north, up into the woods. No chance we’re catching up.”

      “Well then, what can you tell me about him? What did he —”

      Gareth shook his head. He was certain of only one thing, but of that one thing he was dead certain.

      “No,” he said calmly, his voice nearly a whisper. “It wasn’t a he.”
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      “Not a he?” Roderick asked.

      “That’s what I said,” Gareth said, turning to walk back into the warehouse.

      “But how —”

      “Because I saw her. I saw the way she moved, like a cat. A well-trained cat.”

      “But she was so far away — are you sure?”

      “She was close enough to make that shot. Through a wall, I might add. So yeah, I’m sure. It was a her. And that her is not someone we want to mess with.”

      Roderick groaned in frustration, but followed Gareth inside, where it was at least a couple degrees warmer and not windy. “Red, that was our primary source — Brun Rukleveh. He was a major contributor to Likur Holdings, and now he’s —”

      “Hey, pal,” Gareth said, his voice growing a bit haughty. “I was there too, remember? I saw it with my own eyes. Your ‘primary source’ is now soup all over his office floor.”

      Roderick stomped back into the warehouse, still following Gareth down the hall. “Then what are you doing now?”

      “I’m going to see if there’s anything else we can find out about. Weird situation, all around. Wouldn’t you say?”

      Roderick’s mouth opened and closed, but he didn’t say anything.

      “I saw you in there,” Gareth said. “You were tight, ready. And the way you moved — I didn’t even hear you. You were special forces, yeah?”

      Roderick came to a stop next to Gareth, just in front of Brun’s doorwary. A bit of flesh and wood chips had landed in the hallway, and it was all Gareth could do to ignore it and not add to the mess himself.

      Roderick nodded. “Yes, ten years.”

      Gareth nodded. “Glad you’re here, then. I was worried about you. Don’t like working with unknowns.”

      Roderick looked down at him. “Really? You? Everything about this mission so far has been an ‘unknown,’ Red.”

      Gareth shrugged. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Let’s just say I don’t like keeping things unknowns. Got it? So you and me — we’re going to have to get to know each other a bit. And I want to know everything about this little posse you’re working for. The lady on the phone, from the plane? She’s from a bank, isn’t she?”

      Roderick stood ramrod straight. Finally, slowly, as if waiting for someone to come out of nowhere and rescue him, he nodded. “Yes. As am I. I work for the bank, and so do the men you spoke with three days ago.”

      “And the bank’s the only entity at this point in the game that knows about all these people, and how they’re all tied together.”

      “Correct again. The US government will, eventually. But they will take forever to get caught up with it and figure out which side everyone is on.”

      Gareth nodded. Makes sense, he thought. Now to figure out what this was all about.

      He stepped into the room, carefully moving around the splatters and chunks of wood and concrete. The place was a disaster, and it didn’t help that a headless, bleeding body filled most of it.

      Gareth stood exactly where he was standing when it had happened, then turned and looked at the wall.

      The clock.

      The time.

      3:35 am.

      “What are you looking for?” Roderick asked.

      “Did you know it would happen?” Gareth asked.

      Roderick looked shocked, as if Gareth had just accused him of committing the murder himself. “Did — did I know?”

      “I’m just curious.”

      “And why would you be curious of that?”

      Gareth looked around the room once more, then to the lifeless body on the floor. “Well, because he knew.”

      “He knew what, Red?”

      “He knew it was going to happen. He was waiting for it. Lined it up himself, right on time.”
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      “Where are we going now?” Roderick asked. He had pulled off his parka and slipped into the truck, but this time in the passenger’s seat. The truck was warm, as they’d left it running — another trick of the Yakutians that lived up here. Cars left outside for too long simply wouldn’t start again.

      “I don’t know,” Gareth said. “That’s what you’re going to find out.”

      Roderick turned to look at him, but was thrown back against the seat’s headrest as Gareth floored it and spun the small truck around. He drove back the direction they’d come from, toward Yakutsk.

      Two days to get here.

      Two days to get back.

      And all we got from it was a dead guy.

      Gareth replayed the killing in his mind. It had all happened so fast, yet looking back on it now it all seemed so obvious.

      How did I miss it? he thought.

      The man had taken an indigestion tablet. He’d basically screamed to them, ‘I’m worried. I’m stressed. I’m scared.’

      Sure, he’d been well put-together, even calm. But Gareth knew that meant nothing compared to the other signs.

      His outfit suggested not that he was a successful businessman — even though Gareth believed he was — but that this was a man who was dressed up to prepare for something.

      To prepare for his own death.

      He’d known about it, and he’d basically told them. He’d told Gareth and Roderick that it was too late, that there was nothing left to do.

      ‘This is a game, and it is all but won already.’

      What did that mean? Gareth wondered. He wanted to go back, to snoop around for clues, try to figure out what in the world he had just witnessed. But he couldn’t. He felt the pressing need to push forward, the desire to move on and find out what this ‘game’ was.

      There was nothing they could do for Brun Rukleveh now. This was his town, his home. There would be people here who could help the man in death far more than Gareth could even have helped him in life.

      You could have kept him alive, though.

      The thought came to Gareth as he drove on over the icy road, swerving to miss a massive pothole.

      “You think we could have saved him?” Gareth asked.

      Roderick looked over at him. “What?”

      “Brun. You think we could have prevented it?”

      Roderick frowned. “You know you cannot think like —”

      “Answer the question, Roderick. Could we have prevented this?”

      Roderick sighed.

      “You don’t think so?”

      “No,” he said. “We did not come here to prevent it.”

      Gareth almost swerved again as he listened to the man’s words. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “We came here to witness it, to anticipate it even, but we did not come to prevent it. We could not have prevented it, Gareth.”

      “But —”

      “If we had known where the shooter was going to be, and what time she was going to arrive, and where Brun was going to stand in that room, and…”

      Gareth got the point, and Roderick didn’t have to finish the sentence. The only way they could have prevented it was if they could have somehow known every detail of the operation.

      “So you knew he was going to die.”

      “We knew, yes. I did not know it was going to be today, but we knew.”

      “We?”

      “My boss, the woman you spoke with. She knew as well.”

      “What bank do you work for?”

      Roderick didn’t answer.

      “Fine. Next question. How did you know?”

      “They all — three of them so far — they have all died. Each of them, shot, the same way. Through a wall, a bullet through their head.”

      Gareth felt the rage building inside him. The truck was already shaking, already starting to reach its upper limit of speed. He figured he had long since blown past the upper limit of safety, especially considering the icy conditions outside. He didn’t even want to consider what the severe cold might be doing to the poor vehicle, but then again, the vehicle wasn’t alive.

      Not like Brun Rukleveh was alive.

      The vehicle wasn’t a person, a living, breathing human being. It wasn’t a creature that could be protected. It didn’t care if a man — or woman — lodged a bullet through its engine from a football field away. It didn’t care at all. About anything.

      He felt the rage growing again. The helpless fear of knowing that what existed in real life was vastly different than the reality he’d built in his head. It came upon like it always did, like he’d always known.

      First, the recognition.

      He could have — should have — done something.

      Second, the realization.

      He did not do anything. An innocent life had been lost, and he had been there while it happened.

      He shuddered. It was there, again, the feeling. The truth. The weight of it.

      The reality of it.

      He’d known it before, once in real life and then a thousand times after that in his own mind.

      His doctors had told him it was anxiety. A form of stress caused by a mismatch in what he believed to be the truth and what was actually the truth.

      But he always told them he knew the truth, and that he knew what reality was, and it was still there.

      The feeling.

      The knowing.

      The truth.

      He’d done nothing, and this man was now dead.

      It was a shudder that matched the truck’s tremors, like the truck itself was now a living, breathing instrument of motion, in tune with Gareth’s emotion, knowing and sharing and believing in the feelings. The truck and Gareth were one, somehow, strangely and unbelievably, but it was true.

      Gareth shook his head.

      This isn’t reality.

      The truck wasn’t feeling anything, and Gareth wasn’t experiencing reality. He was watching it through a lens, a filter of his own creation.

      He suddenly realized that Roderick was staring at him.

      He turned, watching the road with one eye while he focused on his teammate with the other. He probably thinks I’m insane.

      “You — you are feeling it again, Mr. Red?”

      It.

      How could he know what I’m feeling?

      For some reason Gareth felt nothing but more rage. This man didn’t know him — he couldn’t know him. How could he? He’d never met this man before he was a flight attendant on a plane trip.

      Even with research, which Gareth was sure he had done, this man — Roderick-something-last-name — Roderick couldn’t know.

      No one knew about her.

      The reason for his anxiety, the feelings, the emotional upheaval that had nearly destroyed his life as well.

      Gareth had purposefully sought out healthcare in a different country, under a completely different name, outside of the military’s prying eyes. They wanted to know everything about their employees, yet some things they couldn’t know.

      It would mean the end of his career with them.

      It would mean the end of him.

      Gareth was the military. He was a little rough around the edges, but the military had given him a home, a life. It had trained him, conformed him, and brought him into the fold.

      This man wasn’t one of the military men who shared that bond with Gareth, and even the military didn’t know about the plague that haunted Gareth’s memory.

      Gareth opened his mouth to reply. To rebut. No words came out.

      The truck shook, shuddering again like Gareth’s hands.

      Roderick stared.

      Finally, he spoke again. “Wh — what are you talking about, Roderick?”

      Roderick squinted in the dawning light streaming into the truck’s windshield. “Mr. Red, you don’t think we would embark on such a dangerous endeavor without doing our due diligence? As I mentioned to you, we selected you because of your past.”

      “In the United States Army,” Gareth said, finishing the sentence.

      Roderick shook his head. “No.”

      “Then —”

      “Your past, Gareth. We wanted you, specifically. You alone.”

      “I don’t — I don’t understand. How could you —”

      “It’s fine, Mr. Red,” Roderick said, holding up a hand. As angry as Gareth was, the hand, and the seriousness of the man holding it, steadied him. Like a beast riding into battle, the truck seemed to sway a bit and then calm down as well, obeying its master.

      What is happening?

      “It’s fine because we understand you, and what you are going through.”

      “You mean what I was going through? Right at the beginning of my career, when I joined up with —”

      “No,” Roderick said again, that steady and assuring accent once again working its magic. “What you are going through now.”

      “It’s just stress. I just witnessed a murder. Although it was a brutal, bloody murder. Hell, Roderick, it splattered all over us. It was everywhere.”

      “Surely you have seen a dead person before?”

      “In my line of work, of course. But I’m a sniper, not a murderer. I don’t stand there and let it get all over me like some crazy serial killer.”

      “And does that distance from your victims help you cope with your truth?”

      Gareth tightened his grip on the wheel. Now what the bloody hell is that supposed to mean?

      “It’s my job. And I’m good at it. And that’s why you hired me.”

      Roderick nodded.

      “I’m supposed to kill this girl, aren’t I? The sniper? The one that took out Brun?”

      Roderick nodded again, a concerned smile on his face.

      I’m right, but I’m not completely right. There’s more to it.

      “We have more to talk about, Roderick. About me, and what exactly you think you know about me. But that can come later.”

      “Indeed.”

      “For now, let’s get back on track. You mentioned there were three — I’m assuming Brun Rukleveh is the third. Who are the others?”

      Roderick thought for a moment, as if trying to decide if now was a good enough time to spill everything about his mission.

      Apparently he decided it was time. “Yes, correct. Brun Rukleveh is the third person on the list.”

      “The list.”

      “The list?”

      “Yes, a list of the men and women who have made recent deposits into the shared account.”

      “Liquidating assets?”

      “Correct. It is in order, too.”

      “How so?”

      “The first two people to die — a man and a woman — were both on the list, and they both made the largest deposits. Brun Rukleveh made the third-largest.”

      “How much?”

      “I do not know that information. My job is to find the people on the list, and find out not only why they are dying, but why they made the deposits in the first place.”

      Gareth looked out the windshield, thinking about this. Something didn’t sit right with him, and he thought he knew what it was.

      “Why did you say ‘why’ they are dying?”

      “Excuse me?” Roderick asked.

      “You said, ‘not only why they are dying, but why they made the deposits…’”

      “Correct.”

      “Why not, ‘my job is to make sure no one else dies?”

      Roderick didn’t respond.

      “You don’t really care that they’re dying, do you?”

      “Mr. Red, of course I care. I am absolutely hoping to get to these men and women before —”

      “Before their brains are splattered all over my parka?”

      “Before they are murdered, yes. But the main priority, the one that you share with me as well, is to understand why.”

      “So as long as we deliver to your boss at the bank why these clients are getting offed, you get paid. No matter how many more people die?”

      Roderick’s nostrils flared quickly and then he righted himself, his face melting back into its stoic silence.

      “I, personally, want no more deaths. Except one.”

      “The woman who’s killing them.”

      Roderick looked at Gareth. “Correct.”
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      Gareth was trying to control the anger still stewing inside him, but he couldn’t get over the simple fact that had they gotten to Brun Rukleveh a little bit sooner, they might have been able to save him.

      They might have been able to end all of this once and for all.

      Roderick apparently could tell that Gareth was still pissed. He glanced over to Gareth, who was still gripping the wheel with one tight-fisted hand.

      “What is it you are concerned about now, Mr. Red?”

      Gareth shook his head.

      “Go ahead. I thought we are being honest with each other.”

      Gareth gave him a raised eyebrow as he drove on.

      Roderick sighed. “Fine. I admit I have not been entirely forthcoming with —”

      “‘Entirely forthcoming?’ Are you kidding?” Gareth asked, his voice rising in his throat. “He — he’s dead. Because of us. Because we didn’t get there in time. And now what? We just… drive to the next place?”

      Roderick didn’t speak.

      “You didn’t think it was important to tell me that you knew he was in serious danger? You didn’t think it was important to let me in on that little secret? Christ, Roderick, we could have saved him. We could have —”

      “What, Gareth? We could have jumped in front of the bullet? We got here as soon as we could. You know that. We came to try to get any information that might be helpful, yet we were still too late. Brun Rukleveh is dead, and while it does not make me feel better about the situation, it does mean the situation has changed. We know more now than we knew before.”

      “Yeah, well, you’d better start telling me about ‘this situation’ before I call it quits. I’m not standing anywhere near any of these other guys while they get shot up by some mysterious sniper.”

      “Yes, I agree.”

      “Good. Start at the beginning. What do you know about all of this that I don’t?”

      Roderick sighed again, this time longer and deeper. Gareth got the impression that it wasn’t out of a desire to keep Gareth in the dark but more out of not knowing exactly where to start. Gareth decided to give him some help.

      “How about the bank? What bank do you work for?” Gareth asked.

      “PremierONE.”

      “Never heard of it,” Gareth said.

      “And you would not have,” Roderick replied. “It is a private equity institution, focused on the premier estate management of —”

      “Hey, pal, I’m not as pretentious as your target market. Give it to me in the plain-English version.”

      Roderick considered this for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, I apologize. We work with very wealthy clients.”

      “Got that.”

      “…who each have a net worth of at least half a billion dollars, in a United States dollar valuation.”

      “Billion? With a ‘B?’”

      “Correct.”

      Gareth whistled.

      “There are many more billionaires in the world than what Forbes reports. Many people wish to keep their net worth a secret, for obvious reasons.”

      Gareth smirked. “Like not wanting to get shot in the head.”

      “Well, yes. But our clients choose to work with us because we provide the simple banking logistics of many popular institutions, the exclusivity and privacy they require, and the security benefits of the world’s most powerful currency and exchange organizations.”

      Gareth frowned, trying to understand. “So you’re like an offshore bank — outside of the US’ control and tax downsides, but with higher security, like a Swiss bank.”

      Roderick nodded. “The Swiss have been known for banking for many years, but it is becoming somewhat of a misnomer. They have been denying many Americans the ability to establish accounts of late, for differing reasons.”

      “So you guys step in and offer what they don’t.”

      “Precisely. Nearly the same control — ATM withdrawals, worldwide account access, and fast transactions — as well as the security and tax-haven benefits that Swiss and Cayman banks have garnered a reputation for.”

      “I see.”

      “So our clients at PremierONE tend to be not only extremely wealthy, but they also interested in accessing their money from anywhere in the world, without any particular government’s oversight.”

      “Seems like a good deal,” Gareth said.

      “It is,” Roderick replied. “Albeit an expensive one. Many of our clients pay upwards of $10,000 US for access privileges.”

      “A year?”

      “A month.”

      “Damn.” Gareth turned slightly left, to follow the long road back to Yakutsk. So far, he hadn’t seen a single vehicle traveling in either direction on the highway, and he had the sudden realization that they would likely freeze to death waiting for help if something happened to their trusty old truck. He let his foot off the gas and allowed the vehicle to slow down another ten miles per hour.

      “Okay,” Gareth said. “What else? You work with rich guys and gals, handling their money and making it available wherever they are in the world, whenever they want it. But why are they emptying it all into a bank account?”

      Roderick shook his head. “I honestly have no idea. None of us do.”

      “Who’s ‘us?’ You mentioned your boss, the woman I spoke with. Who else is involved?”

      “For reasons of discretion and in the interest of the safety of our clientele, only my boss, myself, and one other person — the Chief Financial Officer of PremierONE — knows about the deaths and their relation to the bank.”

      Gareth whistled again. “Wow. So that makes four of us, total. Not even the US government knows?”

      “They will find out, but it will be weeks — possibly months. Their investigation team will eventually understand that the deaths are all clients of ours, and they will know that the clients had liquidated a large percentage of their assets into an account.”

      “But you’d probably like to get this all wrapped up before the Feds start digging around, huh?” Gareth asked.

      “We would like to prevent any more deaths,” Roderick said. “But yes, the more entanglements with governmental regulatory agencies we can dodge, the better.”

      “So you’re in a bit of a conundrum: can’t call them for help, but you also didn’t have the manpower to handle it on your own.”

      “Precisely, Mr. Red.”

      Gareth nodded. “Got it. And so you and I were chosen to embark on a wild goose chase around the globe to find this chick and take her out?”

      “Something like that, yes.”

      “Do you know who the next target is? You knew the first three, based on the order of the amount of their deposit.”

      “We do, yes.”

      “So that’s where we’re heading.”

      “Yes,” Roderick said. “Unless I hear otherwise. We have two days to get there, and this drive is going to take most of that time.”

      “So I’m hoping this next place is close, then,” Gareth said.

      “Vladivostok.”

      “Another Russian place. Great.”

      “It will not be as cold as this place,” Roderick said, as if that was any consolation.

      “Roderick,” Gareth replied, “my freezer isn’t as cold as this place. Literally anywhere else on Earth is warmer than here.”

      Roderick stared straight ahead, watching the trees pass by the speeding truck, still no other vehicles on the road.

      The desolation felt complete to Gareth. They were alone, and they were in the middle of a foreign country, and in a place within that country that no one else from that country even wanted to visit.

      No wildlife, no humans, no buildings or signs of civilization.

      It was ironic, really. The claustrophobic feeling he had just from being alone in the middle of all this openness. It was expansive, and yet constricting. Never ending, and yet tightly wrapped around him.

      He was isolated, a feeling he knew all too well.
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      He had tried.

      He really had.

      It was the hardest thing he’d ever done, trying. He’d done a lot of hard things in his life, and he had even joined the Army, another hard thing that would bring a lot of really hard things to him.

      But trying was harder.

      There wasn’t much he could try, so he tried the only thing he thought he knew about: he tried to talk to her.

      He stared down at the phone on his thigh, sitting there like it had been sitting there for the past half-hour. He hadn’t moved in three hours except to take the phone out of his pocket ten minutes ago.

      The apartment smelled of lavender, probably due to the giant bowl of lavender-scented potpourri in the corner, near the television.

      Also of cinnamon, which was weird. He couldn’t figure out why he smelled cinnamon, but it was definitely cinnamon.

      Maybe the potpourri is cinnamon-scented and it’s weird that it smells like lavender.

      He couldn't tell, couldn’t remember. He didn’t care to think more about it. It was weird that it smelled of both lavender and cinnamon at the same time, and he didn’t really care why.

      The phone didn’t ring, and he wondered if it knew. If it shared that with him, and it didn’t want to interfere with whatever it was going on inside of him.

      But no. The phone wasn’t a dog. It couldn’t empathize with its owner, understanding its master on a level that sometimes even humans struggled to comprehend. The phone wasn’t alive, wasn’t a thing that could share anything with him unless he picked it up and told it to.

      It wasn’t alive.

      Alive.

      He started to cry.

      A damn phone makes me cry now, he thought.

      But it wasn’t the phone. It was never the phone.

      It wasn’t even the person he wanted on the other side of the phone. She couldn’t make him cry anymore. She couldn't do anything to him anymore. She had no power over him.

      Power.

      That’s what it was about, he figured. Power. Power over something else. Not over him, of course, but of something… else.

      Did she want power?

      Was that all it was?

      Had she wanted control?

      He didn’t understand.

      He picked up the phone from its pedestal on his thigh and threw it across the room as hard as he could. His couch was about ten feet from the opposite wall and the huge, beautiful flat-screen television they’d picked out together, and the phone crossed the chasm like there was no space between them and smashed into the front of the television.

      The television fared worse than the phone. A tiny scratch on the screen of the TV, but the phone fell face-up onto the carpet, a long, diagonal crack stretching from the top-left to the bottom-right corner.

      He didn’t get up to grab the phone for another half hour.

      His life now existed in half-hour increments.

      Half an hour for laundry, then half an hour on the couch. Half an hour to make a simple dinner for one, half an hour to eat it.

      Half an hour to look at the book she’d left on the nightstand next to his bed in his apartment, half an hour to decide what to do with it.

      Half an hour to decide to wait and not do anything at all, then go sit on the couch. Half an hour to stare at the television.

      He wondered if he’d care that there was a noticeable mark on the flat-screen TV. Would it lose resale value? Would he even want to sell it?

      Half an hour, he figured, to figure it out.

      Nothing else existed. Boot camp started up soon, but until then it was half an hour. One-half of sixty minutes at a time, then another. Over and over and over again until he woke up the next morning.

      Gareth hadn’t slept in so long, or at least he hadn’t remembered sleeping. He had just walked, silently, from one room to another and then on to the next, depending on which half hour increment of his day he was in.

      It had been seven days. An entire week.

      Still, he hadn’t talked to her.

      The phone’s screen lit up. It didn’t make noise, but there was a text message on it. He could see that from the couch, but he didn’t get up.

      He had another twenty minutes before the next half-hour started. He would do it then.

      The twenty minutes passed like no more than five and he got up and checked the phone’s screen.

      He read it, staring at the words and wishing for a moment he couldn’t read.

      How was it that someone could learn to read, and then not be able to turn that skill off? They had no way of not reading. It was a cruel trick, really, to be forced to understand a set of words and letters and syntax and punctuation no matter where or when you were shown it, knowing what it said and what it meant.

      Immediately.

      There was no time between when he read the words on the tiny screen and when he understood them.

      For that reason, he started to cry. He didn’t care about the words, but he suddenly cared about the fact that he understood the words.

      He cried because he didn’t know why he understood the words, and that it was unfair to not understand the words.

      He couldn’t go back, travel backwards to a time when he didn’t understand the words, and that made him cry even more. The tears were warm, but not soothing in any way.

      She can’t go back either.

      She can’t change this.

      He thought of them both. One, who had taken his life and completely transformed it into one of meaning, one of importance, and another, one who had taken a life and completely transformed it into nonexistence.

      He could never forgive her for that.

      A girl.

      He cried harder, the sopping wet tears splashing all around his knees and the carpet around them, the broken television and the broken phone both staring stupidly down at him, probably wondering what it felt like to feel.

      He couldn’t even think about her, so he thought about her.

      He tried.

      He picked the phone up. Turned it on, unlocked it.

      He scrolled through the contacts list, found her number.

      Hovered his thumb over it.

      Clicked it.

      The phone immediately sprang to life, obeying its master and dialing and connecting and providing him with the audible and haptic feedback of the connection.

      He put the phone to his ear, still kneeling on the carpet of his two-bedroom apartment in the city, the brand-new appliances and furniture all reminders of the woman’s voice he was about to hear.

      He continued to cry, his shoulders bending over in desperation, his head down, his arm lifted and his right hand holding the phone.

      The television sat silent right behind him, tarnished and unwavering.

      He watched the light trickling through the blinds she’d chosen, through the curtains she’d closed twenty days and four hours ago, right before they’d left it for the last time together.

      The phone, also broken, continued to ring.

      He waited.

      He wept.

      The phone went to her voicemail.

      He had nothing to say. He never did. He hadn’t wanted to say anything. He owed her nothing, wanted nothing from her.

      But something told him it was the right thing to do — the only thing to do now, really.

      So he’d called her.

      He’d wept, and waited.

      Still on his knees.

      The apartment smelling of lavender and cinnamon. An odd combination, he now realized. It was weird that it smelled like both of those things because he had never really noticed it before, but now it seemed weird to him that it smelled like both at the same time.

      Or maybe it was weird because it was just a weird smell.

      He shook his head, trying to shake the feeling that he was putting off something dreadfully important, while simultaneously fighting with himself over the fact that putting off that very thing was the only thing worth putting off.

      He realized the voicemail recorder had started. He frowned, thinking.

      What am I supposed to say?

      Or, rather, what do I want her to hear?

      He had nothing more to say to her, and she knew that. There was no reason for him to be calling her right now, except because it was the only thing he could think of doing in this particular half-hour block of time.

      The next half hour might find him in his bed, crying.

      Or cooking, since something deep inside his head was telling him he was hungry.

      Or it might even find him walking up and down the street, wondering if the ‘she’ he was calling now would have been similar to the ‘she’ he would never know, the ‘she’ that she removed from his future would have made the same decision.

      After thirty seconds of complete silence, he hung up the phone, threw it against the wall again with the hardest sidearm throw he’d ever mustered, and felt just an ounce of satisfaction as it shattered into a few pieces on the carpet.
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      Vladivostok was cold. And it felt wetter, which made it feel even colder. Gareth didn’t like the place, and he’d been here all of five minutes.

      After their long drive to Yakutsk, they took a small plane — again, one funded by Roderick’s employer — to Vladivostok. They’d landed and taxied directly to the private hangar, and no sooner had they stopped than Roderick was up and ready to disembark.

      Gareth’s boots hit the snowy ground outside the hangar five minutes after they’d landed, and from that point, looking into the small airport’s commercial traffic and terminals, was when he’d made his first initial assessment of the city.

      It wasn’t fair, sure, but first impressions were hard to ignore. The sky was pale, a ghostly gray that reveled nothing of what could be hidden inside it, and the tarmac, buildings, and even planes seemed to match.

      A gray hell, he thought. And we haven’t even been here long enough to see another person.

      “Red,” Roderick said, his accent causing the word to be hardly recognizable. “This way.”

      Gareth turned and walked back into the hangar, then through a door that led to the outside once again, on the opposite side of the building. This time he was staring at a long, flat expanse of grass and weeds, a few bushes and trees dotting the periphery. The runways ran up and down to his right, while a large highway connecting the airport to the city in the south. The highway was full, traffic running quickly in both direction, and for the first time in nearly a week Gareth felt like he was back in civilization.

      “There is a car waiting for us here,” Roderick said, motioning to a small lot situation behind the hangar. Gareth followed him and was surprised to find a Chrysler 300, black, waiting for them.

      “Nice ride,” Gareth said, walking toward it while carrying his rucksack. “Bit of a step up from the truck.”

      “This would have fared worse than that little truck on those roads,” Roderick said, “but I am not complaining.”

      He walked toward the driver seat, so Gareth took the hint and made his way around to the passenger side, got in, and immediately began adjusting the seat. He was tall, an inch shorter than Roderick but still a large man. Thin, muscular, and athletic, Gareth was rarely physically intimidated by anyone he met. Roderick would have been no exception, except that the man was still an enigma to Gareth.

      “You’re a weird guy, you know that?” Gareth asked. He’d never been one to shy away from confrontation, and he prided himself of his ability to be forthcoming. He liked to come right out and say it, social cues be damned. It wasn’t as successful a strategy in the military as he might have hoped, but it was still in his nature.

      And this wasn’t a military mission.

      Roderick flicked his gaze over to Gareth as he started the engine, the smooth luxury sedan purring with ease after a single crank. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Look at you, man,” Gareth said. “You’re a big guy — built well, tall. Hell, I’d even say good-looking. What are you doing hanging out with me in the middle of nowhere, traipsing around looking for a fight.”

      Roderick shrugged. “My job.”

      “Right — how did you come to get this job?”

      “I am private security for the bank.”

      “Well I figured that much out, genius,” Gareth said. “But why? You were special forces, weren’t you?”

      Roderick didn’t answer, then he slowly nodded. “Yes. For some time. Not any more.”

      “Why?”

      “I quit.”

      “Again, I got that much. I’m looking for, you know, details. Care to share, my friend?”

      “I do not.”

      “Okay, fine. But considering we keep bumping into each other like this — you’re my flight attendant, then my chauffeur, then my sidekick, now my —”

      “I am no man’s sidekick.”

      “Okay, fair enough. My point is that we’d probably work a lot better together if we just got to know each other, you know?”

      “We know what we need to know about you, Mr. Red.”

      “Somehow that doesn’t make me feel any better.”

      Roderick didn’t offer a response, and Gareth got the impression that he didn’t want any further questions.

      Which only made Gareth want to ask further questions.

      “You said you were from Uzbekistan.”

      “Correct.”

      “Great. That sounds…” Gareth wasn’t sure what to say. He was a history buff, loving every aspect of studying past civilizations and prying out their secrets and hard-won life lessons, but he wasn’t much of a geography guy. “That country’s land-locked, right?”

      “Land-locked?”

      “Surrounded by only other countries.”

      “Ah, yes. It is.”

      “And… is it… nice there?”

      Roderick looked at him strangely. “Americans do not spend much time learning about the rest of the world, do they?”

      Gareth shrugged. “Guess not. Sorry. So how long did you live there?”

      “Until I was old enough to get out.”

      “Okay… that’s… getting somewhere. And then you joined the military? Which one?”

      “I was special forces, yes. But I am not head of security —”

      “At the bank, yeah got it,” Gareth said. “You mentioned that one already.” He sighed. I’m getting nowhere with this guy.

      He had no real interest in Roderick’s past, or really anything else about him, except from a professional standpoint. He — and just about everyone else he’d ever worked with — worked better when he knew his teammates. If he could understand them on their level, where they were coming from, what their life experience had been like, he figured it could only solidify their working relationship.

      And this wasn’t just any working relationship. The bank, Roderick’s employer, had specifically chosen the two of them to seek out and destroy whomever it was killing their clients, and to find out why she was doing it. He had no doubt it was about money — all those assets dumped into an account that no one was touching at the moment — but for Gareth it was all much simpler than that.

      He needed to know what made Roderick tick, and he needed to at least understand what sorts of things set the man off. Was he a fast-and-loose kind of guy? More of a James Bond, preferring to work solo? Or was he a great partner, ready to back him up in any situation?

      Gareth wanted to discover just a little about the man he’d shared rides with for five days, but the man wasn’t offering much help.

      Oh well, Gareth thought. I’m tired of the silence anyway. I’ll just make small talk until he tells me to shut up.

      “So Vladivostok. Seems like a dingy, tired, waste of —”

      “I have a favorite uncle who lives here.”

      “An amazing city,” Gareth finished. “Great place, I’m sure. Where are we going first? The in-flight meals never do fill me up.”

      “We are going to the client’s office.”

      “Now?” Gareth asked. Roderick had pulled into the far lane and sped up, and thanks to the far larger and stronger engine in the Chrysler, they were traveling dangerously fast. Gareth wondered about Russian traffic cops.

      And Russian prisons.

      As fast as he liked to drive, however, Roderick was a great driver. He was never surprised by another vehicle on the road, and he kept the car in full control the entire time, changing lanes using his blinker and giving himself plenty of time to pass other cars and trucks on the road. He seemed to be a steady, practiced hand behind the wheel, and thanks to the handling of the sedan, the ride had so far progressed smoothly. Gareth couldn’t hear any of the road noise, either, even though they were whizzing by the rest of the traffic at over 100 MPH.

      “Yes, now,” Roderick said. “You said it yourself: we could have caught up with the shooter and possibly prevented her attack. Now we have the ability to do just that. We flew here on a private jet, and now we have a fast car to get us the rest of the way. Unless she is just as equipped, we will beat her there.”

      Gareth nodded along. “I’m glad we have the chance to get a jump on her, but I’m still starving. Can’t we take advantage of our lead and at least swing in to a Taco Bell or something?”

      Roderick frowned.

      “Sorry — it’s like… good road trip food.”

      “There is no ‘Taco Bell’ here.”

      Gareth was about to protest — if Roderick didn’t even know what the restaurant was, how could he know if they existed in Russia? — but before he could open his mouth again, Roderick spoke.

      “There is a cooler behind your seat. It has food.”

      “No shit? You’re just now telling me this?”

      Gareth risked removing his seatbelt while barreling down the highway at breakneck speeds and twisted around, finding the small cooler smashed between his seat and the back.

      Inside he found a few cans of soda, bottles of water, and piles of snack foods. Most seemed like Russian knockoffs of American cookies and chips, but Gareth knew it could just as easily be the other way around.

      Between the drinks and the snacks sat two brown bags, filled with sandwiches of some sort. “Want anything?” Gareth asked.

      “Yes,” Roderick said.

      Gareth waited for the man to expand, to clarify what exactly he wanted, but once again he remained silent. He shrugged, grabbed two cans of soda — something diet and something he assumed was like Coke — and four of the sandwiches.

      Roderick nodded in thanks as he drove the vehicle with one hand, still maintaining the ridiculous speed. Gareth watched in fascination as the man coolly unwrapped the sandwich, crammed half of it into his mouth, and then finished the rest of it with a second bite, all while keeping his eyes on the road and passing three slower vehicles.

      Gareth shook his head. And I thought I was hungry. He took reasonable bites out his sandwich — some sort of delicious deli meat with mustard and sauerkraut— knowing that there was plenty more if he was hungry later.

      “How long until we’re there?” he asked through a mouthful of food.

      “Ten minutes, maybe less.”

      “Great. What’s the plan?” Gareth asked. “Storm the castle?”

      Roderick frowned.

      “Figure of speech — run in, guns blazing? Or like last time, walk in and scope things out nicely first?”

      He secretly hoped they would just rush in, tackle whomever this client was, and extract him or her to safety before their killer arrived.

      “We move quickly, but we go in silent. Just like last time — no ‘guns blazing’ or ‘storming the castle.’”

      That tells me a little about him, then, Gareth thought. Efficient. Careful. Interested in completing the task at hand with as little complication as possible. I can work with that.

      “Got it. And who’s the client this time?”

      Roderick was about to answer when his cellphone rang. He put the second sandwich down and picked up the smartphone from the cup holder and answered.

      “Yes. He is with me.”

      Gareth couldn’t hear the speaker on the other end, but he assumed it was the bank lady.

      “Yes. We are aware. I apologize for our not —” he paused, then nodded. “Thank you. We were minutes late, I am afraid, but it will not happen —”

      This time he stopped mid-sentence and glanced over at Gareth.

      Gareth raised an eyebrow. That’s not good.

      “Are you sure?”

      Gareth saw Roderick’s hand grip the steering wheel tighter, his nostrils flare.

      “Understood. Correct, we are ten minutes out.”

      Roderick clenched and unclenched his jaw, then slowly applied the brakes.

      “What’s up, Rod?” Gareth asked. The man was still listening intently, but his entire demeanor had changed. He listened for a few more seconds, then hung up the phone without saying another word. He tossed the phone back into the cup holder, a bit more violently this time.

      “We are going the wrong direction,” he said.

      “What? How? I thought you knew —”

      “I did know where this client was. The third on the list. Vladivostok, just as I said.”

      “Then what’s the deal?”

      “It was the wrong client?”

      “Why?” Gareth asked, thoroughly confused. “What happened? Was that your boss?”

      Roderick nodded. “Yes. She said it was the wrong client because another client — number six on the list — has just been found dead.”

      Number six? “I thought she was working in order, going down the list?”

      “We thought so too,” Roderick said, exiting the highway. He turned and faced Gareth full-on in the car. “We thought she was following the list in order of how large their deposits were. But we were wrong.”

      “Maybe this place — the client that was just found dead — was closer to the previous one? Less of a haul, knock out two birds with one stone, that sort of thing.”

      Roderick shook his head. “This dead client is also here, just outside Vladivostok, about twenty minutes the opposite direction from the airport. We could have been there, but…”

      He trailed off and Gareth didn’t need him to finish. We failed.

      Again.

      He had many questions, but there was one pressing harder into his conscious than any other. He turned to face Roderick. “Then why are we turning around? I hate to be morbid, but if the client’s already dead, shouldn’t we focus on the client that’s not dead yet?”

      Roderick nodded. “There is one more client of ours in the area outside Vladivostok. Three total, and this client was number five on the list.”

      “What makes you think we should visit number five, then. And why not number four, like we were going to?”

      “My boss told us to see five first.”

      “But why? How does she —”

      “Because client number six was not dead when she was found. She was on the floor, bleeding from a wound to her head, but she was, unfortunately for her, still lucid when her husband found her. She whispered something to him, then she died. Her husband called the bank, and spoke directly with my boss.”

      Gareth was wide-eyed. “What did she whisper?”

      “A man’s name.”

      “I’m guessing it was —”

      “Yes. She whispered the man’s name who is number five on our list.”
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      Gareth pinched the top of his nose, the area his doctor, long ago, had told him would help reduce stress. That, rubbing his temples, and squeezing and massaging the skin between his index finger and thumb were all supposed to be great places for ‘relieving stress and anxiety.’

      He wasn’t a doctor, but he had a feeling most of these ‘cures’ were really a combination of forcing the user to take his or her mind off the real issue — crippling anxiety, severe stress, emotional discomfort — and tricking the brain into thinking the body was relaxed, forcing the brain to release its grip on whatever was ailing it.

      So he wasn’t sure if it was all a placebo or if there was real scientific evidence to back it up, but he had developed the habit during his sessions of behavioral therapy and never fully been able to kick it.

      He focused in on the motion now, trying to sense whether or not he felt relaxed.

      Nope.

      He was stressed. He was angry.

      And he was still hungry.

      “I don’t understand,” Gareth said. “Why would she move to another target, go in a different order?”

      “Perhaps she saw us back there, and she now intends to throw us off?” Roderick replied.

      They were heading back the direction they’d come from, toward the airport. Roderick had Gareth navigating, using the address he’d given him on his own smartphone. The route was more or less a straight shot, up the highway, off an exit north of the airport and city, and a quick meandering route on a smaller highway that followed the waterline.

      The application told him they would arrive in thirty-nine minutes.

      This girl has to take a break at some point, he thought. Right?

      If they could get in front of her, move to her next target before she arrived, they could stop all of this. But Gareth knew that would require two things: that she take a break from killing through her list, and that they could successfully determine who was next on the list.

      The problem was he didn’t know when she would need a break — so far, Gareth and Roderick hadn’t stopped, but there were two of them. They could take turns sleeping while the other drove.

      Gareth didn’t suspect that she was working with someone else, but it was a possibility.

      He shook his head. “No,” Gareth said. “The way she’s operating, this is all planned out, and it’s been planned out well. She’s been moving fast — faster than us, of course — and I don’t think she’d be able to change things up this quickly and still keep ahead of us.”

      “So what are you saying?” Roderick asked.

      Gareth tried rubbing his temples for a moment. “I don’t know,” he said. “I’m thinking out loud, but there must be something else. Something important we’re not realizing.”

      “Like what?”

      “You tell me, Roderick,” Gareth said. “I’m not the one withholding information, remember?”

      Roderick shot him a glance as he eased the large luxury car up and onto the top section of a split highway. “What do you mean by that? What am I ‘withholding?’”

      “Well if I knew what it was, it wouldn’t be withholding, would it?” Gareth snapped.

      Roderick didn’t respond.

      “Look,” Gareth said. “You either trust me or you don’t. I get that you won’t give me any details about your personal life — that’s your business. But if we’re in this together — and I’ve got a one-million-dollar letter that says we are — I want to know more about this list.”

      “The list?”

      “The list. What is it, where is, and when can I see it?”

      Roderick picked up his phone. “Mr. Red, if I thought there was anything more to glean from our list, I would have shown it to you immediately. I am not trying to withhold anything.” He flicked through the phone’s screen with one thumb, expertly driving with his other hand.

      He looked over at Gareth once again. “And yes, we are on the same side.”

      Gareth nodded, then waited until he handed over the phone. “This is a file, the image of a scan of the list, printed in my boss’ office. She had it organized from largest deposit to smallest.”

      “Because that’s what you thought your killer was doing, too,” Gareth said, looking at the file. The phone’s screen was barely large enough to be useful, but he found by pulling his fingers apart after resting them on the screen that he could zoom in and work around the image, reading most of the text clearly. Staring at it for too long would give him a headache, and racing down the freeway at the same time wouldn’t help much.

      “Okay, so it’s not organized by deposit amount,” Gareth said. “There are columns here — I’m guessing this is their social security number?”

      “Yes, or whatever number the government the client resides in uses. As a security-sensitive organization, we do not even have client names in the database.”

      “So you had to pull names out separately, then match them up. Must have been a chore.”

      “It took some time, yes,” Roderick said.

      “Okay, and I’m guessing it’s not as simple as just working down the names in an alphabetical way — Aaron gets killed before Abdul, for example.”

      “We tested that, and you are correct. The woman is killing these clients in another order besides name. First name or surname.”

      “Got it. Then the other columns have obviously been tested as well?” Gareth asked. He looked around the file onscreen and saw the different columns of data, all lined up neatly with rows for each entry. A long number — a social security number, he guessed — then a country, then another number, and finally a deposit amount in the last column. “County of origin? I’m guessing that’s where the deposit originated?”

      “Close,” Roderick said. “That is the country where that number — the social security number in the first column — lives. Typically it is the location of the client, though it is more accurately the country in which the client does the majority of its business.”

      “Okay, right. What’s the other number?”

      “That is a phone number for the local branch. Sometimes it is our subsidiary, sometimes it is a referring entity. But it is the number we call to request assistance with that client’s transfer in their local region.”

      Gareth moved on from rubbing his temples and squeezing the top of his nose to trying to work the skin between his thumb and forefinger. While holding a phone in one hand, it proved to be more a chore than he liked, so he gave it up.

      “You are trying to console yourself,” Roderick said.

      “What? No. I’m just stressed. Trying to work out the kinds, you know?”

      “It was in your file, that you have this habit. It is not one that will do much good, Mr. Red.”

      “Alright, listen pal: how the hell do you know that? And why? What else is in this ‘file’ of yours?”

      Roderick stared straight out the windshield as he drove. “As I said, we have ample research on you, Mr. —”

      “Why?”

      “Why do we have research? Because it is good for business to understand whom we are about to enter into a working relationship —”

      “Why me? You told me before that you hired me to kill this person who’s killing your clients. I get that. I saw it with my own eyes, and I intend to stop it from happening again. But why me? You’ve got a steady hand. Why can’t you shoot her?”

      “If it comes to that, I will.”

      “That’s not what I mean, and you know it. Why not just you? You don’t need a second person for this mission, so why hire me in the first place?”

      “You are the right man for the job, Mr. Red.”

      “Why. Again, why.”

      “Because of your past.”

      “Because of — hell, man, we’ve all got a past. What is it about mine that piqued your interest? Why did you drag me out of active duty, away from my training, to put me out here and give me a million bucks? I’m untested, I’m probably unqualified, and I —”

      “Because you are the right man for the job,” Roderick said again. “I reviewed your file myself, and I told my boss you were the right fit. When it comes time to do what is right, you will know what to do.”

      Gareth was frowning, rubbing his temples, and staring at Roderick. “I — I just don’t understand what it was about my past that you saw. I’ll be the first to admit I’ve been through some rocky stuff, but that’s all behind me.”

      “Our past is never behind us, Mr. Red. It just happened in the past.”

      “That’s very zen of you, Rod. Thank you. Why did you hire me?”

      Roderick shook his head. “I already told you. You are the right man for the job, because you are qualified. You were available, and you will be able to make the right decision when you need to.”

      Gareth nodded. “Fine. I don’t like that answer, but fine. I’m here, and I’m committed.” He paused, touching the phone screen again to bring up the printed database once again. “Now can we get back to figuring this out?”

      Before Roderick could answer, Gareth’s phone buzzed, a computerized woman’s voice ringing out with the next directions: exit, take a left, and continue for a mile.

      “Let’s hope we beat her here this time,” Gareth muttered.
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      At first Gareth thought they’d gone to the wrong place. The phone alerted them to their arrival, and Gareth looked out the window only to see trees — a never ending expanse of trees. Green, brown, and white everywhere, snow that had been protected from the sun and hardened into icy piles on the forest floor.

      “There’s nothing here,” Gareth said.

      “It does appear to be a dead-end,” Roderick confirmed.

      “There,” Gareth said, pointing. “A road. Isn’t it?”

      Roderick squinted, pulling the Chrysler closer. It was indeed a road — a small, narrow dirt road that ran into the woods.

      “Can’t hurt to check it out,” Gareth said. Then he realized what he’d just said. It could absolutely hurt to check it out, he thought. We could get shot, we could get stuck in the snow, or this could be the wrong place entirely, and we’ll miss our opportunity, and someone else will get killed.

      Roderick, however, seemed convinced this was the right way. He pulled into the narrow path and started down the trail. Gareth was relieved to discover that the road opened up a bit and was surprisingly straight, with only a few shallow potholes to contend with. The Chrysler wasn’t an off-road vehicle, but it would certainly have enough power to contend with a well-kept dirt road such as this.

      “Did you have any way to cross-reference addresses with the client’s home addresses? Make sure we’re at least going to the right places each time?”

      Roderick shook his head. “No, we only have one address on file for each client. Most of the time it is a business address, or an office somewhere. Our clients do prefer to keep their personal lives as separate as possible from their business entities.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Gareth said. “Considering the downside is getting your head shot off.”

      Roderick didn’t say anything to that, but he slowed the car a bit and turned as the road bent slightly to the left. They started up a small hill and crested it, just as a building came into view.

      Similar to the building in Oymyakon, this was nothing more than a simple warehouse, blocky and stark black against the backdrop of the forest. Gareth felt slighted suddenly, realizing what a waste it must have been to destroy the forest just for such an ugly piece of property.

      The building came fully into view, and as the Chrysler sat atop the small ridge, Gareth saw the buildings behind it. One was a smaller copy of the ugly monstrosity, but the other couldn’t have been more different.

      “Wow,” he said. “Does someone live there?”

      The building — a house — was like a mountaintop oasis. Surrounded on three sides by dense forest, and one the front side by the two buildings, the house was like some of the larger estates they had passed on the way here from Vladivostok. This was smaller in scale, but it seemed better put together. It appeared to have been built from high-quality materials, as it had an apparent age yet no sign of serious wear. The roof was sloped steeply in the center section, raised above the other two sides, but the lower sides were shallower. The house itself was brown, matching the color of the trees, as if the architect had the forest in mind and wanted to honor, rather than destroy, the integrity of the area.

      “I believe that is the home of our client,” Roderick said. “But I do not know. I have never been here.”

      “Do you know these clients?”

      “No. We have never met, and we have never planned to. As a private bank, we —”

      “Yeah, I know,” Gareth said, interrupting. “You guys are all top-secret and stuff.”

      “Our clients prefer discretion.”

      “I’m sure they do.”

      Roderick drove into the driveway that lined up with the end of the dirt road, the tiny rocks in the gravel popping and crackling as the heavy vehicle rolled over them. He slowed, bringing the Chrysler to a crawl, and Gareth took the opportunity to scope out the property.

      The ugly set of buildings had no windows. Built cheaply, the sides were sheet metal, the roof a corrugated version of the same. He imagined a simple 4x4 wood structure beneath it, a bare skeleton holding up the thinnest of skin.

      The nearly flat roof was not punctured by any features, just a long, sloping group of sheet metal that had been quickly hammered onto the frame below it. He could see a few of the sheets that had shifted over the years, or had been installed incorrectly.

      “Quite a contrast from the house. Seems like two completely different people own these.”

      “I would imagine there is but one owner,” Roderick said.

      “Why would you imagine that?”

      “This property is all owned by our client. All of the land in sight.”

      Gareth nodded. “Well in that case, seems like our owner needs to pay a bit more attention to his giant shed and stop spending money on the house.”

      “It is a bit incongruent.”

      “A bit.”

      They rolled past the first building, driving between the two warehouse-looking structures. The smaller was on Gareth’s left, the larger on his right. They were twins, aside from their vast difference in size, and the construction — cheap and quick — was the same for both.

      The house loomed over them, directly in front of them. A large, circular driveway opened up, complete with a fountain in the center. No water flowed from the concrete structure, but he could imagine a time during the summer months when this very scene would be quite stunning.

      “Are we going inside?” Gareth asked. He had expected Roderick to pull up short of the property, prepare some sort of advance, and the two of them would walk up on foot.

      “No,” Roderick said. “But I do want them to know we are here.”

      “Why? What if it’s not just your client who’s here?” Gareth was looking out at the tree line surrounding the immediate vicinity. While the house certainly had the high ground, a great vantage point, it would be nearly impossible to spot anyone hiding in the woods.

      Or anyone shooting at them from the woods.

      “We are not the enemy of our client,” Roderick said,” so there is no reason for putting them on the defensive. If they are home, as I expect they are, they will send for us.”

      “You sure about that?”

      Just then Gareth saw the door to the great mansion open, a large, thick wooden thing nearly ten feet tall. A man, bundled in a wool coat and scarf, poked his head out.

      “Butler?”

      “I doubt it. There were no other cars in the garage, and our GPS scans show no room on the back of the house to park.”

      Gareth was surprised he had missed that detail. He’d seen the garage, cracked open on the side of the house, but hadn’t registered anything about it. Now, he scanned the image in his mind and realized that Roderick was right. There had been a car inside, based on the set of tires he could see in the open crack, but the opposite side of the two-car garage was empty.

      He silently berated himself for missing that crucial detail, but there was something else more pressing.

      “You did GPS scans of the area?”

      “We do for all of our clients.”

      “Is that — legal?”

      “No more illegal than using Google Earth,” he answered, a bit gruffly. “We like to have a visual representation of the addresses we have on file, in case a situation like this arises.”

      “In case a… what are you talking about?” Gareth asked. “You’ve dealt with situations like this before?”

      “Not at all,” Roderick said. “But I prefer to be prepared. My office compiles data like this for each of our clients. They prefer discretion, yet we prefer to know as much as possible about our clientele. They don’t give us names, but we can look them up. They don’t tell us where they live, but most give us their home or business address anyway, as they prefer to keep their money close to their personal lives. The blessing and the curse of having a lot of money is that these people can afford to pay for the highest security and protection, but the very companies they are paying want to know more details about who they are protecting.”

      “For their own protection.”

      Roderick smiled. The first time Gareth had seen a true, genuine smile from the man. “Precisely.”

      The man who had poked his head out the door was frowning at them, squinting across the expanse to try and determine who had made this peculiar house call.

      Roderick made the first move, stepping out of the driver’s seat, his hand raised in a friendly wave. The gesture worked, apparently, as the man on the porch straightened up, waved back, then opened the door wider.

      The man called out, a deep, ominous voice, in Russian.

      Gareth waited, but Roderick answered immediately. In perfect Russian, or what Gareth assumed was perfect Russian.

      After a moment of awkward silence, the man smiled, then waved them over.

      “What did you tell him?” Gareth asked, impressed.

      “I just told him we were on our way to Vladivostok, we got lost, and now we have to use the restroom.”

      “That works out here?”

      “This is not America, Mr. Red. Most people are not as desperately fearful of everything in the rest of the world as they are in your home country.

      Gareth considered this. He had spent a bit of time in Europe when he was younger, and it did seem as though people were more comfortable with one another, even to the point of being stifling.

      He shrugged, then got out of the car.

      The man had gone back inside, but the door to the mansion was still cracked open.

      Gareth took a deep breath, realizing that he was unarmed, unprepared, and completely at the whim of a man he barely knew and one he had never met.

      Here goes nothing, he said.
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      “And why do you think I am in danger?” the man asked.

      He was sitting in a comically large armchair, leather with wooden buttons, that had been placed in the corner of a front living room. Two more armchairs, each different in design yet still matching wonderfully with the father of them all, sat in two other corners, a large couch between them.

      Gareth sat at one end of the couch, Roderick in one of the facing armchairs. A fire crackled in a fireplace next to him, set into the wall between him and the owner of the house.

      “You are here alone?” Roderick asked. They had switched to English when Roderick introduced his partner, Gareth remembering another interesting feature of his world travels: English was a very popular spoken language throughout the world, especially for the rich.

      The man nodded. He was short, heavyset but only from years of atrophied muscle buildup. Gareth had sized him upon meeting him as the type of man who was probably good-looking once, in shape and fit. But he was old. Gareth placed him as mid-seventies, but if the man had in fact taken care of himself, he could have been even older.

      Knowing creases gathered in bunches around the sides of his eyes. He wore a large, flowing robe, almost as ridiculous as the chair he was sitting in, but Gareth gave him points for comfort. The robe and the chair looked wonderfully cozy, and to Gareth the only thing missing from the rom was a glass of whiskey in each of their hands.

      When they’d arrived, Roderick immediately apologized to the man in Russian, then explained that they were with the bank.

      The man’s eyes widened, then softened again. Gareth wasn’t sure what to make of that. Was he surprised? Had he been expecting us? Does he know that he is in danger?

      Before Gareth could ask any of these questions, the man ushered them into this room, one of three he could see from the entryway. This was the smallest of the three, the room opposite a larger meeting or dining room, judging by the massive oak table that sat in the middle of it. The third room, directly in front of the main entrance, was more of an atrium, a connecting space for the rooms that existed in the rest of the house. A staircase wound from the right side of the room to the left side on the second floor in the atrium, and Gareth caught a quick glimpse of some large portraits hanging on the walls.

      He was a history buff, and portraits — and mansions — like this one piqued his interest. In his experience, every one of them had a story behind them. A person, or a place, that meant something to the person who had commissioned or purchased them. He loved hearing those stories, learning from them, filing the information away to be used later.

      But he was here, sitting on this couch, for a different reason. As much as he’d wanted to linger, he allowed Roderick and the man in front of him to pull him into this room, to pull him back to the task at hand.

      “My wife died many years ago,” the man said. “But I imagine you already knew that.”

      “Actually, no,” Roderick replied. He offered a warm smile. “We appreciate gathering information about our clients if only to offer to a better service, but we do not pry much into personal details. You are the account holder, therefore we care little for information on relations.”

      Gareth watched the man’s expression and mannerisms. If he thought the statement sounded harsh, he didn’t show it. In fact, he seemed to appreciate this. His head fell backwards a bit, his mouth a thin line. A smile?

      “And I have no servants here. I prefer the solitude, and I am not dead. I can cook, clean up after myself.”

      “Very well,” Roderick said. “Still, we do believe you are in danger.”

      “Danger of what sort?” the man asked.

      “We believe your life is at danger, sir,” Gareth said, butting into the conversation.

      The man looked at him like he’d just interrupted the pope in mid-prayer.

      “I — sorry,” he said. “You guys, uh, continue. I’ll just…”

      “My associate is correct,” Roderick said. “Your life is in danger. We believe you are being targeted by —”

      The man held up a hand. Roderick stopped, Gareth stared.

      “I know what you are going to say. I have known for a long time.”

      “How — what are we going to say?” Gareth asked. Roderick’s face was again a mask of nothingness, a plain stare that belied nothing of what was in his mind.

      The man shifted a bit to address Gareth. “You do not work for the bank.”

      “I — well, technically, I’m contracted by —”

      “So you cannot know the details of the transactions that have been made.”

      “You mean everyone — including you, sir — dumping their assets into some shared account? One no one has touched?”

      The man sat up straighter. “Those are some of the transactions, yes.”

      “There are more?”

      “This has been in motion for some time,” the man said.

      Gareth shook his head. He considered standing, but he didn’t want to come across as threatening. “You guys like this, don’t you? Keeping me in the dark? I’m trying to help you, man. You’re going to be —”

      “Killed?”

      Gareth’s mouth remained opened. He didn’t try to conceal his shock. “H — how do… and why don’t you —”

      The man smiled, and still Roderick offered nothing. Great help he is, Gareth thought.

      “It is the proper way to end all of this,” the man said.

      “To end what?”

      “All of it. It is not of your concern.”

      Roderick cleared his throat. “Sir, we would like to prevent anything that might lead to your harm. My associate and I believe you are next on a list of people targeted, and —”

      “I am.”

      “You are?”

      “I am.”

      “Right, well,” Roderick said, clearing his throat again. “We are here to assist you, and hopefully to prevent the attack we believe is —”

      “8:58, local time,” the man said.

      Gareth involuntarily looked down at his watch. A large, conspicuous piece he loved for its clunky, rugged qualities more than its usefulness. He’d always made a habit of resetting the timepiece to whatever local time he was in, and this trip was no different.

      8:56.

      Either the man was wrong about the current time, or Gareth’s watch was two minutes off, or…

      He looked up at the man.

      Suddenly he knew.

      The man knew everything. There were no secrets in those eyes.

      He understood.

      He wasn’t fearful.

      Even more, he was comfortable.

      He was going to die in two minutes, and they were going to watch.
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      Roderick and Gareth snapped into action simultaneously. Roderick made for the door, while Gareth approached the window he had previously been sitting in front of. Gareth looked out into the dense, thick forest surrounding the estate and weathered buildings. Is anyone out there? Right now, this instant?

      Surely someone was watching them. Every movement, every flick of their head as they had been speaking. Gareth felt the chill, the shudder. He’d felt it before, but usually he was on the opposite side of the rifle.

      As a sniper, he’d often imagined what it was like to be one of his victims. Never knowing when that instant would come, when the proper moment would strike and it would all be over. Gareth would watch on, their form motionless or moving slightly or moving a lot, talking or walking or sitting still or doing nothing much at all. Sitting at a desk, or standing in a hallway near a window, or even — once, anyway — driving a vehicle.

      Gareth would steady himself, feel the heartbeat and try to match its rhythm with a steady breath pattern. Then he would close one eye, line up the shot, and open it again. Breathe out, breathe in, breathe — fire.

      Unanticipated, except for in a small portion tucked away deep in his subconscious brain. The shot never missed. He’d confirm, say the words, pack up and be done. Sometimes it meant a hike back to an extraction point, other times it was as simple as swinging up and into his vehicle and driving away.

      He wondered what it was like for her out there. If she was out there, now, watching them. Was she experiencing the same thoughts? Going through the same process? If the time was correct, and the man hadn’t been wrong, and the woman had been trained at all like Gareth, she should have been there now — wherever she was — for nearly an hour, maybe longer.

      Setting up. Preparing. Her gear and her mind.

      But he wasn’t her. He wasn’t about to kill the man standing behind him. He shuddered again, still watching out the front window, trying to see anything that might give them a clue.

      Would she shoot the man through Gareth? It was a risky move, and it had a high chance of failure, but from any of the trees to the house, most proper rifles could make that shot possible. Gareth had never attempted it, but he’d heard of others who had. Some, even, that were successful.

      It all came down to what this woman truly wanted. If she was on a mission with orders given to her from someone else, those orders might or might not explicitly state what to do in a situation like this. He figured eighty percent she’d have been told to call it off, to pack it in and wait for another opportunity. Twenty percent she’d have been told to take the shot.

      He checked his watch. 8:57. It wasn’t an atomic clock, and it wasn’t offset to match the officially correct time in Greenwich Mean Time. It didn’t matter if it was, anyway, as there were at least two other watches that mattered in this situation: the man’s and the woman’s. Gareth didn’t know which time theirs was set to, or if it had gotten off a bit. And he was willing to bet that one minute of error was a reasonable estimate.

      So they had less than a minute. Whatever was going to happen was going to take place in a minute or less. He needed to do whatever was possible to help this man, even though he seemed to be completely at ease with it all.

      Roderick was returning to the house, but he didn’t come in. He was holding a rifle of his own, a modified AK-15, and had checked its 30-round magazine and flicked off the safety. Gareth had watched him do all of this with mild interest, both surprised that Roderick was setting up a defensive perimeter against a still unknown sniper in a still unknown location, and also impressed, once again, with Roderick’s ability.

      Strange for a specops sort to move into private security for a bank, he thought. He knew of soldiers who had gotten frustrated with the authority in traditional branches, washed out, then gotten hired on in security forces for decent wages and less oversight. Typically they weren’t Roderick types, however. Enlisted men and women, sure, and possibly an O1 or 2 every now and then. Military life wasn’t suitable for everyone, so these sorts of alternatives attracted the folks who wanted to sling guns around and act like bullies without needing to report to a thousand different bosses.

      He wondered if Roderick was related to the woman he’d talked to, or possibly someone else higher up at the bank. Still, why would they have given him this particular job? It seemed reckless and dangerous to send someone into a mission such as this, and he did not pity the person who did that to their own family member.

      So, with less than a minute left, Gareth pushed the thoughts of Roderick back into that same corner of his mind he kept ongoing problems that needed solving. He wanted to know who this man really was, and he wanted to know what it meant for him. But that could come later. They only had a minute or less.

      He whirled around to the man on the armchair, but he stayed in front of the window. He felt no desire to jump in front of a bullet for this man he barely knew, but he was risking the 80/20 percentage that she wouldn’t attempt a shot through him. There was also the very real — and probably — possibility that she wasn’t aiming from an angle where Gareth was even in the way.

      “What’s going to happen?” Gareth asked.

      The man looked up at him, smug and content.

      “What is she going to do?”

      “She?”

      “The woman — you know about all of this, don’t you?”

      “I do not know who it is going to be. Only that it must happen.” He had the faint hint of a smile on his face, but it was tampered and nuanced by a growing frown. Lines creased his forehead, and Gareth got the impression he was watching the man age in this last minute of his life.

      “Why are you okay with dying?”

      “We all pass away, my friend.”

      “Why now?”

      “It is atonement for my sins. As I said, it must happen, and it must happen now.”

      Gareth was growing more and more agitated the longer they spoke. He hadn’t expected to get anything from the man, but it was still aggravating getting these half-vague, half-cryptic responses.

      “Please,” he said, changing his tactic, “what’s it to you to come clean? As you said, you’ve got less than a minute to live anyway.”

      The man nodded slowly, once. He looked at the front door, where Roderick was standing just on the other side of it, looking outward at the forest. He must have figured, as Gareth had, that the woman would shoot from the front of the house, since the man hadn’t moved out of his armchair. Therefore the only logical position for the shooter would be somewhere in the front, behind the trees, looking up and into the house.

      By judging the angles and calculating a bit, he could narrow down the possible locations to about three that made sense. The warehouse building blocked most of the tree line directly in front of the great window, so that left the extremities, far left and right, and one small outcropping of trees that was rising up and above the warehouse, but farther back from the tree line.

      He figured Roderick would be watching those spots, so he turned his attention once again to the man.

      “It is done,” the man said. “It is all done.”

      “I know. But what is done? Something you’ve done?”

      “Yes,” the man said, nodding. “Something we all have done. And now it is time to pay for our own lives, with our own lives.”

      “So you’re religious, is that it? You think you’re a sinner, so you have to atone for your sins?” Gareth wasn’t a religious man anymore, so while he understood the construct in general terms, he wasn’t able to empathize with this man. What God would want to take people’s lives instead of forgiving them?

      “I am deeply religious,” the man said. “Devout Catholic, actually. But this is separate from any religious atonement. This is my past life, catching up with me.”

      “Who is the woman?”

      “As I said, I do not know who has come for my final judgment, but I trust that it is an appropriate alignment.”

      Gareth was about to ask a follow-up question, but then realized he had been talking to the man for longer than a minute. He checked his watch again.

      8:58.

      He felt his heart begin to race. Still within the margin of error, but now the stakes had been raised. They were sitting in the middle of the window of opportunity, both literally and figuratively. Any moment now he could expect the glass behind him to shatter, and for the bullet to travel through, hit its mark, and — hopefully — miss Gareth. He dared a glance out the window of the mansion, mostly checking on Roderick. The man was still scanning, carefully, left to right, then back again slightly faster, alternating the pattern with random stops and varying speeds to account for any random serendipity in spotting anything, as well as to throw off anyone tracking him back.

      The same method Gareth had been taught.

      He watched Roderick chewing an imaginary piece of gum for a moment, then grow still. Just then Gareth saw a flash out of the corner of his eye. A glint of white light, the telltale sign of a pair of eyeglasses, a pair of binoculars, or a gun-mounted rifle scope. He immediately turned his head and stared. There were no more flashes, but instead he saw exactly what they had been looking for.

      The woman, standing, not attempting to hide her location, staring back at him.
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      She was on the rise he had scouted earlier, no doubt having been completely and successfully concealed up until now. She wore white, a strange choice for a killer hunting in the woods with so little snow on the ground, but the white parka and pants did appear to be a military-issue, high-quality kit. There was a thin line of black resting on her shoulder, one of her white-gloved hands holding onto its strap.

      The rifle.

      It was too far away to see what make it was, but Gareth wasn’t concerned about that right now. He ran out the front door, his heart pounding out of his chest.

      Roderick was surprised, but he recovered quickly.

      “Did you see her?”

      “Over there,” Gareth asked, pointing. “Up on that rise, just above the warehouse’s roof.”

      He was carrying a pistol, a 9mm Roderick had given him, opting to leave his rifle in the trunk of the care, so he ran toward the rise hoping that the woman would be taken by surprise and not try to pop off a few shots his direction before he got into range.

      He heard Roderick’s footsteps behind him. Heavy, crunching pounding over the pea gravel driveway, but keeping up with Gareth.

      “What’s the plan, Red? She’s not there anymore.”

      Sure enough, the woman was gone. Shit. She might have done that to lure us out, and she’ll take the opportunity to make her shot.

      He hadn’t considered that possibility, and now he was kicking himself for it. They were not outnumbered, but they were certainly outmatched. Their primary objective was in tracking her down, but Gareth’s own objective was preventing any more deaths. If she decided to take her shot now…

      She didn’t shoot. In fact, she didn’t do anything but run. Gareth reached the top of the short rise and stumbled through the trees. He saw her camp, now nothing more than a few broken sticks and some rubbed dirt and leaves in the spot she’d set up. He recognized the position as a decent one, one he himself would have chosen if their roles had been reversed.

      But he also saw the route she’d taken through the trees. He wasn’t a great tracker, but he knew more than most, and this woman hadn’t been careful in her hasty retreat. More broken branches, and — best of all — footprints in the soft forest floor.

      “This way!” he shouted. He didn’t care if Roderick followed or not. Now it was just one person running from another, and the person behind had the advantage, as he wouldn’t have to turn all the around to shoot.

      But he had to catch up with her first. It was likely that she was just as in shape as he was, and it was also likely he was bigger and heavier, which meant she could be faster than him. So then the challenge became stamina — could he outlast her, or was her vehicle or transportation close enough she could get to it before Gareth could catch up?

      He ran faster, aligning his breath with the footfalls. Sharp, quick breaths was his preferred method of running at a tilt. Counterintuitive, but it kept the oxygen in his bloodstream fresher, and therefore more efficient. The trees passed him as he wound through the forest, trying to pay attention to her trail.

      He caught a break after a left turn, seeing her white parka about two hundred paces ahead. He stretched, pushing himself still faster, and knew that he would eventually catch up.

      Unless…

      The woman slowed, and he thought he was going to make it, but she ducked at the last minute and disappeared. What the…

      Then he saw it.

      It was a car, a small compact sedan that had been fitted with off-road tires and probably weighted to catch on the track better. She was already behind the wheel, and he heard the roar of the engine firing up.

      No.

      He sprinted the last hundred paces, trying to close the distance, but the woman started moving. Slowly at first, then the blue sedan picked up speed. She’s going to burn me, he thought. There’s no way —

      Crack! The sound of a rifle firing from behind him made Gareth duck. Two more shots fired, and he watched from the ground as the back windshield of the sedan blew out.

      He turned and saw Roderick, aiming and walking. He continued firing. One of the rear tires blew, and the car spun wildly and nearly hit a tree.

      Roderick ran to the tiny dirt road now, turned, and dropped to a knee. A much better vantage point, and he was no longer moving. Gareth watched, still lying on the ground, now behind him in the woods. Roderick’s rifle blasted four shots, then Gareth heard the telltale sign of a vehicle smashing into a tree. A deep, low rumble, interspersed with the crunching sound of weak aluminum pushed beyond its limits.

      “Let’s move,” he said. “She’ll try to make a run for it.”

      Gareth nodded, but he was already in motion. He was not winded, but he knew he couldn’t keep up the incredible pace for much longer. Roderick, thankfully, seemed every bit as fit as Gareth, so at least there was a chance one of them would make it.

      The woman, however, hadn’t popped up from her vehicle. He wondered if she had been injured in the crash. The car was smoking, but it was the charged condenser spilling its toxic load out into the air, and Gareth figured there was no danger of a fire.

      Good, that gives us more time. They wouldn’t have to simultaneously wrestle the girl out of a burning vehicle and contend with the fact that she probably wanted to kill them.

      Roderick reached the car first, slowing to a walking pace as he held the assault rifle up and aimed at the vehicle. “Get out!” he yelled. “Get out of the car, now!”

      The woman didn’t move. Her head was lowered, her white parka nearly filling the small space that had been made much smaller because of its impact with the tree.

      Gareth walked up to the driver’s side while Roderick approached from the opposite direction, like two traffic cops playing it safe. Roderick repeated the order, but still the woman sat in the seat, motionless.

      “She might be dead,” Gareth said. “Or knocked out.”

      “Then put a bullet through her head and let’s go.”

      “No.”

      Roderick looked at Gareth, both men feeling the tension in the cold air ignite, a fuse, growing closer and closer to its final destination.

      “Kill her,” Roderick said. “Make sure she is no longer breathing.”

      “Not here. Not like this.”

      “What?”

      “We need to question her. See what she knows, especially if we’re supposed to figure out why she was doing all of this.”

      Gareth looked through the broken driver’s window, his gun leading. Her head was bobbing, slowly. “She’s alive,” he said. “Time to wake her up and see what this is —”

      Her head heaved backward, she took a huge gasping breath, and Gareth saw the woman’s hands rising up.

      Unarmed.

      “Move,” Roderick said, aiming his rifle at the woman in the front seat of the car. Gareth immediately stepped in the way, preventing Roderick from getting a straight shot.

      Man, I’m stepping in front of a lot of bullets these days.

      Roderick’s gun lowered, but Gareth noticed it was still very much armed and that the man wielding it needed no more than a quarter-second to get it back on target. Far faster than Gareth would have to move out of the way.

      But he assumed Roderick was on his side.

      “I’m ordering you to move out of the way, Red. Or put a bullet through her head now and get it over with.”

      “Roderick,” he said. “Easy there, big guy. No one really explained to me the hierarchy here. And first time we met, you were serving me drinks, which I can only take to mean you’re a bit below me on the totem pole. I’m getting a cool bag of cash for this mission, so I’m very much interested in seeing it through. No answers, no dice. This chick has answers. See?”

      Roderick shook his head. “This is a poor decision, Red.”

      “That’s just it — I don’t see it that way. And unless you’re really interested in killing me and her, we’re going to do it my way. Got it?”

      Gareth felt the pressure in his shoulders. Physical manifestation of tension, stress. Common in his line of work. He forced a longer set of breaths. Focused on his heart, the rhythmic beating.

      The truth was, he had no idea what Roderick really wanted. Maybe he’d gotten a better deal? Two million instead of one, just for taking the girl out. No way to know without Roderick just coming out and telling him, and so far his teammate had been rather light in dishing out crucial details.

      The woman next to him coughed. Blood on her cheek, she wiped it off with the back of her white jacket. Dark crimson smeared a line down the outside of her parka’s white sleeve.

      “She’s fine,” Gareth said. “Help me get her out.”

      Roderick finally nodded, then came around to Gareth’s side of the car. His rifle was stowed away over his shoulder now, a much safer place for it in Gareth’s mind, but he knew the man was riled up. He was probably not used to taking orders from anyone but his direct boss, and he had a feeling there was a reason the hierarchy of this mission hadn’t been fully explained.

      Keep them in the dark, keep things interesting, he’d heard commanders say. Keep them on their toes. Neither was a particularly good strategy for building teamwork, morale, and friendships within the ranks, but both were bulletproof methods for keeping troops focused on a singular mission while simultaneously ensuring they weren’t focused on what their leadership really wanted. They were both all-too-common favorite strategies in the Army.

      Perhaps the bank was attempting this now? Keep Gareth unsure about what was really happening so that he would revert to his default setting that years of training had drilled into him: accomplish the mission that had been given to him.

      For now, Roderick was playing along. Gareth hoped he’d continue doing so, but he vowed to keep an eye on things, try to control as much as possible from here on out.

      The door was mangled, but it opened easily enough and Gareth reached inside. She was pouting, her face masked in rage. She pushed his hand away.

      “Listen, chick, I’m not going to hurt you. Yet. Just cooperate and —”

      Her voice cut back at him in Russian, a stream of what could only be obscenities. He glanced up at Roderick. He just shook his head.

      “Seriously, lady, I’m getting real tired of this country, real quick. You help us out, we’ll —”

      Another stream of curses, this one even more staccato and punctuated by coughing phlegm.

      “We should just leave her here to die,” Roderick said. “After an outburst like that.”

      Gareth winced. Maybe she is injured, after all. He felt a bit sorry for her, falling so far from woman-on-a-mission to woman-who-can-barely-speak, unable to move out of her own vehicle without help.

      But the compassion was quickly replaced by the knowledge of who she was. She was a sniper, assumably well-trained, and she wasn’t new to her profession.

      “You were going to kill that man,” Gareth said, hoping Roderick would translate into Russian for her. “Why?”

      “He is already dead,” she shot back. Gareth was surprised, but he didn’t let it throw him off.

      “No, he’s sitting in his big ‘ol armchair in his big ‘ol house, probably watching all the shenanigans out here.”

      “It change nothing,” she said. “He is dead. I was here to ensure it was finish.”

      “You’re saying he’s still going to die?”

      She shook her head. “We all die, no?”

      “But you’re not going to kill him?”

      “Not now. Later.”

      “I see. Well, I’ll tell you what. You come with us, talk it out, and we just might let you continue your little killing spree.”

      “I do not believe you.”

      “Good,” Gareth said, “you’re not a complete fool. Still, since we’re the guys with the guns, and you’re the one with a few broken bones, you’re going to do what we tell you to do.”

      She glowered at him, a look so cruel Gareth was both impressed and a bit scared. Who is this woman? he thought. He reached in again and this time clamped his right hand around the top of her arm, squeezing as hard as he could.

      She winced, but he didn’t let up. He pulled her, one handed, out of the vehicle, where Roderick grabbed her and helped hold her up.

      “We’ve got a bit of a walk,” Gareth said. “But our ride’s in a bit better shape than yours, and I think we even have heated seats.”

      She continued to glower, but Gareth pushed her ahead of him. “Looks like you can still walk, so let’s get moving. I don’t have to tell you the rules, do I? Running gets you shot, and all that?”

      She made no discernible motion with her head, and he wondered if she could still understand him. To her credit, though, she marched forward, her black boots the only non-white piece of her outfit. Roderick held onto her arm, but Gareth dove back into the car to find her weapon.

      It was in the back seat, but it looked like it had flown there from the front seat during the crash, or she’d simply tossed it back there carelessly, focusing instead on her getaway than in taking care of her gear.

      “Right behind you,” Gareth called up to them. He started walking, examining the rifle while he moved. There were no markings on it, and he was unfamiliar with the model. It seemed to him like some sort of black market purchase, from a supplier who was very interested in remaining anonymous. Interesting, he thought. Very interesting.

      The woman was walking directly in front of him now, Roderick still guiding her along. Gareth examined her, trying to put it all together in his mind. She was thin, her hair black but also thin and wiry, and her stride was lilted a bit from either a scrape from the car wreck or a limp from a previous injury. The parka hid her figure, but she had a belt around her waist, pulling it in tight and revealing that she did seem to have been dealt a lucky hand in the looks department, as far as build was concerned.

      Her face, from the few seconds Gareth had seen it, was what really struck him, though. She was young, maybe no older than thirty. Her eyes were deep hazel and green, beautiful but full of untold stories. Her face was weathered, similar to some of the faces on the women he’d seen in the past lying on beaches for hours on end, day after day, unaware that their constant battle against the sun was a losing one. But this woman was pale, not tanned at all. Ghostly white, actually.

      So she was the type of woman who was beautiful, youthful enough to be fit and healthy, but undoubtedly aged beyond her years from some dreadful experiences in her past.

      Gareth shuddered again, this time because he felt the weight of this woman’s struggle. It wasn’t at an end, not yet. She was still alive, and she would still fight. With her words, or with the lack of them, but she would fight.

      And he was not looking forward to that battle.
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      “Who are you?” Roderick asked again.

      The woman glared. Gareth sighed. This was the third time he’d asked the question, and the third time they’d gotten no response. Well, no response besides an evil glare.

      They were driving, heading back toward the airport at Vladivostok, to catch yet another plane to yet another somewhere. Gareth was feeling two things simultaneously: first, he was tired. Worn out, ragged and exhausted to the core after nearly a week of travel, chasing, and not getting much sleep. Second, he was disappointed. He wanted to close the case, seal the deal, but this woman wasn’t giving them any help. She offered nothing, and no question they asked her once she was in their Chrysler was answered.

      “You said earlier that that man was already dead. What does that mean? Youobviously missed your window, and he’s very much still alive, last I checked.”

      She glared at Gareth. “I say I kill him later.”

      “Why would you want to do that?”

      “It is his choice. He make choice long ago, I finish it now.”

      Gareth shook his head and sighed again. They were still on the dirt road that led to the warehouses and mansion on the hidden property, so he figured they had plenty of time to get comfortable.

      The woman was sitting in the front seat, next to Gareth, who had taken the driving role for now, while Roderick sat in the back, peppering the woman with questions that weren’t getting answered.

      “Listen, uh, whatever your name is, we —”

      “Latia.”

      “Latia?”

      “Latia. Yes.”

      “No last name?” Gareth asked. “Or is that your last name?”

      “My name is Latia. If I have other name, I do not know it.”

      “I see. Well my friend and I, Roderick here, we want to figure out why you’re killing his clients. He works —”

      Roderick cleared his throat, a very obvious signal for Gareth to shut the hell up. Gareth obliged, waiting for Roderick to redirect the conversation.

      “I work for an entity that has sent me here to find you,” Roderick said. “My interest is in making sure there are no more deaths by your hand.”

      The woman only stared, first straight ahead out the windshield, then to the right, at the passing forest. They had searched her when they’d reached their car, Roderick checking for weapons and anything that might identify her. Neither of them had been surprised to find anything of the sort. She had packed light, and if there was anything at all that could incriminate her, it would be back at her wrecked compact. Gareth figured they’d be safe leaving it there — no one else lived out this way and there weren’t going to be any local law enforcement officials snooping around this area unless someone called it in.

      Gareth worried at first that the man in the mansion they’d just left — the client — might do just that, but Roderick felt it was more pressing to get back to civilization, to call it in and see what his boss wanted them to do. He made his case that if the man was going to do anything at all, he would have done it, and they would both have police crawling all over them by now. Odds were, he said, the man was simply waiting until the next time he was told he was supposed to die. He’d missed the first window, he’d try to make his next appointment.

      It was a strange thing, not understanding what was happening. Gareth had been in a few situations like that, long ago, but it was rare these days, after years in the military and acing his training regimens that he was ever in a situation where he didn’t understand just about every side of every aspect of the mission. It was part of the briefing, and since he was far from a regular foot soldier, a regular infantryman, he was typically given a wider scope in his briefings. Not just who the target was, but why he was taking them out. What the real mission was — not just ‘kill this person,’ but why it mattered.

      This mission was different. He was getting a much fatter paycheck, but the brief was essentially no brief at all: find the person killing our people, and stop them from killing any more. He hadn’t been told who he was working for, why, and what the true situation was.

      There was the chance that what he’d been told was the entirety of the situation, that the bank itself had no idea what was really going on besides the fact that their clients were being hunted down and murdered. There was a chance that Roderick had been sent out on a wild goose chase, the bank hoping that by spending a million on Gareth and however much on Roderick that they could scare up some results.

      But Gareth had been around long enough to know that there was most often more to the story than the hired help was allowed to know. He was the grunt, the man assigned to the dirty task of ending this woman’s killing spree, so he’d be pretty low on the totem pole. He knew for a fact that Roderick was not exactly forthcoming with information about himself, so he would likely be similarly nondescript about his employer.

      So Gareth didn’t like the situation. He didn’t understand it, so he didn’t like it. He felt out of his comfort zone. He was used to traveling to one destination, setting up, marking and taking a target, then driving back. Sometimes as part of a squad, most often by himself. He liked the solitude of the journey, the simplicity of it all.

      This was complex, and confusing. And neither the woman nor Roderick was giving him any help.

      “Latia,” Gareth said. “As he told you, we just want to figure out what all this is about.”

      “And then put me in prison,” she said.

      “Well, you did kill those other people, right?”

      She didn’t answer.

      Gareth sighed once again, but Roderick’s cell phone rang. Saved by the bell.

      He picked it up, answered it, listened for a moment without speaking. Gareth watched him in the rearview mirror as he drove, just about reaching the end of the dirt road. He could almost feel the tension, palpable, rising in the car.

      “What is it?” Gareth mouthed into the mirror. Roderick didn’t answer.

      “That cannot… that is not possible.”

      Gareth stared back at Roderick, trying to keep his focus on both the man and the road at once. He couldn’t hear who was on the other end of the phone, but he could take a wild guess.

      Roderick listened some more, then he began to explain their own situation. “We picked her up. She had a rifle and everything, no — that’s back at the estate. No, we didn’t… yes, he seemed to be aware of what was happening. No, we left him at his home. I believe he is safe.”

      He nodded along to a silent order, then he hung up.

      “You want to explain what that was all about?” Gareth asked.

      Roderick took a deep breath, looking from Latia over to Gareth and back. “That was my boss. There has been another death.”

      Gareth’s head fell sideways. “Another death. Like a sniper? One of your clients? Same situation?”

      Roderick nodded. His usual mask of stoicism was replaced by a thin, sharp line of anger where his mouth used to be. “Client #5 on the list.”

      Gareth smacked the steering wheel with the palm of his hand. “Shit.”

      “Correct,” Roderick said.

      Latia’s face was turned outward, looking toward the trees they were still passing. But Gareth could see a thin grin, just a sliver of excitement on her otherwise plain, empty face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 25

        

      

    

    
      As one of his old executive officers used to love saying, this situation is a cluster. Gareth had known the man for only a year, but they all remembered him by comments like these. And it was true: this situation was absolutely a ‘cluster.’ He couldn’t make heads or tails of it, and Roderick was only as helpful as the gun in his hand.

      What Gareth needed right now was information.

      He threw his left hand to right, sending the car toward the shallow ditch on the side of the smaller highway they’d just started down, and his right hand worked the automatic transmission. From four to three, then his hand shifted to the handbrake and he pulled it straight up. The car spun, but he had moved the wheel a quarter-turn to the left, causing it to spin perfectly over the surface of the entire highway, ending up with the Chrysler pointed the opposite direction.

      Both Latia and Roderick were holding on for their lives, gripping anything close to them for support. Latia’s head bounced against the window, but Gareth knew she was fine. He floored it, the gas pedal and the floor meeting and becoming parallel, and the Chrysler’s powerful engine dug in and took off, sending its three passengers sailing back the direction they’d just come from.

      “What are you doing?” Roderick screamed. “Turn around. Slow down — or stop, I will drive from —”

      “I got this, Rod,” Gareth said. “You just make sure our new friend doesn’t try anything stupid.”

      Their ‘new friend’ had recovered from the reckless spin, but her eyes were widened in fear. Or anger.

      Or both.

      He risked a quick glance at her and saw something he didn’t expect. Behind her eyes was a question, pleading. Help.

      He wasn’t sure what to make of it. Again, a cluster. All of it. The girl, barely thirty, if that. Roderick, the man who was there for support, not telling him anything useful about the real situation. And the man back at the mansion, sitting in his awe-inspiring armchair, waiting out the end of his life.

      No one here wanted to give him information, so he would go get it himself.

      This woman was there to kill the mansion’s owner. That much he knew. And that meant that this woman, Latia, would probably be quite surprised to see him up close, in person, rather than through the lens of a rifle scope. Likewise the other way around. Gareth wondered what the man’s face would betray, what he might then be willing to discuss.

      So that’s where he was headed.

      “You are going back?” Roderick asked.

      “I am.”

      “Why? The mission is to push forward, to move on.”

      “The mission is to figure out what the hell is going on. And right now, I don’t know what the hell is going on. I have a feeling that this lady and that old man back there know each other from somewhere, and I intend to watch them discuss it.”

      “It will be pointless,” Latia said, once again staring out the passenger’s side window.

      “Yeah?” Gareth asked. He had reached the dirt road and decided not to slow down. This was his third time on it, he knew where he was headed, and he knew the vehicle could handle it.

      He knew he could handle it as well, and he didn’t really care much for the comfort of his passengers. He was beyond playing the game, playing for someone else’s side. He’d find out what was happening, with or without Roderick’s help. And Latia — well, she was a card he could now play. Perhaps the man back at the mansion would be willing to deal.

      “I agree with the woman,” Roderick said. His voice was calm, even, although the car was bouncing wildly on the dirt road and his head was lolling around like the rest of theirs.

      “Good for you,” Gareth said. “Maybe you both can join a secret-keeping club when this is all over.”

      “Red,” Roderick said, “heading back to the mansion is a waste of time. We have two targets left to find, and this excursion will set us back.”

      “We’ve been ‘back’ the entire time, Rod,” Gareth said.

      “My name is not ‘Rod,’ Mr. Red.”

      “Well dammit, man!” Gareth screamed. “What the hell is your name? And what is this all about? We’ve got a convicted killer here in the car with us, and you don’t really seem all that interested in figuring out what her problem is.”

      “My mission is to —“

      “I don’t care what your mission is!” Gareth yelled. “We’re going back. I’m getting answers.” He punctuated his words with a hard thrust on the gas pedal, pushing everyone’s head backward into their headrest.

      We’re going back.
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      Red wanted to make Roderick stay in the car, to make him wait outside. He couldn’t trust him, and he knew that now. Roderick had a different mission — perhaps the same end result, but he cared little for Latia’s life or the why behind her own mission.

      Gareth wanted to find out what was going on, and the man in the mansion, on his armchair, looking out at them, knew. He could give them information that Gareth sorely needed. Whether he would or not was a completely different story, but he thought he had a bargaining chip.

      Or a threatening chip.

      He still had a problem. A lot of problems, actually. And Roderick was one of them — the man wasn’t operating with the same parameters as Gareth, and that meant he couldn’t be trusted. Another problem was that they were running out of time. Another client had just been killed.

      And Latia hadn’t been the one to do it.

      Red pulled up between the two buildings, the larger warehouse on his right, the smaller congruent structure on his left. The mansion, the fountain in front of it, directly ahead.

      “What is the plan here, Red?” Roderick asked from the backseat. Gareth could hear the frustration in his voice.

      “We talk to that old man again. With her standing in front of him.”

      “What good will that —”

      “He will not talk to me,” Latia said suddenly.”

      Gareth and Roderick stared at her, but Gareth opened his door and turned to face her. “You sure about that?”

      “He remembers me. So he will not talk.”

      “I’ll take my chances,” Gareth said.

      He walked around to the passenger side while Roderick got out, then he offered a hand to Latia. “Try anything stupid and we put a bullet through your head. Got it? My friend here is very willing to end it that way, so I wouldn’t tempt him.”

      Latia nodded, the dark glare returning to her face.

      Red pushed her forward but held onto her arm. He waited until Roderick passed, still not trusting the man, then pushed Latia again. They walked like this, a stuttered step or two followed by a push, all the way up the steps of the mansion.

      Roderick was there, gun drawn. This time it was a pistol. The assault rifle he’d left in the car, but Gareth was positive the man was every bit as capable with the smaller tool as Gareth himself was.

      “Your show, Red,” Roderick said. “What would you have me do?”

      “Well if you’re asking, I’d love to not get shot. I’d also love for her to not get shot, or the guy inside. Think you can make sure that happens?”

      Roderick leaned in to Red, whispering. “I understand this is not a traditional mission for you. I respect that things are not going as smoothly as we may have planned. But if she is correct — the man does not talk — we leave her here. Dead.”

      Gareth stared at the man, every bit his equal and still wholly unknown to him, and nodded. “Thanks. Let me try. I have to understand what’s happening here, Roderick. If it doesn’t work, we have one more client.”

      Roderick stared, unmoving, but his face drained of color.

      He’s scared, Gareth thought. Scared of failing, or scared of what might happen to him if he does fail.

      Gareth knocked on the door. The man was still inside, or on the property somewhere. There was nowhere else for him to go, and no other roads that led out to the highway. They had driven to the highway and back without seeing another vehicle, so the man had to be inside.

      He knocked again. Before his fist hit the heavy door a third time he heard the latch clicking and then the door swung open.

      Gareth blocked the other two behind him and looked inside. He saw the man’s face, troubled, yet recognizing.

      “You have returned,” the man said.

      “That’s right,” Gareth replied. “I wanted to ask you some questions. May we come in?”

      He could tell the man knew there was someone behind him, as his eyes darted up and around Gareth’s tall frame, but he probably thought it was his teammate, Roderick. The man cleared his throat. “What sort of questions?”

      Gareth pushed the door open more, forcefully, and the man fell backwards a step. “I want to ask about Likur Holdings. And the bank. And this account you’ve all been depositing money into. What the hell they all have to do with one another.”

      The man frowned, either from Gareth’s rough entry or from his rough statement. Gareth, however, didn’t back down. He stepped over the threshold, all while still remaining directly in front of Roderick.

      “And there’s someone here to see you. She tried to say hello earlier, but… we got in the way.”

      He stepped sideways and grabbed Latia’s hand at the same time, pulling her forward and into the large home. Roderick followed as well, shoulder to shoulder with Gareth.

      “Her name is Latia, and she tells me you won’t talk to us. But I’ve got a big, angry partner and a gun that says different.”

      He watched the man’s face. It went from white to red, then back to white. Fear, anger, then fear once again. With a bit of stress and anxiety thrown in. Up close the man seemed far older than he had before. Liver spots dotted his face and bald head, and the atrophied muscle Gareth had noticed before seemed now to be fat, plain and simple. The man may have been powerful, physically, long ago, but he was far from his peak today.

      “Sh — she… how…”

      “You recognize her?” Gareth asked. Roderick slammed the door shut behind him. “She told us you would.”

      “L — Latia? It is you?”

      He dipped into Russian, probably repeating the question, but Gareth stopped him. “This was my idea, so I’d appreciate if we kept the dealings in English. I know for a fact we’re all capable of speaking English.”

      He raised his eyebrows toward Latia.

      She bristled, writhing a bit in Gareth’s grasp, but she didn’t try to make a break for it. Instead, she recovered, standing up straighter, eye to eye with the man. Her glare intensified. “I have waited fifteen years to see your face.”

      The man didn’t speak.

      “But your face was not supposed to have life.”

      The man nodded. “I was prepared, Latia.”

      Her nostrils flared. “You did as my sister requested.”

      Gareth shot a glance toward Roderick. Sister?

      “She is finishing the job. The one we started together. You have done as she has requested, all but one final task.”

      The man’s head fell. “I — I tried. I was prepared. They —”

      “We stopped it,” Gareth said. “You were supposed to die.”

      The man nodded.

      “And we got in her way. She couldn’t take the shot.”

      “She can now.”

      Gareth shook his head. “No. I want to know what the hell is going on. Maybe we go sit down in there? You seem to like that armchair.”

      The man looked around at the three people in his home, two strangers and someone he had not seen in quite some time. He shook his head.

      “No,” he said. “There is no reason. I will tell you what you need to know.”

      Latia didn’t take her eyes off the man. “I told them you would not say anything to me,” she said. “You have grown soft in your old age, Gaspar.”

      Gaspar.

      “Gaspar?” Gareth asked, questioning the man.

      He nodded. “Gaspar Likur.”

      “Likur Holdings,” Gareth said. “It’s your company?”

      “It was,” he said. “The bank owns it now, though it is a completely different entity today. Just a shell of a corporation.”

      “And what did it do, back when you ran it?”

      The man’s head fell. Gareth saw a tear, a lone drop of clear liquid, hit the hardwood floor. “No,” he said. “I cannot…. I cannot bring myself to say it.”

      Gareth started to plan. He wanted to press him, to make him speak. Maybe the girl can wait in the car. If he won't talk in front of her. He wanted to know. He felt so close, so near the final answer he’d been searching for.

      But if the man would not speak, there was nothing he could do. Gareth wasn’t going to torture him. He wasn’t that sort of soldier, and he certainly wasn’t that sort of man. He wanted justice, but not at the expense of another man.

      He cleared his throat, hoping to gather the man’s focus and force him to look directly at him. It might make a difference, make the man feel at ease a bit, as if it were just him and Gareth in the room.

      He opened his mouth to speak, to beg the man to continue, when Roderick’s phone rang again.
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      Gareth turned to look at Roderick. He was not trying to hide his frustration any longer. This was a life-or-death situation, and Gareth wanted Roderick to understand where he stood on that fact or get out of the way. He waited for the man to pull the phone out of his pocket.

      Latia looked like she had never seen a cellphone before, and the man — Gaspar Likur — just had a shocked, beaten expression on his face.

      “H — hello?” Roderick asked.

      Gareth stared. Roderick’s face fell. “We are at the previous client’s home.” A paused. “Yes, I told him that.”

      Another pause, this one longer. “I cannot force his hand. He understands what is on the line.”

      “Do I?” Gareth asked, looking around at the three people in the room who clearly knew more than he did.

      Roderick ignored him. “Yes, I told him that as well. She is here, with us.”

      Gareth couldn’t hear the words, but the woman on the other end raised her voice considerably. Roderick pulled the phone from his ear, waiting for the tirade to end. “I — yes, I know. I will. Immediately.”

      He hung up the phone, and Gareth waited for an explanation. When he got none, he stepped closer to the man and clenched his jaw. “You want to tell me who that was?”

      “That was our boss.”

      “Your boss.”

      “Correct. Effective immediately, you have been terminated, your services no longer needed.”

      Gareth nodded along, almost expecting it. “Right. I didn’t do my job? Is that what she said?”

      “That is what she said.”

      “And what job was that, Rod?”

      “We were supposed to kill her. We did not. And now there is another killer out there somewhere.”

      “Her sister.”

      Roderick’s eyes widened a bit, then he looked at Latia quickly and back to Gareth.

      “Am I right?” Gareth asked.

      Latia nodded. “My older sister. We are twins. Separated at birth.”

      “But you’ve found each other now, huh? Decided to go on a killing spree?”

      The woman froze again, her anger smoldering just below the surface but completely readable on her face.

      “Okay, fine. I half expected this,” Gareth said. “Works for me. Roderick, just drop me off at the —”

      Roderick's pistol came up.

      Gareth reacted too slowly, his own pistol tucked away behind his back and too far to reach. By the time he had it out and the safety disengaged, Roderick had moved his own up to point at Gareth.

      “Stop. We are done here,” Roderick said. He waited for Gareth to lift his left hand in the air, dropping his right — and the pistol — to his side.

      Then Roderick shifted and brought the pistol up to Latia’s head.

      “Please, Roderick,” Gareth said. “Don’t.”

      “This is the job, Red. This is what you were hired to do.”

      “I don’t kill people without a good reason.”

      “She killed those other clients.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe it was her sister. Doesn’t matter. I didn’t know them, and I don’t know her. This isn’t a trial, and no one’s been convicted.”

      “No one needs a trial,” Roderick screamed. “She is the one killing our clients! She is the one who started all of this — she told you that herself.”

      “What?” Gareth screamed back. “What did she start? What is all of this?”

      He glanced around. Roderick, his hand up, one finger-weighted pull away from ended a young woman’s life. Latia, eyes wide, her glare still strong and burning powerfully. And Gaspar Likur, the man who had started whatever this was all about, long ago.

      Gareth took stock of the situation. Two guns drawn, one aimed. One pistol at another human’s head. That meant there was one objective, one ‘right thing’ to do.

      He rushed Roderick. Didn’t bother with the pistol — there was no way to get it raised, pointed, and aimed in time, even in close quarters such as this. He simply kept it in his hand, not wanting either of the other two people in the room to grab it. Rushing Roderick was a risk, of course. But in Gareth’s mind Roderick would have been expecting retaliation by Gareth’s raising his own weapon, in which case Roderick would simply turn and shoot him.

      But he wouldn’t expect to be tackled, and that’s exactly what Gareth did. He flew into the large man with all his weight, pushing both of them right out the front door. He heard Roderick connect with the hard wooden door, but the door simply moved out of the way and they tumbled together, down the stairs.

      Gareth had dropped the pistol, losing it somewhere as he’d flown through the air. They hit the ground at the bottom of the stairs and rolled a bit longer, Gareth ending up on top. He struck the man beneath him, a hook that caught him beneath the eye, but was unprepared for the man’s strength. Roderick tossed Gareth off and he bounced off the water fountain in the driveway, then threw a glancing blow to Gareth’s own face.

      Gareth didn’t see Roderick’s pistol in his hand, either, but it was still an unfair fight now. Roderick was getting to his feet while Gareth was still trying to recover. He’d somehow lodged himself beneath the edge of the fountain and the gravel driveway, so it was all he could do to block a few of the blows that came in.

      One of them, a kick, got him in the ribs, and he felt one crack. Another came toward his head, but this one he was able to block with a raised forearm.

      He wasn’t going to be able to stop Roderick’s attack forever, and he was sure the man wasn’t interested in stopping. Roderick didn’t strike him as the type of guy who was a loose cannon, one to fly off the handle at the merest provocation, which meant this attack wasn’t out of retaliation. It wasn’t a mistake.

      This attack meant that Roderick was the enemy.

      He didn’t understand how, or why, but he was dead sure that Roderick had stopped being his teammate and had moved into enemy territory.

      The next two blows came, weaker but still painful. One to the area he’d just been kicked, another blow to the ribs, and the second to his head. He blocked again with his raised forearm but he knew he’d be put out of commission soon enough.

      Somewhere from above and in front of him a gun fired. He forced his eyes up to the porch and into the house and saw Latia, standing in the doorway, his pistol in her hands.

      Roderick screamed in frustration, then turned toward the girl. She anticipated however, and turned the same gun toward him. He froze, then immediately started backpedaling. She fired, twice, but both shots flew wide. Gareth saw her lurch forward into action, her long, thin legs jumping down the set of stairs and onto the gravel driveway.

      She tried to aim and fire, but Roderick had already turned and was running full-tilt to the Chrysler. She would be on him in seconds, but he was fast. Faster than his large frame gave him credit for, and within another second he was in the car, starting the engine.

      Latia shot out the windshield, then turned the weapon up and aimed at Roderick, but the man was covering his eyes with one arm while steering with the other, and he was already driving directly toward her. Latia was forced to duck and roll out of the way, and the Chrysler made a wide arc in the driveway and spun out near the grass, fishtailing wildly until the front of the large sedan was pointing downhill. He floored it, shooting gravel and rock chips up and into the air, some hitting the window Gaspar Likur had previously been sitting in front of.

      The car bucked and bumped down the driveway and onto the dirt path, but Roderick only sped up. Gareth had crawled out of his space beneath the edge of the fountain now and was on his knees, delicately poking at his side and testing the wound.

      Latia was there, standing over him. Aiming down at him with his own pistol.
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      “Wait,” he said. He held up his hands. “Just wait. Let’s talk about this. I don’t want to kill you, and I don’t think you want to kill me, either.”

      “To kill is the only way to make this right,” she said.

      “But I’m not the person you need to kill,” he shot back. “Am I?”

      He stood up, knowing that his extra head over her could be used as a tactical advantage, and in this negotiation he figured he could use whatever help he had. She was smart, standing far enough away that he couldn’t swing out and hit her, or take her weapon, and she was standing with one leg just behind the other. Leverage, prepared for the shot, and — with her training, whatever that might be — she couldn’t miss.

      Finally, after a tense moment of standoff, she shook her head. “No. You are not the one who needs to be killed.”

      “Good. Got that out of the way. Now, do you trust me enough to drive us out of here? You tell me where to go, and we end this. Together.”

      She looked at him another few seconds, the gun still steady in front of her, pointed at him. She sighed, exasperated. “Yes. That is fine.”

      He let out a breath he’d been holding. “He has a car, in the garage,” he said, pointing. “I’ll find the keys inside the house. I don’t know what kind of car it is, or if it works, but it’s our best shot. Unless you have a helicopter.”

      She shook her head. “My sister has the helicopter.”

      Gareth did a double-take. “Wait, really?” He assumed this woman was not must of a joker, and this was hardly a time for joking.

      Suddenly it made sense. Of course, he thought. This is how she’s been everywhere before us. First, there wasn’t just one ‘she.’ Latia had a twin sister, somewhere out there. And apparently the twin sister was a capable helicopter pilot, and owned or had access to one. Not an unheard of thing, especially in this country. It would be far quicker, even having to stop and refuel at tiny airstrips along the way. They could skip airports almost entirely, so there wouldn’t have been any driving time to catch a plane.

      It was a perfect mode of transportation, actually. And if all of the clients were Russian and located relatively close to one another geographically, their travel could be cut down to hours, instead of days.

      Which meant they’d been ahead of Gareth and Roderick from the beginning, and there was no way they could have caught up to them. Which the two of them were driving the airport in Yakutsk, then catching a plane ride to Vladivostok, the sisters would have reached their first destination, one of them getting off here while the other flew to the next destination. They would have had time to observe the clients, their targets, with just about all the time in the world.

      It was a perfect plan, and Gareth realized they had just gotten lucky in finding Likur just as Latia was about to make her move. He remembered the way she’d stood up, in the forest, staring back at him.

      She could have shot me then, he knew. He’d felt it in the moment, the shudder and slight recognition of how close he’d been to death. But she didn’t.

      She hadn’t taken the shot, and for all he knew she hadn’t been planning to take the shot. She’d stood up, knowing that he’d see her, but she hadn’t shot.

      He thought about it. If she wanted to remain undetected, she should have just stayed put, lying on the ground and watching them interact with the man. She would have missed her 8:58 appointment anyway, but she wouldn’t have put herself in danger by blowing her cover.

      What did it mean? Gareth couldn’t figure it out. It was another in a long line of unsolved mysteries about this mission. Who is Latia, and what does she really want? And why did she allow herself to be spotted by me?

      He found the keys inside the house, exactly where he’d have stowed them. On a tiny hook near the door in the entryway, sitting alone on a whole line of tiny hooks. He had to step over the dead facedown body of Gaspar Likur, but felt no remorse for the man’s death. He’d seemed to be eagerly awaiting it earlier, and besides — Gareth had no time for mourning. He didn’t even know the man. It did seem odd to him, however, that he still felt nothing seeing him there, all the life removed from his old body.

      He swiped the keychain and ran toward the garage. The door was latched shut from the inside, and when he pulled it open and pushed the button to open the outer door he saw Latia standing there, next to the car.

      “This will work,” she said.

      He smiled. “Yes, yes it will.”

      The car was a Russo-Balt, and looked like it had been shined and detailed an hour ago. Perfect tires, chrome accents, and a beautiful matte blue color. The facade was sleek, and resembled some sort of attack helicopter. He walked up to it and swung the driver’s side door open, then slid in. He adjusted the seat to account for his long legs, then got comfortable. Why not enjoy the ride while you can? he thought.

      Latia even seemed impressed with the vehicle, and she rubbed down the interior of her door as she stepped inside. Leather and wood — probably both real — everywhere, and an aftermarket stereo system that didn’t detract from the beauty and luxury of it all.

      He started the engine, saying a silent prayer and hoping that the owner hadn’t neglected the vehicle or left it low on gas. Neither was true, and the car started up perfectly after a single crank, and he backed it out of the driveway.

      “Seems wrong for us to steal his car, too,” Gareth said.

      “Not wrong. Perfect,” she said.

      He drove it around the fountain, getting a feel for it, then headed down toward the dirt road. The engine purred nicely, and he couldn’t wait to get it out on a flat, open road. The Chrysler had a head start, but the Russo’s V12 engine would make quick work of the race. The problem was he wasn’t planning on following Roderick. He was planning on going somewhere else: wherever Latia told him.

      “Why is this ‘perfect,’ Latia? I’d love to get some answers.”

      “You do not know Likur Holdings, do you?”

      He shook his head.

      “That is why I stood up, why you saw me. I did not recognize you. I think there was no way for you to know what is happening.”

      “Thank you,” he said. “An astute judgement. But you wanted me to see you? Why?”

      “I knew you were trying to block me, to prevent me from killing Likur. So I wanted you to see me. I wanted to tell you.”

      “Tell me what?”

      “What is happening.”

      “Well, you’ve got a captive audience, Latia, and a solid drive in front of us, to — where?”

      “We are going to Moscow.”

      He opened his mouth to agree, then closed it. “We — we are?”

      She nodded.

      “That’s… how long of a drive?”

      She grinned at him. A slow, painful faint wisp of a smile, but a grin nonetheless. “It is many hour. Over one-hundred.”

      His eyes flew open. “You — you’ve got to be kidding me. I’m not driving for —”

      “We are not driving. Flying.”

      “Your helicopter?”

      “Too far. Plane. We go to Vladivostok airport. Take plane. You must purchase ticket.”

      “Oh, right. Sure, just purchase a ticket. To Moscow.” He turned his head and saw her staring once again out the window to her right. Not smiling anymore. “Sounds good.”

      This is still going to be a long trip.
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      The trip was shorter than he’d imagined. They didn’t talk much during the drive, and both of them fell asleep as soon as they’d boarded the plane and slept nearly the entire trip. All he got out of her before that was that her sister was to meet them in Moscow, the final destination.

      The last client.

      From there he had no idea. But he couldn’t argue with the sleep, and the food. It had been too long since he’d eaten a decent meal, and the hamburger and fries from the airport restaurant was the perfect antidote to his growing starvation. She’d eaten little, opting instead to nibble on a protein bar she’d snagged from some newsstand and stare out at the planes landing at and taking off from the small airport.

      When his boots hit the gangway in Moscow, he felt a shift in Latia’s mood. When before she had been light, even openly nice, the glare returned to her face and her look of angry dread came back.

      Whatever this girl’s been through, it ain’t good, he thought. He decided to leave her alone, to just tag along. Let her lead, as long as she’d allow him to follow.

      It was a terrible plan, but he had to have something. He’d never been one to back down from a fight, and this was a fight he felt he’d already lost. Might as well see it through to the bitter end. If he was lucky, he might even meet up with Roderick again and tell him a little of what was on his mind.

      Using his fists, of course.

      Latia rented a car, a small compact similar to the one she’d left at Gaspar’s mansion, and the two of them got in. Latia, this time, drove.

      “Will you answer my questions now?” he asked.

      She didn’t respond. Not a good start.

      “I want to help you, you know.”

      She looked at him.

      “That’s why I’m still here. And you know you want my help, or you wouldn’t have stood up, back in the forest. Right?”

      “Right.”

      “Okay, then. So since my last teammate was very stingy with details and information, I think it’s best for us to get to know each other.”

      “You do not need to know anything about me. Only the mission.”

      “Sorry, tried that method already. At least tell me your last name, Latia.”

      “I tell you already. I have no other name. Latia. This is it.”

      “Okay, fair enough. I’m Gareth Red, United States Army. Currently off-duty, but I was previously on a well-paying non-government mission to find you.”

      “With Roderick Halding.”

      He took in this information slowly, deliberately. She’d said the name like a mashup of Rod and Derek, and then the man’s last name. Even he didn’t know the man’s last name.

      “Halding?”

      “You did not know?”

      “Like I said, he wasn’t much for dishing out information.”

      “Yes, he is the son of the final client.”

      The final client. The last one on their list.

      “He’s their son? That’s — that’s why he’s so motivated to finish this. To kill you. Both of you.”

      “Right. Yes. He wants to protect his mother. She is Gloria Halding. Owner of Likur Holdings.”

      “I see. And can you tell me about Likur Holdings?”

      “It is not what it once was. When I was part of its system, my sister and I, it was very bad company. Now, no. Just a empty company, a ‘shell’ as they say.”

      “They do say that. What do you mean you and your sister were in its system?”

      “We were ‘employee,’ I believe. Worked for Likur Holdings.”

      Gareth closed his eyes. “And what were you doing for Likur?”

      She sniffed. “It was called a ‘ring.’ You know this term?”

      “Like a circle?”

      “Yes.”

      “A ring… for what?”

      “For sex.”

      Oh, God. He kept his eyes closed. Closed them even tighter. She’s the product of a sex-trafficking ring. A ‘ring.’ Latia and her sister, both sex slaves.

      “How long?”

      She glanced at him as she drove, carefully and slowly, through the streets.

      “How long were you and your sister, uh…” he wasn’t sure how to word the question, so he didn’t. Just simply let it sit there, open and raw, assuming she’d know what he was asking.

      “From eight years old to fourteen.”

      He sucked in a sharp breath. Felt a wave of fear, of recognition, a recognition of something he couldn’t even recognize. It was familiar. He’d of course never had any interaction or association with such an enterprise, thankfully, though he’d heard of them. But his mind told him otherwise. It told him he knew the feeling. That he understood this young woman in a way that not many people could.

      He swallowed. But what the hell do you say to someone like this? What could I say?

      “You are good man. I can see that. That is why I show you.”

      “Show me what?”

      “Myself.”

      That’s why I revealed myself to you in the woods. I wanted you to see me.

      The familiarity returned, quickly and with a vengeance. See, it was telling him. I told you. You know her. You have been her.

      But he hadn’t. Not really, anyway. In no lifetime or bad dream had he been in this poor girl’s shoes, but… and there it was. But…

      But what? Why was he having such a hard time dismissing the fact that he knew how Latia felt? Why could he have such a distinct feeling of I’ve been there when he’d never, certainly in life or his own mind, been there.

      But.

      But he had been there, at least emotionally. He had felt her pain. The tight, wrenched feeling of someone physically pressing in against your heart, forcing it to beat harder and harder and harder until you either woke up or died or just gave in. And he’d given in, losing everything he’d ever wanted and cared for, and it had all left him in a moment.

      Just a single, solitary moment. This girl had six years. Six years of similar moments. Her entire life sucked away from her, replaced by pain and fear and suffering and hate.

      And she was turning it around the only way she knew how. The only way she could, really. This was her goal, her only desire. To finish it. To end it. To make things right.

      He knew it wouldn’t change a damn thing, not for her, not for the people who were ‘already dead.’ It would change nothing, but it was the thing she could see. The only thing she could see, and the only thing she could now care about.

      Latia, the girl who had been forced to grow up too fast, to take her life into her own hands, had done just that. Her sister was the pilot, the transportation. Latia was the orchestrator. The avenger.

      “You learned to shoot,” he said, finally.

      “Yes,” she nodded. “We both did.”

      “How?”

      “Private instruction.”

      He nodded. “What about your sister? How did she learn to fly? Private instruction?”

      “No. Military.”

      “Really? Russian?”

      “No. Chinese.”

      He frowned, not understanding.

      “We live in China as children. After we escape Likur. A family take us in, teach us. Chinese military was looking for young girls to train. Special program. They think we are easier to teach, and younger are better.”

      Gareth nodded. Makes sense, I guess. “So you learned to shoot straight and fly helicopters in the People’s Liberation Army Air Force.”

      “Basically, yes. Then we run away from home, back to Russia, and live together in Moscow.”

      “What did you do for work?”

      “Prostitute.”

      “I see.”

      “We planned. We waited. All of it, made it all happen.”

      “Well, it’s been effective so far,” he said. “You’ve got one more client. One more kill.”

      “Yes,” she nodded. “One more and it is over.”

      He knew it was a lie, and he thought she could tell it was a lie, too. He’d been there, felt that pain of knowing the solution to your problem couldn’t be found on this world. It didn’t exist on this world, so you did whatever you could to fix it. Bandage it up, learn to ignore it, take it out on someone else, but you dealt with it.

      Latia’s coping mechanism was elaborate, and intense, but it was effective. It worked, helping her get from one thing to another — from one item on the checklist to the next — day after day.

      Except that the list eventually ran out of tasks. It stopped. It ended. There was no way around it, and Gareth knew that personally. He’d learned it the hard way, just as Latia was about to learn it. Her list would expire, her tasks would be complete, and she would be… the same.

      Or different, but not in a way that mattered. Not enough. Different a bit, possibly satisfied, but not changed in a way that could really change her. She would still be the broken little girl who had been stolen and trapped and abused and ignored and discarded, and this little spree would not erase that. It couldn’t, and it wouldn’t.

      He knew it, but he couldn’t tell her that.

      There was nothing to tell someone like that.
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      Their destination was, in some ways, the same house, the same fountain, the same woods, that they’d been to before. Outside of Moscow this time, an entire continent away, and the house was different, but everything was the same. The fountain was a different color and shape but it stood over a circular driveway. Different gravel, but the same purpose. The mansion was smaller, too, a completely different style of architecture, with different paint and windows.

      But the buildings were there. The same two dilapidated structures, one large, one small copy, straddled the driveway in the same configuration. Both built a century ago, both falling apart, cheaply made with poor materials and immediately forgotten once completed.

      Gareth noticed the buildings first. The way they loomed over the smaller house, dark and ominous in an otherwise picturesque setting. This area of the country was less flat, and this estate, even though it was smaller and not as grandiose, seemed to be in a better location. It sat atop a hill, but the hill itself was set into a wide, deep valley, like a single scoop of ice cream in the bottom of a bowl. The house and buildings were the postcard-worthy center of attention, but the land itself was awe-inspiring.

      Again, if it wasn’t for the two dilapidated buildings, the scene would have been quite nice.

      “That is where we stay,” she said.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “That large building. We stay there. Boys and girls together, each in a bed.”

      “You lived there?’

      “Not here, but in a building like it. There are many, all owned by Likur Holdings. They keep us there, until someone order us.”

      “Order you?”

      “Yes. Like a package. We stay there, then we go to client. Then we come back. Every day. Every night.”

      My God, he thought again. He was nearly in tears just thinking about it, and this poor girl had lived it.

      “What about the other building? The smaller one that looks just like the other one?”

      “Manager.”

      “I see. And no one came to help? No police?”

      She looked at him with a look that screamed, you know how that would go down, then said, “no, no police. Some police order us. Other police do not care, and the rest do not know.”

      “I see. And this was going on for how long?”

      “I do not know. Long time, before I get there. Five years after I leave.”

      “It was shut down?”

      She nodded.

      “How?”

      “We shut it down.”

      “You and your sister? How did you manage that?”

      She took a deep breath, preparing for the explanation. “We learn quickly. Very good at business, my sister. We set up business — prostitution, again. Only thing we can do.”

      Gareth nodded. Sad, but probably true at the time. It was the only thing they knew.

      “We build business, outside the major cities. This way we keep from becoming  known too well and trapped once again. They find us, they kill us. Or they enslave us once again.”

      “You didn’t want the Likur people to find you.”

      She nodded. “Or anyone else. We very careful, only work for clients we know personally, and we pay for background check on everyone.”

      “Wow.”

      She nodded again. “This way we build our business, for many years. Finally we have enough money to begin to demand more and more. To tell client they have not enough money.”

      “Pricing yourself out of the market, good call,” Gareth said.

      “Well, we did not price out. We got more business. More money.”

      Gareth nodded along. He’d heard of this phenomenon. He knew a few contractors, one a web designer and two in the coaching field, and all three had mentioned something of this sort. Keep pricing higher and you’ll weed out the clients who aren’t serious enough while making more money doing less.

      He could imagine this to be true for the girls. They knew their business well, and Latia’s sister did sound savvy.

      “Was this before or after your training? Your shooting and flying lessons in the PLAAF?”

      “After. We needed money, so we escape again and come to Moscow. Then we start business.”

      “And then you start killing the clients.”

      She shook her head. “No, these clients were better. Nicer. We made sure of that, and we had no one to work for. No Likur Holdings. We work for ourself.”

      “I see. So you got to choose to ‘work with’ only the best clients, and you dumped the rest. But at some point you decided enough was enough, right? That you’d both had it with that life and you were in a position to do something about it?”

      “Yes, exactly,” Latia said. “We have the money, we have the training, we needed the plan.”

      “What was the plan?”

      Latia pulled the car off the road about a half-mile from the house. She had waited until the road pointed down into a small ravine, allowing them to be hidden from the house just over the other side of it. She stopped, put the car in park, and got out.

      “Here?” Gareth said. “Won't someone see the car?”

      “Does not matter. They know I am coming.”

      “They?”

      “Yes.”

      Gareth sighed. It seemed the conversation was over, and while he had much more information now than he had before, he still had unanswered questions.

      “What do you need from me?” he asked. “I can shoot.”

      She looked him over. “You can shoot?”

      “Army sniper. Currently on leave, or assignment, I’m not really sure. But active duty, yeah. United States.”

      She seemed mildly impressed, but he could tell she wasn’t convinced. “Or just let me sit here next to you, play eyes, watch your back.”

      Again, she wasn’t convinced. She was used to working alone, that was clear, and she obviously had thought ahead to her own mission and how Gareth might fit into it.

      “You help,” she said.

      “Great,” he answered. “How?”

      “Stay out of my way.”

      She crouched and began working her way through the woods, crunching over old dirty snow at a diagonal from the road but toward the top of the gentle rise. The slope grew steeper the higher it went, and she stopped behind a tree about twenty paces from the car and about three from the top of the hill.

      Gareth had followed along behind her, watching her lithe shape move gracefully through the trees, her weapon stowed and hanging over her shoulder in its carry case. When she stopped, she immediately slung the weapon back over to her front and began assembling it.

      He watched her work. She had a rhythm, an order to it, just like any of the best snipers he’d worked with. He had a rhythm himself, and hers was remarkably similar in order and speed. It was therapeutic to assemble a weapon you knew and trusted, one that had saved your hide more than once. You knew it like a child. A simple, delicate, child that could do only one thing.

      He snapped out of his mesmerized state and knelt down next to her.

      “Latia, you don’t have to do this.”

      She turned and glared at him, either out of anger that he’d mentioned it or out of anger that he’d interrupted her routine.

      “I mean it. Listen to me. It’s not going to change —”

      “This is the mission. We are close. Almost finished.”

      “Yeah, and then what?” he asked. “What next? Back to your old career?”

      For a second he thought she was going to turn the gun on him and end his life, but she refrained.

      “No,” she said. “Never.”

      “Then… what?”

      She stared at the house, sitting peacefully on its own tiny hill, just a hundred feet higher than theirs. He couldn't see anything alive in the house, but he knew with her scope she’d be able to get a perfect read on the interior goings-on. He longed for his own rifle, something he could set up next to hers, if only to see what she was seeing. But his was in the back of Roderick’s Chrysler.

      She fiddled with the scope and then got comfortable on the patch of grass beneath the tree she’d chosen, then crept up over the rise so there was just enough of her poking up to see the house but leaving very little for anyone opposite to spot her.

      She is good, he thought. Very good.

      He stayed back, not wanting to break her cover. He still hadn’t decided what his own actions would be, whether he could let this woman go through with her self-assigned mission or not, but he knew it was only minutes until there would be no more choice left.

      “How long?” he asked, whispering.

      “Five minute,” she answered. “9:32.”

      “What’s with the times?” Gareth asked. “All of the murders — shots — happened at very specific times. And the clients knew about them. Hell, they welcomed them. Why? Why are they all so content to die?”

      “They make peace with their sins.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      Before she could answer, Gareth heard the unmistakable sound of the Chrysler’s engine heading their way.

      “It’s Roderick,” he said. “He’s coming here.”

      Latia nodded. “He will try to stop me. You must help.”

      Gareth watched the woman, still prone on the ground, her rifle at the ready and her finger just below the trigger. She wanted the shot, more than anything she wanted the feeling of it. The characteristic satisfaction it brought with it.

      He wanted to help her. Not this way, and not here, but there was nothing else he could do.

      “I need a gun,” he said.

      She shook her head. “I am sorry.”
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      He reached her compact just as Roderick passed them. Apparently the man hadn’t seen them, or he wasn’t even focusing on them, but he flew up and into the dip in the road and smacked down hard on the other side, then continued up and over the ridge and down toward the house.

      If he saw Gareth, he didn’t let him know. The Chrysler sped up, aiming for the house.

      The client’s house, he thought. The last client. The woman from the bank.

      She was in there now, Gareth realized. There was a woman aiming at her, a man barreling toward her in a large sedan, and Gareth.

      And he had no idea what he was going to do.

      He threw himself into the car, banging his knee on the dashboard and then realizing the seat was far too close to the steering wheel, adjusted it, then turned the key in the ignition. He had his foot on the gas even before the engine started, and the tiny car lurched up and out of the ditch and back onto the road, the Chrysler’s dust still settling back down.

      What the hell is the plan here, Red? he wondered. What do I do when I catch up to Roderick?

      He wondered if Roderick had, in fact, seen them, but then thought it was stupid. Of course he’d seen them. Latia’s rental was right there on the side of the road, and Gareth was standing next to it when he’d driven by.

      Why didn’t he stop? He just ignored me.

      He flew over the top of the rise, the car’s suspension straining and popping when it landed on the opposite side.

      He knew there was no other weapon in the vehicle. He had been with Latia when she’d rented it, and she hadn’t stopped anywhere after. Before that they had been on a commercial flight, and she hadn’t brought any checked bags besides the duffel, where she’d kept her rifle, and he had watched her pack that. The duffel was in the back seat and he grabbed it, checking inside anyway. Couldn’t hurt to check, but he was not surprised when he found nothing but a change of clothes, a passport, and more ammunition for the rifle.

      Roderick stopped up ahead, quickly and throwing up a cloud of dust from the gravel driveway. Aside from the color scheme and style, the estate was remarkably similar to the one outside Vladivostok. The fountain, the circular driveway that wrapped around it, and the two buildings straddling the road.

      Clearly this was a preferred layout for Likur Holdings, and in a strange, twisted way, it made sense. The land was owned by Likur Holdings, the buildings and roads built first as the company expanded to new territories, each area the same. Then the houses had been built, intended for the owners themselves. For their comfort as they watched over their empires.

      Sick, twisted, and unbelievable.

      But it was right here, right in front of him.

      Unfortunately, so was Roderick.

      He’d gotten out of the car but was reaching back inside for something, his tall form bending at the waist as he leaned inside.

      Gareth eased up on the gas pedal, but the car was on a hill as it coasted between the two buildings and toward the Chrysler.

      Roderick popped back out. Holding the assault rifle.

      Shit.

      He turned the gun toward Gareth and started firing, even before he had a steady aim.

      Bullets ricocheted off the top of the vehicle, but a few hit their mark at the top of the windshield. Miraculously the glass didn’t shatter, but the two holes were right at head-level on the passenger side of the car.

      A bit too close for comfort.

      Roderick spread his feet apart a bit, one slightly in front of the other, then prepared to aim again.

      Fat chance. Gareth floored it, then felt the forces push him back deeper into the chair. He was surprised at the small car’s power, but then again it had no weight to it and was traveling light.

      He turned left, hoping to hit Roderick, but at the last moment, just before firing, Roderick changed his mind. He dove to the side, and Gareth’s car smashed through the open door of the Chrysler. Glass and metal flew everywhere, and a giant, spiderwebbed crack formed immediately on his own windshield.

      Gareth slammed hard on the brakes and the car came to a stop, and he threw his door open and looked around.

      Pieces of blue glass lay sprinkled among the orange gravel, making an ugly design on the driveway. Pieces of the door were strewn about as well. Roderick was running up the stairs, heading for the front door.

      Gareth followed him up, hoping the man wouldn’t turn around and shoot. From this distance, both men on foot, he couldn’t miss.

      What am I doing?

      It was a suicide mission if he’d ever seen one.

      Roderick turned around. Gareth realized the man had been waiting for him. Hoping to catch him off guard.

      Or hoping to catch him directly between cover. Between the vehicle and the house, and that was exactly where Gareth was, running up the bottom step, heading toward the door as well.

      He stopped. Put his hands up.

      “You were supposed to run inside, Rod.”

      “And let you follow?”

      “Maybe lock the door. I don’t know. What’s the rush, anyway?”

      Roderick clenched his jaw, then tightened his finger over the trigger. From this distance, a man with a decent shot could rip off three rounds before Gareth could start moving, and two bursts before he could get safely away. And from this angle, a man with a half-decent shot could land just about all of them.

      One would do it. Two would seal the deal. Any more than that and Gareth would be ground meat. He knew his predicament, and so did Roderick.

      “No sense drawing it out, Rod,” Gareth said. “Take the shot. Unless you’re not all bad. You know I’m a good guy, you saw my file.”

      Roderick shook his head. “No. I was told you were right for the job. That you knew what had to be done, and that you could do it. I was told about your training, and a bit about your past.”

      So that’s why he never told me exactly what he knew, he thought. He’d only been told why I was supposed to be tagging along.

      “Why not go it alone, then? Why not just dump me somewhere, or just kill me on the plane, when we first met?”

      Roderick smiled. “You were good. I knew this mission was going to prove challenging, and I did need the help.”

      “So I’m no longer useful to you, then? Is that it?” Gareth knew he was pushing his luck, but he had no other options. Buy time or die, he thought. That was pretty much it.

      “Correct. I can finish the job myself.”

      Gareth cocked his head sideways, his own smile forming on his lips. It grew, wider and wider, until it stretched ear to ear.

      “Wh — why are you smiling?” Roderick asked.

      “It’s just… I just realized something,” he said.

      “You’re waiting for the right shot, aren’t you. You know the timeline, and we’ve got, what? Two minutes?”

      Roderick, to his credit, didn’t drop the gun and fall for it, but he answered anyway. “Something like that, yes. Probably less.”

      “So you’re going to shoot me, but you can’t risk missing. There would be time to get inside, to help the last client. Get them to safety.”

      He could see Roderick tense, just slightly in the shoulders, but it was enough.

      I’m right. Good.

      He smiled, somehow even wider. The smile felt good, it felt genuine. He wanted to do it more often. Maybe even make it a more common thing — it seemed to throw off Roderick just a bit, buying him even more time, and it made him feel better about the situation.

      But that wasn’t the only reason he felt better about the situation.

      “Correct,” Roderick said.

      “That’s what I thought. Well, listen. I’m not going anywhere with that thing pointed at you. But you should probably consider moving around a bit yourself, you know, uh…” he cleared his throat. “Because I know there’s someone else waiting for the right shot, too.”

      Roderick realized it before Gareth had even finished speaking, but it was too late.

      The shot came in, arced upward from below Roderick, measured and marked perfectly. It hit him in the jaw, and his head just simply disappeared in a cloud. The sound came next, barely after the shot, and it was loud.

      Gareth ducked out of instinct and reaction to the blast, but he kept his eyes on Roderick as he crumpled downward and onto the porch, the assault rifle rattling around on the steps before coming to a rest halfway down.

      He strode over to it, picked it up, and flashed his new grin toward the tree line.
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      The inside of the house was dingy, humid even. It was an odd feeling, as everything in the house gave him the impression that the home would have been dry, stale. It was old, worn, but like it hadn’t been used in a decade or more. The paintings on the walls were of landscapes, not people, unrecognizable locations but generically painted to look like every place. One of a mountain, any mountain. Could have been the one behind the house or one in Colorado. Another of a desert with a cactus in the foreground and a river running through it.

      Generic, standoffish.

      It was dark, too. There were lights on, but it was as if a thick blanket of darkness had been placed over everything and sucked all of the light away and only let a quarter of it through. A lamp on an antique end table, a hanging chandelier with most of its bulbs not working, ambient light spilling in and getting stuck in the blanket from somewhere deeper in the house.

      This wasn’t a home, just a house. It was a house that was rarely used, if at all. Maybe a simple checkpoint between the owner’s real home and their vacation home, but this wasn’t either of them. This was something else.

      It felt dead.

      “Is my son dead?”

      The woman’s voice reached him before the grayish light reached her face. She was standing at the end of the hallway, having reached that spot by swinging in from the right, and she took the single step up to join Gareth in the long entryway, both of them at either side of the stretch.

      He nodded.

      She nodded back.

      “I told him it was stupid,” she said.

      “You — you’re the woman on the phone. You work at the bank?”

      She smiled. Like Latia’s, thin and discontent, but hers was from a different sort of pain, one he could read on her face as if it were written there like on the pages of a book. A pain of loss, one of realization, of recognition. It was over. She knew it. She was trying to battle with it, but her smile suggested it was something that took second place in her mind. There was another battle she was struggling with.

      “I own the bank.”

      He didn’t flinch, though it was hard not to. He nodded, again. Solemn, respectful, yet still confused. Both of them were reading the other, he could see that now. She was as good as he was — possibly better.

      “You didn’t know that.”

      He shook his head. “Your son wasn’t exactly open with information like that.”

      “No, I suppose he wouldn’t have been.”

      She walked forward, taking a step toward him while simultaneously coming farther into the light. She was wearing a nightgown, of all things, as if she had just woken up. Maybe she had. He din’t know, didn’t care. As far as he was concerned, his job was over, the enemy killed. He wanted to know answers, but that was more for his own interest and vanity. He’d wasted days on this mission, over a week even. He didn’t really care about the outcome now, except for the fact that he was still alive and he’d prefer to keep it that way.

      But she was no threat to him. The nightgown was light blue, almost pewter, and it clung to her, revealing a surprisingly attractive shape for the woman’s age. He pegged her at around sixty, probably just a bit older. Old enough for Roderick to be her son, but young enough for it to be a tricky guess. She’d taken care of herself. In shape, fit, and beautiful, she would have been a showstopper thirty years prior. Still, Gareth could see the attraction. Her eyes were warm, honest. Her mannerisms, likely practiced over a lifetime of hobnobbing and elbow-rubbing, were perfected to the point that Gareth momentarily forgot who she was.

      “All of this is because of you.”

      He didn’t need to state his implication. Your son is dead because of you.

      “I wanted this to end, just as you do.”

      “I don’t even know what this is,” he replied.

      Again, that smile. “Don’t you?”

      He shook his head.

      “What do you know?”

      “You ran a ‘ring,’ keeping children out in those shitty excuses for shelters, selling them out to the highest bidders. For years.”

      “You have met Latia, I assume?”

      “Yes.”

      “She was always a troubled youth,” she started. “Always struggling with the reality of —”

      “Save it, lady. I don’t want you to even try to justify yourself to me. That —” he pointed behind him — “that is unacceptable, in any universe I can imagine. This is going to end, right here, right now, and —”

      “It’s already ended, Gareth.”

      He squinted.

      “It’s over. It’s been over. For some time, now. Latia and her sister, if she’s still alive, have been planning this since they first started at Likur Holdings. But they’re too late. They’re just doing what they’ve planned, even though it doesn’t matter.”

      “Seems to matter to her.”

      She nodded. “Come in. Shut the door. I don’t want to see my son until I’m ready.” She sighed, walked into the room to Gareth’s left. The same room Gaspar was in. “I always knew it would come to this. He was always so protective, so one-sided.”

      “I’m not here for tea,” Gareth said. “I want answers.”

      “Then let’s discuss it like adults, Gareth. Do you know why I hired you? Do you know truly?”

      “Roderick said it was ‘because of my past.’ He wouldn’t elaborate.”

      “That’s because he didn’t know your past.”

      Gareth bristled. “He seemed pretty knowledgable. At least about me.”

      The woman looked down, shook her head, and straightened her gown as she sat down in a leatherback chair that sat near the same spot Gaspar’s ridiculous armchair sat. He sat opposite. The fireplace to his left. The garish, yet oddly vague, paintings on the walls. One of a rainforest mounted high behind her.

      “I told him enough to trust me. That you were the right person for the job because you would know what needed to be done, when the time came.”

      “And what was that?”

      She cocked an eyebrow. He got the message. This.

      “Okay, fair enough. Here I am. I made it. Your son’s dead. Latia’s almost done with her mission, and her sister —” he stopped himself.

      The woman didn’t care. “Yes, I suppose she is nearing completion. What will she do after?”

      Gareth sighed. “I — I don’t know. I tried to tell her, to explain to her…”

      “That her mission is just a disguise.”

      “Yeah.”

      “It is a shame.”

      “You’re responsible for it, you realize that?”

      “I’m partly responsible, yes. But I did not build Likur. I built the bank, buying shares of smaller establishments until I found myself at the head of a conglomerate I could hardly control. Likur was one of many purchases, and I purchased it naively.”

      “You didn’t know what it was?”

      “I knew pieces, but not the whole story. I was young then, but my biggest mistake was in not shutting it down immediately. I left it running, convincing myself I could cleanse it, repair it. Make it a viable enterprise.”

      “How in the world could any of that be ‘viable?’”

      She cleared her throat. “I don’t know. I don’t know if I ever believed it, really, but I thought I was better than that. I should have killed it. Should have just closed the books on it. But I didn’t. I left it open, left it running. For too long. It grew, it was profitable. Very profitable. I was greedy.”

      Gareth nodded, not wanting her to stop.

      “By then Latia and her sister had already escaped. I worked to shut it all down, but it was too late. The company had grown, had become quite successful. There was a lot of money in it, and it was bringing in more and more each month.”

      “Why didn’t you walk away?”

      “It was a Catch-22, Gareth. I run the bank, but I’m not alone. There is a board, advisors, investors. I was seen as the woman who had created this profit machine, and Likur Holdings was a part of it. To them it was a holding company, simply a tax umbrella for many smaller organizations within it. There was no reason to suspect that it was primarily engaged in some unscrupulous activities.”

      “Unscrupulous. That’s an understatement.”

      “So to come clean would mean that I had knowingly bought into this company. To keep it secret meant that I had knowingly bought into this company. Don’t you see?”

      “Your career was on the line.”

      “Exactly —”

      “Yet these childrens’ lives were on the line, too.”

      She nodded. Hung her head. “I — know. I made the wrong call. To save my career. I convinced myself that I could beat it, you know? That I could disband the company and make it right, blame it on the Russian economy or something else vague and inexplicit.”

      “But you didn't.”

      “I tried, Gareth. That’s why you’re here, now. And that’s why…” she choked up. Gareth watched her, at first not feeling anything, then slight remorse then nothing again.

      “You sent Roderick to fix it.”

      “He was already employed by us, as a ‘contracted security expert.’ He is — was — well-trained. Very much so. You probably would agree with that. He had experience, and he was looking for something to do, and I paid him very well.”

      “But he didn’t want it to end, did he?”

      She shook her head. “No. He started poking around, trying to figure out what it was I was trying to get him to stop. He is — was — smart, Gareth. He knew what this was all about, even before I realized he did. I just wanted Latia and her sister out of the picture, as I was already wrapping things up. The company was being liquidated, shut down. Slowly, so no one would bat an eye. It all looked perfectly tame. I would be able to write it off as a business expense, even. A company shutting down. That happens weekly for us, and Likur would have been no exception.”

      “Except that the owners were dying. Being murdered, brutally and efficiently.”

      “Exactly. So I got Roderick involved. He was trained for it, really. I tried to keep things subtle, to give him just enough to go off of. I told him about Latia, told him she was trying to kill our clients, and I gave him the list. Told him I had hired you to help.”

      “The list was in the wrong order.”

      “Of course it was. I didn’t know that until you did, but of course it was. It makes perfect sense now.”

      “How?”

      “We thought it was based on the size of the liquidations. The amounts the other owners deposited. The first ones were just like that.”

      “But it was something else.”

      “Obviously. It was the time.”

      Gareth nodded. He thought back to the first place he’d been, the coldest town in the world, and the man — with a similar warehouse, ostensibly in the ‘exporting’ business — watching the clock. Knowing it was coming. He’d known his death was upon him, even the moment it would happen. 3:33. Gareth looked up at the painting above the woman’s head. It was huge, a monstrous size, even for a room this large. Gold lacquered frame, embellished with the best a custom framer could do on a budget, the brass showing through the paint in some sections. The painting itself was of a rainforest, generic in its description yet recognizable like any proper landscape should be.

      “They all — the clients of mine — joined Likur Holdings, over the years, at different times. But Latia would never know that. So it wasn’t that.”

      Gareth waited.

      “Have you seen the warehouse?”

      He stared at her, not expecting that.

      “Outside. The warehouse, that’s what I call it. Looks like a disheveled warehouse, right? That’s where they kept the ‘employees.’”

      “Yeah, Latia filled me in.”

      “Well have you seen it?”

      He shook his head. Why would I want to?

      “You should see it.”

      “Why?”

      “To understand.”

      “To understand the depths of their depravity, or to understand why you think you’re innocent?”

      She tried the smile again, but it failed. Went back into her mouth as quickly as it had come out. “I do not think I’m innocent. I just want you to understand.”

      “Fine.”

      She stood up, even before he’d agreed, and started toward the entry hallway again. He watched her for a moment, looking to the right, out the front door, then changing her mind and walking left.

      He felt a slight release of tension. Roderick would still be on the porch. She’d chosen to go out the garage.
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      The warehouse, as she called it, was every bit as disheveled as he’d originally thought. The door couldn’t open without a great creaking and breaking sound, the age-old boards barely able to fight with physics and gravity. It was a wooden door, but one made of graying vertical planks with a single diagonal plank slapped across the front of it. A simple latch had been added, and — he noticed as she pulled on it — affixed to the outside of the large building.

      To lock them in.

      He shuddered.

      He didn’t want to go in, but he wanted to know the truth. To see it. He’d gotten this far.

      The room inside was unsurprisingly dark. She flicked a switch and an industrial worklight hanging on its own cord from the ceiling illuminated the terrible interior.

      Beds lined both walls. Small, petite beds that looked smaller than even the twin-sized bed they’d had in their apartment years ago, for guests. It was too small, and they’d fought about it. They hadn’t had the money for a queen, and a full was hardly bigger than the twin. Nothing about the memory or the reality in front of him made him smile.

      The beds were bare, just empty mattresses, and he wasn’t sure if they had always been that way or if they had been stripped of their sheets long ago. Did it matter? The beds were on simple metal frames, springs beneath them that sprung little and softened nothing. Long, thin beds, to match the long, thin, people that used to lay on them. The single light above his head seemed to be the only light around, and the opposite end of the warehouse loomed in the darkness far away.

      “There’s a restroom at the end,” she said, as if she were showing him around a new house. “A single closet with cleaning supplies next to it, but they had to remove everything in it.”

      “Why?”

      “Suicides.”

      He nodded in the dark. “Why are you showing me this?”

      “What do you see?”

      “Hopelessness.”

      The woman sighed. “Yes. What else.”

      “Sickness. Stupidity. The devil incarnate.” He felt his anger growing, and he tried, in vain, to push it back down. “What the hell do you want me to see here? Why would you take me here?”

      She pointed, to the left side of the building, toward the floor. “That one right there, third from the end, was Latia’s bed.”

      “I thought she wasn’t here?”

      “She wasn’t. But they are all the same. This building, the one in Vladivostok, the fourteen others across the continent. All built the same. So the managers could travel, know what to expect, fewer interruptions.”

      Gareth scowled.

      “So she slept there.”

      “Yes. Her sister was across from her.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” he asked again. “Why does it even matter?”

      She pointed up at the wall, directly above where Latia’s sister would have slept.

      A clock. It was an old analog relic, one he might have seen in a public school classroom, the cheapest you could buy. Plastic bubble case over a simple, flat-faced clock with two thick arms and a second hand.

      “The clock?” Gareth turned to see the woman nodding, still looking up at it.

      “Yes,” she said. “It’s in every warehouse Likur had. Same place, exactly.”

      “So?”

      “So Latia would have seen it. Nothing else to see, really. She would have stared at it, hour after hour, until…”

      The woman’s voice trailed off, into a whimper of a cry. The start of a sob.

      “Until they came for her.”

      She nodded.

      “They came at the same time?”

      “They ordered her at the same time. These were businessmen. On a tight schedule. Sometimes daily, sometimes weekly, others every few months. But always right on schedule. This was one area of their lives they couldn’t afford to take liberties with.”

      “They came at the same time every time?”

      “Again, they ordered for her at the same time. Depending on their location when they were in the same town as her warehouse, how long it would take to get her to their hotel, or their home, or wherever they were staying. Some even would come here. Hence the houses.”

      Gareth knew what she was talking about. He thought about the mansion they’d seen outside of Vladivostok, the smaller, older, more tired version of the same thing here. It was like a hotel, he realized. They could order what they wanted, like a delivery, or walk in and stay there, like a hotel. Room service.

      He shuddered again. It was either colder in the warehouse somehow or he had only realized just now that he wasn’t dressed for the weather.

      “But they called for her at the same time?”

      She nodded. “It probably got to the point where she knew who it was by the time. There were only a few clients that maintained regular schedules, and Latia was —” the woman cleared her throat, trying to get the sentence out without choking up — “one of the best. They called for her often, so the managers moved her closer to the restroom. That means she was in an elite group. She was no longer just a general ‘call girl,’ but one that was requested only by those with enough money for an exclusive. She would wait here, all day, every day, while her sisters and brothers were called away, until her ‘clients’ called for her specifically.”

      “At the same time, every time.”

      “Every time.”

      “So she got to know them by their time. ‘3:33’ meant it was one person, ‘8:58’ meant another.”

      The woman nodded. “Exactly.”

      “But that doesn’t make sense — how would she be able to determine who was first and last on the list, just by the time on the clock?”

      The woman shook her head. “No, it’s not that simple. I had to dig around a bit to figure it out, but the time is only the when. That’s when she will kill them. But the list itself — the order of when she’ll kill us — that’s based on when she met her clients for the first time.”

      The reality struck him, hard. He knew it was true. It had to be. It makes perfect sense. Of course she would have organized it like that. Taking out the clients, mark after mark, one at a time, until they were all dead. The first one she’d ever seen ‘exclusively,’ followed by the next, until…

      “You said ‘us.’ You were a client?”

      The woman shook her head again. “Not exactly. I never — and, mind you, would never — engage in such activities. But…” she took another breath. “But my son… he was interested in this line of work. Took a liking to it almost immediately after he found out what it was about.”

      “So he is the last person on the list?”

      “No, unfortunately. I am the last person on the list, but it’s not because I ever saw Latia. It is because I caused all of this, in her eyes. I am the one responsible for it. All of it.”

      Gareth wanted to put his hand on her shoulder, to reassure her. But at the same time he wanted to scream at her. To push her, knock her down, and yell at her that yes, this was all her fault.

      To think she could have ended it a long time ago.

      There was nothing he could say to her.

      He just nodded.

      “Now you understand. Now you know.”

      Now I know, he thought. But now I’m not sure what to do.

      The door opened again, the wind outside picking up and beginning to howl. It was loud, whistling through the narrow gap between the house and the two buildings and the fountain that sat at the edge of them, and he looked up.

      Latia was there.
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      “Latia,” Gareth said. “What —”

      “No,” she replied, cutting him off.

      The woman stared at Gareth, then at Latia. She took a step back and to her left, and Gareth noticed that she was now slightly behind him. So I can protect her, he thought. It was an innocent, involuntary movement, but to Gareth it was a threat. He was never comfortable with two unknowns — enemy or not — sandwiching him in.

      He needed to move tactically, but also tactfully. If either of the woman noticed, they might try to rush their motive. If they were on the fence about attacking, his overt defensive posturing could help make their decision.

      So he moved quickly, but smoothly. First a step to the right, toward the banker. He paused for a beat. Give her the sense that I’m not a threat, that I’ve accepted your offer for help. Next he raised his arms slightly, palms up and open, toward Latia. Tell her I’m not a threat to her, either.

      He did this as he stepped two paces toward Latia, but also back to the left. There he opened up, his back against the wall and now with both woman standing on opposite sides of him, Latia about two paces away and Roderick’s mother one.

      “It is finished,” Latia said.

      Gareth nodded.

      “There is no more,” she said.

      The woman moved to speak, but Gareth beat her to it. “So — you’re done. There’s nothing more to prove.”

      “Yes.”

      He let out a sigh. “Latia, I can help you. This isn’t over yet you — and your sister — you both can find help.”

      She seemed to be confused about this, taking a small step with each foot before stepping just inside the threshold of the warehouse. She didn’t look around. She didn’t need to. She’s seen this before, he thought. She doesn’t want to come in.

      “My sister will not understand,” she finally said.

      “Understand what?”

      “She is out there. Waiting.”

      She’s waiting for us. For the shot.

      “Can you talk to her? Can you tell her to stand down?”

      Latia shook her head. Then she jerked it up and stared directly at the woman to Gareth’s right. The woman’s eyes were wide, scared.

      “This woman allowed this to happen. For years, she know about me. And my sister and everyone else. She make sure there is money for managers, and clients.”

      Gareth swallowed. “Latia, you said it yourself. It’s over.”

      “It is over. But she is still not innocent.”

      The woman began to cry. “Latia, I — I’m sorry. This was never supposed to…” she took a quick breath. When I understood, when I knew what was happening, I tried to fix it. It was always going to take time, you see? It needed to be done slowly, over time.”

      “It is finished now.”

      “Yes, it is over.”

      “When you die.”

      The woman sobbed freely now, and Gareth watched the exchange. He was still carrying Roderick’s assault rifle, but he had no intention of shooting at either person in the quiet building. There has been enough darkness here.

      “Please… no.”

      Latia’s glare seemed to liquefy the woman, to pass right through her and out the other side of the warehouse’s cheap wooden wall. Out to the open world behind it. The real world.

      “I only transferred the money to ensure that the others would follow,” the woman said. “They were hesitant. They did not believe me.”

      “What are you talking about?” Gareth asked.

      “It’s how I got them to liquidate. I told them they were reinvesting, starting a new company. A leaner, more efficient one with better security. I told them it was going to be like Likur Holdings, but more discreet.”

      “And they bought it?”

      She shook her head. “A few of them did. Some of them, like the man you met up north, figured it out after they’d transferred money. It was all set up perfectly, but I didn’t follow through for obvious reasons, so they started suspecting things. They started digging around. That’s when I hired my son to start protecting the bank. He discovered that a few of the clients were upset with me, they wanted their money back.”

      “But you had it locked?”

      She nodded. “It’s something I can do at the bank, but I didn’t need to. The account had been stationary from the beginning. It was never set up with a withdrawal authorization, making it effectively a hard asset. Even though it’s full of cash, it’s about as useful as a patch of land that you can’t build on.”

      “I see. So what was the money for?”

      She looked at Latia. “I really don’t know, honestly. I wanted to hurt them, to cripple them by taking their money, but I couldn’t follow through with it. I would have been no better, right? Stealing all of the money, and for what? I clearly wasn’t going to build another Likur Holdings with it.”

      “What about the others? You said Roderick said some of the clients figured it out. But the man we met didn’t seem to be terribly upset about it.”

      She nodded. “Most of these clients were indirectly involved in Likur Holdings’ business proceedings, but all of them were in contact with the, uh, product line. All of them had a favorite, usually a girl, underage.”

      Yeah. Latia. Or her sister, Gareth thought.

      “The man you met was no exception, but he was only involved for a year or two.”

      “So? That doesn’t excuse him.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” she said. “But he was a decent man. He found out what I had done, but instead of getting upset, he resigned himself to it. He knew he was old, and he knew that he was guilty.”

      “And then Latia and her sister showed up,” Gareth said.

      Latia nodded. “We sent him same message we send all the clients. Same message they send us when they call. Your appointment is 3:33. Be ready.”

      Gareth watched Latia’s face. She explained it as though she’d explained it before, as if it were the most normal thing she could imagine. It was rehearsed, calculated, crafted. Justified.

      “You used the same time they did. These ‘appointments,’ they were the call times for you and your sister, right?”

      Latia nodded. “They know what the time means. They know who it is from.”

      “But how did they know what day? Surely you didn’t tell them, ‘I’m coming for you at this time, on this date?’”

      “No,” the woman answered. “They didn’t need a date. That was the genius behind Latia’s and her sister’s plan. They just knew that the girls were out there, plotting. They lived in fear, every day at their assigned time. Some of them hired security, but they couldn’t afford to lock themselves up in a castle with an army defending them. At some point, all of them would be vulnerable. All of them had a chosen time, and all of them knew it. Some of them accepted that, and simply prepared.”

      “The man we saw up in Oymyakon was shot through the head, through a wall. The shot was perfect in every way.”

      “He sat there at his allotted time, every day.”

      “He was wearing a suit.”

      “As I said, he had accepted it,” the woman answered.

      Gareth shook his head. “I don’t believe it. He knew he was going to die. So every day he went to his office, the same place, the same clothes. Waiting.”

      The woman nodded.

      “What about you?” he asked. “Why are you still alive?”

      The woman looked at Latia, and Latia’s head fell. “I know the truth. You were not part of Likur Holdings. You made the transfer to convince the others, but you were not part of it.”

      The woman was still sobbing, the great, rolling tears pooling at her feet. They had slowed down a bit, leaving a shiny trail on her cheeks. “Thank you.”

      “But I have not yet told my sister.”

      She swallowed. Gareth’s eyes widened a bit.

      “You have missed your appointment already,” Latia said. “But I do not think my sister will be happy.”

      “Latia,” Gareth said, “we have to find her. She’s out there, right now? Waiting for us to leave this place?”

      The woman put her hand over her mouth. “I thought — I thought I knew it. I thought I was ready for this, but… but…”

      She couldn’t finish.

      Gareth walked over. “It’s okay, we just need to find Latia’s sister, to tell her the same thing Latia now knows. Something changed her mind, right? We can maybe try to —”

      “It is too late,” Latia said. “She will not be convinced. She — she is more angry.”

      “Latia, you have to try —”

      “She is more angry. I can not.”

      “But why? I thought you were on a team. In this together?”

      Latia shook her head. “She would not tell me. I try to tell her, yesterday. I tell her I can not finish, that the job need to be done already. All of the clients are dead. She just get more angry.”

      Gareth’s head fell. “Latia, we have to try. No one else needs to die.”

      “Please, Latia,” the woman said. “I’m begging you. Tell your sister I am sorry. For everything.”

      Gareth watched her face as she spoke. The tears were coming again, bigger and more pronounced.

      Suddenly he felt the world slow down. The realization struck him.

      “Latia,” he said. “Go find your sister. Now. If you can, talk some sense in her. If not, get her out. Got it?”

      Latia tried to object. She opened her mouth, but Gareth was finished with this. All of this. “Now, Latia. You asked for my help, remember? You asked me to come with you here, to finish this. This is the end, this is how I help you. Please. Go.”

      She looked at him, looked at the banker, then back outside. Somewhere, up in the hills surrounding the postcard scene, was a scared, cold, angry girl just like Latia.

      Only different.

      Latia knew some of the clients that she’d killed. Her sister knew the others. Sometimes, perhaps even both. They were twins, so he could imagine that there had been some clients of theirs who wouldn’t care which of them was called.

      But there was one more piece. One more major piece.

      Latia left, and Gareth listened as her boots crunched over the gravel, a light dusting of snow beginning to fall around them. When she was no longer audible, he turned back to the woman, still scared and shaking as her tears fell around her.

      “You lied to me.”
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      The woman sobbed deeper, then shook her head. “No,” she said, fighting through the sharp breaths. “No, it was all true. It is all true.”

      “But there’s more, isn’t there? More to it than what you just told us. Something you didn’t Latia to know.”

      She didn’t say anything.

      “Why did you hire me?”

      “You were the right —”

      “Yeah, I got that. Your dead son explained that to me. But why would you care about someone like me. Any trained sniper can take a shot from two-hundred yards in any weather. Why me? Hell, I haven't even taken a shot this whole trip. It wasn’t about that, was it? You didn’t need me for my training. You didn’t want me because of my professional skills, did you?”

      She looked down, then shook her head.

      “You wanted me for my past. For what I’ve been through. You told your son that, you said I was ‘the right man for the job,’ but because of what I’d been through. His exact quote was ‘I would know what to do when the time came,’ wasn’t it?”

      She sniffed. Nodded.

      “You told him just enough to make him believe that I’d be a perfect teammate, that I’d help him kill Latia and her sister before they took out all the clients, ending your career at the bank. You told him that so he’d push forward with the mission, maybe even accomplish it. But you didn’t want him to accomplish it, did you?”

      She didn’t answer, so he changed tactics.

      “You knew Latia’s sister. Didn’t you?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “But Latia wouldn’t have known that, would she? She didn’t ever see you, because how could she? You wouldn’t have been caught dead in this place. I bet this is the first time you’ve even been in here, isn’t it?”

      “She — she was —”

      “Save it. You’re no better than the rest of them, are you? Worse, even, because you funded it. You let this happen, for years.”

      “I wanted it to stop! Everything I told you is true — I wanted to freeze the assets and make sure they couldn’t be retrieved, and then close down the —”

      “But you didn’t mind getting a little more closely involved in the businesses’ dealings, did you? Might as well dip your toe in the pond, since it’s right here in your backyard. Maybe even justify it with your grandiose scheme of eventually closing it all down. Wipe your hands of it, forget it ever happened, move on. No one would need to know about Latia’s sister, would they? How could they suspect it? You were the one who shut it all down — the hero. Right?”

      The woman was gasping, her ragged breaths hardly keeping up with her tears.

      “Latia doesn’t even know about it, you see that? Her sister was saving you for last — you were the one who made the first deposit, so you’re the last one on the list. And the list was the other piece. You made the list, and you gave it to Latia and her sister, didn’t you?”

      She nodded.

      “How else would they know what order to kill you all in? How else would they know exactly how to find all of them, to move around and get them all killed, right on schedule? Your own government has no idea who these clients are, so how would two young ladies figure it out?”

      Gareth shook his head. “Man, I thought I’d seen everything. I thought, when it came down to it, people were either good or bad. Maybe a bit of both on the surface, and certainly capable of making a mistake here or there, but I thought they were one or the other at the end of the day.

      “And maybe they are, you know? Maybe you are either good or bad. Maybe you even wrestled with that yourself. ‘Am I good, for getting this Army guy involved, someone who might understand what’s happening and make sure the right thing happens? Or am I bad, for not just ending it myself? For letting it go on for so long?’”

      The woman was shaking, uncontrollably now. “I — I didn’t — this isn’t what…”

      “Yeah, it never is what we want, is it? One little misstep, and then all of this. One little experience with Latia’s sister, and you wanted more. You wanted to prolong it, even when you knew it had to end at some point. But you couldn’t do it yourself, could you? You put it all in motion. Bought the gun, but couldn’t pull the trigger. You hired your own son for that. For the dirty work. Because if it failed, and none of this did end, you could go back to the way things were, but now with the justification that you tried. You tried to make it right, but it didn’t work. So find a new girl, some other twin sister, and keep going.”

      “No, it’s not like that. It’s —”

      “It’s close enough though, isn’t it? Tell me how I’m wrong.”

      She lifted her chin, trying to look him in the eye. He stared, willing her to. Her face came up, defiant, unmoving, then it fell.

      “That’s what I thought. I’m right — it doesn’t matter about the details, except the money. What are you going to do with all that money?”

      “I — that’s… that’s what you don’t understand. What Latia and her sister don’t understand. It was, truly, my hope that I could make this all right for them.”

      “Make it right? They were slaves. For most of their lives.”

      “I know. There is nothing in the world to make it right.”

      “But a lot of money? Money from their clients?”

      She nodded.

      “How?”

      “There is a clause on the account, something I wrote up in the papers when I opened it. Their names alone — both of them — can access the account and turn it into a withdraw-able money market.”

      “How much?”

      “Thirty-eight million, US.”

      “Thirty-eight million?”

      “Yes. Like I said, I wanted to make it right. I wanted to end this, but I couldn’t. Not on my own. So I gave them the list, told them about the deposits. I knew they would do something about it, but I couldn’t just sit there and do nothing. If anyone else —”

      “Someone at the bank. Or Roderick?”

      “Right, if anyone else like that somehow saw what was happening and that I wasn’t doing anything to fight it, they would know that I was part of it.”

      “So you hired your son to find the two who you basically hired to kill you.”

      She nodded.

      “Pretty twisted.”

      “But it’s over now, don’t you see? Latia knows it’s over. She is done.”

      “And her sister?” Gareth asked.

      “You have to help me.”

      “I have to?”

      “It’s what we hired you for.”

      Gareth sighed. “Listen. I’ll make sure you get the money back, the half-million that you already —”

      “Keep it.”

      “Come again?”

      “Keep it. It’s yours. It was always yours. We can’t retract it now, and all you need to do is find our local branch in Grand Cayman and tell them your account number.”

      “And what number is that?”

      “Your social security number.”

      “That’s the account number?”

      “And you can access it using a photo ID and passport.”

      “That’s it? I flash some credentials and all the sudden I’m worth half a million?”

      She looked up at him. “One million. I’ve already transferred the rest. It’s your money. I don’t want it.”

      “I can’t take it. I failed the mission.”

      “I hired you because you are the person who will do the right thing.”

      “What does that even mean? I haven’t been able to stop any of this. I haven’t killed anyone, I haven't stopped the sisters from finishing their job, and I’ve been one step behind the entire time.”

      She shook her head. “This is the time. Your decision.”

      “What?”

      “You are the right person for the job, Gareth Red.”

      He sighed. Thought back to the mostly one-sided conversations he’d had with Roderick in the car. About the men he’d seen killed, murdered in cold blood. He thought about Latia, and her sister, still out there somewhere, conferring and discussing in the silence of the warming winter day. Hiding in the trees, watching. Waiting.

      He could protect her. He could walk outside, look for the best place to hide for someone like him, someone who had been trained. Find the spot that would give him the best view, the widest view, without the possibility that he might be spotted. The spot where the wind would either be neutralized through the trees or at least in his favor.

      That’s where she would be, hiding with her sister.

      He could find that spot, wave them off, or at least get the banker to her house, then seek out Latia and her sister to try to plead with them. He could even threaten them, try to engage them, maybe even fight back with Roderick’s gun.

      But why? She had told him, numerous times, that he was the ‘man for the job.’ Because he would know what needed to be done, when the time came.

      He felt the time had come. The woman, the banker who had started this all, was standing in front of him. Waiting. Everyone, it seemed, was waiting on him. And he was supposed to make a decision. He was supposed to make a call that was impossible to make.

      He knew then, that he’d been here before. Only once, but once was all that was needed. Experiencing this feeling — hopelessness, combined with the feeling that you had only one shot to make things right — was not something he thought he’d ever face again, but unlike anyone else he knew, it was something he had experienced before.

      His mind was made up. He turned to the woman. “Tell me where Latia’s money is. I know how to get it, but where is it?”

      “Same as yours,” she said. “Find a branch. Preferably overseas, not in the States. Less of a hassle. Easier on taxes.”

      “Sounds good. I’m going to find her.”

      “You — you’re leaving?”

      He didn’t stop. Just turned and walked straight for the door and didn’t slow down when he walked over the threshold.

      “You’re leaving? Why? Won’t you help?”

      He reached the gravel driveway, looked out at the smaller building — the manager’s quarters — and stopped. Took a deep breath of the fresh, piney winter air. Turned around, slowly, just half his body and his neck. Craned it around and down so he could see her but he wasn’t facing her.

      “I am helping. Someone once told me what do in a situation like this, and I didn’t listen. I tried to fight it, tried to make sense of it. That was a mistake.”

      “This — this isn’t like that. This is —”

      “Different? How?”

      “It’s completely different, Red.”

      “But it’s why you hired me, right? The whole reason we’re here?”

      “Yes, but —”

      “Then it’s the same thing. Exactly the same thing. That’s just it, you know? People always want to make things a lot more complicated than they really are. Make them convoluted, bogging them down with unnecessary details and nuance and it’s all happening to different people, not ‘you’ or ‘me,’ or ‘someone we’re close to.’ It’s all different to them. But they’re wrong. They’re making it too complicated. It’s not that hard, and it doesn’t need to be.”

      “So what are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to do what I didn’t do the first time. I’m going to do what I should have done last week, when I first met your team.”

      He turned back around, sniffed in a good bit of chilly air, and then started walking. Back toward the cars next to the fountain. There was probably a car in the garage, but he didn’t want her car. He didn’t want Roderick’s either, as it no longer had a door and he was sure that would be an uncomfortable ride.

      Sometimes you just need to walk away, Red.

      He didn’t want Latia’s car either, and he wasn’t even sure if it would work. It had been in a wreck, and there was probably something under the hood that was no longer working, but he would take his chances. Maybe she’d see it, come down. Maybe she’d let him take her to the city, into Moscow. Find a bank, give her the money.

      Didn’t matter, either way. He’d be gone, long gone, with no qualms about it whatsoever. Roderick, the woman, the sisters — they were the past. He’d wanted to make things right, to put them back to square one, but that was just it — he wasn’t the person to do that. He wasn’t in any position to make anything right or change anyone’s life or do anything at all that wasn’t already written in the stars as done, finished.

      He was a man, and that was it. He was Gareth Red, and he could see that now.

      He made it to the car when the woman came out of the warehouse. She probably hated it in there, all stuffy and dark and deathly. The memories she was imagining that lingered in there, all the memories of people she’d never met, memories she’d never had to suffer through making.

      “You can’t just leave!”

      He winced, knowing she shouldn’t have yelled. She shouldn’t have come out at all, really. She was safest in the place she’d helped build, the place she’d allowed to exist. The place she’d tried to ignore and disregard and justify in her twisted mind.

      But she couldn’t feel safe in there, even though it was far less safe out here.

      He made it to the car and opened the door. The keys were there, where he’d left them. He turned them, heard the engine struggle for a moment and then start. It ran smoothly, no clunking or grinding, and he tested the steering wheel. It spun, easily, as if nothing had happened to the front corner of the compact sedan, so he sat down and fumbled with his seatbelt, then put it in drive and rode around the perimeter of the fountain.

      He was facing her now, in the street, but she moved out of the way. She stared at him, waiting. He didn’t stop. Just kept driving, not caring any more about anything at all related to her or this mission.

      She watched, staring, both of them knowing it was finally over.

      He passed her, aimed for the dirt road leading back to the highway and Moscow, and watched her in his rearview mirror.

      Whatever hand was guiding the timing waited for him to stop looking. His eyes flicked back to the road, out through the windshield in front of him, and then the shot came.

      He heard it, felt it even, crisply ripping through the snappy air and landing in its target. He didn’t watch it, didn’t even try to look for it in the rearview mirror. He knew it was there, knew it was going to happen, and he knew it was over.

      Finally over.

      

      
        The End
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        Continue the fun. There’s more of Gareth Red in the Harvey Bennett Thrillers series! Just check out the website:

        www.nickthacker.com
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        Want three free books? Sign up here:

        www.nickthacker.com/free-books
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        One crooked former naval officer, one psychotic biker babe, one nervous conman, one hell of a mess.

        

        Commander Harrison Biscuit, Royal Australian Navy (retired, in disgrace) is a fixer. You got a problem? He can fix it for a price.

        

        Two of the shadiest backroom political operators in Florida have a problem. His name is Savage Henry and he could put them in the pen for the rest of their natural lives.

        

        That’s okay. The Commander can handle one crooked land developer. But can he handle the Yakuza, a killer cop and a deranged assassin who are also chasing Henry and the money that he owes them?
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        Miami, Tuesday

      

      Hadn’t been to Miami for a while, but I used to spend a lot of time there. Fixed things for a living. Not useful stuff like microwaves or DVRs. Nothing like that. I fixed… situations. I did some of my best work in Lil Haiti in the noughties. All around the Gulf coast, you know. Anywhere shit went bad, there I was. Jimmy Estevez was one of mine. Remember him? He was a natural for politics. Genetics had thrown him up the same way it can occasionally deliver a two-headed dog or a chicken with a hole where its heart should be.

      I had a watching brief on that asshole when he was the Dems great brown hope. Had to be up close, like rub-fucking close, where I could keep an eye out for rogue boners, stop him ‘polling the electorate’, as the old joke went. Said a lot about him that he didn’t even notice I was there. First time we crossed paths I had to tidy up a minor diplomatic incident arising from a trade junket to eastern Europe. The Polish government complained that the honorable Mr Estevez could not keep his hands off the lady translators. Kept telling them he was a natural with “all the tongues”.

      Didn’t have too much trouble fixing that one. Spread a few beads and trinkets among the natives and fraternal warmth was quickly restored between our two great, money-loving peoples.

      I took a standing commission on Jimmy after the incident with those junior high cheerleaders, you know, when he threw a scare into his colleagues with a strange interview on some Jesus blog about taking strength from Christ’s promise to surround him with angels while the Enemy encircled the Rock.

      He might’ve been just another child molester in a pinstripe with a shit-eating grin but he was, nonetheless, a client. And he wasn’t as bad as some I’ve handled. In fact, you ignore the sex crime thing and he was remarkably free of vices. Didn’t drink, smoke, play cards or take the Lord’s name in vain. Not like the police commissioner who used traffic helicopters to traffic heroin or the NFL commentator with a lucrative side line pedaling Filipino cancer cures on the retirement village circuit. I even had a bishop who convinced three generations of choir boys that his minty fresh semen was good for the vocal chords, in between lightning raids on the cathedral poor box to make the payments on his Malibu orgy crib.

      Ah, the noughties, you just had to love them. Until the recession, anyway. I tell you, they were some wild fucking times, especially in the deep south. Democrats, Republicans, libtards, cuckservatives, they were all so fucking naked and bloated with ugliness that if you even looked at things the wrong way you’d get your ass snatched up and fed into the shredders. I’m nonpartisan. I’d take a client from either side of the aisle, but I preferred the party of business. They tended towards power structures which instinctively regarded dissent as subversion and unremitting punishment as a natural state of being. A man could do well for himself on the right side of a regime like that.

      Until it all turned to shit of course. Those Wall Street motherfuckers.

      All of a sudden, the centre broke and things were in free fall and hard men rolled over and begged for mercy. Don’t like to brag (clarification: I totally fucking love to brag) but I saw it coming and got out while I could. Fled to the Caribbean to spend more time with my money, and I’d been huddled out there a few years on St Bart’s avoiding grand juries and journalists, when Earle Burroughs sent a message through about a job that might suit me back in Florida.

      I was surprised to hear Earle’s voice on my voice mail after so long but I didn’t pay him no heed. I’d sometimes get a call from the old gang but things had gone sideways hard with Obama and I carried no water for all that hopey changey shit.

      But when both Earle and Bill Sheehan left three or four increasingly desperate messages on one day they finally punched through the Mai Tai haze and got my attention. Bill and Earle, you see, they’re blood enemies. Earle’s been brown-bagging it for certain elements of the Democratic Party since the mid-eighties. Almost as long as Bill’s been breaking thumbs for the GOP. They’d carve each other’s families up for shark bait and walk away without a backward glance. So when a couple of veteran toe-cutters like Bill and Earle start clogging up your secure voice mail server on each other’s behalf you maybe figure on returning those calls or hunting up one of your emergency passports.

      I couldn’t raise Bill on his office number so I tried Earle at home. It was getting on for dusk and I stood mulling over a Bulleit and ice while the phone rang.

      A woman answered. Some functionary.

      “Hello,” I said. “Earle Burroughs about? It’s Commander Harrison Biscuit returning his call.”

      “Oh. Yes,” she said, a little flustered. “Just a minute. I was just about to put a call through to you.”

      She left me with an earful of muzak. Earle came back after a short break. Like he could give shit for the pleasantries.

      “Hello Harrison. Is this line secure?” he asked.

      “Yep.”

      “Encrypted?”

      “For sure.”

      “Great,” he said. “Call me on mine.”

      He reeled off a number, the way people do, like you’re some kind of recording machine or something and I had to get him to repeat it twice. It seemed to get under his skin and he hung up with a curse. I topped up my drink, took some time fetching my black ops phone from its charger cradle near the front door and keyed in the sequence. Earle answered on the first beep.

      “You sure you’re this is secure?” he asked immediately.

      “Yeah.” I said again. “It’s safe. Unless you think the spooks are after you Earle.”

      “Who can fucking tell nowadays?” he sighed.

      “So what’s up? I got a bunch of calls from Bill Sheehan saying you two needed to meet with me. Figure it’s gotta be at least forty years of darkness, the dead rising from the grave.

      Human sacrifice, dogs and cats living together...”

      “Worse,” he said. “We got a problem you could help us with. But I can’t talk about it now. We can fly you up. Give you a weekend at Harrah’s to hear us out. No obligation.”

      I asked Earle how the weather was up there.

      “It’s fine,” he said.

      “It’ll cost you twenty large in chips, just to sit down with me.”

      “Done.”

      Fuck. I should have asked for more.

      “Okay. I’ll see you in three days.”

      “Two,” he said and rang off.
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      Turned out to be one of those hot, bad weeks in Miami, when things seem out of place and slightly off balance. Flying in was like pressing through a membrane into some vital, corrupted aesthetic: Southern Gothic, postmodern period.

      Contaminated flesh was on everyone’s mind. A shipment of Texas beef had been exposed to some toxic agent or something and panicky idiots were worried that the poison could build up in your system and come back to get you years in the future. I’d done a lot of work for Big Meat. They needn’t have worried. They’d all been poisoned beyond hope of salvation years ago.

      I caught a midday flight in. It was mostly tourists and budget travelers and there wasn’t much chance of being recognized. Nobody met me. I caught a cab my hotel. Earle had booked a table at the restaurant on the top floor.

      I found them hiding away in a quiet corner of the nearly deserted restaurant. The city skyline outside the picture windows seemed about two times bigger than when I’d left and so, on closer inspection, did Bill Sheehan. Governance had been good to him. Sort of. He’d always had a fierce will to power and ugliness was so fundamental to his character that over the years it had become externalized. Deep lines scourged his face which had the mottled, livid color of bad blood and meat sickness. To me, the flesh looked like it been force-grown in a lab vat from a bad tissue sample, then stretched over the bones of his massive skull by an amateur plastic surgeon. His gut, which had always been remarkable, had ballooned out to the point where he had to reach around it to get at the silver. There was already a half-empty bottle of red wine at the table, and from the number of stains and rings on the white table cloth it wasn’t the first. Earle on the other hand just looked tired.

      His strong, leathery complexion had turned grey and putty-like from years of last ditch crisis management and his thick, dark hair had thinned, beating a strangely geometric retreat from his forehead. Weak little tufts marched back like rows of pine plantation. Bad transplant, I thought.

      They nodded as I approached but didn’t bother to get up.

      “Fellas,” I said, and pulled up a chair as Earle motioned for the waiter, who had been hovering around, to come serve us from a silver trolley. We didn’t talk much while he cut bloody slices of roast beef from a joint and laid them on our plates. The clanking of silver on china seemed very loud. I was going to mention the contamination scare but the waiter got there first.

      “This is imported beef, sir. From Japan.”

      “Jesus,” muttered Earle. There was a moment’s heavy silence before Bill changed the subject.

      “Jimmy Estevez went down a while back,”

      “Jiminy,” I dead panned.

      Bill pushed back from the table to allow the waiter access to his plate. “He’s been working on a new career in prison.”

      “Oh yeah. What’s that?”

      “Songwriter and novelist. Reckons he’s already penned 138 country and western hymns of love, hope and optimism. He’s got a murder mystery ready to go. And a joke book. And a guide to maxing out your 401K,”

      “Sweet Jesus,” muttered Earle again

      The waiter finished and withdrew. I poured some wine and we got down to it.

      “Ever hear of a guy called Henry Savage?” asked Earle.

      I thought about it but the name meant nothing to me.

      “Well you’ve heard of the Big Mango?” Earle continued.

      “Sure,” I shrugged. “Just outside of the glades.”

      “The Mango was one of the first of the big things on Route 75,” explained Earle. “It was a real, working mango farm, run by a couple of Krauts who came out after the War. They’d sell some of their stuff by the road to families who’d stop in to break the drive. It got to be popular over the years so the Krauts built a fiberglass mango out the front and went formal.”

      “A big mango?” I asked.

      “Big enough,” said Earle. “Anyway, people would stop and take in a tour of the farm, have a coke and a mango, learn interesting mango facts and get their photo taken in front of this big ass looking mango. It pretty much stayed that way for forty years. Then with Disney, everything boomed along that stretch of road. The Krauts’ receipts are up a hundred and fifty per cent. So this Henry Savage character makes them an offer.”

      “Twelve million dollars,” said Bill helpfully.

      “Shit.”

      “Right,” continued Earle. “Henry’s a developer, got big plans for the Mango. Gunna build a golf course and a five-star hotel on some beach front next to the plantation. Gunna build an artificial lake on the farm. Stock it with game fish and mechanical dinosaurs. Gunna build a space shuttle on a hill at the top of the farm, you know, mangos in the twenty-third century, that sort of thing. Gunna rip down the old Big Mango and build the world’s biggest fucking Mango in its place. And he’s gunna run a monorail round the whole thing and out to the airport.”

      I sucked air through my teeth. “Classy.”

      Earle shrugged. “It bombed.”

      “The mango was a lemon,” Bill chuckled grimly.

      “He expected to put about a quarter million people through there every year” said Earle. “At two hundred dollars a head. What he got was the old traffic. Families with camper vans. Not much interested in paying a grand for the premium mango tour.”

      I’d cleaned up my plate while Earle had been talking. I topped up another glass of red and let my belt out a few notches. I could see it coming. I looked around but the place seemed to be deserted. The waiter had disappeared and the maitre d was fussing around with a guest book on the other side of the restaurant. I picked a piece of beef out of my teeth and spoke.

      “So, how deep you fellas in with this asshole?”

      “Deep enough,” said Bill.

      “We’re chained to him,” said Earle.

      That figured. The smart money is always agnostic. Democrat, Republican, money doesn’t care, long as it gets its way.

      “So what’s the deal?” I asked.

      We were still alone but Bill dropped into a prison whisper anyway, stopped moving his lips and let his eyes roam over the room. “A Grand Jury have put a warrant on Henry and subpoenaed his papers.”

      “You think he’ll rat you out?” I asked. I didn’t know what he had on them, but there’d be something.

      They both shook their heads slightly but said nothing. Bill reached into a shirt pocket and pulled out a torn newspaper clipping. It was printed on cheap stock and the ink had run a bit, making it hard to read. And Bill had sweated all over it too. But the headline was printed so large that it didn’t matter. Local Businessman Flees! And under that, Claims he was an undercover agent for State Police.

      And then, Says Japanese Mafia will cut off his head!

      The rest was illegible.

      I gave them a look. “Was he? An informant, I mean.”

      “Don’t be stupid,” grumbled Earle. “He was a nut.”

      “Well I’m not going to kill him for you. If that’s what you want.”

      Bill’s porcine eyes went wide at the suggestion. “Jesus no,” he said quickly. “We just want you to find him and hide him away. Bring us his papers and pack him off to Manila or something. He always liked it over there. Said he was friends with Duterte.”

      “But you don’t have much time,” said Earle, leaning over the table. “This newspaper piece is not reassuring.”

      “What? You mean the Yakuza are going to cut off his head?” I said.

      “Probably,” said Bill. “And we can’t have that. That’d bring the FBI in.”
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      It gets a tricky around here. But I’m gonna try pull it all together for you from everything I learned later. Around about the time I was reading Bill’s soggy newspaper clipping, Deedee Horner was probably reading the same piece in her veal-fattening pen at Life Tonight. Her copy was slightly more legible than mine, but only just.

      Deedee worked directly to Life Tonight’s maximum Rottweiler, Michael Stephenson, a deeply tanned but vacant-headed door kicker who covered up a desperate intellectual short-fall with great hair and voice work. Thick, brown, luxuriant stuff that hair was, with magnificent flecks and highlights of gold. And he had been blessed with a voice that could segue between choking compassion for a doomed, green-gilled leukemia baby and defiant scorn for gangs of granny-bashing, baseball cap back-asswards-wearing, acned ethnic crime lords, without so much as a throw to the studio for an ad break.

      Deedee Horner didn’t really like her boss, but it wasn’t like she had any sort of hang-up working for a scum-sucking bottom-dweller. The job paid elephant bucks. And it was fun. Just quietly. Putting the dogs on somebody and wrapping yourself in the warm cloak of synthetic righteousness when they got shredded. Didn’t matter whether it was a solitary conman selling swamp land from a motorhome or a protest march which turned violent and slipped over into mass psychosis. There was nothing better than the rocket rush of going in and planing through the widening chaos. On the really bad ones, which were of course the best ones, she had no sense of narrative, of points moving towards resolution, only turmoil, a rough boiling swarm of action, and the sense of free fall, of compressing the confusion and following her own trace through, chasing the signals down to a level of meaning which spoke only to her.

      Then they’d get back to the office and Mike Stephenson would get his paws all over the rushes and that would be that. Game over. Whatever sense of control she’d had, whatever whispers of potency she’d heard at the centre of the maelstrom, well, they didn’t count for shit. Mike was the talking head who would tell her story and without fail he would fuck it up.

      In her opinion. Which wasn’t the opinion of the network.

      But, unlike her boss, she wasn’t burdened by want of brains and she knew better than to openly knife one of the network’s star performers. What’s more, as Stephenson’s personal producer her fortunes were tied to his, for the moment at least. She couldn’t take the collateral damage of having him crash and burn. So she set about the delicate task of both promoting and white-anting the smarmy prick. She planned to take his place on air—she’d already hired voice tutors, a personal trainer and an image consultant—and figured his removal was best achieved by pushing him sideways or even upwards. To that end she advanced his case for a job at 60 Minutes, loyally and tirelessly, in the manner of an awe-struck underling. Prize him loose and send him on his way, she thought to herself every morning.

      In this frame of mind, she considered the fax from the north coast and a clipping from that morning’s local paper lying amongst the clutter of files on her desk. Deedee used information like hard currency. It was the coin of her realm. She traded it, dealt in it, used it to construct webs of influence and obligation in the office around her. It was her future.
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      The stuff in front of her gave off a low-grade charge, it was definitely plugged into something bigger. All she had to decide was whether to follow through herself, or pass it on to someone who’d appreciate it and remember. She pushed all the crap on her desk to one side, set her phone to silent while she thought it through. She stared at the fax and the small article. The latter, a mere three-inch column tucked away on page five, was a brief mention of a Miami law firm, Quayle and Associates, which had been caught out hawking a prospectus around Tokyo calling for investors in a golf course and resort development they didn’t actually own.

      Deedee had noted the article over a secret McMuffin and coffee before work. These pre-warmed horrors were her only divergence from a strict diet of dry leaves and twigs, laid out by Launz, her personal trainer. She had stripped off eight kilos and could run a mile in six minutes without losing her wind, but she was liable, under severe stress, to actually pass out from dizzying spells of chocolate withdrawal. The piping hot breakfast of sugar buns and fat-caked animal by-products grounded her in the world of real things every morning and gave her a chance to read the news sites before she hit the office. There were multiple copies of the metro dailies at work but she liked to run her scan privately before anyone else. She knew it was only by working those sorts of margins that she’d eventually pull away from buffoons like Mike Stephenson.

      When her eyes slipped over the Quayle report she’d run a bright blue highlighter through it, mentally filing it away with a story about a twenty-eight year old woman who’d been charged with the statutory rape three teenage boys from her son’s high school (“Yes please, Miss!”); a knife fight between Jamaican and Mexican youths at a Walmart (“Shoppers Flee in Terror”); and an advert for Mai Lin Slimming Tea (“You’ll Lose As Much Weight As You Want To Or We’ll Give You DOUBLE Your Money back! ! .1 “). It had not gone unnoticed around the office that Deedee had been particularly harsh on weight loss gurus these last few months. Turned out another channel had paid for an exclusivity deal with the sex mad Mom. Ten grand for an interview and a re-enactment. Five minutes on Google delivered the home addresses of the principals behind the slimming tea promotion. Deedee made a note to line up an interview with the rent-a-mouth psychiatrist they’d use to give a semblance

      of credibility to their complete destruction of the Mai Lin Slimming empire. He’d only just been on last week, flapping his big wet lips about serial killers, but at a pinch he could give good talking head on the dangers of slimming fads too. Then she turned to the matter of Quayle and Associates.

      The Herald hadn’t gone into great detail so she rang a friend at the Miami Bar Association, a sorority bestie, who promised to send over a copy of the file highlights, including contact deets for everybody involved, including the names and numbers of the most aggrieved investors. Deedee was chewing on what to do next when Mike buzzed and asked her to come down to his office ASAP. He sounded kind of pissed and she rolled her eyes, but kept her voice light. She grabbed a note pad and pen, and then, on a whim she snatched up the phone again and asked the switch to get her the news desk of the Orlando affiliate. She tapped her foot impatiently while the phone rang on and on. She was just about to hang up when a man answered. “Brian Hurley. News.”

      “Hi Brian” she said, putting a bit of sex into the delivery. “It’s Deedee Horner from Life Tonight in Miami here. How you doing?”

      “Pretty good, Deedee. What can I help you with?” he said.

      She told him about the story she’d marked up that morning and asked if they had anything on Quayle’s firm up there. She could almost hear him smiling when he replied.

      “We’ve got a bit of vision on file,” he said. “Quayle’s in pretty deep with some of the county planners up here. Puts himself about as a development consultant. But the guy you want to know about is Henry Savage.”

      “Right” she said, looking at her watch. “And who’s he?”

      “He’s huge round these parts. Done a lot of business with Quayle, but he’s just gone missing.”

      “Why?” she asked, knowing that Mike would be wondering where she was and starting to listen for his voice yelling for her down the corridor.

      “He’s thirty million in the hole to the Japanese Mafia. Says they’re going to kill him. Says he was working for the feds. He’s on the run. It’s kind of complicated.”

      She just didn’t have time, but it sounded like it had some potential.

      “Have you got anything you can email me?” she said. “I’m in kind of a rush.”

      Hurley said a local blogger, some antidevelopment deep green nutjob had just published a series on Savage, including an interview with the man in hiding. Deedee said that sounded great. She asked him to send it to her straight away and to keep their conversation to himself for the moment.

      Mike Stephenson was gnawing on the mouth piece of a child’s Sippy Cup when Deedee ran into his office. The cup had thrown her when she first started working for him. He constantly drank tea from the thing and would fly into fits of homicidal rage if it went missing, which it did, two or three times a week, depending on the whims of his roommate, Howard Gibson. Howard was the longest serving reporter on the show. He wanted nothing more than to kick down doors and chase grifters with a camera crew but a freakish ability to deadpan the weirdest surfing dog stories had condemned him to quirkiness years ago. The frustration had driven him quietly insane. On Deedee’s first day Howard had gripped her arm and pulled her into an edit suite.

      “Mike is afraid of spiders,” he said.

      “Spiders?” she asked.

      “Yes,” he nodded gravely. And then he walked out. Later that week, at a meeting in the conference room with Mike and Granger Cooley, the chief of staff, Mike had reached into a bowl of peanuts, shrieked and snatched his arm back so quickly the bowl of nuts spilled everywhere. Deedee stared at him. His rich caramel-colored tan had turned a sickly grey and he sucked short ragged gulps of air through quivering lips as he drew himself into the farthest corner of the couch. Cooley shook his head, muttered something about “fucking Howard,” and picked a small plastic tarantula out of the peanut litter.

      There was no sign of Howard when Deedee finally got to the corner office he shared with Stephenson.

      “Sorry Mike” she smiled, bustling through the door. “Had a whistleblower on the blower. You know what they’re like.”

      Mike stared at her over the rim of his teething cup for a full second before answering.

      “Anything we can use?” he asked.

      “Someone we’ve already used,” she improvised. “Vince. The Amtrak guy. Says they’ve just pushed his dismissal through and cut off his 401K.”

      She had no idea whether that was true or not but she knew Mike wouldn’t follow up.

      “I figured you wouldn’t have the time to deal with him,” she said.

      Mike nodded. He hated dealing with the talent.

      “I’m a bit worried that we don’t have any stories on the board right now,” he said.

      Deedee nodded. They had this conversation every two or three weeks. Unless Mike’s name was all over the assignment board, and promos for his stuff were running in every ad break from four in the afternoon onwards, he began to imagine he could feel the ground slipping out from under him.

      “Mike, you had a great piece last week,” said Deedee patiently. “Remember? The crooked Russian marriage rackets?”

      He could hardly have forgotten. It was a two-camera job on a day when the show was already short staffed. They’d brought in a freelance crew to make up the numbers and burst in on a ceremony just after the celebrant had asked if anybody had any reason why this couple shouldn’t be joined in holy matrimony. “This wedding must stop!” boomed Mike Stephenson as the arc lights flared, catching the startled party like squirrels on a runway. “This wedding is a scam!”

      He’d got six and a half minutes out of it. Long, but totally justified. They got some great vision as the wedding party scattered—would have been even better if the network had let them have the chopper for the pursuit—and Network’s news director even stopped by his office afterwards to give him both the patented Thumbs Up and Wink.

      “You got the thumb and the wink?” Deedee indulged him the next morning.

      “Yep,” he beamed”

      “L-e-g-e-n-d!”

      But that was then, and Deedee knew better than to try to satisfy Mike with the glories of the past.

      The man was a monster. He’d screech and fume and rattle his cage until she threw him some fresh kill. Trouble was, there wasn’t much she could give him right now. She had set up some great stories but Mike—his own worst enemy—had gone stomping all over her preparation like a big hungry grizzly.

      This week alone, during Monday and half of Tuesday, he’d put the zap on two stories she’d spent over a month preparing. The Gay and Lesbian Street Patrol, who had been tricked and cuddled and cajoled into letting her tag along with one of their homo-vigilante squads, suddenly backed out when Mike rang them up and asked whether they could guarantee him some action.

      “Action?” their co-ordinator asked nervously. “Some action. You know. Close quarter combat. This is television. If we don’t have action we don’t have a story.”

      So the queers were gone by lunch time on Monday. Quickly followed by the frightened trucking contractor who’d agreed to get them a sample of liquid toxic waste he said was being dumped illegally into the Everglades. Mike told him they’d have to secrete a camera crew in his cabin to confront the dumpers on the spot, and got kind of pissy when the truck driver called him a madman. “I know you want to get these projects up,” said Deedee, keeping her voice calm. “But these people we’re dealing with are flaky, Mike. You know what they’re like. Most of them think assassins in scuba gear are coming after them for talking to us.”

      “That doesn’t change the fact that we’ve got to put thirty minutes of current affairs to air every night,” he said huffily.

      Deedee resisted the urge to say ‘twenty-two minutes’ and arranged her features as attractively and calmly as she could. “No it doesn’t,” she agreed. “But let me deal with the nut bars and the pinheads, Mike. I’ve got a psychology degree,” she lied. “You’ve got the masters in journalism or whatever.” (Another lie, but he didn’t contradict her, just rolled his shoulders slightly and jutted his chin out a little further than normal.)

      “Well what have we got coming up?” Mike asked as he unscrewed the cap on his Sippy Cup. A good sign. It meant he was starting to think about another ginger and lemongrass tea instead of the imminent death of his career. Deedee told him about the slimming tea scam and said she’d already booked an SUV, a crew and an edit suite for later in the day. She also promised that the rent-a-mouth psychiatrist would play the game. She hadn’t called him yet but it was as certain a bet as you could make in this world.

      “I was on my way to tell you when the train driver rang up,” she said. Mike always called him the train driver, drove the poor bastard crazy. Deedee had to sit in with him while he did the voice-overs on that piece to be sure he called the guy a signals engineer.

      “Can you type up some questions for me on this fat scam,” he asked, definitely brighter now.

      “Sure,” she promised. “I don’t think they’ll answer them but that’s not really a problem is it?” Deedee smiled, giving him the full thousand watts. Mike clapped his hands together and launched himself out of his chair. Deedee knew he’d be heading for the tea pot in the kitchen. She also knew she’d need to quickly find a couple of angry, weeping fatties to round out this Mai Lin job. But one call to an old boyfriend at Consumer Reports should take care of that.

      Back at her desk she stared at the email from Hurley. This Henry Savage dude looked like a great story. She had the fake weight loss tea thing lined up for shooting in half an hour. This one needed a decision. She could turn it over to someone else, maybe even Howard, and put that in the favor bank. Or she could risk unleashing Mike on it. It had elements which fell into his field of ‘expertise’. A crooked businessman. Missing millions. Relatable victims coming out the wazoo. The location, being so close to Disney, was a plus, because the story might just go viral. The hint of Yakuza involvement, however detached from reality it turned out to be was gold. And the Big Mango? Well that was kind of bizarre but the best stories always did have a touch of magical realism about them.

      Deedee checked her watch. Fifteen minutes till they left for the shoot. She stretched back from the desk and craned her head right back. The monitor above her desk was showing a live feed from a car chase.

      She resolved to do the Big Mango story with Mike. There was… something there. She’d make it her priority assignment. It was the one she’d been waiting for. The big rock-candy mountain of tabloid TV. She’d have to work double time making sure Mike didn’t fuck it up, but it looked too good to ignore. Thirty million dollars. A missing land developer who says he spied for the feds. The Yakuza? And a big fucking mango. Jesus they don’t come any better than that.

      Dee Dee gathered all of her shit together and headed for the foyer. She could hear Mike pumping out his hearty, pre-fight laugh down the corridor as she keyed the number into her mobile. She googled up five-star accommodation in Orlando.

      Then she googled up spiders. Big ones.
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        Miami, Tuesday night

      

      “I don’t know about this, Harrison,” said Lonely John, “Sounds pretty hairy, man.”

      “Oh come on, Lonesome,” said Speed. “It’s a done deal.”

      Lonely John hunched his shoulders forward in his billowing blue Hawaiian shirt and sulked over his bourbon. Dr Speed leaned over his shoulder and forced another finger of Jack into his glass. “There now, precious,” she whispered. He just sat there shaking his head and chewing his lip and generally coming on with the negative vibes.

      “I don’t know, Harrison,” he muttered. “I just don’t know. Every time I get caught up in one of your schemes something terrible happens.”

      I came in off the balcony of Speed’s apartment and slid the door closed against a cold blustery wind. The lights of Miami stretched away outside, a vast electric canyon on the edge of darkness.

      “It’s like the Doc says,” I assured him. “It’s a fucking done deal. The state house is going to rubber stamp the leases for these mining operations in three days. We get to pick up the shares tomorrow and take the rake-off on Friday. These guys are a mortal lock to put on eighty or ninety points, man. It’s a ten-billion-dollar project.”

      He smiled, a weak kind of lopsided effort. Dr Speed slid into the chair next to him. I sat down on the coffee table.

      “That’s not what I’m worried about, Harrison, and you know it,” he said. “I ain’t got no doubt your friends’ information is the real deal. And I’m really grateful for you wanting to cut me in and all, but that ain’t the pointy end of the deal. It’s this guy we got to find that I’m fretting on.”

      “It’s just some fat bastard,” I shrugged, showing Lonely John my empty, honest palms.

      “Jesus, Harrison! He’s got the feds and the fucking Triads after him.”

      “The Yakuza,” Speed corrected.

      Lonely John cursed again. “Man, you wouldn’t even be asking me along if you didn’t think there was going to be three kinds of wet shit pouring down from day one.”

      “Well that’s true, Lonely,” I admitted. “I need you on this job, man. I really do. I got to put a bag on this loser in two or three days or it’s game over. I can’t cover the ground. I just can’t do it by myself.” I leaned across and punched him lightly on the arm. “I need you and the Speedster on board for the big win, fella.”

      Lonely John stared at me for three seconds, like he’d gone mad, before succumbing to a giggle. Speed tickled him under the arms. “That’s my boy,” she said.

      “So you’re in?” I asked.

      “For ninety points. I guess so.”

      “Great,” said Speed, slapping him on the back. “Lonely John Carey! The man!”

      “Outstanding,” I smiled. “Really outstanding.”

      “So this guy. Mr Mango,” Lonely John said. “What’s his story? What’s his name again?”

      “Henry Savage,” I said, raising my glass for Speed to top up. She sloshed in a healthy measure and offered Lonely John more of the same.

      “Thing is, Lonesome,” she smiled, “folks who know him well never call him that.”

      “No?”

      “No,” she said. “They call him Savage Henry.”

      “Oh good,” Lonely John said quietly.
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        Miami, Tuesday morning

      

      In her day, Ivana Ionescu had been a first-class hitter for a couple of Romanian smack barons. Orphaned as a young girl, she grew up on the streets of Bucharest. Ivana was ‘adopted’ by the Merek brothers, later to become Sir Ivo and Sir Pieter, but at that stage just a couple of displaced Bulgar thugs who ran the city’s rackets with the indulgence of the Ceaușescu regime. They recognized the soul of a killer in Ivana’s flat, lifeless eyes and gave her a start in life by pressing a shiv into her palm and pointing out a rival they needed her to kill. She crawled into his bed and, two hours later, left his corpse covered in blankets still soiled by sex.

      It wasn’t that she liked murdering people for a living. It was more that she just didn’t give a shit. Working for the Mereks paid well, especially in communist Romania, and it wasn’t as if they had her churning out the stiffs like a sausage machine. She could remember every job she’d done for them. Eight men and two women until the fall of the Iron Curtain. Twelve more in the years that followed as the brothers, safely decamped for London, found their way in the free market.

      Their call on her services had grown less frequent over the years although they kept her on retainer until the early noughties. By then she was ready to retire. She was growing old and slow, her eyesight was failing, and in 2002 her doctor noticed the first symptoms of narcolepsy. He prescribed amphetamines to ward off the drowsiness and episodes of micro-sleep which were creeping up on her, but when she missed a simple head shot at an investigative journalist in 2004 she knew her working days were over. Within eighteen months her eyesight had deteriorated to the point of legal blindness and she had begun wearing radar glasses to prepare for the day when it would go completely.

      The Mereks were gracious and faithful employers, ever mindful of her services to them through the years, her devotion and of course, her discretion. They were genuinely sorry to see her go. She was one of their last links to the old country and Sir Ivo, as he was by then, always the sentimental one, had wept openly at her farewell dinner. He had a quiet passion for Ivana and could not help but feel that her loyalty to their family interests had interfered with her natural destiny as a wife and mother. As a parting gesture the brothers paid her ten years retainer in severance and gifted their favorite killer a small apartment in Orlando in a condo built by their own construction company.

      Their lawyers ensured that she was able to retire in America without any interference by that country’s migration officials.

      Unfortunately, Ivana was a much better killer than investor. When she lost a third of her nest egg in the collapse of Lehman Brothers she was angry and bitter but took it on the chin like most other small investors. When Lloyds of London came calling on her as one of their Names to make good their multi-billion-dollar losses she was incredulous but paid up. But when her accountant set up residence in Majorca at her expense she started working on plans to come out of retirement and take up the issue of the money he’d stolen from her, in person, at the point of a gun. Unfortunately, her doctor advised that her frail condition would not allow her to travel.

      The stress of those years had been compounded by the drugs she was taking to control her narcolepsy. She had become quietly addicted to three different types of prescription amphetamines. The powerful stimulants loosened and gnawed away at her grip on reality at the same time as the collapse of her finances pushed her towards nervous exhaustion. When the last of her money, about two hundred thousand dollars invested in a Florida mango plantation, disappeared with the scheme’s promoter she snapped.

      She packed an overnight bag with a change of clothes, two week’s worth of medication, five thousand dollars she kept in the house for emergencies, a spare set of radar glasses, two throwing knives, a sawn-off shotgun and ammunition. She booked a seat on a Greyhound to Orlando and dug the mango prospectus out of her tax papers. She could no longer read anything but very large newspaper headlines so she took the papers to her next-door neighbor, the old kike. He read out the names she was after, the names of the promoters.

      Henry Savage and Daniel Quayle.
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        Miami, Tuesday night

      

      Detective Casper Johns was sometimes called Spooky, but not often and only by a few friends. To his enemies, and there were plenty of them, he was known as Casper the friendly ghost-maker. He had killed one man in the line of duty, and, it was rumored, another six or seven on personal business. He had never been a public figure. Had never worked any high-profile cases, never sought publicity or had it thrust upon him. Nor had he ever sought patronage, which risked being brought down by the fall of a patron. He was a thin man in his fifties, with surprisingly good dress sense and a heart of darkness.

      He bought a newspaper and climbed aboard the bus early that evening, when most people were already home; while Deedee worked on in her cubicle, sifting through a pile of SEC documents on the affairs of Savage Enterprises; and about the time Biscuit walked into Dr Speed’s apartment. Casper took a seat in the middle of the bus, letting the backpackers, the late commuters and a Korean tour group sort themselves out. He could have been any tired-looking salary man, on his way home from a long day at the office, or a quick one at a favored brothel. Nobody paid him any attention as he gazed out of the window. Probably looking for an ocean glimpse. You could still catch one every now and then through the waterfront developments. As the bus pulled away, the other passengers fell into the screens of their phones, Casper seemed to doze off. He didn’t read the paper.

      He rode that way, with his head nodding for about ten minutes. He woke with a slight start, stretched, looked around and stood up unsteadily as the bus pull into the stop outside Caribbean Boulevard. He stepped down to the sidewalk and headed straight into the restaurant.

      It was crowded with tourists and wrinklies, all of them looking for cheap carbs and protein. One other businessman stood out, hovering at the back of the crowds waiting in line to place their orders. He was frowning at the menu. Casper moved over to stand next to the man, inspecting his cheap blue suit with an air of armed neutrality. The man turned to look at him and nodded non-committedly.

      “Lovely night,” said the stranger.

      “It’s all right,” said Casper. “Yesterday was better.”

      “You wouldn’t know the score would you, pal?” the man asked. “From the Dolphin game. I got fifty on the spread.”

      “No. Sorry,” said Casper.

      Then he seemed to remembered the paper in his hand and offered it to the man. “Late edition,” he said. “Might be a report.”

      “Thanks,” said the man. He took the paper and turned to the back page. Casper bought a cheeseburger and a Coke. He could hear delighted Japanese squeals coming from a tour group, but he thought nothing of it. He was no racist. He disliked all people equally, regardless of background.

      As he was leaving with his meal, the guy in the suit returned his paper. “Thanks,” he said. Casper shrugged and took it back.

      Three hours later, back at his apartment in Aventura, he opened the envelope the man in the blue suit had folded into the newspaper. He had eaten the cheeseburger but he was still feeling hungry, so he brewed up some coffee and had a tuna sandwich before turning to the package.

      It was a plain envelope, the same size the Department once used for interoffice memos before everything went to computers. He prized open the flap with a bread knife and shook the contents onto the table. Some printed material and three color photos of a Caucasian male, overweight, middle-aged, slightly receding iron-grey hair. In one shot he held a big fish aloft in one hand, a fishing rod in the other. Grinning like a fool. The next pictured him at the head of a table in a restaurant, looked Japanese, with a dozen or so Asian men. The flash had turned his eyes red and canine. The last, a head shot, had been taken from behind. He was craning around to grin at the photographer, causing his neck to bunch up into three folds of fat. Casper stared at the three photographs for a while, shifting his gaze from one to the other at random.

      Then he turned to the printout. There were two sheets. The text was large and double-spaced. He read the sheets over until he had memorized them word for word. Then he burned them over the kitchen sink. The ashes went down the waste disposal with the crusts of his sandwich. He took the photos and the remains of his coffee through to the TV room.

      Casper lived well but not ostentatiously. He had never married. Never had children. He wasn’t a drinker or a gambler. It didn’t make him rich, but it meant he didn’t have the expenses that crushed the life out of most of the poor bastards he worked. Especially ex-wives and kids. They’d kill you sure as cancer.

      His apartment, a pleasant two-bedder, had not been not bought, as some whispered, with contributions from favored mobsters. Casper wasn’t that stupid. There was nothing in his financial history or that of the house to attract the interest of Internal Affairs.

      While wrong in the particular matter of his house, general suspicions about Detective Johns were not a million miles from the truth. He’d bite through an iron bar if it was in the way of his making a dollar. But he did not fit the popular conception of police corruption, whereby a naive young man is led astray by his fallen elders. No. Casper had always been bad. As an infant, a child, a youth and a young man. But he had always been smart enough to avoid being caught. He joined the force in the days when men knew they were right because they were strong, days of the night stick and the big boot, when badges and guns and ill-fitting suits still had a lot of room to maneuver when they came through your door and started swinging their elbows.

      In another time Casper might have gone into the army, but they were getting their asses shot off in Iraq, so he took the other path out of white poverty, well-trodden by so many before him. As a young police officer he did not take any obvious bribes, or involve himself with the conspicuously corrupt. But he was alive to the possibilities. One year and one day after graduating from the academy he assisted in the arrest of a junior state senator.

      He’d been in a patrol car on Bricknell with Officer Arturo Ruiz when they’d turned a tight comer and nearly run headfirst into a Lexus on their side of the road. They swerved up on to one sidewalk and the Lexus mounted the opposite curb and came to a rest. Casper and Ruiz jumped out and ran to the other car before it could get away, but they needn’t have bothered hurrying. The door fell open and the driver slowly rolled his puffed and beer-bleary face into their torch light. He fixed on the two cops and grinned as best as he could, which wasn’t too good, seeing as how he’d lost most of his muscle control. He was so drunk he could only just sit up behind the wheel and pass himself off as a severely retarded child. They figured him for some sort of lawyer or deal maker when he started mouthing off about the sort of people he knew and how much he could help or hurt their careers.

      The usual shit. Ruiz smacked him upside the head and dragged him into the back of the patrol car.

      Dude was really looking forward to busting a snowflake and joked about it all the way back to the station, where the duty sergeant recognized their prisoner and suggested they better check with the captain filling out a report. The senator was poured into a taxi and quietly sent on his way ten minutes later.

      Casper remembered Ruiz stalking off in disgust, while he volunteered to go fetch the Lexus after his shift and drop it back to the senator. The desk sergeant agreed to let him go early. Casper drove it to his studio apartment in Broward County. He was a few years away from buying in Aventura at that point, but he was already saving for a deposit. Twenty-five percent of his take home pay, directly deposited into a long-term savings account. He never even saw the money. But IA would. If they ever looked, they’d see an earnest young officer who was securing for his future with hard work and a sensible savings plan.

      Casper sat up for another hour filling out a complete report and charge sheet. Then he had a shower, set the alarm for six o’clock and crashed. He was knocking on the senator’s front door, in full uniform, at a quarter of seven the next morning. The guy’s wife nearly fainted when she opened the door to him.

      “Good morning ma’am,” he said, putting just the right measure of cheer and servility into his voice. She raised a nervous hand to her lips and tried to say something but her throat was locked up.

      “I wonder if I might come in,” Casper asked.

      “Oh yes,” she burst out. “Please. Quickly.” She all but dragged him inside by the arm, checking to see if anybody was watching. “I understand there was some trouble last night,” she said. “I…”

      He cut her off, speaking calmly and quietly. “There was no trouble ma’am. I’ve brought your

      car home and I have some paper work for the senator. That’s all. There is no trouble. There will be no trouble.”

      He gave her his most innocent a look. He practiced that expression a lot. “If I might see the senator?”

      She nodded quickly, nervously—“Yes. Yes, I’ll get him,”—and hurried off into the house. Casper resisted the urge to poke around in the house. He did not move from his spot in the hallway. When the senator appeared a few minutes later he was wearing a dressing gown and looked as though he’d gone a few rounds with a wild dog pack. He was alone. He did not know what to say to the young police officer but Casper did not leave him wondering.

      “I have returned your car,” he smiled. “The gas was low so I filled it up for you.”

      He passed the keys over with the papers he had filled out himself that morning.

      “There won’t be any trouble,” he said. “You’ve got everything you need there.”

      The senator looked up at him, barely able to believe his good fortune.

      “Everything,” Casper said again, leaning into the word.

      The politician regained his voice. “Oh,” he croaked. “Oh good. Good. And... and you are?”

      “Officer Johns, sir.”

      Twelve months later he was Detective Johns. A meteoric rise, but not surprising. He had learned early that money is not the only tradable currency. He collected favors the way other cops collected donuts and drinking problems. Detective Johns did not discriminate in these endeavors: high or low, rich or poor, it didn’t matter. If someone got into trouble and Casper Johns was there and could help out, he would, as long as they could possibly help him at some point in the future. And those lucky enough to receive his personal and private assistance never once had to open their wallets. All they had to do was remember, like the senator, that they had once been helped. And remember they did; the conservative academic caught with his mouth full of dick in a toilet block; the local TV news anchor who got a bad tab of acid at an Emmies party and ran naked into the night; the judge whose son held up a 7-Eleven; and the city councillor whose mistress caught him cheating on her and tried to unman him in the foyer of the Fontainebleau, forcing the honorable alderman to brain her with a solid marble ashtray in self defense. They all received a call from Casper Johns and they all remembered him fondly.

      At first Casper almost never helped real criminals, knowing, since he was one himself, that they could not be trusted. He did eventually come to deal with a very select, very discrete criminal elite though, when he lead the investigation of twelve rare parrots discovered hidden inside tennis balls tubes on a cargo flight at Miami’s international airport. Rare parrots, and also ex-parrots. They were dead on arrival. The investigation of the small, seemingly one-off bird smuggling operation went nowhere. Mostly because everybody directly involved seem to have disappeared off the face of the planet. The case, a rare ‘failure’ for Detective Johns, was now thirteen years in the past, but it still had a direct bearing on him today. The end buyers for those parrots had been a clan of heavily tattooed Japanese golfing enthusiasts and they had been very impressed by the way the gaijin Johns had tidied up the matter of their bungled bird shipment. Detective Johns had begun earning some serious yen thirteen years ago. None of it ever entered the US financial system.

      He was still prudently pursuing the interests of his Japanese partners. And their major interest at the moment was in the whereabouts of Henry William Savage, the man in the photographs spread out on Casper’s modest IKEA coffee table, and the fifteen million dollars they had invested in his Big Mango theme park.
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        Miami, Wednesday morning

      

      We had some shit to attend to before we could go tear-assing around looking for Savage Henry. First thing Wednesday morning we all had to call our brokers and pick up the shares Bill had told me about over lunch at Illusions. I lost track of the number of brown bags I handed out up there in the noughties, but we didn’t do that no more. Cash is a bastard to handle, you could be photographed doing it, and you were bound to light up a computer screen somewhere when you tried to deposit the stuff. Information, on the other hand, was invisible, but tradable.

      With that taken care of I rang a legal searching agency, got them to run Henry’s name through the Securities Commission and the land titles office, told them to email the results to a one-use address. Meanwhile she and Lonely John disappeared for an hour or so to tool up for the job. Dr Speed hopped on her bike, a lovingly remade old Norton, and roared off into the hinterland where she knew of some bikers holed up in an meth kitchen. Lonely John needed some cheap suits and business cards. He went to one of those kiosks where you can get them printed up instantly for a couple of bucks. They’re just the thing for depressive, paranoid confidence men like Lonely John. He printed three sets, identifying him as a property consultant, a producer for the BBC’s Panorama program, and a researcher with the Bureau of Criminal Intelligence.

      I worked a burner phone from Speed’s place, filled five pages of my notebook by the time she came through the door, dragging a sports bag loaded down with weaponry and chemicals.

      “You don’t think you’re being a little excessive, Doc?” I asked, as she unpacked her treasures. A Heckler and Koch submachine gun, two pumpies, two Glock nine mils, ammunition, silencers for the handguns and 500g of pick-me-up powder. She shook her head. “I ain’t going up against them ninja fucking super heroes without artillery.” Then she pulled out the centerpiece of her collection, an Armatech M10 highvelocity machine pistol. It looked like an ungainly and brutal piece of industrial art. She patted it with pride.

      “Floating block technology, caseless ammunition, lets rip like a Gatling gun, kicks back like a water pistol.”

      “How much?” I asked.

      She straightened and gave me a just-couldn’t-help-it shrug of the shoulders.

      “About twelve grand all up. I’ll pay for the speed.”

      “Well, it’s all on expenses in the end,” I said. “Be cool if you could stow this gear before Lonely gets back though. He hates this kind of stuff.”

      “I know,” she said. “You got a car?”

      “Lined up.”

      “Well let’s hide the go bag in my bedroom for now. We can transfer it later.”

      The fax started screeching as we lugged the guns through to Speed’s room.

      “Can I have one of the Glocks?” I asked.

      “That’s why I got them.”

      “I love these things,” I said, hefting the gun. “I know you do, sweetie.”

      “I got a bit of a woody for them actually”

      “Uh-huh,” she said.

      “In fact, I’ve got a bit of woody now,” I said, looking directly into her eyes.

      She smiled. “I’m kind of into other chicks at the moment Harrison.”

      I stared at her for a second.

      “That’s not making it go away, Speed.”

      She laughed, but she moved past me into the living room where forest of paper was piling up in tray of a printer. Hard copies of the docs I’d been emailed.

      “Jesus,” I muttered. “Old Henry’s been a busy boy.”

      “I hope there’s enough paper in the machine,” said Speed just as three short beeps signaled that the last page had been printed. Henry had wrapped his affairs in a crazy maze of shelf companies, holding companies, put options, lease backs, transfers and trusts. We weren’t going to untangle that mess in much less than three years, so we turned to the land office printouts and hit pay dirt immediately. He owned two properties right here in Miami. A beach house and an apartment. Speed and I looked at each other.

      “Just down the street,” she said.

      [image: ]

      Sometimes it’s that easy. Sometimes they just fall into your lap. Speed fetched the M10 and a Glock out of the bedroom. She screwed silencers on to both, a big fat length of black piping for the machine gun and smaller, cigar-sized attachment for the pistol.

      “You know, we’re being paid to bring him in alive,” I said as she slid a full clip into the 10. “We got to find his papers too. They’re more important than he is.”

      Speed thumbed the safety on the pistol and passed it over to me.

      “Don’t know about you Harrison,” she said, “but I wouldn’t want to be gloving up against no army of the night with a dinky little gun like that. Ninjas got them secret powers you know, real heavy shit, like magic and all, and I wouldn’t want to be taking pot shots at them with potato pellets while they’re disappearing in puffs of smoke and shit and popping up at your elbows to laugh at you and stick a big fucking sword up your ass.”

      “Well, you know that’s cool and all, Speed,” I answered. “That’s why I brought you into the deal and everything. But it’d be really cool too if you didn’t go chopping everybody into loose meat with that fucking howitzer you got there before we know whether we’re dealing with an actual army of the night situation or whether we got another thing entirely on our hands, like some innocent sort of holidaying family from Korea on a time share deal.”

      She slipped the machine gun into a sports bag with a couple of spare clips, raised her palms and shook her head to tell me that I should stay cool, hang loose and be free.

      “You don’t want to wait for Lonely John?” I asked.

      “You’re the one said he doesn’t like guns. This sort of thing, it’s not his thing.”

      “Well it’s just that we look like a couple of hired killers and he doesn’t. It might be better if he checked things out first.”

      “You got a point there Harrison. But we got a schedule and we’re not the not only ones who’d like to speak to Henry. You know what Lonely John’s like with menswear. He could be hours yet.”

      I chewed it over. We did look a little out of place, especially the Doctor, a long-haired, Gothic looking Canadian gym queen in torn black jeans, a Severed Heads tee shirt and heavy motorcycle jacket. I took off my own shirt and fetched one of Lonely John’s garish Hawaiian numbers from his suitcase. It fell a good six or seven inches below my belt. I tucked the Glock in there, although it was pretty uncomfortable with the silencer.

      “Feel better now, Pointdexter?” Speed asked.

      “Superb!”

      We left a note for Lonely John, said we’d gone out to get the car and some other stuff, told him to fix himself a feed if he got back before us.
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      The apartment was only a mile or so down from Speed’s place so we walked it. It was hot and close, even the breeze coming off the ocean didn’t seem to help much, until you passed behind a building and couldn’t feel it any more. I started leaking sweat after a few minutes but Speed, who was dressed more heavily than me, didn’t seem to have a problem. There were plenty of drunken fucked-up kids about – some sort of college break, according to the Doc - but the real tourist season, when the whole strip would reach critical mass and go into meltdown, was still a few weeks off. The main drag would be fucked then, like totally fucked, a boiling swarm of anarchy and madness during the day, choked with dust, heat and gasoline fumes, a hell-broth of mopeds, construction trucks, drunken fools, and sunburned flesh. And at night it’d be worse, more crowded, hotter than in the day, and weirder, really odd, with all the strange light and sound of a wild west sci-fi movie, like something Ridley Scott might dream up for a twenty-third century gold rush town on one of Saturn’s moons. Henry could disappear into that and it wouldn’t matter who was looking for him. He’d be gone.

      Anyway, we got to this place, one of those neo-brutalist high-rise monster boxes that seem to grow out of the sand all along the shoreline like broken giants’ teeth. Found it had a security desk blocking the way to the elevators. Speed didn’t miss a beat, she just strode up to the guard behind the marble desk and gave him about twenty-five thousand volts of eyes, tits and teeth.

      “Howdy,” she beamed.

      He straightened himself up, put a bit of steel in the spine and gravel in the voice, the way guys do, and asked if he could help.

      “Oh I think so,” she smiled and made her eyes wide. “We’re from the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation. We’re shooting a travel show here and we’re looking for a couple of rooms, just a short stay, but I need two of them for the crew and my producer here.”

      She indicated me and I grunted, “Eh,” in my best Canadian. She went on before the guard could say anything.

      “Thing is, I had a friend stay here last year, sent me some Instagrams from the apartment she rented and I saw these things and I thought we got to have that apartment because the framing is just perfect, you can see all the way up and down the beach. It’d be a fantastic shot.”

      He wanted to help, really, you could see that, but the chances of getting the right apartment empty? He shrugged. Speed dimmed the lights a little, let some real disappointment show through, and he rushed to ask if she knew which apartment her friend stayed in.

      “Brian!” she snapped at me. “You bring the papers?”

      I fished a sheet paper out of my pocket. It was crumpled and folded and looked nothing like

      a county lands office document when she leaned over deep into his personal space and poked a finger at the address.

      “There,” she said, “607. Gee I hope it’s available.”

      She passed the print back to me before the guy could take it. He turned to a computer and started punching keys. He was biting his lip and nodding his head, and then smiled and said we were in luck. Nobody was in there or even had it booked for the next month, which was kind of weird because it was the tourist season coming up.

      “Well that’s great!” she said. “Do you think we could have a look. I’d really like to see it now. We’re in kind of a hurry, you know?”

      I looked at my watch. “Gotta call Vancouver soon,” I said.

      “Yeah, yeah,” she waved me away. “So can I get a key and have a look now, you think?”

      “Well somebody’s supposed to go up with you and I’m stuck here by myself for the next half hour. I can’t really leave the desk.”

      Speed fixed him with her eyes, I could actually feel the tractor beam power up and pull him in.

      “Man I’d really appreciate it if I could check that place now,” she said. “I’d be about five minutes. Brian could stay with you if you like.”

      He looked me up and down and didn’t seem too impressed, but he said okay and tossed her the keys from a pigeon hole behind him.

      “You hang here, Brian. I’ll be right back, eh,” she said and trotted off to the elevators with a bag full of artillery swinging from her shoulder. I shook my head and breathed out very slowly. I smiled thinly at the guard and went and sat in a big leather couch by a potted palm tree. What else was a man to do?
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      She was back inside five minutes, looking frustrated. She shook her head at the guard. “Well somebody’s gone and stuck a goddamn skyscraper in the middle of my establishing shot. There’s nothing to see there now.”

      He was upset for her. Said he was real sorry about that. That’s okay, she said, he’d been a real champ. She reached over and squeezed his hand, said thanks and turned on her heel.

      “Nothing?” I said as we hit the street outside.

      “Zip. And there’s been nobody there for ages. Everything’s turned off. Dust in the sink. Had that boxed-up air. He ain’t been there and I don’t think he’s going to.”

      “Okay. So where’s the other place.”

      We checked the print out and a cab to a small shopping complex about a mile from the beach house, got out and started to walk. I readjusted the gun in my pants. “So this chick thing you’ve got going, Speed? Like, how long’s this been going on?”

      “Well it’s just a thing, Harrison,” she said. “Sometimes I like women and sometimes I like men. Sometimes I even like teenage boys. It’s no big deal.”

      “Hey, I’m not putting you down or anything. I mean, I dig chicks too. I’m just interested is all,” I said as we turned a corner into a long road fronting the beach. Low-rise condos and big ass houses stretched off into a salty haze on one side of the road, while a strip of parkland covered the other side.

      We walked on in silence until I asked whether she was seeing anybody.

      “Nobody special,” she said. “I was seeing two women for a while but that didn’t last.” She transferred her bag from one shoulder the other. “Ain’t you ever thought about it?” she asked.

      “What? Doing it with two chicks? All the fucking time, babe.”

      “That’s not what I’m talking about Harrison,” she said.

      “What then? You mean with a guy? No way man. Instant soft-on.”

      “Well you must have dreamed about it or something,” said Speed.

      “Not even in prison.”

      She stopped and turned to face me. “That’s pretty immature, Harrison.”

      “What? You saying I’m not a grown up because I don’t like the idea of pork in my buns?”

      “No, I’m not saying that. What I’m saying is that you sound like you’re denying the fluid reality of human sexuality.”

      “Oh right,” I said sarcastically. “Sorry. The fluid reality. For sure.”

      Which made her punch me in the arm. She was getting ticked off about this and it was getting way too hot to be standing around arguing. The gun digging into my belly was starting to hurt as well. Speed bunched up her fists and put them on her hips. Her teapot stance. A real danger sign.

      “I’m telling you Harrison everybody thinks about it. They can’t help thinking about it. It’s fucking hardwired into our genes.”

      “That’s a buncha crap!” I snorted, starting to nudge into the red myself.

      “What you’re saying,” she went on, “you’re saying all of them navy guys, you’re telling me they get no actionable pussy for months at a time and they’re going be satisfied with Mrs Palmer and her five dancing daughters? They’re not going to just try something different? They’re not even curious?”

      “No Speed! I’m not saying that. I’m saying I don’t drift off to sleep thinking about making it with a guy. And I don’t happen to think that most other guys do either.”

      She just laughed at me, not her normal laugh, the other one, the one which she uses to let me know she’s got this objective link to reality and it’s all she can do to conjure up a measure of pity for a sorry self-deluded fucking cot case like me.

      “Don’t you fucking do that, Speed,” I warned, jabbing a finger at her.

      “Do what?” she glowered.

      “That fucking thing you’re doing right now.”

      We’d stopped next to a vacant lot with a For Sale sign on it. It was overgrown and littered with plastic bags and other bits of garbage. A big slab of cracked cement in the middle of the lot was sparkling with hundreds of pieces of broken glass. Speed’s hands were still grafted to her hips. Her mouth pressed into a thin white line and she was leaning into me. She ground her words out, each one distinctly separated from the next.

      “I am not doing any fucking thing right now, Harrison. I’m just saying that you’re talking shit.”

      I tried to bring myself back a few notches. I spoke slowly and softly. “All I am saying is that when I walk down the street and I see a good looking babe I get a bit of a woody and I think - hey, good-looking babe. But when I walk down the street and I see a good-looking guy I don’t think anything. Cos it means nothing to me. It’s simple as that.”

      “What do you mean, a good-looking guy?” she said.

      I pushed my hands through my hair in exasperation.

      “Come on,” she demanded. “What do you mean by a good -looking guy?’

      “You know what I mean, Speed.”

      “No, I don’t. I don’t know what you mean and we’re not moving from here until I find out.”

      “Well I’m not telling you what I mean.”

      “Well I ain’t moving.”

      “I guess not.”

      “Okay.”

      So we stood in the blazing sun by the weed-choked lot, heavily armed, staring each other down. Sweat ran into my eyes and the sun burst off the windscreens of cars that drove by and it was all pretty fucking unpleasant. Perhaps two minutes went by like that until I caved in.

      “Right,” I said. “A good-looking guy. You’re looking at a young Sean Connery or those guys they got on the soap operas. Now that does not mean I want to go to bed with these guys or anything like that. It just means that there are certain standards of physical attractiveness which these guys could be said to meet. It doesn’t mean I personally am attracted to them.”

      “Fine,” she said. “You want to dick James Bond. I get it. Let’s go.”

      “Oh, for fucks sake!”

      But we did finally get moving again. We walked on the residential side of the road, both of us brooding, until we got to within about twenty street numbers of Henry’s address, then we crossed over into the park and wandered along more slowly. We spotted the big, sprawling two-story mansion a few minutes later. There was no fence. The doors and windows were open, curtains flapping in the sea breeze, and garden furniture lay around a barbecue pit on the front lawn. About two dozen teenagers, three kegs of beer and a band finished the scene. Three or four of the kids were Japanese but they didn’t look like ninjas. More party animals arrived in cars as we watched.

      “Spring break,” said Speed.

      “So what do you think?” I said. “You think they got him tied up inside and they’re gonna shave all his pubic hair off when he falls asleep?”

      “I reckon that party’s been going for three days and it’ll go for three more,” she said. “I reckon the cops’ll be around every two hours after dark to tell them to turn down the music. And I don’t reckon Savage Henry hasn’t got a fucking clue what these little shits are doing to his expensive beachfront property.”
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        Route 4, Tuesday Night

      

      Norm Pederson counted the passengers for the third time. They were definitely missing one. He hated that. He was about to do a roll-call when a young man suggested they’d come up short one skin-head after the burger break.

      “It’s him for sure,” said the man. “He was sitting over there, driving us all mad, and now he’s gone.”

      Pederson looked over to the seats the passenger indicated. They were empty. In front of them an old woman stared back at him, some old broad cosplaying a Russian peasant from the siege of Stalingrad by the look of her. She said something in some guttural tongue and shrugged.

      “Don’t worry about it,” said Norm. “If we can’t find the little prick soon I’ll have to leave him him behind.”

      “Good fucking riddance too,” said one of the other passengers.

      “What’s that?” asked Norm.

      “He was being a real prick,” said a young woman with a child. “Kicking the backs of our seats and mouthing off at the old lady back there.”

      Norm looked at the old girl again. The rest of the bus was beginning to stir and mumble about being held up. Fuck it, he thought, and walked back to the driver’s seat. He had one last look around but the only people moving about in the sulphuric glow of the roadhouse lights were truckers and an attendant. He pulled the door closed and flicked on the intercom.

      “Well, we seem to have lost somebody,” he said, stifling the chatter in the bus. “We’re fifteen minutes behind already. I don’t like leaving him here, but we’ve got a schedule to keep and other passengers waiting on us all the way down the line. When we have our next break, I’d like everyone to remember this, okay?”

      There was silence when he signed off and started the engine. At the back of the bus the woman nursing the child leaned to speak to Ivana.

      “Serves him right,” she said. “Little creep.”

      Ivana smiled at her and went back to staring out into the night.
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        Miami, Wednesday morning

      

      Reginald ‘Lucky’ Landers—also known as Reggie, also known as The Bad Luck Bandit—woke up that Wednesday morning with a thirst that could cast a shadow. Sadly for Reggie, the cupboard was bare, as was the fridge, his wallet, his bank account, the house stash and the phone change jar. His two no-good roomies Phil and Jimbo had already seized the day and the last of the loose change. There were three days to go until Reggie’s next welfare payment, three parched endless days without cigarettes, alcohol and probably food. Reggie dug the remote from out of the brown couch and flicked on the TV.

      Dr Phil. Men who want to be women so they can be lesbians.

      A dull pain started pressing against Reggie’s eyeballs. His stomach growled. He leaned forward and sifted through the piles of empty Lays packets, crushed beer cans and pizza rind on the coffee table. There were a few flecks left in the dope bowl and in spite of the desert mouth he’d woken up with he couldn’t help but round up those few pathetic motes of marijuana and pack them into the bucket bong. He lit up, drew the cone and shotgunned it, fighting the burning sensation in his lungs, holding the smoke for as long as he could. He exhaled with an explosive chain of coughs.

      He settled in for a feast of daytime TV, but after a few minutes the munchies took him hard and his mouth dried out so much that when he ran a dirty exploratory finger around in there it came back without a hint of dampness on it. He sighed heavily and shuffled into the kitchen. Nothing. Some chick peas past their use-by date. A jumbo tin of beetroot. Three months’ worth of unwashed dishes. He thought about the beetroot but it gave him the heaves and he stalked back into the lounge room. There was only one thing for it . He’d have to go to work.

      He didn’t really want to work. Seemed nowadays every job he pulled turned to shit. He tried to think about what sort of job he could manage today. He giggled. He blinked slowly. It wouldn’t need to be much. Just enough money for some smokes, a burger and a six pack. He dismissed ripping off a car stereo. Last time he’d tried that the car alarm had gone off on this Mazda just as the vehicle owner’s husband turned into the street in his own car, a Mercedes. Hearing the siren song of his wife’s AutoSafe Alarm System, the driver, a retired in-ground pool salesman, exercised the right of all law-abiding citizens to sound his horn, stomp on the accelerator and point $95, 000 worth of imported luxury sedan at the startled personage of one Reginald ‘Lucky’ Landers.

      Reggie had put his back out diving over the Mazda to avoid getting smeared between the two cars. He screamed once, rolled and staggered to his feet, clambered over a wrought iron fence, and started to run, only to bark his shin on a garden gnome. He went down, then got up again as the excited vigilante tried to climb out of the Merc, restrained for a few vital seconds by his inertial seat belt. Reggie hobbled with all dispatch towards the house, crashed through a fly screen door, cutting his ear open and alerting the lady of the house, who chased him out the back with an iron fireplace poker. He scaled another fence and dropped at the feet of two policemen making their daily rounds.

      While awaiting trial on charges arising from that misadventure Reggie had the misfortune to attempt to rob a 24-hour convenience store staffed by an angry, far-sighted gun nut by the name of Roy Terkel. Mr Terkel, survivalist, thrill-seeker, lifetime subscriber to Soldier Of Fortune, and a past student if not an actual graduate of seven separate schools of unarmed combat, had been waiting all his life for a customer like Reggie. When he pulled out a replica Colt .45, waved it in Mr Terkel’s face and yelped in a less than steady voice, “Empty it into the bag, dick face!” Mr Terkel laughed at him, produced an eighteen-inch-long hunting knife and leapt the counter. Fueled by high-octane terror, Reggie broke three land speed records getting away. He left Mr Terkel panting in his wake after three blocks, and kept running for another eight, stripping off his clothes as he went to avoid identification. The trail of clothes, some with name tags sewn into them by his mom, led detectives to his front door the following morning.

      Already a fave with the detectives of Miami South Reggie came to universal notice as the Bad Luck Bandit after the Herald reported that Reginald Phillip Landers, an unemployed twenty-one-year-old man of Opa-Locka, narrowly escaped being cooked alive when he dived down the fish shop’s ventilator shaft early one Friday morning to avoid being captured. Mr Landers, the paper reported, had allegedly broken into a neighboring liquor store and set off an alarm. An accomplice, Mr James ‘Jimbo’ Evans, also twenty-one, also of Opa-Locka, was apprehended by workers from a nearby fish wholesaler. But Mr Landers escaped across the roof, dived into the ventilator duct and slid down the oil and grease caked shaft before coming to rest above the fry shop’s hot plate and deep-frying vat. He was discovered the next morning by the proprietor, Mr Tony Maniaty, who noticed Landers’ muffled cries after turning on the grill. When a police sergeant helpfully offered Reggie’s rap sheet to the journalist covering the cooking shaft fiasco, the legend of The Bad Luck Bandit was born.

      So no, all things considered, Reggie didn’t really want to pull another job today. But a man’s got to earn a living. He grabbed his lucky tee shirt—an Alien Sex Fiends tour souvenir in which he had successfully burgled three Miami Gardens motel rooms in one triumphant morning—he slipped on a pair of dirty, disintegrating trainers and headed out the door in search of El Dorado.

      Coincidentally enough he found it on the front seat of a Mercedes, idling outside a Turkish meat roll shop. Inside the shop, lurking behind a newly grown beard and a pair of sunglasses, Turkish meat roll aficionado and fugitive businessman Henry Savage was squeezing a sachet of hot sauce on his tasty purchase when he heard a crash and the wailing of a car alarm. His car alarm. Henry dropped his lunch and charged out of the shop in time to see Reginald ‘Lucky’ Landers disappearing on a stolen moped with a satchel full of cash and compromising documents.
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        Roadhouse, Route 4, Wednesday morning

      

      Alberto ‘Albie’ Guttierez finished off his burger with the works, screwed the wrapping into a loose, wet ball and popped it into the bin by his table. He thought about sitting around to finish his lukewarm coffee but he had a load of wire to get over to the Parnell farm and didn’t fancy a scene if he got there late. He necked the rest of the drink and walked out to his pick up. Bandy, his Bull Mastif, wasn’t sitting in the tray and Albie called for her impatiently. He hopped in the cabin and waited for the dog, which didn’t come. He muttered “Fucking dog” under his breath and called out again. Then he whistled. The dog didn’t come but he heard her bark in the distance. Another dog barked in reply, then another, then Bandy again, and then they all went wild, barking and yapping non-stop. Albie cursed, slammed the door and walked towards the commotion, unthreading his belt as he went.

      The dogs had gathered on the banks of a creek which ran behind the roadhouse. Alberto slowed down and scratched his chin thoughtfully as he got nearer. He’d never heard barking like this before, deep and kind of unsettling, coming from way down in the chest. He gripped his big leather belt a little tighter and yelled to Bandy once more.

      His dog pricked up immediately, barked once and ran over. Her snout was filthy and buzzing with flies.

      “Jeezus,” said Albie. “What you been into, you little bitch?”

      The dog barked and jumped around in front of him. Albie shouted at her to heel, but had to raise the back of his hand before Bandy would obey. He bent down for a closer look at the dog’s snout and his eyes went wide.

      He yelled. “Get outta there you fucking bitches.”

      He ran over to the creek and up the small levy bank. The dogs spread at his approach but didn’t really back off. And they kept up the barking.

      Standing at the top of the levee Albie could see why. A young man with no hair lay half-out of the oily water. His head seemed to be attached to his body by just a flap of skin and some tubing. There was a swastika tattoo on the shaven skull.

      Albie lost his coffee and his burger with the works. The dogs cleaned it up for him. And one of them stole his belt.
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        Miami, Wednesday afternoon

      

      Deedee Horner settled back as best she could into the cramped seat of the prop jet and turned up the volume on her headphones. She planned to spend the whole trip immersed in a new Dixie Chicks album but a flight attendant made her tum off the music before they began taxiing. Interfered with navigation or something. Mike Stephenson was thrashing about in the seat next to her, bad vibes coming off him in waves. He only ever flew first class—business class in a total emergency, start of a Gulf War, unexpected sex change of a Kardashian, that sort of thing—and here he was rubbing up hard against the poor and unwashed in economy. She could feel him coiling up, waiting for the first autograph hunter, knowing it would only get worse when they didn’t come.

      “I don’t know why they bother with those things,” he muttered when the crew ran through the life jacket demo. “Do they really imagine anybody would survive a crash landing at sea in this fucking Sopwith Camel?”

      “It’s so you’ll float to the surface and they won’t have to send divers down after your corpse,” Deedee said to shut him up. She’d had a morning from the tenth level of Hell. The executive producer had okayed her crash schedule for the Big Mango story, including an immediate start, which entailed catching the first available flight north. The slimming tea segment had gone over well—outraged fatties had locked up the new digital switchboard—but Mike had come in with a hot-wire up his dick about the some Occupy yahoos occupying some golf course of Trump’s somewhere. He really wanted to do that story. Not some bullshit piece on a big mango.

      “Not a big mango, Mike. The Big Mango,” she explained. “It’s got the Yakuza and everything.”

      “God, Deedee the Yakuza aren’t even a thing anymore. What about ISIS? Is there an ISIS angle?”

      “Sure,” she lied.

      And so they squeezed themselves onto the short haul flight, Mike withdrew into an Olympics-standard sulk as the other passengers launched an assault on the domestic in-flight drinking record. Deedee ignored him, found the rock channel and cranked up the volume on her nose cancelling headset. She declined the airline food, opening the Big Mango file on her iPad instead.

      The business blogs had picked up on four Henry Savage projects besides the Mango: all golf courses, two attached to fairly standard luxury hotel developments and the others somewhat cryptically tied in with a ‘language school’ and a honeydew melon plantation. Savage had even lit up the Wall Street Journal’s radar. The paper noted briefly that the two hotel projects had reached completion but there was nothing on the language school, and the melon farm turned eighteen-hole golf course seemed to have gone the way of the Big Mango. Receiver-managers had been appointed four months ago. Deedee copied any names mentioned in the stories to Evernote. She briefly scanned the SEC material on Savage Enterprises’ corporate structure and quickly realized she’d go to her grave without being able to decode it. She’d pass that one over to one of the station’s own lawyers to break down. Meantime she looked for recurring names. Three stood out. Quayle, Odi, and Murayama. Two Japs and an American vice-president? She found and noted the contacts for Quayle and Associates but there was no trace of the two Japanese outside the corporate record.

      Savage’s personal clippings file was too thin to be of any use. He’d never been profiled by the metropolitan dailies. But the Herald had run a photograph and about eight column inches when he paid some old German couple twelve million dollars for the original Big Mango. She blinked at that. Twelve million?

      “That’s a big fucking mango,” she murmured to herself.

      “What was that,” asked Mike, who’d been idly watching her carve through the paper work. She looked at him for the first time since they’d flown out of Miami.

      “He paid twelve million dollars for the old mango farm,” she said. She flicked through the documents. “Then he pissed another twenty million into the hole after it.”

      “It was before the recession,” he shrugged. “Chump change.”

      “This guy’s dropped thirty plus on the mango, and God knows how much on these other disaster movies,” she said. “Even Goldman Sachs would have taken the tit away eventually. This guy though, he’s got some sort of fucking money tree somewhere, Mike.”

      He started to get interested for the first time in this story.

      “So who got hurt?” he asked. “Besides the banks?”

      Deedee leaned back from tray table. “Just about every fucking contractor and small

      Business owner he ever dealt with,” she said. “I don’t think we’re going to go short of victims on this one, Mike.”
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        Miami, Wednesday afternoon

      

      Casper stepped out of the elevator at the fourteenth floor. There were no signs or directions. The floor was deserted, as were the ten above it and the six below. The post-modern spire on Biscayne Boulevard had been financed by a Sino-Japanese consortium as a seven-hundred-million-dollar money laundering exercise. When the bottom fell out of the commercial property market the Yamaguchi-Gumi and 14K Triad discovered that they had converted twelve lucrative months of heroin smuggling into forty-five stories of unleasable high-rise office space. It was kind of a body-blow to the concept of infallible oriental business sense but it did provide a convenient and spacious venue for meetings such as this one.

      Casper turned to the left and walked down a short corridor which opened into a cavernous space, bathed in light from the floor-to-ceiling windows. He could see the span of the beach for many miles in each direction. He walked over to a window and took in the view, the harsh sunlight outside muted into a soft translucence by the tinted glass. He stood there for a good five or ten minutes before he heard the elevators open in the corridor behind him. He turned around to greet a Japanese man. They bowed and then shook hands.

      “We are grateful for your prompt assistance in this matter,” said the man. His English was flawless.

      “I am happy to be of any assistance,” Casper replied, bowing slightly again.

      The Japanese man handed him a gun, a silencer and ammunition.

      “We will understand if there are complications, however we would very much like to speak to Savage.”

      “I will bring him to you,” said Casper.

      “There are others looking for him. Reporters, we believe. And others with an interest.”

      “I understand,” said Casper.

      The Japanese man gave him a set of keys and an address.

      “There is a car ready for you downstairs,” he said. “You will stay at this address when you arrive.”

      Casper thanked the man, bowed again, and left.
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        Orlando, Wednesday evening

      

      Hoover the horticulturalist took a long, bubbling hit off the bong and passed it to Speed. He pressed the back of his hand against his lips and closed his eyes, holding onto the smoke for as long as possible before releasing it in a controlled stream.

      “The nickname Savage Henry,” he ventured after a few cleansing draughts of air, “was strictly ironic. At first anyway.”

      I fetched another round from the dozen cans of beer we’d brought with us. Lonely John, heavy-lidded and sub-orbital, had some trouble popping the tab on his. I was kind of fuzzy myself and landed in one of Hoover’s Nixon-era beanbags with a thud. Speed was matching Hoover cone for cone without any appreciable loss of motor function or lucidity.

      “So he’s always been a local?” she said.

      Hoover blinked at her, breathing through his mouth.

      “Oh yeah!” he said after a while. “Right. A local boy. For sure.”

      Hoover had worked for Henry as chief horticulturalist at the Big Mango. When the mango went pear-shaped he lost more than his job. Henry had hired him and sent him scouring  the globe for exotic plant species. But it had less to do with his stated aim of building a series of world class private gardens than his desire to get in some world class horizontal folk dancing with Hoover’s soon to be ex-wife, Samantha. Hoover had only spoken to her once since Henry’s disappearance. She was hunkered down on his motor launch, the MV Cunning Stunts at Miamarina, Bayside. I forced myself to write the name down in a notebook before I forgot it. My short-term memory dies screaming after the third or fourth cone. It gets so bad I usually forget what I’m talking about before I can finish the ... um ... the ... you know ... the ah ...

      “Harrison!”

      “Huh?” I shook my head and looked around. Lonely was asleep. Hoover and Speed were staring at me.

      “Earth calling Harrison,” said Speed.

      “Sorry. It’s cool. I’m back now. Go on.”

      “Man, you guys aren’t like any reporters I’ve ever met before,” said Hoover. “We had a few finance bloggers come out to the project once but they were wrapped pretty tight. Uptight was like their natural state of being. What’s the name of your show again?”

      “Panorama,” said Speed. “We’re freelancing for them. We do stuff for a couple of American and British shows.”

      “Cool,” he said.

      “So how’d he get his nickname?” she asked. She was purring a bit and snaking around in her bean bag which wasn’t really necessary because Hoover was really down on Henry and needed no encouragement at all to drop him in the shit. He popped the top off another beer and settled back.

      “Well, Henry was kind of a nobody up until his twenty-third birthday,” he said. “He worked for local government. A clerk in the planning department.” I packed another cone while he was talking, probably a mistake. Hoover went on.

      “There was nothing remarkable about him back then. Except he was a golf nut, a fool for the game. He played all day every weekend. Most mornings too. Anyway, he’s out on the back nine on his birthday. This big-ass storm’s brewed up and his partners are all hanging out to get back to the clubhouse before it opens up on them, but of course Henry won’t come in out of the rain. This is a big fucking storm that’s coming. They say they’re gonna leave him out there and send his caddy out to collect his remains if he won’t come on. He says he wants to get this drive away and he’ll play it from where it lies after the storm. They shrug and he lines up his shot and at the height of his swing there’s this huge explosion, and when they pick themselves up off the grass young Henry’s a smoking ruin, laid out like a charred starfish by a lightning strike.”

      Speed fell to pieces. Giggling like a fiend. Through dopey, narrowed eyes I watched Hoover offer her a beer.

      “Anyway,” he said, “when he wakes up in hospital he’s not Henry Savage—public servant—anymore. He’s Henry Savage—property developer. And he’s going to build golf courses. Lots and lots of golf courses. Of course he’s had a couple of years in planning so he understands both the formal and informal systems, if you know what I mean. He starts small. He can’t go straight into golf resorts so he buys old pine plantations, subdivides them and sells them off to retiring medical practitioners as beach front alpine development lots. With the money he gets from that he buys up some old strawberry farms and starts hawking this prospectus around. Boutique honeydew melons. You’d get a melon wrapped in a gold ribbon and a ‘$200’ price tag with the prospectus. That was the going price of honeydew melons in Tokyo according to Henry. He sold a couple of hundred plots for about fifty grand each, then sold his interest in the scheme to some investment bank just before it collapsed. He pocketed about five million after walking on that one. It was enough to set up another company and start work on his first golf course.”

      Speed wiggled her can at Hoover who got up a little groggily and padded through to the kitchen. Lonely John snored in the comer. Hoover kept talking as he fetched the beers. He said Henry bought a packet of land from the state’s department of education during a privatization binge. He’d started clearing and grading when he heard that the Big Mango was up for sale. He rushed to sell the uncompleted golf courses to himself for a paper profit of a hundred million dollars.

      “Huh,” said Speed.

      “He set up a two-dollar shelf company,” I ventured. “He wouldn’t have been a director or anything but he would’ve been pulling the strings. He would have sold the golf courses to himself at the two-dollar company, shown a paper profit of a hundred million on the deal, and cleared his debts arising from the original development.”

      “Right! Or near enough,” said Hoover as he settled down, a little closer to Speed this time. I noted that she didn’t shift away. Going through a chick phase eh? I packed myself a compensatory cone from Hoover’s stash. A big one.

      “So he’s got these big plans, and he can use the paper profits to raise about fifteen, twenty million for the redevelopment, but it’s not enough. He’s got to find a partner. So who else has got mountains of cash and an unhealthy golf fixation?”

      Speed shrugged and smiled at him dreamily.

      “Japanese gangsters,” I coughed.

      “Correctamundo! He brings these badass-looking Japs out to the project a couple of times , and they’re interested but inscrutable, you know. Then one day, about their third or fourth visit, they find out the place has got a petting zoo, six or seven flea-bitten raccoons, all of them dying with the clap but the mob guys go wild. They want to know if they can have a real zoo as well as a golf course, and Henry’s going yeah, sure, and that’s it, the cash starts flowing like they turned on this big Alaskan pipeline of money.”

      “So these Japanese guys, they still in town?” I asked.

      Hoover took a while answering, on account of being distracted by Speed’s tongue getting caught in the back of his eardrum, but eventually he mumbled that yes, there was still half a dozen or so in town. He explained they’d bought a few houses, all in Henry’s name to get around the foreign investment rules, two right the beach and three around town.

      “These two on the beach,” I said, “One of them an apartment, the other a house at San Souci?”

      Hoover said something about the one at San Souci being used by some mobsters’ kids who were at school in Edgewater. I didn’t catch it all because Speed had dragged him up and led him away into the darkened reaches of the house. I watched them go with that fuzzy, abstracted feeling you get when you’re about half a dozen cones over the line and just don’t understand shit about the world. I looked around to see if Lonely John was up for a run into the city but he didn’t even look like he was up for a walk to the fridge. I packed one last cone and tried to ignore the sounds of Hoover being bounced off the walls of his bedroom.
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        Orlando, Wednesday night

      

      Casper didn’t understand the situation, but he was sure he didn’t like it. He wasn’t sure who was losing face, nobody was sure, and that meant they were all doubly embarrassed. They stood squaring off with each other, Casper and the four Japanese in a rough semi-circle.

      “I am very, very sorry if there has been some misunderstanding,” he said. “It must surely be me that is at fault. I have misunderstood my instructions.”

      “It is we who sorry, Mr Johns,” said Murayama. “We have not made the situation clear to our masters and they have inconvenienced you. We are dealing with Savage and do not need your assistance. I am very sorry for the inconvenience. It brings dishonor upon all of us. You will not be further inconvenienced. We shall see that you are paid in full.”

      The Japanese all bowed. Casper bowed. He didn’t like it at all but he knew when to advance and when to retreat.

      “I shall leave you then,” he said, bowed deeply and withdrew.

      He returned to his car, started it and drove back towards Miami. When he was sure he was not being followed he pulled over to the side of the road. He rolled down the window but it was muggy outside and he hated the smell of the country. He rolled the window up again and turned up the air. He did not know what to do but he knew better than to stay in Orlando when he had been warned off. He drew the pistol he’d been given in Miami and turned it over by the light of the dashboard. He broke it down, examined it. It was in excellent working order. The ammunition was okay. He started the car and drove for half an hour until he found a 7-11 a small town.

      He bought a cheap phone, dialed. A number in Miami which answered on the second ring.

      “It’s me,” he said.

      “Yes?”

      “I have arrived but I have not been made welcome. I have been told to leave.”

      There was silence on the other end of the line then, after a while the voice spoke again.

      “We have been betrayed.”

      “What do you want me to do?” Casper asked.

      “We would like you to deal with this problem. Can you do that? Do you need help?”

      “I can handle it alone,” Casper said. “It will take longer though. I will have to be careful.”

      “Yes. You will.”

      “And your local people?”

      “They are lost to us now.”

      “I understand.”

      Casper hung up. He got in the car, turned it around and headed back to Orlando.
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        Orlando, Wednesday night

      

      Daniel Quayle was watching a MacGyver rerun. Nobody could blame him. He couldn’t even afford Netflix these days. The Florida Bar had taken the whole business of the mango prospectus the wrong way. He didn’t strictly legally own it or have the right to market it. Not strictly. But he was involved. His ass was actually riding on it. Especially since Henry disappeared. The Japs, you see, did not care about the documentary formalities. He had introduced them to the project, had benefited from their enthusiasm and now, with Henry on the lam, they would look to him as the one responsible for their investments. That was probably the worst of it. He never understood the Japs. Never understood how things lay with them. Who was dealing. Who was playing. Who was about to get it in the neck. Compared to the Japs, the problems with the Bar and the SEC meant nothing, even though they could ruin him.

      Investigators had been through his office and found nothing. But he figured they’d be back soon enough. Nobody kept paper at the office anymore. And there were the local contractors and businesses who’d been burnt, of course. They weren’t as big a problem as the Japs, not as life-threatening, but they were a constant source of harassment and static, ringing him at home, even calling around. He’d started to avoid the office, until they stopped turning up there with their begging bowls and sob stories. When the doorbell sounded he figured it was probably one of them, probably Murray the carpenter. He’d taken to calling Quayle at three in the morning to let him hear the sound of his mewling infants who were going without baby formula while Murray awaited payment on his invoices.

      Quayle sighed theatrically at the insistent ringing. He tied up his dressing gown. He’d taken to wearing it all day since abandoning the office. He thought about changing into a shirt and pants, but figured ‘fuck it’, and trundled down the hall to open the door. He wasn’t ready for the arc light and he put his hand up to shield his eyes from the insanely bright glare. Standing a few feet away, Deedee Horner gave the air a little punch and whispered, ‘Yessss!’.

      “Mike Stephenson, Life Tonight, Mr Quayle. We have some people here who say you owe them millions of dollars. They’d like to have a word if that’s possible, sir.”

      Quayle squinted and tried to block the fierce white light with his hand but it was too strong. It leaked around his fingers, seemed to burn right through his flesh. He shook his head and tried to get a grip. The day seemed to have shattered into jagged little pieces, like a splintered mosaic. From MacGyver to madness in the length of time it took to walk from the couch to his front door. He was moving his lips but nothing was coming out. He could only just make out the silhouettes of half a dozen people behind this Stephenson character, who was forcing his way through the door. In his confusion Quayle put his shoulder to the door and yelped, “No!”

      “Yesssss!” said Deedee quietly to herself again. “Just a word Mr Quayle!” insisted Mike, putting his shoulder between the door and the frame. She had to hand it to the big lunk. He knew his door technique.

      “These people deserve some answers Mr Quayle!” he said with a carefully measured intensity. The group of men and women milling at his back started to push and strain to get a better view. This was more fun than any of them had hoped for. “Answer the questions,” one of them barked out. He smiled as his fellow creditors took up the angry chorus.

      “Yeah, answer the questions!”

      “Let us in!”

      “You’re a scumbag Quayle!”

      “My kid hasn’t had any milk formula in a week because of you, you creep!”

      Yesss! thought Deedee. She signaled the camera crew to move back for the finale. Inside the house, Quayle had his shoulder set against the door and was pushing with all his might. Some dim, distant spark of rationality tried to get him to give up, to let them in, to shower and change and then lie his ass off for the cameras. But panic had taken hold, twisting and snarling inside his head like a bubonic rat. He wanted these people off his front porch. He took a deep breath and pushed with all his strength. The door gave way in front of him like a blade of grass before the wind. It slammed shut. He leaned against it, gulping in air and trying not to faint. He still wasn’t sure what was really going on.
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      Outside, the crew had positioned themselves to catch Mike crashing to the ground. He went down like a trouper - courtesy of two hours choreography with Deedee at his hotel room that afternoon. His grunt as he hit the deck was a little forced but they could deal with that in the edit suite. The gasp of the onlookers was priceless and would probably cover it quite nicely. Deedee was about to rush over and help him to his feet when two salty-looking rural types took him under the arms and helped him up, brushing him off and asking him if he was okay, while a couple of old women twittered around him like maiden aunts.

      Deedee couldn’t believe it. This was great vision. This was sex.
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      Three hours later and Quayle had taken a couple of sleeping pills with a long pull of Johnnie Walker and ice, but he couldn’t get to sleep. The drugs and alcohol simply rendered his panic into a sludgy sort of toxic terror which pursued him into semi-consciousness every couple of minutes and brought him back to life, clawing at the sheets and kicking away phantoms at the foot of his bed. After an hour of this he pulled himself out of bed and staggered through to the kitchen for coffee. He had trouble negotiating the newly renovated kitchen in his wretched state, and was rooting around in one of the cupboards when he became dimly aware that somebody was in the room with him. Panic and anger sluiced through him at the same time and he banged his head getting up. When he turned around and saw Ivana standing in his kitchen he did a double take that would have done Wile E. Coyote proud.

      He gaped at her with mouth hanging open and a small tendril of drool slowly dropping towards the floor. Ivana looked authentically mad. She’d been hopping into the amphetamines at about six times the recommended rate. Her silver hair, normally tied tightly in a bun, had come loose and floated around her small head in a wispy penumbra. Her printed dress was stained with mud and blood. She was wearing the bottom half of a wet suit. For protection against the Frog People. They wanted to take samples of her spoor for medical experiments. But Quayle didn’t know that and never would.

      “Huh,” he said, noticing for the first time that she was wearing some weird sort of sci-fi glasses. Big, black, thick-rimmed things with a radar installation on the ridge. When he muttered to himself and shook his head, trying to clear this vision, she turned the radar on him.

      “Meestah Whale?” she said.

      “Uh. Quayle,” he corrected her.

      “You are Whale?”

      “Quayle,” he said a little testily, muttering “crazy old bag” to himself.

      “You are President once?”

      “That was another guy, and he was only the Veep,” said Quayle, cursing yet again the coincidence of sharing a name with a former Vice President. And not even a cool one.

      Ivana had him fixed. She produced a sawn-off from within the folds of her shirt. Quayle had time for one more “Huh?” which helped Ivana lock in the firing cone. The gun roared in the kitchen and half of Quayle’s head sprayed the wall as his body flew back into the cupboard he’d opened less than a minute before. Ivana jacked another round into the chamber. She shuffled across the floor until she fetched up against his foot. She fired into the torso. Jacked another round in. Fired into the remains again. She turned away and shuffled out of the house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    

    
      
        Orlando, Thursday morning

      

      Deedee’s euphoria over the slick job at Quayle’s place had soured when she heard another team was in town working on her story. One of the victims they’d taken to Quayle’s place as background vision mentioned it to her as she put him into a cab after the shoot.

      “Old Dirty Dan’s sure gonna get his, isn’t he?”

      “Sure is,” said Deedee as she closed the door behind him.

      “He’s not gonna be able to turn on a TV without seeing himself getting chased all over.”

      “Say what?” She tapped on the driver’s window and motioned for him to wait. The passenger leaned out the back window.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Had a call from some other TV guys just before you got into town. Said they’re doing a big story on the Japanese Mafia round here. About time I reckon.”

      Deedee forced a pleasant smile onto her face. “Did these guys say who they were?” she asked. “Maybe they’re friends of ours.”

      “Could be,” he said. “They said they’d come from the BBC.”

      Shit shit shit, she thought.

      “So you don’t remember their names or anything?” Deedee asked.

      “Not off hand. No,” he said. “But one of them gave me card. I got it here somewhere.” He dug out his wallet and slowly picked through the contents before coming up with one of Lonely John’s lightly smeared but legible print jobs.

      
        Roland Blake

        Production Manager Panorama. BBC

      

      Deedee asked the cab driver to wait while she jotted down the details. A BBC crew was not a complete disaster. They might even be able to share information. But she wasn’t going to let them have a free run at her story. She waved the cab away and keyed the number on the card into her own cell phone. A digital female voice answered.

      “The mobile you have dialed is switched off or ... “

      She tried it a couple of times that night but Lonely John was curled up in a narcotic little ball, ten miles outside of town at Hoover’s place. Deedee started calling the number from seven o’clock the next morning. She got through on the eight or ninth call just as room service delivered a light breakfast to her room.

      “Hello.”

      “Yes.”

      “Is Roland there please?”

      “Wait a while.”

      She waited.

      She could hear an argument in the background which abruptly terminated. Then Roland came on.

      “Yes.”

      “Mr Blake? My name is Deedee Horner. I work for Life Tonight. I think we’re covering the same tracks on this Yakuza story. I was wondering if you’d like to get together and compare notes.”

      “Sure. Sounds great. Where d’you want to meet.”

      “Say the new Chinese place in town. Wu Feng’s. Late lunch. At two?”

      “Okay. See you there. What do you look like?”

      “Oh ... I’m blonde, about five ten.”

      “Outstanding. See you there.”
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      I hit the button on Lonely’s cell to end the call. I looked across the table at Speed who was finishing a bowl of Hoover’s home-made muesli and poked my tongue at her.

      “I’ve got a date.”
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        Orlando, Thursday afternoon

      

      Lonely John and Dr Speed covered some ground while I was having lunch. They split the contact list between them, Lonely John dealing with any bizoids and political types with connections to Henry, while Speed chased down a bunch of tatty, unwashed tree-huggers and conspiracy theorists. It took them most of the day and at the end of it they met in a cafe on West Pine. Lonely made it there ten minutes before Speed. He was glumly sucking on a soy shake and pushing a couple of wobbly white tofu bricks around his plate.

      “Hey Lonesome,” Speed smiled as she slid into the booth. “How’d you go?”

      “Nada,” he said. “How about you?”

      “Less than zero. Spoke to a hooker who worked a couple of parties that Henry set up, though. She got busted a while back at one them. Get this. She’s doing a turn for this bunch of local notables. Literally. They’re at this Chinese restaurant, in the private dining room. They got her up on the lazy Susan and they’re spinning her round for blow jobs when the cops walk in. These guys, they all got families and reputations, solid citizens you know, so they only have to go home half-cocked. But she gets a bust. She’s really pissed. I figured we could use that. Revisit these guys you been seeing today. Tell them we got the hot word on them. Maybe say we got some happy snaps of them with their dicks in the won ton soup. See if any of them remember anything useful about Henry’s recent movements then.”

      Lonely John nodded morosely, “A restaurant you say. You know, you can’t get a decent feed in this whole town?” he said. “It’s creepy.”

      “Jesus Lonely, you sound like Biscuit. You want to go to a pub? We’re not due to meet him for an hour. We could knock a few beers back.”

      “I suppose so,” he mumbled. “I don’t think we’re going to find this Savage character in a hurry.”

      They left the cafe and ambled across to an Irish theme pub, an unlikely pair, the downcast salary man in a grey suit stepping out with a high-rolling biker babe in a torn-up pair of Chuck Norris Street Fighter jeans and a Haines Beefy-T with the motto Peace Through Superior Firepower stretched across her boobs. The drop in the ambient noise level when they strode into the pub left Lonely John feeling way more uncomfortable than the Doc. He hated being the centre of attention, or rather, he hated standing next to the centre of attention while she breasted the bar, pounding it with her fist, demanding drinks for her boy, giving the room a good long leer at her butt in the process. He blanched, then turned bright red when somebody wolf-whistled.

      “I really don’t dig this very much, Speed,” he whispered in her ear as she paid for the beers and collected her change.

      “Don’t sweat it babe,” she said. “Drink up.”
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        Orlando, Thursday afternoon

      

      I rolled off Deedee Horner and fell back on the pillows with a groan. I dimly recalled feeling that used-up after completing the commando course on Philip Island as a callow youth, but I’d suppressed the memory until now.

      “You on full expenses?” I croaked when I got some breath back. She rolled over and threaded a brown, finely muscled leg through mine.

      “Sure. You hungry again?”

      “Thirsty,” I said, punching up room service. I barked into the receiver when they answered. “Send another bottle of champagne up and be quick about it my man! And none of that domestic rubbish either.” Then I slammed the phone down.

      Say what you like about the Royal Australian Navy, and there was plenty I didn’t like about it during my stretch, but it does teach a chap how speak to the below-stairs crowd and how to gain a lady’s favors with a minimum of fuss. I kneaded the buttocks on this one, surprised again at the firm elastic feel of juvenile flesh. She squirmed about and rubbed her mound against the little admiral, which rose to the challenge. A hot fog clouded over her eyes again as I moved her round to take a nipple in my mouth. She groaned and threw a leg across me.

      The door chime rang a minute after we were done. I wrapped myself in a towel and took delivery of the bubbles. Deedee was sitting up in bed when I came back.

      “So do you really think you can get me an interview at Panorama when this job is over, Rolly?”

      “Sure babe,” I smiled, showing her my open, honest palms. “Trust me.”
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        Orlando, Thursday afternoon

      

      Lonely John never saw the punch, or felt it. Luckily for him. He knew it was coming - or that something like it was coming, when Speed squared off against a couple of drunken idiots who said she looked like a dyke because she wouldn’t shoot pool with them. They bad-mouthed her for a bit then turned their attention to Lonely John, who had stayed very quietly hunkered over his beer. When he wouldn’t even look at them, let alone answer back, the big one pronounced him a fag and launched a round-house punch at the back of his head.

      Speed blocked the swing before it got to him, one leather-jacketed arm floating up, as if drawn by some outside force. The man’s eyes went wide in shock, first at having his punch blocked by a woman and second at how much it hurt. Like he’d swung his forearm into a lamp post or an iron bar. Before he could follow up, Speed’s own arm raced up his, coiling around it like a viper until she had his hand locked in, under her armpit and his elbow cupped in her palm. He had just enough time to react with a confused and fuzzy pleasure to the feel of her breast beneath her tee shirt when she pivoted her hip, pushed his elbow up towards his chin and snapped his collar bone in three places. In a fluid blur, she drove a palm strike into his nose, stepped and turned inside his line, bent her knees slightly and pushed back, picking him up on her hip and using the shattered arm to spear him into the tiles.

      His young friend, some big dumb bastard in a white polo shirt, had picked up a stool, and he made to swing it into her back, but Lonely John tossed half a pint of ale into his face, which broke his flow long enough for Speed to drive a kick into his groin. He jack-knifed over, then snapped back the other way as her knee came up. Dude hit the floor in total silence.

      “People are beginning to stare,” said Lonely. Speed stood, scoping out the room. Finally, in a loud broadcast voice, she announced, “I am Canadian and I will not tolerate bad manners.” She grabbed Lonely John by the arm and hauled him out of the door.

      “That was a bit uncalled for,” said a barmaid, quietly, as they disappeared.
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        The Big Mango, Thursday evening

      

      It was a big fucking mango. You had to give old Henry that much. The man really knew his stone fruit. The sucker must have stood at least thirty, maybe forty yards tall in the twilight. Big spotlights dug into the ground at the base illuminated the lurid orange fiberglass skin so that you could see it miles down the highway at night. A few visitors straggled out past the giant blob of synthetic fruit. There weren’t that many of them and they’d be gone soon. I checked my watch and wondered where Lonely John and Speed had got to. We planned to do a little recon after dark. Lonely John had bullshitted the bankruptcy administrators with his new suit and fake business cards. They said it’d be cool for us to check the joint out on our way back to Miami. They didn’t mention anything about it being cool for us to burgle the site office and ransack the company files but sometimes you just got to put your best foot forward.

      There was a model under plexiglass near the entrance to the Mango. The gift store inside was closing up but I asked the manager to leave the display for a while, explained that my colleagues and I would be inspecting the park after it closed with a view to purchase. He laughed at me, “Whatever you reckon, pal. It’s your money.” The model was an impressive likeness of the development at the foot of Mango Mountain. It even had working parts. A miniature monorail hummed silently around the plantation, looping through a foam and wire representation of the wasted gardens that Hoover had worked on while Henry shagged his wife, climbing through an isolated patch of neglected mango plantings, through the space shuttle at the top of the small mountain, down again and through the little zoo, finally coming to a temporary rest at the artificial lake inhabited by a mechanical dinosaur; a stegosaurus that Henry had bought cheaply from a failed Taiwanese theme park. It was part-dinosaur, part-submarine, and families were supposed to fork out twelve dollars a head to climb inside and take a spin around the stagnant pond.

      Didn’t work out that way though.

      The dinosaur had a history of cataclysmic leaks and breakdowns while submerged. Probably because Stegosaurs weren’t natural swimmer, I guess. County health inspectors eventually closed it down after an overweight, hysterical gentleman from Kyoto became trapped in the entrance hatch, a crawl space through the stegosaurus’ mouth. A panicky, seventeen-year-old, under-trained ‘submarine commander’ blew the ballast tanks by mistake and the stegosaurus took the madly screeching and flailing tourist down, just like Cap’n Quinn at the end of Jaws. They were still fighting over that one in court—the Mango’s receiver-man agers, the grieving family, and the state Education Department, which was seeking to recover the cost of professional counseling for the hundred and thirty-two school children who watched the whole thing from their hot, airless cabins in the monorail, which had broken down next to the lake just before the fatal mishap.

      I checked my watch again. Speed and Lonely John were definitely late. I decided to walk in by myself, and catch up with them later.
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        Route 4, Thursday evening

      

      Casper eased the car back under the speed limit. It wouldn’t do to run into trouble with the armoury he was carrying in the boot. He coasted through a few gentle curves and then suddenly he could see the ugly thing way off in the distance, lit up like a big orange tear-drop against the deep green background of the hill behind the park. He straightened up, rolled the window down to let some air blow over him. The pistol rested reassuringly against his chest. He hoped it would be enough but he had plenty more if it wasn’t.
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        Orlando, Thursday Evening

      

      Deedee, Mike and the two-man camera crew bent and turned their backs to the violent prop wash as the news chopper settled over the helipad. When it was safely down they ran to the passenger door one after the other. Deedee clenched her teeth as they left the ground. She did not like helicopters, but she knew that the station releasing the chopper for them was a sign their story had been A-listed. Lawyers getting their heads shot off a few hours after you door-kick them have that effect.

      They swept up the coastline, the camera-man shooting a spectacular sunset. The sun was slipping low, bathing everything in golden light and glinting fiercely off a thousand swamps and creeks and pools of water, including of course, the artificial lake at the Big Mango. They flew over the dead lawyer’s house, inaccessible since the police had cordoned it off, and hovered long enough to take some vision of the large, carefully manicured gardens.

      “Want to get some vision of the theme park?” the pilot shouted over the rotor noise.

      “I don’t think that’s really necessary,” Deedee shouted back. But Mike, who loved flying in the chopper, overrode her.

      “It’s huge,” he yelled. “The only way to show people is to film it from the air. Besides, it’ll look good and spooky and deserted at this time of day.”

      She couldn’t argue with that so she just closed her eyes and counted off the seconds as they banked and headed for the small mountain in the distance.

      “ls that a space shuttle!” Mike asked excitedly as they drew closer.
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        Yakuza safe house, Orlando, Thursday evening

      

      “I do not like it,” said Odi to his boss. “Johns is not to be trusted.”

      “Nobody is to be trusted,” smiled Murayama. “But they must be dealt with. Johns is following orders. He will do what he thinks is necessary. So must we. Load the car and get the others. We will attend this meeting. We will see what Detective Johns wants but we will not let him get in the way.”

      “Hai!” barked Odi. He went to fetch the others.
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        Route 4, Thursday evening

      

      “Sometimes I think you go looking for trouble, you know,” said Lonely John.

      Speed laughed and took one hand off the steering wheel to ruffle his hair, which he always hated but never complained about.

      “Lighten up, Lonesome,” she said, swerving to overtake a cab. “We’re going to a fun park not a fucking funeral!”

      But he wasn’t listening. He was staring at the crazy old woman in the back of the cab. She was holding a shotgun to the driver’s head. Lonely John could have told Speed about her but that was an option he chose not to take. The good Doctor had already had enough excitement for one day. The cab driver would just have to take his chances.
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        The Big Mango, Thursday evening

      

      I heard the gunfire start while I was working on the lock of the manager’s office. Big booming reports, from a large calibre shotgun most likely. The office was located to afford panoramic views of the reed-choked lake and, beyond that, the car lot. I could see three cars down there. A white sedan and two black limos. One man was running into the patch of mango trees, turning to fire at four pursuers. I could just make out the smoke and recoil from his pistol but there was no sound. Silencer. He must have been hoping for a quiet job and been surprised. I kept working frantically on the door lock. I mostly wanted to get away from any shooting but I thought I’d also better try raise Lonely and the Doc on their cells. The lock gave in with a satisfying click and I rolled into the room. From my position on the floor I could see a couple of desks, some chairs, a doorway through to another office. And Savage Henry, standing over me with a typewriter raised above his head.
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        News chopper, Thursday evening

      

      “They’re shooting Mike! They’re shooting!” Deedee Horner cried in alarm.

      “Take us in,” he yelled at the pilot, slapping him on the back. “You getting this?” he shouted at the crew. They nodded, scared but engrossed in their work. The pilot was having flashbacks to his personal Gulf War, a hot extraction where he lost a co-pilot and took rounds in both legs. He was remembering the face of a boy standing on a rock, emptying a clip into his bird. The really scary thing was that kid had been an American.

      Deedee was just shaking with terror and thinking of pushing Mike out the door.

      Mike was thinking, Pulitzer!

      “They’re shooting at us, you mad bastard,” Deedee screamed. Mike ignored her. She started smacking the pilot around the head and neck.
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        Parking lot, Big Mango, Thursday evening

      

      Ivana stepped out of the taxi in a pharmacological befuddlement. She didn’t pay the driver, but she didn’t kill him either, so he let it ride. She paused to stare at the gigantic glowing mango. The driver, who didn’t want to startle her by moving, watched her sway in front of it for a few seconds until some spectral horror overtook her and she shrieked and jumped and pumped a couple of rounds into its bloated fiberglass belly. That was it for him. He gunned the cab out of there, reaching eighty in reverse. The psychotic, radar-guided old murderer ignored him. Didn’t even notice. She wandered off into a landscape that even normal people found hallucinatory at the best of times. With her mind struggling against fantastic whirlpools of dementia, she jacked a round into the chamber, popped another upper, and went in search of Savage Henry.
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        Manager’s office, the Big Mango, Thursday evening

      

      I rolled towards him, and, tucking my head beneath my arms, I slammed into his knees. It put him off his aim and he half-threw, half-dropped the heavy typewriter on my shoulder. Part of me wondered, who the fuck uses typewriters these days. But mostly I just howled because it hurt like a bastard. Henry was already falling backwards from the sudden pressure on his kneecaps. I rolled up his body as it crashed to the ground and slammed a choke hold on, bashing his head into the floor a couple of times.

      “I’m here to help you Henry!” (Slam slam slam) “Do you understand me?” (Slam slam slam)

      “Bill and Earle sent me to get you out of trouble!” (Slam slam slam SLAM!)

      He started nodding and agreeing and coughing up some blood, so I eased back on the choke and quit slamming his head into the floorboards. Gunfire flared close by and we both dropped lower on the floor.

      “Listen,” I whispered, “we don’t really have time for this but I’d like to know what the fuck you think you’re doing here.”

      “My bag,” he coughed. “My bag was stolen. It had all my stuff. Everything. I came back here to see if I could get some money out of the safe. Enough to get away with.”

      I made a fist and rapped it hard on his forehead.

      “Hello? Hello? Is anybody in there.”

      “Ouch. Quit it!” he said.

      I gave him one last knock on the head, harder than the others.

      “Ow!”

      “Nope, nobody home up there,” I sighed. “Okay, listen up you moron. I am going to try and get you out of this. I’m being paid to get you out of this. But I’m also being paid to get that bag. I need to know what happened to it.”

      Henry shuddered violently as a window exploded inwards, covering us with glass. I reached for the Glock and cursed. I hadn’t brought it with me. But it was just a stray round. Nobody came through the door. Henry started babbling, laying out his last few days as though recounting them might give him a few more. He was a few minutes into it when the door actually did burst open and a thick set, evil-looking, samurai-type motherfucker in a Blues Brothers suit charged in. He was carrying an assault rifle. He saw us and blinked, then smiled.

      “Henly!” he said. Then he turned the gun on me and fired.
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        Space shuttle, the Big Mango, Thursday evening

      

      Casper hid behind the shuttle. He was running out of energy, ammunition, places to run, and time. The Japs had surprised him by opening up with the assault rifles before they’d even got out of the car. He could only assume that this lot had nothing to do with his employers, or were running a double cross.

      Or something.

      He’d popped one of them there and then with a tight triangulated burst of fire that shattered the wind screen and took the driver in the chest, throwing him backwards and exposing his chin to the last shot. It was a good shot, especially with a silenced weapon. Casper marveled at it even now. He made it on the tum, with his aim shaken by the previous two rounds and bullets whanging off the tarmac all around him. He made it like they’d taught him to, focussing through the target, breathing out, squeezing calmly. The gun kicked and the target jumped as the bullet slapped into the man’s chin, tumbling and tearing through soft tissue, grey matter and skull plate, exiting in a flamboyant shower of blood, bone and brain.

      Casper peeked around the nose cone of the shuttle again. He could hear firing from all over now and he didn’t understand. He didn’t understand anything. Not the Japs or the helicopter or the old bag lady who’d opened up on him. He did understand that more police would be arriving soon, and that wasn’t necessarily a good thing. He had another peek. He seemed to have shaken off Murayama and Odd Job. The shooting from the bottom of the hill was getting heavier. And the chopper was circling for a place to land nearby. They couldn’t see him yet. He looked around. Thick bushes lay only yards away, across an open stretch of grass. He checked for hunters and then he ran.
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        News chopper, Thursday evening

      

      Deedee thought she saw somebody run into the bushes behind the shuttle, but they swung around to land and she lost sight of him. She was just happy to be back on solid ground, even if it was periodically raked by machine gun fire. She and Mike jumped out of the cabin and ran to shelter behind an old tractor. A bullet cracked the chopper’s plexiglass windscreen and before the crew could jump the pilot turned the stick over and slid down the hill to gain cover behind the zoo’s big cats enclosure.

      “Shit,” said Mike.

      Deedee ran for a cinderblock building thirty yards away. She hit the cheap wooden door at full tilt and it gave way. It was getting so dark now she couldn’t see into the building, but it was solid and as far from the gun battle as she could get for the moment. She called to Mike.

      “Over here dumbass.”

      He popped his head up, had a look around and came running over. She pushed the door closed behind them. The darkness was complete but she fished a cigarette lighter from her jeans and flicked it on. The weak flickering light illuminated a big steel cabinet next to the door.

      “Help me push this over ... block the door,” she said.

      Mike was speeding on his own adrenalin. He loved this kind of shit. It was a pity there was nobody to film it, but they could totally do a re-enactment later.

      “Sure!” he said happily.

      They positioned themselves next to the locker. Deedee had to put the lighter away to get leverage. It was massively heavy, like it was made of pig iron or something, and they strained and heaved, rocking it back and forth in the darkness for a good ten seconds before it finally went over with an enormous crash. They stood and caught their breath. Finally she dug the lighter out again and flicked it on to have a look around. They were in some part of the zoo. Glass enclosures banked onto a corridor which disappeared into the gloom. Mike groaned.

      “What?” she said.

      “Oh my God,” he moaned quietly.

      “What!” she asked again. But before she’d finished mouthing the word, she knew. The walls behind the glass were moving, sluggishly but constantly. Mike moaned again, a little louder and more frantically. She swept the lighter round and for the first time she saw the sign on the back of the door they had just irretrievably blocked off.

      Spider House.
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        Manager’s office, Thursday evening

      

      I saw the flash from the gun, heard the roar, too big to be believed, an industrial ripping sound, but I felt nothing. When I unpuckered my ass and opened my eyes, the space where the gunman had been was occupied only by a pair of legs in black trousers. They ended in a tattered line a couple of inches above the waist. I couldn’t see anything else from where I was lying on the floor, just these disembodied legs and a lot of smoke. Then they fell backwards into a dark pulpy mess on the floor and Dr Speed stepped through the door. She hoisted the M10 like a spear, beat her chest with it and let rip a feral howl.

      When she’d finished, she slapped the brutal-looking weapon. “My baby,” she said, and then, looking over at a terrified Henry trembling by the wall, “Who the hell is this?”

      “Doc,” I said unsteadily. “Say hello to Mr fucking Mango.”

      “Oh. Hi,” she said. “Harrison, we’re going to have to stash him somewhere. This place is out of control.”

      “Where’s Lonely John hiding?” I asked.

      “In the dinosaur.”

      I looked at Henry. He nodded. Speed checked outside. A fire-fight was raging over in the mango plantation, lit up by the searchlight on a helicopter.

      “Looks cool,” she said. “Let’s go.”
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        Network chopper, Thursday night

      

      “Hey there’s an old chick down there,” said the cameraman. “She must have been trapped after the park closed.”

      “I’ll get her,” said the pilot.
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        Mango plantation, Thursday night

      

      Ivana had gone pretty much insane. Devils in black suits were all around her and a gigantic, evil bird of prey filled the sky and tried to burn her with a death ray. It hovered overhead to snatch her up with its talons. She cried out in terror and fired all of her remaining rounds into its face.
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        Network chopper, Thursday night

      

      Two shots hit the cabin. The first deflected harmlessly away into the starry night. The second killed the pilot. He slumped over the controls and the chopper lurched away, diving into the Big Mango, exploding in a massive orange ball of flame, and showering the entrance to the park with burning wreckage, sizable chunk of which struck Ivana Ionescu at high speed putting an end to all of her worries about having inadequate retirement savings.
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        Mango Lake, Thursday night

      

      “Shit,” said Speed. “I think we’d better split right now.”

      “I think you’re right,” I said. Then I yelled from the edge of the water. “Lonely John! We’re outta here. Get out of the fucking dinosaur.” The mechanical stegosaurus surfaced with a bilious eruption of stagnant bubbles and gasses.

      “Jesus Christ,” I said quietly to Speed.

      The stegosaurus wallowed to the water’s edge, its jaws opened and Lonely John climbed out. He gave me a look to fry my liver.

      “Never again,” he said.

      “Sorry, Henry,” I shouted into the beast. “Out you come.”

      “I just got in here,” he protested.

      “Change of plans,” I shouted. “Time to go.”

      I could hear him struggling up the cramped passageway. Speed was getting jumpy, craning around to check for ninjas or cops or homicidal bag ladies.

      “Move your ass, fat boy,” she hissed.

      His head appeared and then his shoulders but no more. He was stuck. I thought I could hear sirens in the distance. Lonely John noticed the flaming pyre of the Big Mango for the first time.

      “Holy shit,” he said.

      I leaned over to the metal monster and tried to grab onto Henry’s shoulder. He was squirming and squealing but he wouldn’t budge.

      “Come on, Harrison!” said Speed. We could all see the red and blue strobing lights in the distance. I stepped into the water and swore as it filled my shoes. Henry was wheezing and panting and close to panic now. I noticed a big red button with the word Release stenciled above it.

      “Hang on Henry,” I yelled and waded in a little deeper.

      “No!” he screamed, but it was too late. I’d punched it. With an ugly metallic shriek, the stegosaurus closed its jaws around Henry Savage, biting him in two and sliding back beneath the slimy waters to digest another hearty meal. We watched it in amazement.

      “Whoops,” said Dr Speed.

      “Fuck,” I breathed.

      “That’s the thing about eating Japanese,” said Lonely John. “It always leaves you hungry for some more.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      We didn’t find that briefcase on Henry of course. Not on either part of him. Turned out some low life stoner had grabbed it up out of Henry’s car a day earlier. Took me two weeks to track the little shit and retrieve the contents. I actually found the guy, Reggie Landers, after one week, but he was so fucking stoned he couldn’t remember where he’d stashed the thing.

      Anyway, that’s another story.

      Earle and Bill were happy enough to have the whole thing written off as an Asian gang war, a cover story Detective Johns helped nail down when he emerged from ‘deep cover’ to tell of his role in protecting the good people of Florida from the depredations of the Korean mafia. Not the Japanese. No. Definitely not. The Korean mafia. Move along now citizens, nothing to see here.

      Deedee never did get the job interview with Panorama she’d been promised by Rolland Blake, but she did get a local Emmy for her three-part expose of the Korean mafia in Florida.

      Mike Stephenson is undergoing therapy for severe PTSD after his stay in the Spider House. Lonely John’s working as a lobbyist in DC now and I have no fucking idea where Speed got to. She’ll turn up, though. She always does.

      I decided it wasn’t time to move back to the mainland, just yet. In fact, I worried that my place on St. Bart’s might be a little too close to the Miami heat so I figured I’d take some time and visit an old client in Manilla. A dude called Duterte.

      You’ve probably never heard of him, but man I could tell you some stories.

      

      
        The End
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        You can get more free books by John Birmingham at jbismymasternow.com
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          Sick Girls

        

      

    

    
      
        Mothers are supposed to give life, not take it.

      

      Three female patients languish in the pediatric ward of a Miami hospital.

      By the end of the week one of the girls will be dead, and her mother will be accused of her murder.

      When the victim’s sister comes forward to tell her story, fledgling psychologist Piper Lawson is forced to confront a side of human nature blacker than anything she encountered during her training.

      A chilling story of a warped woman’s bizarre brand of mothering, and the immense power a child’s love can leave behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Prologue

        

      

    

    
      My earliest memory is of my mother crushing up glass to feed my sister. She’d add it to my sister’s “nutritional shakes.” Thick slop out of a can mixed with a bunch of pills, maybe a banana or some blueberries, and microscope slides that had been ground into dust.

      She used a wooden cup with a round stick. That thing on the neon sign at the drugstore.

      It was something pharmacists were supposed to have. Not mothers.

      But I didn’t know that back then.

      Growing up, I didn’t realize that other moms didn’t hurt their children.

      I never dreamed of having one of those sunny kindergarten teacher-type moms. What would’ve been the point?

      For me and my sister, it wasn’t about having what other kids had, it was about sticking together and protecting each other. We had already lost one sibling. We couldn’t lose each other.

      As I clasped my sister’s lifeless hand in mine, I wished I’d done a better job.

      For some reason, those shakes were all I could think of as I knelt over her—the fact that she drank them, no questions asked. Sissy never questioned our mother, but I should have. I should have done more to save her, I thought as I touched her cheek.

      Her skin was pale. Colder than it should’ve been.

      I kept waiting for her eyes to open, for those blue lips to say, “Gotcha!” That it was all a joke, but she didn’t.

      It happened all the time—this happened all the time.

      Sissy would get sick and need to go to the hospital. I’d spent my life staying behind at home “holding down the fort” while our mother took my sister in for one thing or another.

      In the past when they left, Sissy always smiled at me and told me not to eat all the marshmallows in the cereal while they were gone.

      That was something I was well-known for doing. It drove our mother crazy, which was, of course, why I did it. And why she’d quit buying us that kind of cereal a long time ago.

      But still, Sissy said it every time.

      It was our tradition.

      As I struggled to breathe, a whiff of my mother’s lotion sailed past me, and I gagged, my stomach feeling like it might drop right through the floor.

      Then I began to fall too, and I steadied myself by planting my palm in the thick, rough carpet.

      The sound of sniffling behind me made me turn around to see my mother standing with the phone in her hand. Tears streamed down her face, and suddenly I knew—this time my sister wasn’t going to be all right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

          Fall 2000

        

      

    

    
      It’s a rare afternoon for Dr. Piper Landrum to be leaving the hospital before seven. She doesn’t have to stay that long, but there always seems to be one more thing to do. One more pediatric patient at Miami General Hospital who needs her.

      Not today. Today she’s getting out early. On the way down to the ground floor in the elevator, thoughts regarding her patients swirl around in her head. She breezes through the front entry with a quick wave to the security guard and dashes out into the warmth only a tropical climate can give you. Gooseflesh rises on her arms for a second as her skin acclimates to the difference in temperature.

      On her way to her car, Piper vows to do something for herself this afternoon. After the week she’s had, she deserves a pedicure or a facial. Something to make her feel pampered. Oooh! A massage. Hopefully she can find a place that has an opening.

      She’ll try the resorts and hotels with spas. They pride themselves on being ready to serve guests on a whim.

      That’s just what she needs. It will help keep her mind off her patients, and practically force her to relax.

      Once she gets to the right level of the parking garage, it’s easy to locate her car. The red car hatchback stands out against all the black and white ones.

      Clicking a button on her keyless remote, the door to her trunk pops up, leaving it slightly ajar. She approaches the vehicle and drops her briefcase in the trunk then closes it.

      She opens the driver’s side door, slides inside, and tosses her purse onto the passenger seat. But just as she inserts the key into the ignition, something pricks her neck, and she is swallowed up by a veil of black.
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      When Piper comes to, she looks around groggily.

      She’s in her car.

      She remembers getting into her car in the parking garage. It starts coming back to her.

      Something stung her in the neck. She must have passed out.

      She tries lifting her hand to her neck, but can’t move it. Her arm feels like it weighs a thousand pounds.

      Her tongue feels heavy, big in her mouth, and she is incredibly thirsty. The other muscles in her face twitch only slightly when she attempts to move them.

      Did she have a stroke?

      Looking around the car, she realizes she is not in the parking garage anymore. A fiery ball of sun is falling low on the horizon. The only thing in front of her is water.

      The ocean.

      She struggles to move her neck. With a Herculean effort, she cranes to look out the driver’s side window.

      Sand. More water. Waves lapping alongside the car.

      Her car is parked on the beach, a beach she doesn’t recognize, and the water surrounding her is rising.

      Then it hits her like a truck—she didn’t have a stroke. Someone gave her a shot of something to incapacitate her.

      Once the initial shock begins to wear off, Piper does her best to clear her mind.

      She knows who did this to her.

      The one person who would be better off if Piper was out of the way.

      Someone who knows how to use needles to administer drugs to unsuspecting victims.

      A large wave crashes against the side of the car. Piper has to focus. She has to escape before the water gets any higher.

      But when she tries again to move her hands and feet, they don’t respond.

      And when she screams, she doesn’t make a sound.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      Piper Landrum, Psy.D. strides down the fluorescent lit corridor of Miami General’s Pediatric Ward. Remnants of the migraine she woke up with still cloud her brain, and every smell threatens to make her hurl. She makes a mental note to book a biofeedback appointment with the neuropsych interns during her lunch hour.

      In an attempt to gauge the mood on the floor, she casts a glance at the nurse’s station, but it’s uninhabited. She checks the patient list on the board and reads the daily admits. For the past couple of weeks, Piper has been covering for the Child Life Coordinator, Judy Campbell, who has been out on sick leave. Much of what she does involves aspects of patient care that don’t get written in charts.

      Shavonne is coming down the hall towards her, and Piper smiles in spite of her headache. The tall, dark-skinned woman is the heart and soul of the pediatric ward. Piper didn’t want to imagine a week in the hospital without her.

      “Hey, Shavonne,” Piper says.

      “Dr. L.” Shavonne grimaces as she falls into her chair.

      “What’s the matter?” Piper asks.

      “It’s my durn sciatica. I’ll be glad when today is over.”

      Not a good sign. Shavonne has a lot of physical complaints, but they don’t usually start this early in the morning.

      “Anything I can do?” 

      “Get a new controller for that game in the playroom. The one we have is broken. I’m sick of listening to those boys gripe because it’s not working.”

      “On it.” Piper pulls a notepad out of the pocket of her white coat and scrawls a memo to get not one, but two new controllers for their gaming system in the kids’ playroom. Shavonne is right. It’s about the only thing that keeps teenage boys occupied. Having an extra could come in handy.

      Shavonne picks up a pen and starts writing in a chart. Then she stops and starts counting. Piper doesn’t ask. She knows Shavonne is counting off how many hours left before her shift ends, and doesn’t want to encourage her.

      Piper has Shavonne to thank for how well she’d fit in at the hospital when she’d come here for her internship. She made such an impression that the brass had hired her full-time after she obtained her license. All along the way, Shavonne helped make the transition for Piper a smooth one.

       Six months on the job and Piper is starting to feel at home thanks to Shavonne and the other nurses. Unlike some doctors who are too caught up in their own egos to see it, Piper knows that she wouldn’t be where she is today without their help. They’re the ones who run the place, who make the doctors look good, and cover your butt when you drop the ball.

      Shavonne commandeers another chair and wheels it over so she can rest her feet on it as she leans back in the other one. “Child. It has been some kind of night around here. I can’t wait to go home. Must be a full moon or something.”

      “You working a double?”

      “Unfortunately, yes.”

      That explains a lot.

      Piper never tires of the singsongy way Shavonne speaks. It’s hard to tell if it’s her Jamaican heritage or her big personality that makes her so fun to listen to. Probably both. “Why? What happened?”

      “What didn’t happen?” Shavonne takes off one of her shoes and rubs the sole of her foot.

      Another nurse, Juliet, zips by, letting out an, “Ewww” aimed at Shavonne and her exposed foot.

      Shavonne looks around to makes sure no one can see, then gives Juliet the finger. But it’s a wasted gesture since Juliet already skated down the hall into a patient’s room.

      Are you getting another one of those migraines of yours?”

      Piper nods.

      “I’m tellin’ you—get that Botox!”

      “Shavonne, I told you my doctor says it won’t help. It’s for a different kind of migraine than the ones I have.”

      “Do it anyway, girl! I’d love to have my insurance pay for me to look about ten years younger. Five even.”

      They’ve had this conversation a dozen times, and no matter how many times Piper tells Shavonne the Botox for migraines doesn’t make you look younger, Shavonne doesn’t care. She still insists a shot or two of botulism will make Piper right as rain. Regardless of the fact that for migraines they inject it into the back of your neck—under your hair for goodness sake.

      Piper wants to tell Shavonne that insurance doesn’t cover the treatment anyway, but instead she conserves her energy. Before she has a chance to ask about the other patients, the bell rings from room 301.

      Rhi Rhi’s room.

      Shavonne puts her shoe back on. “Oh, I need to bring her some juice. Walk with me?”

      “Okay,” Piper agrees, and they get up and walk toward the refrigerator in the nurse’s area.

      “By the way, your hair looks cute. Very professional.”

      “Thanks.” Piper is wearing her dark hair in a bun in an attempt to look older. She hopes that will help the parents of her patients take her advice more seriously.

      When they reach it, Shavonne opens the door. “Oh dear. We only have orange.”

      “She likes apple.”

      “I know.” Shavonne’s face says uh-oh.

      “I’ll get some more apple from the cafeteria before lunch.”

      “You’ve got enough to do. I’ll go check with maternity in a minute.”

      Shavonne grabs the juice and they go together to take the juice to room 301.

      “Sean went home.”

      “Oh, that’s good,” Piper says. Sean was a seven-year-old who had been in the hospital for the past three weeks for complications from a bone marrow transplant.

      “There’s a teenage girl who was here for a few hours for an overdose. She kept us all hopping then signed herself out AMA.”

      “What about her parents?”

      “The stepmother was here for a while then she said she needed to go to work. Who knows what’s goin’ on at that house.”

      “DCF get involved?”

      “I think Dr. Rodriguez called them.”

      When they get to 301, Shavonne opens the door. “Brought you your juice.”

      The child in the bed holds out both hands for the drink, and Shavonne gives it to her. “You must be really thirsty little one.”

      Rhi Rhi nods her head, and begins to sip on the cup of juice, even before Shavonne unwraps the straw she brought for it.

      “Good morning, Rhi Rhi,” Piper says and the little girl smiles up at her. Even though the bed has sides and it’s for toddlers, Rhi Rhi looks small in it. Her body and mind have been ravaged by disease that she presents more like a three-year-old than her actual age of six.

      While they’re standing there, Juliet comes in to take Rhi Rhi’s vitals.

      “Excuse me,” she says to Piper, who moves out of the way. “Nobody told me there was a party in Rhi Rhi’s room.” Juliet winks at Rhi Rhi.

      Usually comments like that garnered a smile from the girl, but instead she starts whining, and clutching her arm.

      “What’s the matter, Rhi Rhi?” Shavonne asks.

      Rhi Rhi only whimpers. Juliet says, “It’s that IV. She’s been messing with it ever since she woke up.” Juliet sets down her clipboard on the counter near the sink, but before she can get back to her Rhi Rhi tugs the tube out of her arm.

      Blood slings a trail across the room.

      “Oh dear!” Juliet cries.

      The three women look at each other with wide eyes.

      None of them says a word. They don’t have to.

      They all know the blood flowing from Rhi Rhi’s veins carries the virus that gave her AIDS.
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      “Go get an IV kit,” Shavonne orders, and Juliet rushes down the hallway.

      Piper stands there frozen, watching the deadly red drops drip down the girl’s arm and onto the bed sheets.

      “Get some gloves, Piper!” Shavonne’s words jolt her into action. She runs over to the box of gloves near the door, and quickly pulls on a pair.

      “What should I do?” Piper asks Shavonne, who already has on gloves, her hand stopping the blood is holding Rhi Rhi’s arm covering the hole in the child’s skin.

      “Bring me some paper towels. Juliet should be bringing a bandage.”

      Heart beating loud in her ears, Piper walks over to the paper towel dispenser, grabs a handful of them, and brings them to Shavonne.

      “Thanks,” Shavonne tells Piper then looks down at Rhi Rhi. “You gave us a scare with that, little one.”

      Even though Shavonne tries not to upset Rhi Rhi, all the commotion has brought tears to her eyes, and Piper can’t tell if she’s upset over what happened or if she’s already anticipating getting a new IV. When Juliet walks through the door with an IV kit, and another nurse, Warren, enters the room behind her, Rhi Rhi begins to wail.

      “What’s with all the blood?” Warren asks over Rhi Rhi’s cries.

      “She yanked out the IV,” Piper says.

      Warren shakes his head, and stands at a safe distance at the end of the bed.

      He’s here to help hold Rhi Rhi’s feet when she starts struggling.

      Shavonne tries to calm Rhi Rhi. “It’s gonna be all right, Miss Thing. No need to keep bawling those crocodile tears. Juliette will have you fixed up in no time. You hear?”

      Rhi Rhi kicks her feet and her body catapults off the bed. Warren grabs her legs and holds them down. Despite being pinned by three adults, Rhi Rhi’s body bucks and writhes as she wails in anger.

      “Rhi Rhi please. The sooner you calm down, the sooner we can be done with this,” Piper says, and as the words leave her mouth, she’s turned into her mother. When Juliet returns, Shavonne snaps, “It’s about time.”

      “I’m sorry. They weren’t where they were supposed to be,” Juliet says.

      “They’ve been doing inventory last couple of days,” Warren says.

      Shavonne snorts. “Figures.”

      She mutters something under her breath about people needing to put things back where they belong. But it is hard to hear her exact words over Rhi Rhi’s screams.

      Juliet cleans off her arm with some sanitary wipes. The other nurses’ eyes remain glued to the deadly crimson stream.

      No one says it aloud, but everyone in the room is aware this blood is a potential killer.

      Piper’s heart clinches as she’s reminded that the very blood coursing through Rhi Rhi’s veins carries the deadly disease that inhabits her, destroying her body from the inside. The villain that has already robbed her of speech, the ability to walk, and according to the doctors—one day not too far off—her life.

      “Hold real still, Rhi Rhi. This isn’t going to be too bad. Just a little stick,” Juliet cajoles. Rhi Rhi stiffens.

      One of the things Piper has learned about HIV from working with Rhi Rhi was that there are different kinds of HIV patients. Some are put on cocktails, and the medications suppress the virus practically to the point it almost doesn’t show up on tests. These patients are expected to have long lives. For them, HIV can be considered a manageable condition.

      Unfortunately, Rhi Rhi belongs in a different category—the patients the doctors call “rapid cyclers.” These patients die regardless of treatment.

      Thankfully, Juliet finds a vein in the top of Rhi Rhi’s little hand. Soon the cries diminish and her chest rises and falls with rhythmic, sucking breaths.

      Piper lets her arm go, and pats her on the shoulder. “Good job.”

      Warren releases his grip on her legs and gives her toes a tweak.

      “Be sweet now,” he says then scrubs his hands with soap and water at the sink in the corner before he leaves.

      Rhi Rhi looks around, her bottom lip trembling, and Piper fears she’s going to start crying again. Piper looks at her watch. Less than an hour before rounds and even though she intended to look through some other charts beforehand, she offers, “If you can leave that IV alone like a good girl, I will read you a story.”

      Rhi Rhi’s face brightens, and she gives a little nod. Her skin is the color of creamy coffee, and her blue-green eyes make Piper think of that beautiful Miss America Vanessa Williams.

      “I think you’ve got a taker, Doc.” Shavonne says. “Let me get her a clean gown. She got some blood on that one.”

      Piper nods.

      Juliet smooths Rhi Rhi’s braids. They come to just below her shoulders and are decorated with little pink and orange beads. “Now you know you’ve got to keep this here.” Juliet points at the new IV. “If it is bothering you just point to it, and we’ll know that something is wrong. But you need this. It gives you the medicine in here, so you don’t have to taste the yucky stuff.”

      Rhi Rhi’s eyes widen.

      Juliet makes a face. “And you don’t want to taste that yucky stuff, do you?”

      Rhi Rhi shakes her head ever so slightly.

      “Then be a good girl and leave this alone.”

      Rhi Rhi is already on to the next activity, which in this case is getting Piper to read to her. “B-b-b.” While she can’t make words anymore, Rhi Rhi is very good at letting people know what she wants, and she can still make sounds which indicates that somewhere in her brain she knows the word she’s trying to articulate.

      Juliet scoops up the debris left over from changing the IV, turns to dispose of them and cries out, “Ouch!”

      Waving her hand in the air, Juliet’s voice is shaky. “Dammit.”

      “What is it?” Piper asks, but once she sees the droplet of blood on Juliet’s finger she inhales sharply.

      “Stupid. I was just stupid. I was sure I capped that needle, but I guess in all the chaos . . . I guess it wasn’t on there good.” Tears well up in her eyes. “Stupid.”

      Piper walks over to Juliet. “What can I do?”

      “Nothing. There’s nothing you can do.”

      Juliet turns on the water at the sink and runs her finger under it. She sniffs. “I’ll just wash it off real good.”

      “But you go talk to infectious disease. You know they have a cocktail . . .”

      Juliet soaps up her finger, shaking her head. “I don’t know if I can go through all that.”

      Rhi Rhi impatiently utters, “B-b-b!”

      Piper holds up a finger to her. “Just a minute. I need to talk with nurse Juliet for a second. Hang on.” Turning back to Juliet, she insists, “You can’t not do it!”

      Juliet nods. With trembling fingers, she slips the offending needle into the sharps container and deposits the rest of the trash in the biohazard disposal bin. “I’m going to get a bandage. Let me know if you need anything else.”

      “Thanks. Come find me if you need to talk later,” Piper says, worried about Juliet.

      Just then Shavonne returns with a new hospital gown. “Now little Rhi, this is what all the fashionable little girls on the floor are wearing, okay? You’re going to be stunning my dear.”

      The corners of the child’s mouth tilt upward ever so slightly, but the smile never really reaches her eyes. There is a sadness to this baby, deep inside that sometimes makes Piper feel like she’s drowning.

      “Hold your arms out,” Shavonne says.

      Rhi Rhi lets Shavonne change her, and when the nurse is through she holds her arms out to Piper the way a baby does when she wants a parent to pick her up.

      “Okay, okay but let me get a book first.” Piper takes a couple of books from the bureau across the room. She holds three choices even though she knows which one Rhi Rhi will choose. One is about a bunny, one is about a bear, but Rhi Rhi’s favorite is the one about the farm. As expected, she points to the one whose cover boasts a red barn. Piper sets the other two down and places the farm story in the little girl’s waving hands. Then Piper picks her up, enjoying the feel of the child’s warm body in her arms. 

      Rhi Rhi points to the chair.

      Bringing the IV stand with them and trailing numerous tubes, they settle into a chair. It’s a rocker, and Piper isn’t sure who enjoys the sweet, repetitive motion of the rocking more—her or Rhi Rhi. The little girl puts her thumb in her mouth and rests her head against Piper’s chest. Piper has read this book so many times she has it memorized. Her mind even wanders while she recites it. She lets Rhi Rhi turn the pages, and is silently grateful the child is still able to do that.

      Piper can’t deny she’s overly attached to this patient. It’s something her supervisor is concerned about. And she admits Rhi Rhi reminds her, in some ways, of her own little sister. Every day she cautions herself not to get so attached, not to care so much, but she has no idea how to do that. How do you tell yourself not to love a child? How do you keep your distance when everything inside you wants to save her?

      Piper tells herself a therapist must provide what a patient needs in the way of emotional support, and a child with minimal language skills and lost developmental milestones could use the therapy of sitting in a person’s lap and being read to. Bibliotherapy has value.

      A voice deep inside tells her to enjoy her time with Rhi Rhi while it lasts, and she wants to silence that voice—kick it and beat it until she can’t hear it anymore. But it’s not possible, because she knows it’s right.
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      Piper needs to stop in and visit Mary Vaughn before rounds, so she wraps up her impromptu therapy session with Rhi Rhi earlier than she would have liked.

      “Sweetie, I’ve got to get ready to do rounds with the doctors, but I’ll come by and check on you later.”

      Piper tucks Rhi Rhi back into her toddler escape-proof hospital bed with a blanket and gives her hand a squeeze. Rhi Rhi waves good-bye then lays back to watch the cartoon Piper has put on the TV. She’s used to entertaining herself. According to Shavonne, she’s spent more than half her life in one hospital or another.

      Piper closes Rhi Rhi’s door behind her and walks over to check the board. She wanted to determine which room Mary is in.

      304. Piper walks down the hallway to the room where she is greeted by Mary’s mother, Susan.

      “Dr. Landrum, am I glad to see you!” The woman clutches Piper’s arm.

      Instinctively, Piper takes a step back.

      “Mrs. Vaughn. I’m afraid I can’t say the same for you.” That came out wrong. Heat rises in Piper’s cheeks. “I mean, we would like Mary to be home and healthy rather than here with us.”

      Susan Vaughn brushes the explanation aside, “I know. Sometimes it seems like we’re always up here, doesn’t it?”

      Mary Vaughn is regarded as a frequent flier by the staff. If it weren’t for Mary, Piper would have never heard of William’s Syndrome, a rare genetic condition that is often accompanied by serious cardiovascular problems as well as other medical issues. And poor Mary has medical issues galore.

      “Piper! Piper! Piper!” A child with a cute little upturned nose and a halo of blond curls is bouncing on her bed, banging the rails like they were a jungle gym. Even though Mary is twelve years old, with her developmental delays, she presents as a younger child, and will still need a lot of supervision while in the hospital when her mother goes home.

      “Hi Mary. What brings you to see me?”

      “My tube is messed up,” Mary says. “Can we have a party?”

      Piper can’t help but laugh at Mary’s abrupt transition from a serious health crisis to throwing a party. An outgoing personality is a hallmark of children with William’s disorder. Piper often thinks that if you have to have a medical disorder with all sorts of problems, it is a pretty good deal for God to throw in a winning personality.

      “What kind of party?” Piper asks.

      Mary makes an exaggerated face, “Either princess or superhero. In the playroom.”

      “Let’s see what the doctors say.”

      “Awww. Please, Piper!” Mary pleads, her big blue eyes are bright and dancing. The kid didn’t look sick.

      “Mary, her name is Dr. Landrum,” Mrs. Vaughn corrects Mary, before turning back to Piper and saying, “Sorry, Piper.”

      Piper cringes at the mixed message Mrs. Vaughn just gave her daughter. “Maybe Dr. Piper . . .” she suggests. “I’m not ruling it out, Mary. We can talk about it later. I do have some new coloring books. Would you like me to bring you one after I do rounds?”

      “Yes! Yes! Yes!” Mary bounces up and down on her bottom.

      “Mary!” Her mother reprimands her sharply. “What did I tell you about that?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Mary says, hanging her head a little.

      Mrs. Vaughn turns to Piper. “I hope you can keep her occupied while she’s here. I’m at my wit’s end.”

      “Mary hasn’t stopped talking about the pet therapy D-O-G from the last time she was here.”

      “Yes, the kids do love Blossom when she comes for a visit.”

      “Doggies! Doggies! Doggies!” Mary chants.

      Before they can continue their conversation, Dr. Henri enters the room with his group of interns trailing behind. This week marked the beginning of their rotation in pediatrics, and the expressions on their faces range from aloof to nervous.

      “Hello, Mrs. Vaughn, Mary, Dr. Landrum.” He turns to his interns. “This is our girl Mary. She suffers from the genetic condition known as William’s Syndrome. Who knows how common this is?”

      None of the students respond.

      “No one?” he asks the group. The interns stare at the floor. Usually there’s one teacher’s pet type, but not so in this group.

      “Dr. Landrum?” Piper isn’t sure if his intention is to shame the interns by asking the psychologist, or if he’s trying to stump her too. Thank God she researched Mary’s condition.

      “One in ten thousand worldwide, one in twenty to thirty thousand in the USA. It occurs across cultures and is equally prevalent in males and females.”

      “Very good, Dr. Landrum. Now someone else look up Williams over your lunch break and impress me tomorrow. Mary has an infected feeding tube so she’s here for surgery to correct that, and she will also be seen by the cardiologist. She is on our service for the general surgery, which will be performed by Dr. Rodriguez tomorrow if her bloodwork checks out. Any questions?”

      Nothing from the peanut gallery.

      Since Miami General is a general hospital, the interns who come through usually don’t show much of an interest in peds. Those who want to work with kids mostly intern at Miami Children’s or another children’s hospital.

      “All right then. Dr. Landrum, would you like to continue on rounds with us?”

      Piper suppressed the instinct to reply, “Yes, sir” and instead says, “I would.” She doesn’t need to give him any more leverage over her, either professionally or personally.

      “Perhaps these young doctors can learn a thing or two from you,” he says.

      “There’s always more to learn,” she says with a smile. Dr. Henri leads the pack of white coats as they shuffle down the hallway to the next room.

      “I’ll see you later this afternoon,” Piper whispers over her shoulder to Mary and her mom.

      “Go on,” Mary’s mom says as though excusing Piper.

      Mary bounces some more. “Bye!”

      The interns’ progress down the hall is so awkward Piper imagines a ten-intern pile-up. Suppressing a grin, she sneaks into the middle of the group so she can hear the doctor better. Dr. Henri sometimes makes her nervous, but she can’t help but admire his presentation. He speaks to them about each of the patients on the hospital’s service, managing to be both abrupt and charming at the same time—the way only the French can.

      One child is there to have his tonsils out. A teenager is recovering from an appendectomy. A couple of toddlers have come down with a stomach virus which has led to dehydration. Two patients are being treated for sickle cell crisis. When we come to the end of the tour, Dr. Henri stands outside room 315 and says, “Dr. Landrum, I believe we may be calling upon your expertise with this next patient.”

      Piper nods.

      “The child was brought in last night. She is in a coma. The patient’s mother is having difficulty adjusting to the situation, as to be expected. We will go in and assess the patient, but I ask you all to use your best judgment and follow my lead. We will come back in the hallway to discuss the couch.”

      “Why? What’s happened?” One of the female interns whispers to the person next to her, but apparently not quietly enough because Dr. Henri whirls on the group.

      “The patient attempted suicide by hanging, but her mother found her in time to cut her down. The situation is quite delicate. Now, there will be no discussion of anything other than medical facts in front of the patient’s mother, and you will use the utmost sensitivity while we are in her room. Are we clear?” Dr. Henri barks.

      “Yes, sir,” the interns say in unison, and the doctor opens the door to the room.
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      Piper lets some of the others go inside ahead of her and hangs back to observe.

      The patient lying in the bed has curly dark hair, but other than that it’s difficult to tell what she might look like under different circumstances because the girl is unconscious. She’s on a ventilator, and she has more machines surrounding her than Piper is accustomed to seeing.

      What would have caused a young woman to have done something so awful to herself?

      Piper’s eyes rest on a woman who is sitting in a chair next to the hospital bed. She has red hair and is holding the girl’s hand. Tubes flow from that very same hand, but she doesn’t appear to notice.

      “Good morning—Mrs. Bartles, is it?” Dr. Henri asks.

      “Yes, I’m Tiffany Bartles.” The woman looks up at the doctor, a crushing amount of hope emanating from her face.

      The remaining interns scrunch inside the room.

      “I am sorry to be making your acquaintance at such a difficult time, madam. As this is a teaching hospital, my interns will be taking some vital signs and discussing your daughter’s condition for a few moments if you do not mind.”

      Bandages are wrapped around her neck, and Piper has a morbid curiosity about what is underneath them.

      Mrs. Bartles lifts her daughter’s hand a few inches off the bed. “Angelica is about to have a birthday,” she says.

      The interns look at each other like the woman has a screw loose.

      But Dr. Henri ignores her comment. “Mrs. Bartles, your daughter, has she been experiencing any significant depression or mental problems that you are aware of?” he asks.

      “Not my Angelica. I have no idea why this happened. She has so many things to look forward to. She has a boyfriend and he’s taking her to a dance. Then her birthday is coming up, and she’s excited about that. She has good grades. I just don’t know what could have happened.”

      Dr. Henri grants her a sympathetic smile. “Thank you, Mrs. Bartles. We’re going to do an assessment.”

      She nods. “Of course. Please do anything you need to do to help my girl.”

      Dr. Henri instructs the interns while they examine the patient, respirator pumping in the background. They obtain measures for her temperature and blood pressure among other things. They take a glucose reading, and check the dressings on her neck.

      Piper finds herself recoiling from the body on the bed. As terrible as it is to think—it’s like this girl is dead already. And Mrs. Bartles is in denial about the seriousness of her daughter’s condition.

      After what seemed like forever Dr. Henri steps out into the hallway, indicating it’s time for them to move on to the next patient.

      Piper walks into the hall and takes a deep breath. That room felt stifling. It may have been all the bodies closed in it, but it had seemed warmer, stuffier than the other patient’s rooms.

      Dr. Henri closes the door behind them, and it isn’t until the group walks a few doors down near the empty rooms that he begins to speak.

      “The prognosis for Angelica Bartles is quite grave.”

      Before he can go any further, an intern with glasses asks, “Is there any brain activity?”

      Dr. Henri shakes his head. “Not that we have been able to assess. There will be some more tests, but someone needs to prepare Mrs. Bartles for the inevitable. Dr. Landrum, I will leave this to you, yes?”

      Sure. No problem, she thinks sarcastically. But aloud, she answers, “Yes, sir,” hoping no one hears the shakiness in her voice and forgetting to drop the “sir.”

      Dr. Henri dismisses the group, and Piper vaguely notices the way the interns give her more room as they walk down the hall. She’s not sure whether they are showing a new respect for her—the young doctor, not much older than them, who must be so comfortable with end of life issues—or whether they were afraid if they accidentally bumped her that they might get stuck having to talk with the mother of a dying girl too. Like the task might be contagious.

      Piper lifts her chin and pretends not to care what they think.

      Her head pounds.

      She knows she should go back into the room and introduce herself to Mrs. Bartles, but she wants to brace herself before going back in there again.

      Instead, she goes in search of the patient’s chart. When she finds it she sits down at the nurses’ station and flips through it.

      An ambulance arrived at the Bartles’ household. They brought a non-responsive fourteen-year-old Caucasian female to the hospital the night before. The notes go on to describe things like pupils, breathing or lack thereof. It appeared that the girl’s brain had been deprived of oxygen for several minutes, but that Mrs. Bartles reported she had done CPR on the patient prior to the arrival of the paramedics, and this may have prolonged the patient’s life.

      But that was it. There was no psychological history or previous medical history. Only a record of the one event—an event that may end the girl’s life.

      Except for the fact that she’s still with us. Piper massages her temples.

      “You all right, Doc?” Juliet asks.

      “Just a headache. How about you?”

      Juliet sighs. “I made an appointment with the infectious disease doctor, and I’m going to the lab for a blood test after my shift. It may be too early to show up, but might as well get started.”

      “Good for you.”

      Juliet exhales a stream of air that sends her bangs flying. “I always said this job is gonna kill me. I just didn’t think it would be like that.”

      Piper pats her shoulder. “It won’t.”

      “Hey, you seeing that new patient?”

      “Bartles? Yeah. Need to do a psych consult.”

      “She’s in a coma. How’re you gonna do that?”

      “I’ll have to rely on the mother for information.”

      Stalling, Piper goes to the vending machines looking for a snack. It’s not that she’s hungry. She’s a nervous eater. A piece of gum might do, but she doesn’t want to have that in her mouth when she goes back to see Mrs. Bartles so she settles for a bag of sour cream & onion chips and a diet soda.

      After she shuts herself in her office, she fishes out a couple of aspirin and washes them down with the soda. Then she eats the chips, reads a quick article on anorexia nervosa and family therapy in a scientific journal, and still doesn’t feel like meeting with Mrs. Bartles. Procrastination is one of her biggest vices.

      Her head still hurts, but she takes a deep breath and makes herself get up and leave her office. She needs to get this over with.

      Walking down the hallway, she stops in front of 315 and knocks.

      Mrs. Bartles calls, “Come in.” Piper pushes open the door and enters the room. The stuffy air hits her in the face so she props the door ajar behind her. Perhaps that will help.

      Approaching the woman tentatively, Piper introduces herself. “Hi, Mrs. Bartles. I’m Dr. Piper Landrum, clinical psychologist and interim child life coordinator for the pediatric ward here at Miami General. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Oh, Dr. Landrum is it? It’s nice to meet you too.”

      “I’d like to speak with you about your daughter if that’s all right.”

      “Of course, won’t you sit down?” Mrs. Bartles says as though they are having coffee in her living room.

      Piper pulls over a chair and sits next to the woman.

      Mrs. Bartles is an attractive woman, probably in her forties, but she looks more like late thirties. Her face is perfectly made up, complete with color-coordinated lipstick and eyeshadow. Her skirt and blouse are fashionable. 

      To break the ice, Piper asks, “What is it that you do, Mrs. Bartles?”

      “I work retail. At a little boutique in the Miracle Mile Shops.”

      “And is it okay with your employer for you to be here?” Part of her job was assessing how hospitalization affected families. Financial strain and the accompanying stress and issues that came up frequently.

      “Oh, it’s okay. My boss understands what happened. She told me to take care of Angelica and when everything gets better, to come back to work then.”

      “That’s very kind of your boss. It’s nice that you have someone in your corner like that.”

      Mrs. Bartles nods. “Yes, I’m blessed with a very strong support system. Angelica has never been the healthiest child, and I’m very fortunate that my boss understands.”

      “You say she’s had health problems?” Piper lets the question hang in the air.

      Mrs. Bartles waves a hand. “Oh, you know—stomach aches, the flu. These days it seems like kids catch everything, and when that happens I have to stay home and care for her. My boss has four kids so she understands how it is.”

      Piper nods. “We don’t have anything in the chart about Angelica’s psychological history. Can you tell me about that?”

      “That’s because there’s nothing to tell. My daughter was fine until yesterday.”

      “What happened yesterday?”

      “I went into her room and found her there.” Tears form in Mrs. Bartles’ eyes, and she visibly steels herself.

      Piper hates to push, but she’s here to get more information about a suicide attempt so she presses on. “Hanging?”

      “Yes.” Mrs. Bartles knits her brows.

      “How did she do it?”

      “She was hanging by the tie of her bathrobe from the top bunk in her room. I don’t know why. She must have been fooling around. I’m sure it was an accident.” Mrs. Bartles picks up the lifeless hand of her daughter. “It was an accident, right sweetie? I can’t wait for you to wake up and tell them all that.”

      “So, no history of depression?”

      Mrs. Bartles sits up straight and tugs the hem of her skirt an inch lower on her thighs. Piper can’t help thinking she must have raided her daughter’s closet, but she corrects herself. She shouldn’t be judgmental of those she’s here to help.

      “Oh no, she’s a very happy girl. Anyone who knows her will tell you that.” Her statement is emphatic, to say the least.

      “What about irritability? Depression can look different in children and teenagers than it does in adults.”

      “None that I can think of.”

      “Any family history of mental illness? Suicide?”

      “No.”

      “Who all lives in your home?”

      “Just me and Angelica.”

      “Well, I appreciate you answering my questions. I want you to know that I’m here if you’d like to talk or if you have any spiritual needs. We can get you connected with our chaplain.”

      “Well, bless you, and thank you so much. I might take you up on that. It does help sometimes to be able to unload, ya know?”

      “I do. I have an office at the end of this hallway,” Piper points in the direction of her office, “so if you’d like to come in and talk with me any time—feel free. Here’s my card if you want to set up an appointment, or if you see me just walking around you can grab me and we can go spend a few minutes to talk. Around here my schedule is pretty flexible.”

      “I appreciate that, Dr. Landrum. I don’t think I’d want to leave Angelica any longer than I have to, but that does sound like a good idea.”

      “Mrs. Bartles, I want you to know that the doctors and nurses here are doing everything possible to care for Angelica, but I’m afraid there is only so much medical intervention can do.” Piper’s eyes search the woman’s face for any indication she comprehends what Piper is saying.

      “I understand. It is going to take more than just doctors to bring my child back, isn’t it?”

      Internally, Piper heaves a sigh of relief, but does her best not to let it show outwardly. “Yes, I’m afraid so.”

      “I know. That’s why I’d like you to send that chaplain you mentioned to us. My friend Janice is starting a prayer chain, and I’m sure it will help.”

      “Great. Any particular denomination?”

      “Any will do. Just someone who can help me pray for my baby. She will be an angel one day, but that won’t happen for a long, long time.”

      “I’ll do that,” Piper says on her way out. And as much as she’d like to share Mrs. Bartles’ optimism, it doesn’t sound like there’s any brain activity.

      And if that’s the final analysis, it looks like Piper gets to inform the girl’s mother that her daughter is brain dead.
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      “Thank you for dinner, Mrs. Evans. It was delicious.” Being able to eat a home cooked meal without the fear of it being laced with something is a rare treat. Not that my mother poisons my food on a regular basis, but all it takes is a few incidents to make me distrust food that’s put in front of me.

      “I just threw some stuff in the slow cooker, but thank you for saying that, Lizzie.” Mrs. Evans looks at her daughter Laura.

      “What?” Laura rolls her eyes. “It was good. Thanks, Mom.”

      Mrs. Evans grins. “That’s more like it. I think Lizzie is a good influence on you.”

      “Yeah, she’s great. We’re going up to my room to study.” Laura flips her hair and disappears up the stairs.

      “Need any help with the dishes?” I ask, taking my cup and plate to the kitchen sink.

      Mrs. Evans scrunches up her mouth. “No, I got it. Appreciate the offer though. You girls work on getting your homework done.”

      “Yes, ma’am. We will.” I scamper up the stairs behind Laura, who’s waiting for me on the landing.

      “You’re such a kiss ass,” Laura gripes.

      “Whatever,” I snort, blowing her off. She’s right, but I’m not going to admit it. Heck, I need somewhere to stay. Of course, I’m going to ingratiate myself with my hostess, even if it does piss off my friend.

      In Laura’s room, we go through our backpacks and pull out our math homework. Even though we’re in different classes, we have the same teacher and the same assignment.

      “Hey, I’ll do the odd problems. You do the even ones, and then we can copy each other’s work. It will take half the time,” I suggest.

      “Fine by me,” Laura says opening the math book in front of her on the bed and getting down to business.

      I finish mine first, and get up off the other twin bed. “Hey, I’m going to take a quick shower if that’s okay.”

      “Sure. Have you done that American history essay yet?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Crap. I haven’t done mine yet.”

      “I’ll help you when I get back.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      I grab my nightgown and a pair of underwear and head down the hallway to the bathroom.

      Just before I get to the bathroom, Laura’s brother Rick, bounds up the stairs.

      “Hey. Well if it isn’t Lizzie Frank. Whatcha got there?”

      My muscles stiffen. “I’m just taking a shower, Rick.”

      “I see you’ve got your panties. Let me see those,” he leers.

      I clutch them tighter. “Leave me alone, asshole.”

      He cocks his head. “What’s the matter? Don’t want me to get in there with you? I could slide right in that shower with you. Help you wash your back . . . maybe some other things. Steamy.”

      Her skin crawls. “Ewww. No, thanks.”

      Before he can say anything else I hustle into the bathroom, close the door and lock it behind me. Leaning my back against the door, I soak up the safety of the cozy little room, accented by a plastic yellow shower curtain and a windowsill lined with ceramic mice doing human-like things like watering flowers and jumping rope.

      A loud knock at the door makes me jump.

      “Yes?” I ask nicely in case it’s Mrs. Evans.

      “Let me in. I need to piss,” Rick says.

      “Buzz off. Go downstairs.”

      “Such a bitch.”

      I sit down on the fuzzy toilet seat cover and turns on the faucet for the bathtub, hoping the sound of the water will drown out Rick’s voice if he’s still there.

      Even though I doubt he would go as far as to pick the lock, I wait a few minutes before taking off my clothes.

      A twist of the faucet sends the stream of water from the tub to the shower, and I step under it. The minute the hot stream of water hits my shoulders, I relax.

      Rick’s creepy behavior reminds me of some of the men who used to come home late at night with my mother when I was little. Some of them liked to play music loud. One time I got out of bed and went to investigate. Apparently my mother and the man didn’t like being interrupted, because the next time she brought one home she made me and Sissy drink a red drink with a bitter aftertaste.

      Whenever she gave me those red drinks, I always felt groggy the next day. Sometimes I would even fall asleep in class. After the third time that happened, I came home from school and told my mother, “You don’t have to give me those drinks when you come home at night. I promise I won’t get out of bed. I’ll stay asleep.”

      The bargain worked, and from then on Sissy and I stayed in our room at night. Those men never came around during the day, which was fine.

      I soap up my hair, wash my body, and rinse off.

      After turning off the water, I reach for a towel and dry off. Then I pull my nightgown over my head and slip on my underwear. I hang the towel on the rack to dry, and open the door to see if Rick is in the hall.

      The coast is clear, so I pad down the hall to Laura’s room.

      “Oh, thank God!” Laura exclaims dramatically when I come back in. “If you don’t help me with this, I’m going to fail.”

      “Who’s your report on?” I ask, stuffing dirty clothes in my bag.

      “Thomas Jefferson.”

      “Oh, he’s easy. There’s tons of stuff to write about him.”

      “Really?”

      I nod, and we work on Laura’s paper for an hour or so.

      Later that night, after Laura turns out the lights, I lie in bed, staring at the moonlight streaming in the window, and think about Sissy.

      During the day, whenever I think of her, I forces myself to wait until I’m alone with my thoughts at night.

      Then, I drag out the memories, the way a child takes out a favorite toy to play with, and roll them around in my mind.

      Images of Sissy play in my head like a slide show. Sissy loved hats, and I picture her in her favorites—a winter one with flaps over the ears, a floppy sun hat for summer, a newsboy cap she wore almost every day after our mother shaved her head. Then there was a blue one that resembled a blueberry and had a stem at the top.

      I think about how much she loved to color. When we were small, we had this little table where we would sit and color in coloring books from the drugstore. Always serious about her art, Sissy would stick her tongue out the side of her mouth while she concentrated on staying in the lines. She was a world-class colorer, my sister. Our mother said that at the hospital, the nurses bragged about her artwork and posted it up on the walls like she was famous or something.

      Personally, I don’t understand the importance of staying in the lines, but then, my sister’s pictures were always prettier than mine. Shows what I know.

      A branch outside brushes against Laura’s window. The rhythmic squeaking of the leaves against the house lulls me closer to sleep, and my last thought of the night is of a special day. It was the first day of school just after we’d moved to a new town. I can still feel Sissy’s warm chubby fingers curling around mine.

      And I can hear her whispering, “It will be okay” in my ear.

      She had always protected me. From new situations. From other kids. From our mother.

      Sissy was always willing to take the brunt of whatever problem we had. She’d stand in front and take the bullet for me.

      My sister was my hero.
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      Piper waits for her supervisor to finish a phone call.

      Sitting across from Dr. Paul, Piper is, not for the first time, distracted by the older woman’s beauty.

      Dr. Paul is the epitome of an African Queen.

      Most of the women Piper has been exposed to professionally for the past several years are academics or doctors, neither group puts too high a price on beauty, but Dr. Paul is an exception. She always looks like she stepped out of a fashion magazine, from her manicured nails to her beautiful clothes. And even though she’s a heavyset woman, her weight is the last thing you notice when she walks into the room.

      Dr. Paul sets the phone down and turns to Piper. “Did you get that client to bring in her mother?”

      Piper shakes her head guiltily.

      “You know you can’t be seeing patients without parental consent.” Dr. Paul’s mane of intricate braids slide over her shoulders as she speaks. “That’s a great way to lose your license as well as your job at the clinic.”

      What Dr. Paul neglects to say out loud is that as Piper’s supervisor, this unprofessional behavior also reflects badly on her, but they both know that. Piper isn’t the only one who could get into hot water with the licensing board if the matter were brought to their attention.

      “I know. She’s supposed to bring the signed consent forms when she comes next week.”

      “You think her mother will sign it?”

      Piper nods.

      “I guess that’s better than nothing, but we both know she could easily forge the document.”

      “True, but I think we may be dealing with abuse. How do you navigate that? I get the feeling that her mother wouldn’t allow her to come to therapy. It sounds like the mom may have been abusing the sister for years.”

      “That is a tough one. What kind of abuse?”

      “Making her sick possibly. Or making it worse. Munchausen’s like stuff. There may be more. She’s just beginning to open up, which is significant. She’s one of those goth kind of kids. You know, dresses tough to be off-putting.”

      Dr. Paul nods. “Right. I can’t, in good conscience, tell you to continue seeing a patient against the rules, but perhaps you can find a way to get the woman there and meet with her at least once. Has she given you enough information about the abuse that you’re required to make a report or is it just a suspicion?”

      “I don’t have enough to report on it yet.”

      “Actionable? Anything the police should be involved with?”

      “I’m not sure yet. She’s feeling me out, and I’m trying to figure out how deep this goes.”

      Dr. Paul taps her chin with one of her shiny red fingernails. “It sounds very suspicious. I think you’re going to wind up calling social services before this is all over with.”

      “Me too, but when I look at what information I already have, it’s not really anything that I can give them. It seems like it would be better to get more of the story before we send them out there to her house. Because once they go out there, she’ll probably clam up, nothing will happen, and we’ll lose her.”

      “Likely.” Dr. Paul sighs. “This is the part that makes it so hard working with kids.”

      Piper nods in agreement.

      “Well, try to move things along as far as getting the mother in. You’re going to have to set some boundaries with this girl and stick with them.”

      “Okay, I understand.”

      “Speaking of boundaries, how are things with Rhi Rhi?”

      Dr. Paul had commented on several occasions about the blurred lines between Piper and the little AIDS patient.

      “Her condition is deteriorating.”

      “And how are you coping with that?”

      “Not great.” Piper doesn’t tell her about all the donuts she’s inhaled over the past week.

      “Have you thought about getting back into your own therapy?” Dr. Paul asks, not unkindly.

      “That’s not what this is?” Piper jokes.

      But Dr. Paul doesn’t let her get away with it. “Deflection. Denial. Humor. They all have their place, but until you get to the heart of the matter and deal with it, Piper, you’re going to continue to have this problem.”

      “What problem is that?”

      Dr. Paul shrugs. “Over-identifying with your patients. Not to mention your savior complex.”

      Piper eyes her skeptically. “I’m fine.”

      “If you say so. How are things with CB?”

      “He’s fine. Doing well actually.”

      Piper considers CB her most interesting patient if one could be given that designation. You’re not supposed to do that, the way parents are not supposed to have a favorite child, but she can’t help her fascination with the man. CB is a schizophrenic who also happens to have an IQ in the genius range. He has been a patient of Piper’s since her internship and the main reason she continues to see patients at the mental health clinic on Saturday mornings.

      When she graduated, and took the job at Miami General Hospital, she normally would have concluded her time at the clinic, but seeing as there was a need for clinicians on Saturday morning and CB clearly needed ongoing therapeutic support Dr. Paul was able to secure her a part-time position so she could continue to see him. The requirement that she keep an ongoing caseload of at least five clients is how Lizzie Frank came into her life.

      When Piper met CB he was in law school. He had never done well on antipsychotic medications, so he seemed the perfect candidate for a program Dr. Paul supervised for the seriously emotionally disturbed. Basically, these are people with active delusions or hallucinations of some form or another and rather than treating them with medication they are treated with psychodynamic therapy that involves interpreting the patient’s hallucinations as one would a dream. The idea is that these hallucinations—like dreams—are a product of one’s own mind. Piper had originally been skeptical, but when CB progressed exceedingly well with the treatment, she became a believer.

      Even though he had been a Harvard grad, he had a history of living on the street. In fact, it was only this year that he had moved into a group home at the urging of Piper and his case manager. The closer he got to getting his law degree the more they urged him to pay attention to things like daily self-care.

      “He’s getting better about using deodorant, brushing his teeth. But since that’s not the kind of stuff they worry about on the street, it’s something he has to get used to again.”

      “It’s the sort of thing people really appreciate in their lawyer. That they don’t smell worse than their clients.” Dr. Paul says.

      “Yes, but fortunately for him his clients are not that picky.”

      “What sort of clients is he finding?”

      “Roommates at the group home where he is staying. Several of them have legal troubles and can’t afford a good lawyer. He’s excited about helping them. I think it’s motivating him to keep up with his treatment.”

      “Do they pay him?”

      Piper shrugs. “When they can, but most of them don’t have any money. Money isn’t his motivation. He just wants to help his fellow man, and I’ll bet he’s quite good at it.”

      “That’s good. I wish we had more patients like him, but of course he is one-of-a-kind.” CB is the greatest success stories from her program, and Dr. Paul considers him a feather in her cap. Not many programs could boast helping a man with florid chronic psychosis become an attorney contributing to society.

      Piper thinks back to some of the other patients she’d worked with in that program and shudders. She’d dealt with some difficult cases. Some of them had success on a smaller scale than CB, but many of them eventually transferred into programs which utilized medication to stabilize their brain chemistry.

      “Before we wrap up—any new patients in the hospital we need to discuss?”

      “There is this patient who hung herself. She’s basically incapacitated and her mother is there by her side constantly. It’s a very difficult situation.”

      At the words hung herself, Dr. Paul’s eyes round. “That does sound rather grisly. And wait, isn’t it supposed to be ‘hanged herself’?”

      “Um, I dunno. The physicians have requested that I work with the mother, preparing her for the child being removed from life support, which they believe will ultimately happen, but so far, she isn’t ready for that discussion. All she can talk about is how she’s going to get well, and then when she gets better she’s got a school dance—things like that. The whole thing is really depressing, and I don’t know how to get through to her.”

      “Hmm. It sounds like the doctors or the hospital administrators have an agenda, and they want you to help them push it,” Dr. Paul muses.

      “That’s how it feels exactly.”

      “How do you think you should handle the situation?”

      “I think I should treat it the way one would a delusion of some sort. If the doctors don’t believe her condition will improve they can challenge her beliefs with their truths, their medical opinions, but if she needs to hold on to the idea that her child is going to get better to hold herself together, to keep from breaking, then maybe building a rapport is the most important thing.

       “At least, that’s the first step, and she doesn’t make it easy. She’s polite, says all the right things, but I feel like she’s locked in her own little world. She doesn’t strike me as the most stable person either for some reason.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Don’t know. I can’t put my finger on it.”

      Dr. Paul nods. “Is there a timeframe for the doctors making a move off life support?”

      “As of right now, I don’t think so, but I will talk to them about that.”

      “Ask if there’s any way you can be present when they tell her. That would be ideal. Just be there. The therapeutic relationship should be helpful to her when the time comes.”

      “Yeah, and the girl’s body is starting to take on this awkward posture. I’m not sure how to describe it, but they have to work with her muscles so that she doesn’t lose mobility for if she wakes up, but she’s all stiff. It’s kinda disturbing.”

      Dr. Paul bites her bottom lip.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be unkind or anything, but it’s just creepy. And I can’t really say that to anyone else.”

      “Yeah, this is the place to say it. Working in a hospital you will see lots of things that are creepy.”

      Piper nods, grateful she gets to skip giving rectal exams like the medical interns have to.

      Dr. Paul says, “My mama used to say there are some things worse than being dead. Like, if you’re going to kill yourself and you screw it up—you could wind up worse off than when you started.”

      Piper thinks on this for a minute before saying, “I’d have to agree.”

      “All righty.” Dr. Paul picks up the phone again, a cue the meeting is over. “Get that paperwork from the mom.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Piper says, getting up to go.

      She’s halfway out the door before Dr. Paul stops her. “About your hanging patient.”

      “Angelica Bartles?”

      Dr. Paul nods. “You said she tried to kill herself, right?”

      “Yes.” Piper wonders where she’s going with this.

      “Have you asked her about the note?”

      “The suicide note? No.”

      “Ask her about the note. That will be your opening.”
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      “Wheee!” Piper exclaims as she pulls Rhi Rhi down the hall in the red wagon.

      Since Rhi Rhi is no longer able to walk, this is one of her favorite activities. Today she’s been freed for a short time from her IV stand, and she sits on her bottom in the wagon that’s been outfitted especially for her with pillows and lined with hospital blankets.

      Rhi Rhi raises her tiny index finger, an indication Piper should make a circle around the hospital floor.

      “Okay,” Piper says and steers the wagon by pulling the handle to the left.

      They pass another child walking down the hallway with his parents, and Rhi Rhi waves to the little boy.

      His hands are being held by a parent on each side. Unable to wave back, he gives her a big grin.

      She’s having a good day today, Piper thinks.

      When they get up near the nurses’ station, a woman Piper doesn’t recognize is speaking in a raised voice.

      “My daughter is not in her room! Where the hell is she?”

      “Uh ma’am, who is your daughter?” Juliet asks.

      “Rhi Rhi James.”

      “And she’s not in her room?”

      “No, she’s not. Have you lost my child?” The woman’s voice grows shrill.

      Even though the woman doesn’t look familiar to her, she picks up her pace to close the gap between them more quickly. “Rhi Rhi is right here.”

      Instead of looking relieved, the woman snarls at Piper. “And what is she doing with you?”

      “I-I was just taking her for a stroll. She likes to ride in the wagon around the ward.”

      “And who are you?” The woman demands, not even looking at Rhi Rhi.

      Piper notices her eyes are wild, and her pupils appear dilated.

      “I’m the resident psychologist. I’m also filling in for the child life coordinator.”

      “Well, I’m taking her home,” the woman says matter-of-factly and starts to pick up Rhi Rhi.

      “You can’t do that, ma’am,” Juliet says, coming around the desk to stand closer to them.

      “She’s my kid. I can do whatever I want,” the woman says defiantly. Rhi Rhi jumps into her arms and curls her legs around the woman who appears to be her mother.

      Piper has never seen Rhi Rhi’s mom before. She’d only heard stories about her. According to the grapevine, Rhi Rhi’s mother was a drugged-out prostitute who contracted AIDS and had given it to her daughter then turned Rhi Rhi over to her sister to raise.

      Piper tries to reason with her. “But Rhi Rhi needs to be here. This is where she can get the treatment she needs.”

      “You people don’t make her better. She only gets worse when she comes here.” The woman hugs Rhi Rhi closer to her, and Piper gets a whiff of body odor and stale smoke emanating from her.

      “Ms. James?” Juliet tries.

      “What?”

      “Do you see those tubes coming from Rhi Rhi’s arms?”

      The woman doesn’t respond. She just stands there rocking side to side, holding Rhi Rhi in her arms.

      “You don’t want those tubes to come out, so please be careful.”

      No response. The woman closes her eyes and pats the back of Rhi Rhi’s head as she rocks.

      Juliet continues, “Those tubes are to give her medicine, Ms. James. Medicine Rhi Rhi desperately needs.”

      Making eye contact with Piper, Juliet mimes picking up a phone and mouths the word “security.”

      Her heart rate increasing, Piper slips around behind the desk and lifts the phone’s receiver. She presses the extension for security and says in a firm but quiet voice. “Yes, this is pediatrics. We need some assistance, please.”

      “We’ll send somebody up there right away,” says the voice on the other end.

      “Thank you,” Piper says then hangs up.

      About that time, Warren walks up to Piper. “What’s going on?”

      Piper whispers, “That woman says she’s Rhi Rhi’s mom and she wants to take her home.”

      Warren shakes his head. “Over my dead body.”

      And before Piper can stop him, he rounds the desk and is practically on top of Rhi Rhi, her mother, and Juliet who is still trying to reason with the woman.

      “Ma’am, you need to let us get Rhi Rhi back to her room.” Warren towers over the mother and child pair.

      This snaps the James woman back from wherever she was. “You don’t tell me what to do! This is my child. My baby. I will decide what’s best for her!”

      Ignoring her, Warren reaches to extricate Rhi Rhi from the woman’s arms. “Give me the child, ma’am.”

      “No!” she shrieks, turning her back to Warren.

      Rhi Rhi squeals.

      “Ma’am, you need to do what’s best for your daughter.”

      “Warren, stop,” Juliet says nervously.

      “Are you serious?” He whirls on her. “She can’t take her.”

      “No, she can’t, but security will be here in a minute. Let them handle it.”

      “Hmph.” Warren scowls, but he stops trying to grab Rhi Rhi.

      Piper walks back toward the fray. “Ms. James, we all want what’s best for Rhi Rhi. Why don’t you set her down, back in her wagon, and you can help me take her back to her room. It’s about time for her medicine.”

      “No! I’m taking her home with me. This place doesn’t do her any good. She needs to come home with me.”

      Juliet shrugs at Piper.

      The elevator doors open and two security guards step off. As soon as they see everyone assembled in front of the nurse’s station they approach, their thumbs tucked into their front pants pocket.

      “I called you guys,” Piper offers.

      “What’s the problem?” the taller one asks.

      “We need to take this child back to her room for treatments and this woman won’t let us,” Juliet says.

      “I’m her mother!” Ms. James screams. “And I’m taking her home!”

      Her words come out slurred, and she wobbles on her feet.

      Warren scoops Rhi Rhi out of the woman’s grasp and takes a step back.

      Piper sees the girl’s IV tubes are hung on the side of the wagon and are pulling, so she rushes forward bending at the waist to get them out of the way.

      “Ma’am, why don’t you come with us?” The shorter security guard reaches for Ms. James’s arm.

      She yanks her arm back from him, and in the process her elbow cracks against Piper’s cheek.

      “Owww!” Piper cries.

      Now both security guards take each of Ms. James’s arms. “Ma’am you need to come with us.”

      “Not without my baby,” she shrieks.

      Warren hurries to get the screaming Rhi Rhi back to her room.

      “She doesn’t even have custody. She can’t sign her out,” Juliet tells the security guards who usher the woman off the floor.

      Piper is doubled over, wincing in pain.

      “You okay?” Juliet comes over and places a hand on Piper’s back.

      “Not really,” Piper admits.

      “Come with me.” Juliet takes her back to the nurse’s break room, sits her down, and gives her an icy gel pack from the freezer. “Here, put this on it.”

      Piper obeys.

      “Let me see it,” Juliet says, examining Piper’s tender cheek.

      “It hurts.”

      “I’ll bet it does. You’ll probably have a shiner.”

      Piper nods. “Shavonne is going to be mad she missed all the excitement.”

      Juliet laughs. “You’re right. She is.”

      Then she grows serious. “You’re lucky she didn’t break the skin.”

      Piper feels the light leave the room. “You’re right. I didn’t even think about that.”

      Juliet’s expression is bleak.

      “I’m sorry, Juliet. You’re probably going to be just fine.” Piper covers Juliet’s hand with her own.

      “Yeah. I’m sure I will.” Juliet gets up, staring at the ceiling. It looks like she’s trying not to cry. “I’ll go check on Rhi Rhi.”

      When she’s almost out the door, she glances over her shoulder. “In all the excitement, I almost forgot, Mrs. Vaughn was looking for you.”
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      “What I want to know is, how does this child’s port keep getting infected?” Juliet asks. “I mean, this happens way more than any other patient with chronic illness.”

      “I know,” Warren says.

      It’s the next day, and Piper is sitting in the break room with a tub of baby antibacterial wipes cleaning a big box of toddler-sized Legos from the playroom.

      “Maybe because Mary is so rambunctious,” Piper offers.

      Juliet chews on her thumbnail. “No, it’s more than that.”

      “She just dumps Mary off on us and when she’s here she is one of the most demanding women there is,” Juliet complains. “I swear I think she gets that tube infected just so she can take a break for a few days.”

      “Last night her mom came up here with her sister to bring Mary some chicken, but other than that I didn’t see the woman all day.”

      “Hey.” Shavonne pokes her head in the room. Her face takes on a cloud of concern when she sees Piper’s bruised under eye. “Girl! They weren’t kidding when they said she clocked you.

      “It was an accident,” Piper says trying to sound nonchalant.

      “Still, you look like you went a few rounds with the champ. Can’t believe I missed it. I take one day off, and I miss all the excitement.” Shavonne indicates Piper’s shiner with a tilt of her head. “It doesn’t really go with the white coat.”

      Piper smiles. “I’m all right. I’m just glad Rhi Rhi didn’t get too upset.”

      Shavonne lets out a low whistle. “She didn’t, but her aunt called earlier. She’s upset her sister came up here. Says she’ll be in after work today.”

      “I should probably stick around to talk with her then,” Piper says.

      “Yeah, if you could that would probably help.”

      Shavonne goes to the refrigerator and pops open a Coke. She takes a big sip. “C’mon caffeine. Work your magic.”

      Then she turns to Juliet and says, “What were you saying about Mary?”

      Juliet rips off the rest of her fingernail and tosses it into the trash can. “Just that I suspect her mother is getting that tube infected on purpose.”

      “Now, why would she go and do a thing like that?” Shavonne asks, planting a hand squarely on her hip.

      “I think she has that Munchausen’s by proxy thing,” Juliet insists.

      Piper’s ears perk up at the mention of the psychological disorder.

      Warren asks, “Munchout by who?”

      “You know, it’s that disorder where mothers make their kids sick in order to get attention. There was a mom who had it in that movie, The Sixth Sense. Did you see it? It was a great movie.”

      “I heard that, but I haven’t seen it yet,” Piper says.

      “Bruce Willis is a child psychologist in it. You should check it out.”

      “I’ll put it on my list,” Piper says as she finishes that tub of toys then gets up and hauls it back to the playroom.

      Thoughts of Munchausen’s run through her mind. Was it possible that Susan Vaughn made her child sick?

      No. Mary was born with Williams, so she was essentially born sick. She has the physical presentation and chromosomal abnormalities to prove that. But something in the back of Piper’s mind thinks that it is it possible she could be making the symptoms worse. The main thing would be if she got some secondary gains as a payoff for her child being sick. What could Mrs. Vaughn be getting—attention? Monetary donations? Sympathy? The mothers of chronically ill kids often received all of those things from kind-hearted people.

      There was also the fact that she seemed to be getting free “me time” out of the deal. Just dump your kid off and come back when she gets discharged.

      Piper chooses a jigsaw puzzle for Mary from a cabinet in the playroom and stops by her room. She finds Mary asleep so she silently sets the puzzle on the tray next to the bed.

      She’s wiping down another two bins of toys when her stomach rumbles. Looking forward to the day the child life coordinator comes back to work and she can return to doing only one job, Piper goes to the cafeteria for some dinner.

      When she returns Shavonne waves her down. “Rhi Rhi’s aunt is in her room. She’d like to talk with you.”

      “Thanks.” Piper takes a deep breath and makes her way down to 301.

      The door is closed so she knocks twice before entering.

      “Come in,” a voice calls from inside.

      Piper steps inside the room, feeling like an intruder. “Hello.”

      “Hello.” The woman sitting in a chair holding Rhi Rhi is quite a contrast from the one who caught Piper upside the head with an elbow. This aunt is wearing a dark pantsuit and looks like she could work in a bank. She has gray hair, though she doesn’t look old enough to have earned it. A pair of sad, tired eyes tell a different story.

      “I’m Dr. Piper Landrum, the resident clinical psychologists. You must be . . .” Her voice trails off

      “I’m Sheree Ware. Rhi Rhi’s aunt and legal guardian.”

      “Well it’s very nice to meet you.”

      An awkward silence fills the room.

      Ms. Ware finally breaks it. “I heard about my sister’s visit. I would apologize for her, but I stopped taking responsibility for her mistakes long ago.”

      The bitterness in her voice makes Piper wonder if she’s somehow including Rhi Rhi in the category of her sister’s mistakes.

      “I understand. How much contact does Rhi Rhi have with her mother?”

      Sheree shakes her head. “I’m the only mother this child has known.”

      Rhi Rhi plays with a green button earring in her aunt’s ear. Rhi Rhi takes it out with her little fingers and puts it back then flips up the back before doing it all over again. Sheree must be used to this because she doesn’t seem to notice, but Piper is impressed by the fine motor skills it requires. She wouldn’t have thought Rhi Rhi could accomplish that. Maybe she and the hospital staff underestimate Rhi Rhi at times.

      “She’s lucky to have you,” Piper says.

      “Pfft.” Sheree waves off the sentiment. “Luck is a thing this baby don’t know nothin’ about.”

      Piper doesn’t know what to say, so she goes with a generic, “I’m sure things have been difficult for you both.”

      “Umhmm. The whole family. That’s why it makes me so mad for my sister to come up here and stir stuff up like that.”

      Piper nods empathically.

      “She’s done enough when it comes to Rhi. If she wanted to get involved, she picked a piss-poor time to do it.”

      “So, she hasn’t been around?” Piper asks.

      “Naw. She just has this baby, gives her this virus, then goes on with her druggin’ and whoring. It should be a crime what she’s done. Left me to care for this precious girl.” Sheree hugs Rhi Rhi tighter.

      Piper thinks Sheree’s words might not be the best choice in front of a child, but it’s so rare for Rhi Rhi to have family visit she doesn’t want to say anything that might risk upsetting the woman.

       “I’m sure it’s very hard for everyone in the family. You know, if you like we could set up a family session where . . .”

      Sheree holds up a hand, cutting her off. “I work three jobs. The only reason I could come up here today is one of my jobs canceled. I’ve got seven other kids at home I’ve got to see to, and it’s just—well, it’s a lot.”

      “My goodness that does sound like a lot. Would the other kids like to come see Rhi Rhi?” Piper wants to say “before things get so bad that there’s no Rhi Rhi to come see anymore” but she can’t say the words.

      Does this make her a bad therapist? Probably, and she tells herself that when the woman leaves she will say something to her as long as Rhi Rhi isn’t in earshot.

      How much does the child know about dying?

      How much do you need to prepare them?

      There’s no real answer, but she wants one. She would like a manual for how to talk to kids about dying. Nonverbal kids.

      You’re losing it, Piper.

      Watching Rhi Rhi’s face, filled with pure contentment as she plays with the ear of the only mother she really knows, Piper feels her eyes sting.

      There is a beautiful intimacy between the two of them. The kind that only comes from experiencing endless hours of diaper changes, countless feedings, and a multitude of other daily tasks together.

      And for this mother-daughter duo it must have included heartbreaking moments Piper couldn’t even imagine.

      In fact, being in the presence of two people who had endured so much during this child’s short life, moves Piper. She sniffs.

      Hoping Sheree doesn’t guess she’s trying to hold emotion, Piper goes professional. “Do you have any questions for me? Anything I can do to help you all, please let me know.”

      Piper hands Sheree her card.

      “Thank you. Just please don’t let her mother see her again. I’ve already spoken to the charge nurse. She said she’d make a note in the chart, but she’s only going to upset Rhi Rhi. When she gets high, her judgment goes out the window.”

      “I understand. My office is just down the hall in case you need anything,” Piper says, knowing the chances are slim that she will knock. “But I’ll leave you two to spend some time together.

      Rhi Rhi leans her head against Sheree’s chest and puts her thumb in her mouth. Her eyelids are growing heavy.

      “Thank you, Dr. Landrum,” Sheree says. And it might be her imagination, but it feels like there is weight behind those two words.

      “You’re welcome,” Piper whispers and closes the door behind her praying it’s not the last time Rhi Rhi sees her aunt.
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      Improvements in hygiene. Discussed strategies for managing voices in new living environment. Piper writes in the patient’s chart.

      It still amazes her that even though the man actively hears voices and experiences hallucinations, he is also intelligent enough to manage them and practice law.

      Demons aside, CB was excelling in his “work” life. It was the practical skills of living where he still falls short. He has a case manager whose job it is to connect him with the proper resources for housing and aid, but the job of teaching him life skills and hygiene belongs to Piper.

      Piper finishes up her notes on CB from their session earlier that morning and sets his chart aside.

      Her therapeutic relationship with CB reminds her she is in the right field. Which is something she wondered about a few times in graduate school during those damned statistics classes.

       The file underneath CB’s belongs to Lizzie Frank.

      She glances over her notes before sitting back in her chair and staring at the blank wall.

      It’s difficult to tell what exactly is going on with the girl. Referred by her school guidance counselor for treatment of anxiety, Piper isn’t at all convinced she is anxious. In fact, she presents as cool as a cucumber.

      But there’s something wrong there.

      It’s pretty obvious she doesn’t want her mother coming to therapy with her. She’s opted not to bring her each time she’s come in, even though she’s been told numerous times that it’s essential for her mother to attend.

      Piper suspects the mother is abusive, but getting into that with a patient who isn’t ready to disclose can be tricky. With a sigh, she makes a note to assess the family system for abuse during their next session.

      The stuff about her mother and sister and hospitals sounds like the Munchausen syndrome Juliet was talking about at the hospital the other day. She’ll have to read up on that, because, for a rare disorder, suddenly it was cropping up everywhere. But first she must write a summary of her intake interview with Lizzie. It is supposed to be completed and in the chart already. It’s been more than two weeks, and she’s nervous someone might notice it’s not finished yet.

      She has no idea how she can write the report without interviewing Lizzie’s mom. When a patient is a minor, it is essential to speak with the parent. It will be hard to give the patient an accurate diagnosis without getting that input. She makes another note to contact the school counselor who referred her, and to try the mother’s phone number again. She’s already left numerous messages, but she suspects the woman isn’t receiving them.

      This case is definitely one she needs to talk with her supervisor about next week.

      Her stomach grumbles, and Piper decides to head out and get some lunch.

      She’s still thinking about Lizzie when she heads out to her car and sees CB talking with a woman in the parking lot two rows over.

      Her appointment with CB had gone well this morning, and Piper was proud of how he was not only dealing with his schizophrenia better, but also how he was becoming a productive member of society helping others with legal problems.

      There is something about the woman he is talking with that makes Piper pause. Perhaps it is her skimpy clothing or the nervous way she’s moving. It looks like she can barely stand still while she’s talking to him.

      But before Piper can decipher the interaction, the two part ways, and a growl from Piper’s stomach turns her attention back to lunch.
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      “Then he beats the stuffin’ out of him!”

      Piper hears Shavonne’s voice coming from the alcove across from where the patients’ refrigerators are, and she’s drawn to it. The nurses go back there on occasion to get a break from the traffic that comes with the front desk.

      As Piper peeks her head around the corner, she sees Warren leaning against the wall listening to Shavonne. Juliet looks like she’s trying to chart, but instead she too is listening with rapt attention.

      Must be a slow shift.

      “Who is beating on who?” Piper asks.

      Shavonne erupts in a deep, throaty laugh and slaps her leg. “She thinks I’m talking about somebody here.” Shaking her head, she says. “I’m talking about Chuck Norris.”

      Making a kung fu gesture, Shavonne rolls one of the wheeled chairs across the floor.

      “Let me guess,” Piper says. “You’re regaling them with another episode of Walker, Texas Ranger?”

      This sends Siobhan into another gale of giggles, and Juliet sighs and gets back to her paperwork.

      “Shavonne, you need to find some other shows,” Warren says.

      “And you need to take some lessons from Mr. Chuck Norris,” Shavonne teases.

      Warren eases off the wall and starts walking backward onto the floor. “I need no such thing.”

      He winks at them, turns on his heel with a flourish and makes his way down the hall with moves Michael Jackson would admire.

      Piper laughs. She loves this side of her coworkers.

      And they are her coworkers. Even though she’s not a nurse—they’re a team, working together to help the sick kids. Plus, she relates to them more than she does the pediatricians. They’re on the floor all day, same as her, while the doctors only stop in once or twice a day.

      “So, Dr. Landrum,” Juliet begins. The way she begins with Piper’s title makes her ears prick up.

      “Yes?”

      “Before Shavonne started up about Walker, Texas Ranger, we were talking about Mary Vaughn.”

      “Oh.” Piper is disappointed to hear this.

      “So, one of the reasons that people were saying she had Munchausen’s,” Juliet continues “was because Mary behaves differently in front of her mother than she does when her mother is gone. The other day the mom was here with her sister, and she was a completely different kid.”

      “But that disorder is quite rare,” Piper says.

      “Well if the woman doesn’t have Munchausen’s, which I think she does, then she needs some parenting skills. Isn’t that in your job description?”

      Juliet’s words sting like a slap. So, this childless nurse is telling her that Mrs. Vaughn needs to be a better or a different kind of parent?

      “I’m not really sure that’s Piper’s job,” Shavonne hedges.

      “No, that’s okay. I will talk with her.”

      “You never know though. My momma raised me different than the way people raise their children here. I can’t imagine what she’d do if someone told her she needed lessons in parenting,” Shavonne says.

      “She’d probably tell them to go cut a switch,” Piper remarks.

      “Well if the woman is going to be bringing her daughter here all the time and then leaving her so as we have to deal with her, I just feel like somebody needs to talk to her about getting her child under control.”

      “Let me think about how to handle it,” Piper says. “I believe Mrs. Vaughn is under a great deal of stress. She has a child with a chronic illness who is on the high maintenance side, but she’s also got another one at home. She’s a single mom. I’m not sure where the dad is in all this.”

      “Not in the picture,” Shavonne says.

      Piper nods. “Okay. So she’s got a lot to deal with. Her kid has multiple medical issues. I’m sure she’s worried most of the time. Not to mention that one of the hallmarks of Mary’s disease is that those kids are super social and require a lot of attention.”

      Juliet’s jaw clenches.

      “So yeah. She’s going to be more work when she’s here. That may have nothing to do with parenting, and everything to do with her illness. But if she is spoiled and you think she needs better parenting, I ask you to take a minute and put yourself in that woman’s shoes. Most parents of sick kids spoil them. Especially the ones doing it solo. Because there’s no one else available to be “the bad guy.” They have to be both. And it sucks. So every once in a while it feels good to cave, fall apart, take a break. Like maybe leave your kid at the hospital for a few hours while you do something else.”

      “You sure you don’t have kids?” Shavonne tries to hide a smile.

      “No, but I’ve had to sit through several parenting classes while getting my degree. Being a parent is hard. And doing it by yourself is even harder. I don’t know how people do it.”

      Juliet heaves a sigh, while Shavonne nods.

      Nervous she’s oversold her point, Piper touches Juliet on the shoulder. “Sorry. I just wanted to offer another perspective.”

      “Okay,” Juliet says, but Piper knows better.

      At times like these Piper wishes she had a few more years experience under her.

      Dr. Paul handles situations like that better than she does.

      While Piper doesn’t really think Mrs. Vaughn has Munchausen’s, Mary’s feeding tube does get infected more often than other patients and she does come to the hospital quite regularly. In part to appease Juliet, and also to remind herself to do a further assessment of the potential for the disorder in the family system, Piper leaves a note in the chart about Juliet’s suspicion, and her intention to discuss parenting issues with Mrs. Vaughn.

      Even alluding to Munchausen’s with a person who has it could be a risky prospect. Most people would take it as an accusation they were a bad parent, but the longer she ignores the possibility, the worse it could be for the child. If it is in fact occurring. So how is she going to bring it up with Mrs. Vaughn?

      With a sigh, she tells herself she will have to put on her big girl panties and deal with it. As long as she’s empathic, it will go fine. At least that’s what she keeps telling herself.
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      “Do you have a minute?” The voice comes from behind Piper, and she pivots to see who is speaking.

      It’s Mrs. Bartles.

      “Certainly. What do you need?” Piper hopes she will be requesting some time to discuss her daughter’s condition. Surely the woman could use someone to talk with.

      “Angelica has started her period. Do you think we could get maxi pads or something?”

      Piper’s throat contracts, but she manages to respond. “Uh, sure. Let’s find your nurse.”

      With Mrs. Bartles in tow, she walks down the hall looking for Shavonne.

      They find her in a patient’s room. Piper stops outside. “She’ll be done in a minute, and we’ll get her to help you.”

      Mrs. Bartles smiles sweetly. “Thank you so much.”

      “Of course. Has the chaplain come by to see you yet?”

      Mrs. Bartles visibly relaxes. “Yes. Reverend Day came by. She’s lovely. So helpful.”

      Unlike you.

      Piper tries not to be offended that she has offered the woman her services numerous times only to be rejected.

      This is not about you, she tells herself. Some people need religion. Therapy is not for everyone.

      But a slight hollow feeling gnaws at Piper’s gut. 

      When Shavonne comes out of the room, Piper says, “Hey, Angelica needs some maxi pads, maybe to get cleaned up a bit.”

      Shavonne’s eyes widen slightly. “Oh, okay, Mrs. Bartles. Let me get a few things, and I’ll be right there to take care of it.”

      She pats the woman on the arm, and heads down the hall to retrieve the pads.

      Piper should let Mrs. Bartles go, but, unable to give up, she walks her to Angelica’s room. “How are you holding up?”

      “Pretty well, I guess. It is difficult, all the waiting. I just want her to wake up already, you know?”

      “Yes,” Piper answers. “That is hard.”

      When they get to Angelica’s room, Mrs. Bartles says politely to Piper, “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Please let me know if there’s anything else I can do.”

      “I will.” Mrs. Bartles smiles before going into the room and closing the door behind her.

      As soon as the woman shuts her out, Piper remembers that her supervisor told her to ask her about a suicide note.

      She clenches her fists. Damn.

      Can’t very well ask her now.

      Piper’s mother had always told her she had bad timing.

      With a sigh, she goes into the break room to get something to drink. She pulls open the refrigerator door only to find there’s nothing inside.

      “Whatcha looking for?” Juliet says as she walks through the door.

      “A drink. Nothing there, though.”

      Juliet frowns. “We’ll have to let the cafeteria know we’re dry. Hey, did I hear that Angelica is having her period?”

      Piper nods as she straightens and closes the door to the fridge.

      “That sucks,” Juliet says. “It makes the whole thing sadder somehow.”

      “You mean because she will never have babies?” Piper asks.

      “I guess. But because it’s like part of her body doesn’t know that there’s something major wrong with her. It’s just going along business as usual.”

      Like her mother.

      As Piper carries out the rest of her duties that day, Angelica and Mrs. Bartles remain on her mind. Even if the woman doesn’t come to Piper for therapy, Dr. Henri has put her on the case, and she will be consulted about psychological treatment for the family. She decides it’s best to talk with Mrs. Bartles again, and try to assess the girl’s suicidality.

      From what she’s been told there’s not much hope that the child can wake up, but on the chance that she does, it’s important to understand the girl’s frame of mind before she wound up in her current state.

      And even if Piper doesn’t think Mrs. Bartles will delve deep into her emotions surrounding her daughter’s condition, that doesn’t mean that Piper should stop giving her the opportunity to do so. One day those floodgates were going to open, and it will be beneficial if a trained psychotherapist is there to help when they do.

      When she finishes filling out paperwork, Piper steels herself and knocks on Angelica Bartles’ door.

      “Come in,” Mrs. Bartles calls from inside.

      Piper enters. Something about Angelica’s unconscious state makes her want to tiptoe and whisper, but she tells herself that’s silly.

      The TV is playing a soap opera.

      “General Hospital?” Piper asks.

      Mrs. Bartles brightens. “It’s Angelica’s favorite.”

      Without asking, Piper takes a seat. She doesn’t need to ask if there’s been any change in Angelica’s condition, because she’s read the chart. The only change is that Angelica is getting worse. It’s taking more measures to keep her alive, but Mrs. Bartles has wrangled some potential hope out of the neurologist.

      Behind the scenes Drs. Henri and Rodriguez are pissed at the guy for giving the woman false hope, but they aren’t about to call him out on it. The situation is too sensitive.

      But Piper is impatient with Mrs. Bartles dancing around the ugly truth and she pushes.

      “It must be tough, your daughter having her menstrual period like this,” Piper observes.

      Mrs. Bartles laughs. “It’s never a piece of cake, is it?”

      It annoys Piper that Mrs. Bartles pretends like a psychologist’s observation on an unconscious teenage girl’s menstrual period has the same ramifications as any woman’s period has any given month. It makes Piper want to pull her hair out.

      Instead she arches a brow. “I feel like it’s different for Angelica.”

      Angelica’s mother stares blankly at her, daring her to say more.

      Piper takes up the challenge.

      “She cannot take care of herself anymore.”

      Tears form in Mrs. Bartles eyes, and a voice in the back of Piper’s head tells her to stop. Don’t upset the woman.

      Be compassionate. Her daughter’s already dead.

      But she won’t acknowledge that, another voice argues.

      “I’m sorry . . .” Piper says.

      “Tiffany,” she responds.

      “What?” Piper is confused, and for a moment she wonders why Mrs. Bartles is talking about the jewelry store.

      “My first name,” she says. “You can call me Tiffany.

      “Oh! I’m sorry. I didn’t know that . . .”

      Mrs. Bartles—Tiffany—puts her hand on Piper’s arm. “It’s okay.”

      “Tiffany, there’s something I’ve been wanting to ask you.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Did Angelica leave a note?”

      “A note?”

      “Yes, a suicide note.”

      Tiffany’s eyes round into black saucers. “Why in the world would she do that?”

      “It’s my understanding that your daughter tried to kill herself. Is that not accurate?”

      “No, it’s not. Definitely not.”

      “I’m sorry . . . I’m not following. When the paramedics came to your house they believed that Angelica, well, that it was a suicide attempt. That she’d tried to hang herself. But you’re saying there wasn’t a note. I have to ask—what happened?”

      “It was an accident. It had to be.”

      “An accident?”

      “Yes. My girl had everything going for her. She was a happy child. She has her whole life in front of her, ya know? She must have wrapped that thing around her neck by accident. She must have fallen off the top bunk, clowning around and then . . .”

      Her hands start to shake, and Piper is more confused than ever.

      Tiffany Bartles is in severe denial. After car accidents, suicide is the second leading cause of death in teenagers. While it’s not exactly rampant, it’s not uncommon either.

      “You really believe it was an accident?” Piper asks.

      “Of course. If it was a suicide attempt there would be a note. You said so yourself.” Tiffany tilts her chin defiantly.

      That wasn’t exactly what Piper said, but she isn’t going to argue.

      Tiffany goes on. “My girl was fine. Hell, she was happy. She had so much to look forward to. Her whole life ahead of her. If it wasn’t an accident, what else could it be?” Tiffany’s gaze shifts to her daughter, and she reaches over to smooth the curls on top of her head.

      She’s been trained to sit with the silence that occurs in the therapeutic space, but this time she’s quiet because she’s at a loss for words. And she’s uncomfortable with Mrs. Bartles’ insistence that everything is fine. Nothing about what Piper sees about the girl lying in the bed with machines supporting her very existence is fine.

      “Look, Dr. Landrum, I realize you’re a psychologist and all that, but you’re really young. And you don’t know anything about my daughter or me or my family. I really resent your coming in here like some detective because you’re not. My daughter is none of your business, and I’d like you to leave.”

      Suddenly, Piper finds it hard to breath.

      Gasping for air, Piper gets to her feet. It’s too fast, and she gets a head rush.

      Seeing stars, she manages, “Sorry . . .”

      She has to get out of there. Placing a hand on the wall, she uses it to support herself as she trudges towards the door.

      “Dr. Landrum, are you okay?” Tiffany’s voice sounds a mile away behind her.

      “Umhmm.” Piper waves a hand before she finally gets to the door. When she goes to pull it open, it’s heavier than it’s ever felt before, but she gets it open and bolts into the hallway.

      She barely makes it to the bathroom before vomiting into the toilet.
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      “Where’s your mom?” It’s the first thing Dr. Landrum asks after we sit down in her office, and I know this is going to be difficult.

      “She’s sorry, but she had to work.”

      “Yet you came anyway,” Dr. Landrum observes.

      “I need help. By the way, I did bring the paperwork you asked her to fill out.” I hand her the papers.

      “She signed them?”

      “Yes.” Like I would tell her I forged them.

      “Lizzie, I can’t keep seeing you without your mom here.”

      I wince. “I’m sorry. She had to work. And—she barely knows anything that goes on with me. I don’t think she’d be any help.”

      Dr. Landrum frowns. “I see.”

      “Just let me come see you. I can’t help it that she’s too busy to be interested in my mental health. It doesn’t seem fair that I should be refused treatment just because my mother doesn’t give a crap.”

      I can see her weighing her options. She wants to help me, but she’s worried about breaking the rules.

      “It’s not my fault,” I plead, giving it one more shot. “I shouldn’t have to suffer for that.”

      Dr. Landrum nods. “That’s true. So tell me why you’re here.”

      “I have social anxiety,” I announce.

      She looks at me like I’m too young to know that term. “Where did you hear that?”

      I look at her like she’s too young to be a doctor. “What does it matter? I get nervous about being around people, especially kids my age. I always feel like they’re judging me, you know?”

      “Judging you for what?” she asks.

      “My clothes. My hair. My family. If I say something stupid in class. You know, stuff teenagers judge each other on.”

      “What about friends?” she asks.

      “What about them?” I’m not going to make this easy on her.

      She takes a deep breath. “Do you have any friends?”

      “I’ve got a couple. They’re socially anxious too.”

      “Ah. Well, it sounds like you have a good support system in each other then.”

      “Yeah. Better than not having them, but there are some classes where I don’t know anybody in my class, and I get really anxious.”

      “When you say ‘really anxious’ what is that like? Describe it for me.”

      I stare up at the ceiling. “Well, my stomach hurts, and my heart starts racing, and I want to do anything I can to avoid going to that class, especially P.E.”

      “Why P.E.?”

      “Because the coaches always split us up into groups and I have no one to talk to.”

      “Aren’t there other people who don’t know anyone?”

      “It doesn’t seem like it. It’s just so awkward. I feel like everyone knows that I don’t have any friends in there.”

      She sighs. “All right. We can work on your anxiety today, but it’s important that you bring your mom next week. Make sure you schedule a time when she can come, okay?”

      I nod vehemently. “Of course.”

      We talk more about anxiety, and she gives me some tools for dealing with it. Deep breathing, checking in with myself about my negative thoughts—testing them out to determine if they are really true, or if they are, as she says “self-sabotaging.”

      This seems to appease her, my desire for her help.

      “When I was going over your chart, I realized I haven’t asked you about your father,” Dr. Landrum says, opening a box of pain I’d prefer her to leave closed.

      My mind goes back to the last time I saw my father.

      “Your father doesn’t care about you.” My mother crowed. This was one of her biggest refrains. He doesn’t love you.

      Sometimes I hear these words in my sleep.

      “He only loves his new kids.” Her words dripped with venom. “That’s why he’s taken out a life insurance policy on himself and made his new wife the beneficiary.”

      She had come into our room a few minutes earlier and pulled me and my sister out of bed and dragged us into the living room even though it was way past our bedtimes.

      My father stood there, his face filled with despair. “Don’t do this,” he pleaded with her.

      “Look at them! Tell them how you don’t love them. That you don’t care about any of us anymore.”

      He couldn’t meet my eye, not directly. He came close, but then his gaze dragged back to the floor. “That’s not true, girls. I do love you. Your mother just doesn’t understand . . .”

      “Oh really? I understand that you’re a son of a bitch who took up with another woman, who ran off and left your family. Left us with nothing!” My mother’s voice was shrill.

      Looking back on it now, I was too young to understand what was going on. I just knew it was bad, so I covered my ears with my hands.

      Mom yanked my hands down. “Don’t do that! You need to know, Lizzie. You need to know what kind of man your father really is.”

      Why did I need to know that? I was just a kid. I didn’t know my father very well, but what I remembered about him was good. He’d taken us to feed the ducks once. Another time he’d taken us out for ice cream.

      He didn’t seem like a bad person. I liked him.

      “Stop it. You see? This is why I can’t come here. You make it impossible for me to see my girls.”

      “Oh, now they’re your girls?” she spewed. “That’s rich. Don’t even act like you care . . .”

      This went on for a long time. Sissy and I snuck back to our room twice, but each time she pulled us back into the living room to witness her fight with my father. That’s one thing about my mother—she loves an audience.

      But our father couldn’t take it anymore. Finally, he told us, “Bye girls. I love you. Always remember that.”

      And I tried. Even though our mother spent years telling us the opposite, I tried to believe those last words he said to us.

      The next day she took us to the store to buy shoes.

      Like nothing happened.

      “Lizzie, do you like these?” My mother had asked, holding up a pair of no-name tennis shoes. Like she hadn’t just destroyed our little family for the millionth time.

      Taking a deep breath, I shoved the memory aside and say truthfully to Dr. Landrum, “I barely knew my father.” Because, I don’t know what else to say.

      “All right. And you mentioned you have a sister. Tell me about her.” Dr. Landrum sets her forearms against the arm rests of her chair.

      “Uh, my sister? Well, she has been sick as long as I can remember.”

      “Sick? What’s the matter with her?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. A lot of things. She’s always going to the hospital. She has a bad heart. She can’t eat, like regular food.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She eats through a tube or an IV.”

      A look of concern crosses Dr. Landrum’s face. “That sounds serious.”

      “Oh, it is. My mom has to spend most of her time taking care of my sister.”

      “What about you?”

      “Oh, I usually stay home.”

      “Stay home when?”

      “When my sister goes to the hospital.”

      “So this happens a lot?”

      I nod. “A couple of times when I was younger I had to go to the hospital with them. Like, when my mom couldn’t find somebody to dump me on. I remember she’d pull the car into the hospital parking lot everything would change.

      “What do you mean?” Dr. Landrum asks.

      “She’d practice smiling in the mirror. Then she’d practice a worried look. Then she’d pinch her cheeks and put on lipstick before we went in.”

      “Like she was going to be on camera or something?”

      I nodded.

      “What did you and your sister do?”

      “Sissy always looked sick, and she was supposed to stay quiet. We both were. Mom did the talking.”

      I could practically hear her wailing, “My baby! My baby!” as she carried my sister into the emergency room.

      “So she did most of the talking with the doctors and the nurses?”

      “Yes.” We had supporting roles in her play. I usually found a seat near a TV. I knew not to go too far from her, but she didn’t like me to stay underfoot either. “She hated to have to bring me with her, so if I went, I knew to be seen and not heard.”

      “What would happen if you didn’t?”

      “She’d spank me for sure when we got home, so I’d stay quiet. Flipped through magazines. Sometimes I’d tear out a page if I found something pretty, but I had to do it without her seeing or she’d get mad.”

      “Did you ever hear her saying things about your sister’s medical condition that didn’t sound right, or that you knew were untrue?”

      “All the time.”

      “What went through your mind when that happened?”

      “Dunno.”

      “Did you ever think to correct her?”

      I shake my head.

      “Why not? What would happen if you did?”

      The thought of me, a kid, telling a nurse my mom was lying, was so unreal it was hard to imagine. “I just couldn’t.”

      “I understand,” Dr. Landrum says, but I know she doesn’t.

      “No one would believe me.”

      “Why not?” she asks.

      “I’m just a kid, and my mom, well, she’s good with people. People believe what she tells them. They love her. Feel sorry for her. If I were to say something, she’d deny it and they’d feel sorry she had such a bad kid as me for being a liar.”

      “There was no way to win,” the doctor says, and for the first time I think she might be beginning to understand.

      But she couldn’t know how bad my mother’s temper could be. You just didn’t cross her.

      Not even for your sister.

      The number one rule in my house has always been—don’t make Mom mad.

      “That sounds like a difficult house to grow up in,” Dr. Landrum is saying, and there’s something about the way she looks at me that weakens my resolve. Maybe it’s all the stress of losing my sister, but all of a sudden I can’t hold it in any longer.

      “It’s her. She’s the real reason I’m here,” I blurt out, and as soon as I do, I clamp my lips shut, wishing I could rewind and put those words back in my mouth.

      “What? I’m not following.” The doctor’s eyes widen.

      As I stand upon the precipice I weigh my options—I can keep on the way I have been my entire life, a prisoner, or I can take a leap of faith and try to save myself.

      I close my eyes and jump.

      “My mother is abusive, I guess you’d say. I’m not allowed to tell anyone what she’s really like.”

      Dr. Landrum leans forward. “What is she really like?”

      “Well, people who meet her think she is the sweetest, most wonderful mother in the whole world because she took care of my sister. But it’s not like that. She’s not like that. Not really.”

      “Does your mother know you’re here, Lizzie?” Dr. Landrum asks.

      “No.”

      “What would happen if she found out?”

      “She’d kill me.”

      “How? What do you mean by that?”

      “I mean she would do something really bad to me.”

      “Like she would beat you?”

      “Maybe. Or lock me in a closet for a few days.”

      “Has she done that before?”

      I nod.

      “Lizzie, you know I have to report any abuse that you tell me about.”

      I nod again. “I know, but she doesn’t usually abuse me. It’s my sister. And if you call the authorities now, they will just come talk to her, and she will convince them that everything is fine. They’ll leave thinking she’s mother of the year. I promise.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because that’s what always happens.”

      “So, in the past, you’ve told somebody that your mother was abusive, and they didn’t believe you?”

      “More than once. She’s really good at manipulating people. Whenever she talks to grown-ups, she convinces them that she is right, and that I am a terrible person. She tells them I’m disobedient, out-of-control, that I do drugs and can’t be trusted.”

      I feel heat rise in my cheeks as Dr. Landrum sizes me up.

      “Do you do drugs?”

      “No,” I say defiantly. “I’ve never done anything worse than smoke a joint, and I don’t like the stuff anyway. It helps to keep your head clear where I stay.”

      “Where you stay? You don’t live with your mom?”

      “Only sometimes. She and I had it out a few weeks ago. Ever since then I’ve been crashing at my friend Laura’s house most nights.”

      “And why do you need a clear head?”

      “I like being in control, plus Laura has a brother who can be overly friendly.”

      “The lifestyle you’re describing, Lizzie, I have to admit, it has me concerned.”

      “Don’t worry, Doc. I can take care of myself. That’s what I’m looking to do—get out on my own. I’ve been taking care of myself most of my life anyway. I just want to do it officially.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I want to become an emancipated minor. Do you think you can help me with that?”

      “I’m not sure what I can do personally, but we have case managers who I know can be instrumental in helping you with that process. In the meantime, I’m worried about your safety.”

      “Don’t worry about that. I’ve got a safe place to stay. Laura’s mom works a lot, but they’re letting me stay there, and her brother—that’s no big deal. He’s not a rapist or anything. Just a little creepy.”

      “All right, but your physical safety needs to be your top priority, okay?” Dr. Landrum looks concerned.

      “I feel like I’m safer there than I am at home.”

      “Okay. Your mom—does she hit you or harm you?”

      “No. Maybe some spankings when I was little, but it’s not like that.” I’m pretty sure my mom knew better than to leave marks on me. She knew I’d tell.

      “Tell me then, what was it like?”

      “My sister has been in the hospital dozens of times over the past few years, but the reason my sister is sick is because my mother gives her things to make her sick. For years everyone wondered why she was coughing up blood or why she would get bleeds in her stomach. But my mother caused it.”

      “How?”

      “She fed her crushed up glass.”

      “That’s horrible. Have you ever told anyone about this?”

      “Yes. One time I told a neighbor lady what she did. That night my mother fixed me a hamburger with rancid meat and made me eat it. I was ill, with it coming out both ends for two days. The whole time I was sick she ignored me, and walked around packing our things. The mess I made—she made me clean it up, and we moved the next week.”

      I watch as Dr. Landrum tries to control her visceral reaction unsuccessfully. A slight tremor gives away the shudder that wracks her body.

      “What kinds of medical problems does your sister have?”

      “Lots of things. For a while our mother was convinced that she had a heart problem.” My voice trembles slightly. “That had me worried.”

      “Worried how?”

      “She kept saying the only way they would find out what was wrong with her heart was for them to open her up.”

      “You mean . . . surgery?”

      “Yeah. She wanted to find a doctor to do open heart surgery on her, but they kept telling her they didn’t think anything was wrong.”

      “That’s scary.” Dr. Lawson’s eyes are about to pop out of their sockets.

      “I know. She went to several doctors, but none of them were willing to do the surgery.”

      “So she gave up?”

      “Not exactly. That’s about the time we moved here.”

      “Oh. When did you move?”

      “Two years ago.”

      “Did she find a pediatric cardiologist?”

      “I don’t think so. Mostly she was focused on Sissy’s school stuff and her ‘autoimmune disease.’ She met this lady who does that program for dying kids where they get to make wishes and stuff. Mom started shaving Sissy’s head and saying she had leukemia.”

      “Lizzie, are you serious?”

      “Yep.”

      “And no one figured out she didn’t?”

      “Not that I know of. She’s had chemotherapy.”

      “How can she fake cancer?”

      “All I know is that mom decided she had cancer. She took her to lots of doctors until she found one that would treat her.”

      “Unbelievable.”

      “Well, believe me because it’s true. She’d give her all these pills. And she had a stomach tube so it got to where she didn’t even have to drink stuff. Mom just put it in there. She could be giving her anything.”

      “But doesn’t anybody notice any of this?”

      “Like who?”

      “The school? Haven’t they ever asked about her health?”

      “Mom did school with her at home. She was always too sick to go to school.”

      “Doctors? Surely doctors find this suspicious?”

      I shrug. “If they do, she finds another one.”

      Dr. Lawson shakes her head. “I’m sorry, Lizzie, but this is a lot to digest.”

      I sigh. “Tell me about it.”

      Dr. Lawson sits up straighter, and a determined look settles on her face. “Lizzie, my biggest concern is that it sounds like your sister is in danger.”

      Shaking my head, I tell her, “She’s not. Not anymore. She’s gone.”

      “What do you mean ‘she’s gone’?”

      I will myself not to cry. “My mother finally killed her.”
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      Piper doesn’t need to speak with Dr. Paul to know she needs to make an abuse report.

      Lizzie is her last client of the day and as soon as she’s written her case notes, she sits down to call the Department of Children and Families.

      Could what Lizzie said really be true? It isn’t that she doesn’t believe her, it’s just that the whole story is a bit fantastic. Surely if a mother killed her daughter, someone would know about it. The authorities . . .

      Kicking her shoes off, she rubs her sock feet against each other as she dials the 1-800 number.

      This part is not hers to determine. Other people will decide whether or not abuse is present in the home, at least officially.

      “Welcome to the child welfare abuse hotline. Your call is very important to us. At the current time, we are experiencing a high volume of calls. Please wait, and someone will be available to take your call shortly.”

      They place her on hold, and she waits, crappy elevator music assaulting her ear.

      Things were easier when she was a student and had a supervisor who could handle the complexities of cases like this. Nowadays, the buck stops with her. The responsibility of a case that possibly involves a homicide weighs heavy, and she opens her purse to look for some headache pills. Not finding any, she massages her temples and prays for a reprieve from the annoying wait-time music.

      She’s not even certain Lizzie is being abused. Not that she thinks the girl is lying, but the sneaky way she went about getting through the door and starting therapy under somewhat false pretenses—it was exactly the same kind of manipulation of a system that Lizzie is accusing her mother of, and it makes her wary of trusting her completely.

      A case of the apple not falling far from the tree.

      True or not, it sounds like Lizzie and her mother are locked in some sort of chess match, and even though Piper hasn’t met the mother, she has a hunch the pair are well-matched.

      As per Lizzie’s report, her mother chose the weaker children to pick on. And while she’d tried to dominate Lizzie, she’d found her sister more pliable and therefore, made her the main target of her abuse. Possibly with fatal consequences.

      Just when she was about to give up, a man’s voice came on the line. “Department of Child and Family Services. This is Ron, how may I help you?”

      “Hi Ron, this is Dr. Piper Landrum. I’m a clinical psychologist, and I need to report a case of suspected child abuse.”

      “Sure, Dr. Landrum. Thank you for calling. Can I get your license number?”

      Piper gives him the number and recounts Lizzie’s story for him. The entire call lasts about fifteen minutes and ends with Ron giving her the assurance that someone will be in touch with Lizzie’s mother and the report will be investigated. He gives her a case number she can reference if she chooses to call back and follow up. She thanks him and hangs up.

      This case is so depressing, she rethinks her plan for the afternoon. 

      She has an open invitation from her friend Stephanie to join her at her beach house.

      Her mind goes back to Lizzie.

      Yes, it’s awful the girl had been raised by an abusive narcissistic woman who possibly killed her sister, but why couldn’t she have opened with that? The fact that Lizzie lied to her about everything at first—it stings. Piper knows she shouldn’t allow it to affect her feelings towards Lizzie or her willingness to help her, but it does.

      She resents the lies.

      Can she really trust the goth girl?
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      Ever the workhorse, Piper drives down to Coral Gables to the University of Miami library to do some research. Along the way she takes a detour through the drive-thru of her favorite fast food restaurant for a Philly cheese steak.

      The weather is a typical eighty-degree day and she tells herself if she gets finished in time perhaps she will be able to fit in a walk later. But for now, she can’t keep the thoughts of this clinical disorder out of her head.

      She has pored over the diagnostic criteria in the DSM III-R for Munchausen Syndrome by Proxy and it sounds like the perfect sort of disorder for a manipulative woman interested in secondary gains as her primary objective. People who use people to get what that they want—attention, sympathy, the spotlight. So far she’s not convinced that’s what’s going on with Mary’s mother, but something feels off with that family. Piper just can’t put her finger on what it is.

      When she gets near the university, she has to park several blocks away from the library. Getting out of her car, she walks the rest of the way, noticing that the students around her look awfully young. Can she really be that much older than college students? Doing the math in her head, she is probably a good ten years older than the youngest students. Next thing she knows she’ll need bifocals. While that might be an exaggeration, she does notice her jeans are tighter than they should be, which she interprets as a sigh her metabolism must be slowing down.

      A super tall guy holds the door open for her.

      “Thank you,” she says, inhaling the musty scent of books along with the cool breeze of the air conditioning.

      The smell of books beats the smell of a hospital any day. Maybe she should become an academic . . .

      Nah, her interest in psychology centers around the people themselves, not the books that talk about the people. Teaching is way too removed from the actual human interaction she’s so fascinated with.

      She watches two guys playing with a hacky sack while she waits for the elevator.

      When it opens she takes it to the third floor. If memory serves, the psych journals are mostly at the back.

      She finds the right floor and commandeers a computer where she types in the different subjects she’s interested in. The process takes a while, but ultimately her search comes up with several articles on cases of Munchausen’s by proxy, and it looks like several of them are available in the stacks. Armed with call numbers she goes looking for them. She finds seven articles and photocopies them all. By the time she’s done she’s spent all the money on her copy card, and she has a stack of literature to take home with her.

      There are also two books that she can check out—one is the story a girl has written about her mother’s abuse, the other offers a more clinical medical perspective. The heavy volume only contains one section on Munchausen’s but she checks it out anyway. By the time she leaves the library the stars are twinkling overhead and she decides to go home instead of stopping in at the hospital like she usually does.

      She should branch out, create a personal life for herself. It’s probably not a good sign that she keeps a toothbrush and toothpaste in her desk at work.

      She feels a little guilty because she went to the library instead of visiting Rhi Rhi today. But reminds herself she’s not Rhi Rhi’s mother, and promises herself she’ll read her twice as many stories the next day to make up for it.

      When she arrives home, she kicks her shoes off just inside the door, and pours herself a glass of red wine. She tosses a bag of popcorn in the microwave and pulls out the information on Munchausen’s and dives in.

      The first article is dry. The merlot goes down smooth and makes the reading more palatable.

      Piper has never had a patient with the disorder, but one of her patients in the Seriously Emotionally Disturbed program has a severe Somatization Disorder in which her mental illness manifested in physical symptoms. The woman’s medical records were so thick that once all of her doctors had sent in copies of her charts, they stood two feet high on Piper’s desk.

      During the time Enid was her patient, she went to nine different gastroenterologists until she found one whose diagnosis matched what Enid believed was wrong with her, and she also found an oncologist who treated her for leukemia.

      For several weeks Piper had gone to the hospital to see Enid. During those visits she’d had to don plastic hospital gowns, foot coverings, and a mask to be able to go into Enid’s room.

      Of course, there is the possibility that Enid actually did have leukemia, but Piper and Dr. Paul are more of the mind that Enid shopped around until she found a doctor who discovered something abnormal in her lab work and jumped to a dire conclusion. Or, a person’s delusions can finally manifest in something as noxious as cancer. In any case, Piper now knows that doing “therapy” while wearing a hospital mask is something she wants to avoid at all costs.

      Reading over the Munchausen’s cases, Piper is struck by the idea that the science of medicine is strange.

      You think that disease processes would be cut and dried.

      That people either have a medical condition or they don’t.

      But apparently not. Apparently, there are more shades of gray than she once thought.

      Some illnesses rely on patient reporting, and some patients have researched enough about illness that they can talk themselves into having one. Or, in the case of Munchausen’s by proxy, a parent can know enough about a medical issue to convince a doctor their child has it.

      One of the more common instances to occur in Munchausen cases involves parents bringing in a child who has stopped breathing. Yes, the child may have stopped breathing, but why? Did the parent choke him? Hold a pillow over his head? Then begin compressions to “bring him back” and call an ambulance.

      How can a medical professional tell the difference between what is a real condition and a parent’s abuse?

      It’s a quandary.

      Everyone knows mothers are supposed to give life, not take it.

      But in some cases, they do the exact opposite.
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      Sunday rolls around and Piper stays in her pj’s.

      She doesn’t leave the house, instead opting for toaster waffles and Hawaiian pizza delivered. A cozy mountain of pillows and a TV marathon of the Golden Girls gives her a much-needed break from the hamster wheel she stays on at the hospital ever since taking on the duties of the child life coordinator in addition to her other job.

      First thing Monday morning, Piper heads for Rhi Rhi’s room. She rehearses her apology for not coming in the day before. She carries a stuffed bunny with her. The minute she saw it at the Hallmark store in the mall, she bought it for Rhi Rhi. It reminds her so much of the bunny in Rhi Rhi’s favorite story that she has to give it to her. To heck with the voice in the back of her head warning her of the ethical ramifications of giving gifts to a patient. What can it really hurt?

      She pushes open the door, dying to see the look on Rhi Rhi’s face when she sees the bunny.

      But the room is empty.

      There is no Rhi Rhi.

      Only an empty, freshly made hospital bed.

      All the air leaves her body, and Piper buckles at the waist.

      To stop herself from falling, she reaches for the wall and leans against it, holding herself up while she tries to catch her breath.

      Could she be gone for a test? A scan? Anything . . .

      The shelf where the child’s books usually reside is empty.

      Inside she begins to scream, NO!

      They must have changed her room. She has to be down the hall . . .

      No! No! No! No! No! The voice grows louder.

      Punched in the gut, Piper stumbles out into the hallway.

      She makes it to the board. Heart racing, she makes an effort to focus her eyes on the words in front of her.

      She scans it for Rhi Rhi’s name.

      “You okay?” Juliet says, appearing out of nowhere.

      Piper nods. Lying.

      “You don’t look so good. Here, why don’t you sit down?” Juliet puts an arm around Piper’s waist and helps her to a chair in the nurse’s station.

      “Rhi Rhi?” The words are like lead coming out of her mouth—heavy. Toxic. But she asks because she has to know.

      But as soon as she says them, she wants to take them back. Because the minute she knows—she can no long not know.

      “Honey, she passed over the weekend. I’m sorry,” Juliet says.

      She’s gone.

      Her Rhi Rhi is gone.

      “When?” Piper manages.

      “Sunday. Middle of the day I think. I wasn’t here. Warren was. Let me get you some juice.”

      “I’m okay.” Piper brushes her concern aside.

      “Be right back.” Juliet scurries off to get some anyway.

      Why didn’t she come back Saturday night? She could have been here, could have seen her. If she hadn’t been so selfish and taken the day off yesterday she could have been here with her. Rhi Rhi wouldn’t have been alone when she passed.

      A guttural groan erupts from her throat.

      Why?

      The world suddenly takes on a gray tint, as though a filter has been grievously applied.

      Juliet comes back with a cup of juice.

      “Thanks.” Piper takes it and set it on the counter in front of her.

      “You okay?” Juliet asks.

      Piper nods.

      “Is Warren here?” she asks.

      Juliet bobs her head in the affirmative. “Want me to get him?”

      “Yes,” Piper responds, her voice barely a whisper.

      Juliet pats her on the shoulder. “Be right back.”

      She comes back with Warren, who has obviously been informed that the looney head shrinker doc is losing it over the death of a patient.

      His eyes are filled with genuine sympathy. “She was like our little girl, wasn’t she?”

      Piper bites her lip to keep from crying. “Was it . . . ?” She doesn’t know what she wants to know, but she needs more information.

      “It was peaceful. She was sleeping. Her poor little heart just stopped. Shavonne had hung a bag of TPN earlier, but her body had just done all it could do.”

      Piper gets to her feet. She clutches Warren’s arm tightly. “Thank you.”

      Then she walks as fast as she can to her office. Once the door closes behind her, she lets go. Grabbing a box of tissues off her desk she sinks onto the industrial couch, and lets the tears fall. She forces herself to cry in silence. This is a workplace after all, and she’s expected to keep it together.

      But she’s also human, and she has lost the person closest to her in the world, at least for the past few months.

      You knew she was going to die, didn’t you? A voice in the back of her head asks.

      Yes, but death is an abstract concept. It doesn’t hit you until it actually happens.

      Piper tries to be present with her patients while she is with them at work, but when she is at home sometimes she leaves them behind. Isn’t that the way to prevent burnout? That all makes sense to her brain, but her heart will never forgive herself for not being there in Rhi Rhi’s time of need.

      She sets a timer and allows herself to weep for fifteen minutes. After that she needs to get on with her day.

      There will be more time to grieve later, after hours.

      But for now, she gives herself fifteen minutes to cry for the sweet little baby she will never hold again. For those big dark eyes that would never stare up at her again. For the sweet smile she will never see again as she pulls her around in her little red wagon.

      The hole in Piper’s heart widens, leaving her surrounded by a darkness she has no idea how to climb out of.
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      “How do you leave your baby in the car?” Warren strokes his beard. “I mean, it’s not like a bag of dog food you left in the trunk. It’s a person.” He turns the page of his newspaper, straightening out the creases in the folds as he does.

      “Are you talking about that woman who left that little girl in her car then went to work all day?” Juliet asks excitedly.

      “Umm-hmm,” Warren says and keeps reading.

      “I’m with Warren. That’s messed up,” Shavonne says.

      Piper is sitting with them in nurse’s lounge eating her lunch which consists of a grilled ham and cheese and a bag of corn chips. She considered getting an apple too for balancing her nutrition, but she knows it would just sit on her desk so she decided against it. This is her first day at work since discovering Rhi Rhi was gone. Emotionally she’s hanging on by a thread, and she wishes they’d talk about something besides kids dying.

      “They say it’s some sort of dissociative state.” As down as she is, Piper cannot help adding her psych knowledge to the conversation. “Like when you drive home from the store, and when you get there, you don’t really remember every bit of the drive, but you got there safe and sound so you know you did it, even if you can’t recall the details.”

      “Like when you’re daydreaming or something?” Shavonne asks.

      “Kinda.”

      “But when you pull up to your job, and you get out of the car, you stop daydreaming. You’re at work. You snap out of it and get your head ready for your job.” Warren frowns. He and his wife have been trying to have a baby for the last year. Piper wonders if that’s why this appears to be affecting him so much.

      “Well, that’s people who care about their jobs,” Shavonne sniffs. “Professional folks.”

      “She was a stock girl in a drugstore,” Juliet adds dismissively.

      “In any case, I’m not buying it.” Warren purses his lips.

      “You think she meant to do it?” Piper asks.

      “I do, and it looks like the D.A. plans to prosecute her for it.”

      Juliet shrugs. “I can see manslaughter or one of those lesser charges.”

      “Doesn’t surprise me. That man is out to get women who do wrong by their children,” Shavonne says. “He campaigned on it, and now he intends to show people he means business.”

      “Do you think it will really stop people from leaving their kids in the car?” Piper asks, unsure how preventable it is. She’s never had kids, but if she has an animal in the car, she can’t imagine leaving it in there. A bag of groceries on accident—maybe. But a person? It seems farfetched.

      “Nah. It’s neglect.” Shavonne shrugs. “The same as those women who ‘forget’ to feed their kids. Or those who go out to the clubs and leave the younguns with a ten-year-old sibling. Some people are just ridiculous.”

      Piper smiles to herself. She’s not sure “ridiculous” is the exact word Shavonne means to use, but sometimes her Jamaican upbringing makes her say things a tad bit differently than those raised in the states would. To Piper, it’s endearing.

      All of a sudden Dr. Henri rounds the corner and bursts into the lounge. “There you are, Dr. Landrum!”

      His face is red and looks like he’s about to explode.

      Piper balls her napkin in her fist. “Dr. Henri. You were looking for me?”

      “Yes! I was.” He waves a chart in front of her. “Mary Vaughn. Her mother just attacked me because in her chart it says she has Munchausen’s by proxy.”

      “No, I don’t think . . .” Piper starts to get up from her chair, but he stops her.

      “Dr. Landrum, Mary Vaughn was born with a syndrome. Her mother can only have “made” her that way through the unlucky genetic material she passed along to her child. For you to assert such a thing, without consulting with me—it’s unprofessional, incorrect, and highly offensive—to both the Vaughn family and myself.”

      “Dr. Henri, I’m sorry, I just . . .” Piper realizes, too late, her mistake.

      “You will write a formal apology to Mrs. Vaughn and enter a note into the chart explaining that your previous mention of Munchausen’s was incorrect and has no basis in fact. Do you hear me?” he bellows.

      Piper nods. “Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir.”

      “The patients on the floor who are primarily my patients—you must be more circumspect, doctor. That is all,” he says and storms out.

      The air in the room thick with tension, Piper’s hands shake as she throws the rest of her lunch in the trash. Eyes lowered so as not to see the pitying stares of the nurses, she slinks off to her office where she turns out the lights, lies down on the uncomfortable couch, and falls apart.
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      Ever since my last appointment with Dr. Landrum I’ve been thinking about my brother.

      When my little brother was born my sister, and I thought we’d finally have the family we craved.

      Mom met Tony at the restaurant she was working at, and he was good to us. When he moved in, he took care of things around the house mom sucked at. Toilets got plunged, leaks got repaired, and there was always food on the table.

      One night Sissy whispered to me, “Have you seen mom’s belly?”

      I shook my head no.

      “It’s growing. I think there’s a baby in there.”

      “You do?”

      It never occurred to me that Mom might have another baby. Sissy’s and my dads were both long gone, and the other guys she hung around didn’t seem interested in anything that went past making grunting noises with Mom behind her closed bedroom door. They never stuck around long.

      But Tony was different.

      He gave us the change out of his pockets, and he made Mom smile.

      He liked to watch baseball on TV, but that was all right. If we didn’t want to watch his games, we’d go to our room and draw pictures or read our library books.

      Our mother grew bigger and bigger until Sissy grew seriously worried she might explode.

      “It will be fine,” I reassured her. “That’s how pregnant ladies look.”

      I think Mom liked being pregnant. She talked a lot about how tired she was. She’d press the palms of her hands to her arched back and announce, “I’ve got to get off my feet.”

      Then she’d lie on the couch and if Tony was there, she’d put her feet in his lap and ask him to rub them. He would, and she’d smile so peacefully, I’d think, This is what it’s like to have a real family.

      If Tony wasn’t home, she’d ask me or Sissy to do everything for her, including rub her feet. I hated it when she asked me. Feet grossed me out. I didn’t dare say no, but I never put much effort into it so sometimes she’d call for my sister to take my place.

      “I swear, Lizzie, you are the laziest child. You come do it for me, dear,” she’d say, rolling her eyes. And Sissy would come and do it without complaint. Always Mom’s favorite.

      I should have been jealous, but I wasn’t. She was my favorite too. If I’d had ten sisters I know I would have liked her best. You couldn’t help but love Sissy. She was always sunny. Bright as any star in the sky. Everyone loved her—teachers, other kids—it wasn’t just our mother.

      Then one day Mom was at work and went into labor. We came home from school to an empty house. That wasn’t unusual, and it wasn’t until bedtime rolled around and she hadn’t shown up that we started to wonder. Just when we were getting ready for bed, Tony flew through the front door, with a bag from a fast food restaurant singing, “It’s a boy!”

      “It is?” Sissy called from the bathroom, and we hurried into the kitchen.

      “Yes, girls. You have a new baby brother.” Tony sat the sack of burgers on the table and we scurried to move the stacks of unopened mail and random clutter to make enough room to eat. I’d already made some cheese toast for me and Sissy earlier, but we were thrilled to eat again. One of the things I remember most about that night was that Tony brought us dinner. Fast food was a treat for us, and I thought it tasted better than any burger I’d ever eaten.

      “He’s got a head full of dark hair,” Tony began.

      My sister and I looked at each other. He must have gotten that from Tony. We had both been bald little babies.

      “Six pounds, four ounces.”

      “Is that big?” Sissy asked.

      “It’s just right. He’s healthy as can be. They said we could bring him home in a couple of days.” Tony’s excitement was contagious. Someone else to love. A new baby brother. A new dad.

      A fresh start.

      After we finished our second dinner, stuffed to the gills, Tony took us up to the hospital to see Mom and the baby.

      “It’s not officially visiting hours, but I hate for you two to have to wait until after school tomorrow to be able to meet your brother,” Tony said as he snuck us onto the maternity ward.

      No one seemed to notice us, and when we got to Mom’s room, she seemed happy as could be. She looked a little wrung out and I was surprised to see she was still fat in the middle, but not as much as before. Kinda like a balloon somebody had let some of the air out of.

      She hugged us too tight, until I wriggled free.

      “Where’s my brother?” I asked impatiently.

      I’d spent my whole life with her, it was the new kid I wanted to meet.

      “Tommy is in the nursery. What’s the matter? You aren’t happy to see your mother?”

      I stared at the ground, kicking my feet against each other.

      “Of course we’re happy to see you, Mom.” Sissy nudged me gently.

      “Yeah, we are,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “Do you see what I mean, Tony? Sometimes I don’t know why I bother with Lizzie.” My mother reached out to Tony who took her hand. Then the tears started. “Can someone please get me a tissue?”

      As usual, my sister stepped up and handed our mother a box of Kleenex.

      “Thank you,” she said then blew her nose loudly into one.

      After way too long standing around listening to my mother complain about one of the nurses, Tony finally took us to the nursery.

      Walking down the hall, I held hands with Sissy, taking in the freshly sterilized yet odd smell of the hospital. When we reached the nursery and saw the array of sleeping babies I knew before Tony could tell us which one was ours. I could tell by the way his little nose made that slight curve like Sissy’s did.

      “There he is, your little brother,” Tony preened.

      Sissy squeezed my hand, and I squeezed hers back.

      My heart leapt and I realized how much I’d needed someone else to love. I felt like I’d been waiting for this little baby all my life. I longed to hold his scrunched up little body and make sure he had all the love a person could have. Sissy and I would love him with everything we had. Something fierce deep inside me clung to that sleeping boy all swaddled in the pink and blue striped blanket.

      A ray of hope peeked in through the walls I’d built to keep people out, and foolishly, I let it take over.

      Because the day Tommy came into the world, I had no way to know that the sweet, innocent little boy lying in that bassinet wouldn’t live to see his first birthday.
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      The next day Piper is in her office writing her letter of apology to Mrs. Vaughn when a knock at the door interrupts her.

      “Come in,” she calls.

      The door opens, and a woman’s head peers around the corner.

      Piper’s heart starts beating faster. It’s Rhi Rhi’s mother. 

      She quickly determines the woman is in a different state of mind than the last time she was here. Gone are the wild eyes, and she’s moving slowly, tentatively.

      “Before you say anything I want to apologize for my behavior last time I was here.” She hangs her head. “I’ve had a drug problem for a while, and I was wrong to come here in that state.”

      Piper relaxes a little. The woman seems sincere, and even though she doesn’t look high, she doesn’t look healthy. Like maybe her HIV has progressed to AIDS the way Rhi Rhi’s had. Or possibly it was because she was an addict.

      “Thank you. I appreciate that, Ms. James,” Piper says, standing rather than inviting the woman to take a seat. Just because she seems calmer today, Piper isn’t taking any chances and she’s not thrilled with the idea of Rhi Rhi’s mother and her closed up in this office just the two of them.

      “My name is Sarah James.”

      “I’m terribly sorry for your loss,” Piper says. “Your daughter was a wonderful child. Rhi Rhi brought a lot of joy to a lot of people here.”

      Rhi Rhi’s mother fidgets uncomfortably, looking like she’d rather be anywhere other than where she is. “I appreciate that. The nurses, they said you might have some of her things.”

      Piper’s heart skips a beat. Who could have told her that? And what could they have meant? As far as she knows Rhi Rhi didn’t have any possessions . . .

      Then it hits her hard, in the gut.

      Her books.

      The books she got for Rhi Rhi. The ones she loved so much.

      Tears sting the corners of Piper’s eyes, and she strides past the woman and opens the door. “It may take me a minute to find them, but I think I’ve got something.” Remembering the woman’s history of drug use and the rumors she’s heard of brushes with the law, and not wanting to leave her alone with her purse and the cash from her trip to the ATM this morning, Piper ushers Sarah out in front of her. “Come with me.”

      Sarah walks out into the hallway, wringing her hands the whole time. “Thank you so much.”

      “Sure.” Piper touches the woman’s shoulder gently as she moves ahead of her to lead the way to the playroom. It kills her that Rhi Rhi’s books might be in the playroom, but where else would they be? The poor little soul is no longer in need of them, and other children might enjoy them while they’re hospitalized.

      They enter the playroom and after a quick scan, Piper finds them mixed in with the rest of the books. Someone must have thought they were the property of the hospital and put them back in with the others when they were cleaning out Rhi Rhi’s room.

      That empty room she’d opened the door to. Piper draws in a ragged breath, not wanting to think about Rhi Rhi being all alone in that room before she crossed over. An unwelcome picture of little Rhi Rhi laid out covered by a white sheet in the morgue grips her and Piper’s heart squeezes so hard in her chest that she has to catch her breath.

      This is not the time to lose it.

      Piper plucks the books from the shelf and says to Sarah, “Why don’t we sit down?”

      Sarah nods her assent and Piper ushers her to the floor’s waiting area, which is framed by clear glass walls.

      Once they sit down, Piper hands her the books.

      Sarah takes them in her hands and lovingly caresses them, turning the pages ever so gently.

      With everything she knows about Sarah, Piper expects to hate the woman, or at least dislike her. Heck, she gave Piper a shiner. Most of the staff on the pediatric ward had quite a low opinion of the drugged-out prostitute who didn’t care enough about her baby to get pre-natal care to prevent the mother to child spread of HIV.

      It seemed the most basic things to do—not killing your child before she is even born.

      But sitting with Sarah now, watching her struggle with her grief, she strikes Piper as a person to be pitied rather than despised.

      The guilt that must reside in the poor woman’s heart . . .

      For surely, she knows that she is the cause, the reason for her child’s death.

      How does one live with oneself, carrying that knowledge around?

      It’s not the kind of question you ask a person, so instead Piper says, “These were her favorites.”

      Sarah lifts her head, and a sad smile passes briefly across her face. “You’re that psychology doctor my sister told me about? The one who read to her all the time?”

      Piper feels a tightness in her chest. “I am.”

      “Thank you,” Sarah says, tears welling up in her eyes.

      “Thank you. She was my favorite patient. She made my days here better, made my life richer, you know?”

      Sarah nods. “I do. She was like that.”

      Then with a sniff, she gathers herself. “Do you have a card? I’d like to invite you to the services once we have them arranged.”

      Piper raises a brow. “I do, and I appreciate that. I would be honored to attend.”

      She pulls a card out of her pocket and places it in the woman’s hand.

      Just then a pair of police officers get off the elevator, headed for the nurse’s station. Piper watches through the glass walls while they speak with Shavonne then head into the waiting room where she and Sarah are seated.

      Piper looks around, curious who they are approaching. Almost too late she realizes it’s only the two of them. Her mind drifts, wondering what they could possibly want with her. She doesn’t have any parking tickets she can think of . . .

      The door opens and the darker skinned officer says, “Are you Sarah James?”

      “Yes,” Rhi Rhi’s mother says, silently slipping the books back into Piper’s hands.

      “We need you to come with us,” the other officer says.

      “What is this about?” Piper asks, hoping it’s something simple like a parking ticket. But in the back of her mind she recalls Shavonne talking about the D.A. cracking down on parents responsible for their children’s deaths. Surely, they weren’t here because of Rhi Rhi. They can’t be arresting her for her daughter’s death, can they?

      Piper imagines a special prosecutor making an example of a woman like Sarah, holding her responsible for her child’s death.

      Some people would applaud it. Several of the nurses here, in fact.

      “Police business, ma’am.” His voice is gruff and impatient.

      What the hell does that mean?

      The darker one pulls Sarah’s hands behind her back and clinks a set of handcuffs around her wrists.

      She tucks her chin and stares at the floor, a turtle gone back into her shell.

      It’s not until they have her on the elevator and she’s facing Piper again that she realizes where she has seen Sarah James before. Rhi Rhi’s mother, the one now being led away in handcuffs, is the woman she saw CB talking with in the parking lot at the clinic last week.
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      “I resent the accusation.”

      When Piper gets off the elevator, Mrs. Vaughn is standing at the nurse’s station, reading Juliet the riot act.

      “Please calm down, Mrs. Vaughn. Nobody said that.” Shavonne comes around the counter and tries to lead the woman back to Mary’s room.

      “No, I am taking Mary home,” Mrs. Vaughn shrieks. She glares at Juliet, who sits there dumbstruck.

      “If you will please go back into the room, I will have the doctor come talk with you. Please, Mrs. Vaughn. Let’s try not to upset Mary.”

      As if, on cue, Mary wails from down the hall. “Mommyyyyyy!”

      Mrs. Vaughn fumes toward her daughter’s voice.

      Shavonne nods an I-told-you-so look at her back and heads down the hallway in the other direction, probably to go find one of the doctors. Piper quick steps to be able to catch up with her.

      “Shavonne,” she hisses.

      The nurse slows, allowing Piper to walk alongside her. “What’s the matter with her?” Piper asks.

      “Oh Lord, apparently, Mrs. Vaughn is upset about being accused of that Munchausen’s thing. Somebody told her that Juliet was the one who started it. Now the whole floor is in an uproar, and she’s requested not to have Juliet as a nurse.”

      “Juliet has been really vocal about her suspicions about that,” Piper says. “But I’m the idiot who wrote it in the chart. This whole thing is my fault.”

      “Juliet needs to learn to keep her mouth shut,” Shavonne says.

      “Unless she has some proof.”

      Shavonne shakes her head. “Now I’m afraid Juliet’s going to get in trouble. If they suspend her . . . child, the floaters they send down here are a nightmare. They don’t know their ass from their elbow. Me and Warren will be having to do all the IV’s. They won’t know how to stick a baby, and they never want to try.”

      Piper shudders. “Can’t say that I blame them.”

      Shavonne rolls her eyes.

      “All right. I’ve got an apology letter with Mrs. Vaughn’s name on it in my office. Time to take my medicine.” Piper cringes.

      “Good luck, girl. That woman is madder than a wet hen.”

      Piper touches Shavonne on the arm and mouths “thank you” to her before changing direction and heading for her office.

      After she picks the letter up off her desk, Piper heads back to Mary’s room, where Mrs. Vaughn is busily throwing things in a bag.

      “Mrs. Vaughn?”

      She looks up only to glare at Piper. “What do you want?”

      “To apologize.”

      This gets Mrs. Vaughn’s attention. She stops what she’s doing and stands up. “I’m listening.”

      “I’ve got a letter for you here that says it all, but mainly I was wrong to write that in the chart. It was something a nurse had mentioned as a possibility, and by noting it there, I gave the accusation credence it should not have had. I’m sorry. It was a foolish mistake, and I’ve learned from it.”

      Mrs. Vaughn eyes Piper suspiciously. “You don’t think that then?”

      Piper shakes her head. “No, I do not.”

      Her voice cracks. “Then why did you write it?”

      “I don’t know. I guess sometimes I forget what is a good note just for myself and what is a good note for the medical record. I hope that I have learned from this instance where people were clearly hurt by my lack of discernment, and that I will not repeat that mistake.”

      “It’s just so disappointing, to be viewed like that.”

      Piper nods and remains silent. She needs to let the woman talk.

      “I do everything for her.” Mrs. Vaughn cocks her head at Mary, who is intently listening to the conversation. “Ever since she was born. It’s constant. When you have a child, who is sick, it’s always with you, nonstop, twenty-four seven, three sixty-five.”

      Piper nods again.

      “To have someone question my commitment, my motives, my actions—well, it’s beyond insulting.”

      “You’re right. And I understand you being upset. The only thing I can say is that sadly there are people out there who do harm their children for their own gain, and in my job, I am required to be aware of that. Simply to protect our patients. I’m terribly sorry that you got caught up in me expanding my knowledge about that. That should have never happened, and it’s my fault.”

      Piper sets the letter on the counter next to the sink, tells Mary good-bye, and walks out of the room.

      In the hallway, Piper sees Mrs. Bartles walking toward her daughter’s room.

      “Hello, Mrs. Bartles. How are you?”

      “Dr. Landrum. I’m fine, thanks.”

      Just about the time Mrs. Bartles got to Angelica’s room, Piper catches up with her and says, “Remember, if you ever want to talk, I’m just down the hall.”

      Mrs. Bartles purses her lips before she speaks. “About that . . .”

      “Yes?”

      “I know it’s your job and you mean well, but I’m just going to be honest. I’m afraid you’re really too young to help me. I mean, what do you know about life? About being a mother?” She shakes her head and goes into the room and shuts the door in Piper’s face.

      Piper wants to slide down the wall, a pile of slime on the floor.

      Could this day get any worse?
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      Viiiibeee! Viiibeee! On the way to work the next morning, Piper’s white coat buzzes with a page from Dr. Henri. Before she even has a chance to get to a phone and return it, he sees her and pulls her aside.

      “Bon matin, Dr. Landrum. May we have your assistance please?” His tone indicates that he has forgiven or forgotten her blunder with the Vaughns.

      “Certainly, Dr. Henri. How may I be of help?”

      “We need to speak with Mrs. Bartles about taking her daughter off life support.”

      Piper freezes. “Oh no. She’s not going to like that.” 

      Understatement of the week.

      “I am quite aware of this, which is why I would like for you to accompany me. I need your help handling the psychological aspects of the situation. Provide her with support, whatever she needs.”

       “Of course.” Piper would rather go in front of a firing squad.

      Following along behind Dr. Henri and the pediatric intern to room 315, she feels like the third wheel in a war party.

      Dr. Henri knocks, but does not wait for a response.

      He pushes into the room and they go inside.

      Angelica’s contorted body lays on the bed. Tiffany’s chair is close by and she constantly touches her daughter in some way—holding her hand or stroking her cheek. The TV blares Tiffany’s “stories.”

      She looks up and when she sees us, she presses the mute button. Piper’s eyes are drawn to the handsome actors on the TV—now silently yelling at each other in their orange pancake makeup.

      “Good afternoon, Mrs. Bartles.”

      Tiffany lights up like a celebrity had just entered her room. “Good afternoon.”

      Piper thinks there is a slight glimmer in Tiffany’s eye as she speaks to the doctor.

      “Mrs. Bartles, we would like to talk with you about Angelica.”

      Tiffany’s expression hardens, as if daring him to give her anything other than good news.

      Dr. Henri continued. “Angelica’s most recent test results indicate that with all the swelling on her brain, the lack of brain activity is not consistent with recovery. There has been too much trauma.”

      Tiffany clutches her daughter’s hand, now curled into a claw. Squaring her shoulders at him she protests. “What are you saying? She’s getting better. I can see it. Why, just yesterday she blinked. I know she did! How is that ‘inconsistent with recovery’?”

      Dr. Henri drops his head. “Mrs. Bartles, sometimes we see what we wish to see, but medical science tells us that your daughter’s condition is not improving. She is breathing simply because of the assistance of a machine. Without that machine, her brain will not tell her lungs to breathe. Such a condition is not compatible with life.”

      “I can’t believe this. Her eyes! I’ve seen her blink I tell you!”

      The intern standing next to Dr. Henri takes a half a step back, but the doctor doesn’t budge.

      “I realize this is upsetting for you. I have brought Dr. Landrum to talk with you, provide you with grief counseling, but we need to discuss taking Angelica off life support.”

      Tiffany’s eyes flash. “Get out of my daughter’s room. I want another doctor!”

      Dr. Henri frowns. “Mrs. Bartles, I can assure you the other doctors agree with my assessment.”

      Before he can say anything else, Tiffany rises to her feet and screams, “I said get out!”

      Henri throws up his hands and retreats, calling over his shoulder. “We will request a second opinion.”

      In his haste, he trips over an intern. The poor kid is mortified and practically runs out of the room. The doctor rights himself then leads the rest of his flock back into the hall.

      Tiffany takes an empty tray on Angelica’s hospital desk and hurls it at the door as it closes behind them.

      “Tiffany,” Piper, who is standing at the foot of Angelica’s bed says, “it’s okay.”

      Tiffany turns on her. “It’s not okay. It’s never going to be okay again!”

      Then she takes a step toward the sink, but before she reaches it, her body goes limp and she slides to the floor.

      Piper rushes to her side. Tiffany is unconscious, and there’s a gash on her chin that is bleeding.

      Shaking Tiffany’s shoulder, Piper tries to rouse her. “Tiffany! Tiffany!”

      She’s unresponsive so Piper gets up and rushes to pull the emergency cord behind the bed. She also presses Angelica’s nurse call button.

      “Yes?” A voice says back.

      “Mrs. Bartles fainted, and she’s passed out on the floor in here.”

      “Okay. I’ll send somebody right away.”

      Staring down at her it occurs to Piper that if you’re going to collapse, a hospital is a good place to do it.

      Suddenly she worries that Mrs. Bartles isn’t breathing, so she drops down beside her again.

      Putting her ear up to the woman’s mouth she listens for breath sounds.

      She holds her own breath and waits.

      A small rush of air blows past her cheek and finally, she hears the sound of Tiffany breathing.

      “Arr—” Tiffany stirs, and Piper scrambles to help her into a sitting position.

      “Owww. I’m bleeding!” Tiffany screeches.

      “Here. Let me get you something for that.” Piper snatches a handful of paper towels out of the dispenser, wets a couple of them, and hands them to her.

      “Thank you,” she whimpers.

      “The guys from downstairs will be here any minute,” Piper says, wringing her hands.

      To Piper’s relief, there’s a knock at the door. “Come in.”

      Two men wearing hospital scrubs enter the room. The second one has a gurney with him.

      “What’s happened here?” The first guy says, his gaze moving from the woman on the floor to the girl in the bed then back again.

      “She fainted,” Piper says.

      “Where you here when it happened?” second guy asks.

      “Yes.”

      “Anything happen before?” The first guy eyeballs Piper’s chest, where her name with the Psy.D. credentials are embroidered. “Was there a precipitating event?”

      Not wanting to bring up the matter again, Piper hesitates before answering. “She had just been given, um, bad news.”

      Tiffany groans.

      “Here, let’s get you up on this gurney, okay?”

      “Okay,” she mumbles. She’s conscious, but Piper’s not sure she’s completely all there. “My chin . . .”

      “We know.” The first one says, holding the gob of wet paper towels to her chin mopping up the blood.

      The male nurses lift her onto the gurney, and she lies back, eyes closed. Unsure what else to do, Piper wets another couple of paper towels and hands them to Tiffany who presses them to her gaping wound.

      “Ma’am, I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

      Tiffany is silent, staring off into the distance.

      “What’s your name?’

      “Tiffany Bartles.”

      “Do you know where you are?”

      “Miami General.”

      “Who is the President?”

      “Bill Clinton.”

      “All right, ma’am. We’re going to take you down to the ER and they’re gonna check you out.”

      He touches her chin with gloved hands. “Looks like you might need stitches. And we’ll get you checked out. Make sure everything’s all right.”

      “I can’t leave my daughter,” she insists.

      “I’m afraid you have to. But it shouldn’t take too long. Kinda slow down there today.”

      Tiffany turns to Piper, fear in her eyes. “Will you stay with Angelica?”

      Piper pictures herself sitting next to the brain-dead girl for hours while Tiffany waits around in the ER. Not happening. “I believe Dr. Henri would have me come with you. I’ll ask Juliet to check in on her.”

      Tiffany pouts. “Fine.”

      “I’ll go do that, and I’ll meet you down there,” Piper tells the trio as they start to wheel Tiffany out of the room. “Do you want me to call anyone for you?”

      “No,” Tiffany says, and as she’s being wheeled off, Piper thinks Tiffany looks even smaller and weaker than her daughter.

      After getting Juliet to agree to look in on Angelica, Piper steps onto the staff elevator and presses 1 for the emergency room. Just then her pager starts vibrating in her coat pocket. Pulling it out she sees the number—it’s the Pediatric ICU. This can’t be good, she thinks as she presses the button for the ninth floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 22

        

      

    

    
      When Piper gets off the elevator, she approaches the nurse at the desk. “I’m Dr. Piper Landrum. I was paged.”

      She’s been to the PICU twice before. Once to counsel a family with an eight-month-old whose leg had been amputated due to sepsis, and once to provide therapy for a teenage boy whose arm got caught in a wood chipper. She hopes this isn’t another trip to help a child cope with mangled or missing limbs, but it’s difficult to be optimistic.

      “Dr. Landrum, I believe one of your patients is here. The mother asked that you be notified.”

      Piper waits for her to tell for the patient’s name.

      It takes the woman a minute, but she says, “Mary Vaughn. She came to the ER with a cardiac event and coded. She seems to be stable now but we’re keeping her up here for now to monitor her. The mom’s pretty upset. I think it gave her quite a scare.”

      Piper’s stomach drops. Why couldn’t it have been any other patient of hers? Anyone except Mary.

      “Yes, I’m sure it did. Thanks for letting me know.”

      “Bed four,” the nurse says.

      “Thanks.”

      The PICU is a tiny ward compared to the regular pediatric ward. You can see into each of the rooms from the nurses’ station in the middle unless the curtains are drawn. Piper’s eyes move to bed four.

      Mary looks to be asleep while her mother paces the floor. Susan looks more agitated than even the last time Piper saw her. Messy hair and sweats are not what Piper is used to seeing from Susan Vaughn. The woman usually resembles the “ladies who lunch” set, but today she looks like she could be one of CB’s homeless buddies.

       After how upset Mrs. Vaughn was last time, Piper’s nervous about talking to her. But, she reminds herself, Mrs. Vaughn did ask that they call her.

      So she takes a deep breath, squares her shoulders, and walks into their room, wondering what that even means—a cardiac event?

      “Mrs. Vaughn, I’m sorry to hear what happened to Mary.” Piper glances over at the sleeping girl. “What have the doctors said?”

      Mrs. Vaughn walks over to Piper then stops just short of invading her personal space. “They don’t know what’s wrong.”

      Tension is thick in the room. Piper takes a deep breath and hopes Mrs. Vaughn will too.

      “They’re just trying to act like it didn’t happen,” Mrs. Vaughn wails, sounding like she’s on the verge of hysteria. “But here we are, in the intensive care unit. That’s not nothing to be concerned about.”

      “You sound upset,” Piper says and as soon as the words are out of her mouth she regrets them.

      “You think?” Mrs. Vaughn snarks.

      “What is her condition?”

      Mrs. Vaughn sighs. “Guarded.”

      That doesn’t sound great.

      “Is there anyone we can call for you?”

      “No,” she says then goes and picks up her bag from the chair it’s sitting in. Rummaging around, she fishes out a coin purse. “I’m dying for a drink. Want anything?”

      “No, thanks, but I’ll walk with you.”

      As Piper trails along beside her, she remembers hearing one of the nurses mention Mary’s sister.

      “Does Mary have a sister?” Piper asks, wondering if the sister might be a comfort to the woman or a stresser if she is young enough to also require a lot of hands-on care.

      Mrs. Vaughn nods. The vending machine is located in the visitor’s lounge, a sad space with blue vinyl furniture that sticks to your skin if you’re wearing a skirt. At the machine she gets out her coins and drops them in.

      Plink! Plink! Plink!

      “Was she here earlier?” Piper asks, prying for more information about the family system.

      “No. She doesn’t like hospitals.”

      Not an uncommon sentiment.

      The light comes on indicating you can make a selection, and Mrs. Vaughn presses the one for a diet soda.

      The machine rumbles to life and spits out a cold can which she retrieves.

      Turning to the snack machine next to it, she slides in her quarters and pushes the button for a bag of cheese puffs. The metal arms whirl around bringing the chips forward, but just as they are supposed to drop into the bin below, they stop.

      “Crap! They’re stuck.” Mrs. Vaughn’s face twists into a scowl and she hits at the glass with the palm of her hand.

      Bang. Bang.

      The chips wiggle, but they don’t fall.

      “Dammit!” She starts hitting it with her fist, but to no avail.

      Piper raises a hand to stop her. “Maybe we should . . .”

      “Should what?” Mrs. Vaughn begins to kick the machine.

      “Hey! Susan, stop.”

      The sound of her first name does the trick and Mrs. Vaughn turns to look at Piper as if just noticing her.

      “I want my freaking chips! Is that too much to ask?” Her voice is shrill enough to make one of the passing nurses give Piper a do-you-need-any-help look.

      “No, it’s not.” Piper shakes her head at the nurse then reaches out and touches Mrs. Vaughn lightly on the forearm. “Let’s see if we can find someone to get those out.”

      With a violent jerk, Mrs. Vaughn pulls her arm away, clutching it to her like she’s been burned.

      Piper instinctively shrinks back. Her intention is to comfort this woman, not repel her. A pit hollows in her stomach.

      Then suddenly Mrs. Vaughn’s bottom lip starts to quiver, and she sinks down into one of the hideous blue chairs. Leaning over, she buries her head in her hands and begins to sob.

      All her attempts at being helpful having been rebuffed, Piper sits next to her, unsure what to do.

      “I’m sorry,” Mrs. Vaughn manages to eke out through her tears. “It’s just that we just took her home. For her to have to come back so soon . . .”

      “I know. I’m so sorry,” Piper hears herself saying.

      When Mrs. Vaughn finally looks up, there’s a trickle of snot heading for her lip.

      “Can I get you a tissue?”

      Mrs. Vaughn nods, and Piper retrieves a small package from inside the cavernous pockets of her white coat and hands it to her.

      When Mrs. Vaughn finally gathers herself, she stares up at Piper with sad eyes. “The doctors, they said this could begin happening more and more with Mary. At least until she can have another surgery.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

      “No. How would you? I found out about an hour ago.” She sighs heavily. “I’m not sure I’m up for another big surgery right now. But it doesn’t matter what I’m up for, does it?” she asks with a bitter laugh.

      “It’s a lot.”

      “You have no idea.” Mrs. Vaughn purses her lips as if daring Piper to ask her what she means by that.

      Challenge accepted. “Tell me.”

      But Mrs. Vaughn rolls her eyes. “It’s nothing. Having a sick kid is always with you, regardless of what else is going on in your life—that child, and her health has to be your number one priority.”

      “What about you though?” Piper asks.

      Mrs. Vaughn snorts. “What about me?

      “Don’t you have to take care of yourself?”

      In response she gets a look back that says you’ve got to be kidding.

      “Like how, when you’re on an airplane, you have to put the oxygen mask on yourself first, before you can help someone else.”

      Mrs. Vaughn pats Pipers hand. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, honey, but this sure as hell ain’t no airplane.”

      But before Piper can answer her pager goes off.

      It’s the emergency room.
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      By the time she steps into the ER, Piper’s head is pounding. She never did make that appointment with the biofeedback team, did she?

      It looks like a slow afternoon. There’s only one nurse at the main desk, and Piper tells her, “I’m looking for Mrs. Bartles.”

      “Six,” the nurse says.

      Piper finds Mrs. Bartles huddled up under several blankets shivering.

      “Cold?” Piper asks.

      “It’s freezing in here,” Tiffany complains, her face pinched.

      Hospitals are always cold. Piper wonders if it’s because warm temperatures grow disease or simply a preference of management.

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Bartles,” Piper says, purposely keeping her words vague to allow the other woman to interpret them as she will.

      “Tiffany,” she corrected.

      “Tiffany,” Piper repeats dutifully.

      When the doctor comes in to talk with her, Tiffany turns and dismisses Piper with a request. “Can you please get me a Sprite?”

      “Uh, sure. I’ll be right back.” Happy for the reprieve, Piper leave to fetch her a drink. When she returns she finds out Tiffany is going to get stitches. Piper considers leaving, but she’s concerned about Tiffany’s mentally stability after the news Dr. Henri gave her, so she stays.

      While they wait, Tiffany asks, “Did you see all the nice cards Angelica’s friends sent her?

      “Yes. She seems very loved.”

      “Oh, she is . . .” and Tiffany prattles on about how popular her daughter is.

      As she speaks, a sadness wells up inside of Piper.

      Denial is something she sees a lot. But the stronger the denial, the harder the fall once that person’s wall comes crumbling down.

      A few minutes later, when the doctor finally comes in to do the stitches and tells her, “You’re going to feel a little pinch,” Tiffany’s hand reaches out.

      Piper takes it in hers and holds it tight.

      She’s not only giving her support while she gets her stitches. She’s letting her know she’s not alone.

      Because after today, Tiffany Bartles’ life will never be the same.
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      Two days later, Piper is adding a strawberry milkshake to her tab at the fast food hamburger place on the first floor of the hospital.

      Emotionally, she’s wrecked—between Rhi Rhi’s death, which keeps coming back to affect her at random times, and the high intensity of the Bartles’ situation, she decides she needs a distraction. So she gets her lunch to go then goes to eat it in the nurse’s lounge on the psychiatric floor. They have a TV in there, and at lunchtime it plays All My Children Monday through Friday. As far as she knows it’s the only TV in the place outside a patient’s room or in the ER. And right now, she’s looking for some drama that has nothing to do with her real life.

      When she gets up there, she sneaks into the nurse’s lounge and sits down to watch Erica Kane in all her glory.

      Just as she bites into her hamburger, the door opens and one of the nurses comes in. She looks familiar, but Piper can’t remember her name.

      “What are you doing here?” the woman asks, a little bark to her tone.

      “I just . . .” Piper starts.

      The woman laughs. “I’m kidding. Kidding. I remember you from when you ran groups.”

      Piper breathes in deeply. For a second, the woman had her going. During her internship, Piper had conducted group therapy on the floor. She stretches out her hand. “Dr. Piper Landrum.”

      “Nancy,” she says, shaking Piper’s hand.

      “I remembered you guys watch this show, and I needed a fix. Hope you don’t mind.”

      “No problem,” Nancy says. “Where are you now?”

      “Peds.”

      “Oh, that can be rough.”

      Piper nods. Normally she disagrees with statements like that, but not this week.

      Nancy heats up some leftover noodle thing in the microwave. Smells pretty good. And they sit and watch AMC for approximately fifteen minutes before standing up and stretching their arms, preparing to go back to work.

      “Hey, it was nice seeing you,” Nancy says.

      “Thanks. You too,” Piper says, and she means it. Sometimes she gets so wrapped up in pediatrics that she forgets that there are other things going on in the hospital. She needs to come up here more often, if just for a change of scenery. And swing by the nursery to see the new babies. She hasn’t done that in ages, but it’s also a nice distraction.

      With a final slurp of the milkshake, Piper throws away her trash, and makes her way back to the pediatric ward.

      When she gets off the elevator, she checks the board and sees a couple of new patients, but nothing in their charts indicates they need to see her.

      On the way out she passes Mary’s new room. She hasn’t seen Mary since she’s been moved down from the PICU so she sticks her head inside.

      The girl is awake, her big blue eyes pop at the site of Piper. “Dr. Landrum!”

      Mary is enthusiastic, if not her usual hyper self.

      “Hey Mary. How are you feeling?”

      “Not too good, but better than yesterday.” Piper strolls over to her and pats her on the arm. “We’re glad to have you back down here.”

      “Yeah, me too. They don’t have any good toys upstairs. The only thing to do up there was watch TV.”

      “Well I’m glad you’re feeling up to doing more than that.”

      “When are we going to have the dog come back?”

      “That is a good question. How about I call the lady with the therapy dog and see if she can come before the weekend?”

      Mary claps her hands. “Yay! And can we have a new movie too? There’s a new Disney sing-a-long one.”

      “You’re right. We haven’t had a new movie in a while. Let me go see what I can come up with.”

      Mary snuggles down in her bed, her eyelids growing heavy.

      “Thank you, Mary. You know you’re like my little cruise director.” The Love Boat reference is probably over the child’s head, but she knows Mary won’t mind.

      “Thank you, Dr. Landrum”

      “You’re welcome. You need anything else?”

      “No, but I’ve got my button in case.” She shows Piper her nurses call button.

      Piper smiles. “All right. I’ll see you tomorrow then. Bye.”

      By the time she’s at the door Mary already looks like she’s falling asleep.

      Some days she is slightly annoyed by Mary’s insistent demands and the fact that she has to fulfill them because of the child life person being out, but after losing Rhi Rhi, and Mary having that scare with her heart, Piper is just grateful she’s okay.

      Right now, she wants to go above and beyond for Mary. She thinks of Rhi Rhi. Then Angelica—she will probably never be able to ask for dog kisses again, will probably never open her eyes again, much less watch a movie.

      This week she is more mindful than ever that life is precious, and you mustn’t take it for granted. Something she should have learned during childhood, but there’s still time.

      In her office she calls and leaves a message for the pet therapy lady. Then she catches up on her charting and makes an effort to leave the hospital by five o’clock.

      On the way home, she stops at the Blockbuster video store where she picks out a sing-along video as well as a video with several episodes of Muppet Babies for some of the younger kids.

      When she gets in the car, it hits her that Rhi Rhi would love the sing-along movie, and the tears streaming down her face make it difficult to see while driving so she pulls onto the shoulder and sobs.
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      It’s a rainy day in Miami when they bury Rhi Rhi.

      Like the sun itself refuses to shine in her absence.

      Piper hopes there will be other people from the hospital there, but when she arrives at the church she only recognizes Rhi Rhi’s aunt Sheree and her mother Sarah. They’re sitting at the very front in the first pews

      Piper takes a seat at the back.

      But before she has time to wallow in how uncomfortable she is, a Reverend, presumably from Rhi Rhi’s church stands up and begins the service. The opening hymn is one Piper doesn’t know, but she sings anyway, following along in the hymnal. Then everyone sits down and the Reverend starts preaching.

      “Seeing the crowds, Jesus went up on the mountain, and when he sat down his disciples came to him. And he opened his mouth and taught them, saying: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted. Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.”

      He drones on, parts of his sermon are punctuated with “hallelujahs,” which are met with “amens” from the small crowd.

      Piper tries to concentrate on his message, but finds her mind wanders.

      She begins to analyze her grief. While she knows it’s normal for her to feel sad over Rhi Rhi’s passing, her reaction has been extreme. Yes, the connection between her and Rhi Rhi was significant, she’s devastated by her death. Several times a day she finds herself breaking down, falling into tears. Perhaps it’s the fact that she’s used to seeing her every day.

      Then she remembers what Dr. Paul has said.

      She does have something of a savior complex, and she would have done anything to save Rhi Rhi.

      Because all those years ago she failed to save her own sister.

      Dani had been a little younger than Rhi Rhi when it happened.

      Piper’s younger sister had been her opposite in many ways. While Piper is the kind of person who made sure people heard her, Dani was quiet and shy.

      Like a newborn little duckling, Dani had always seemed fragile, and she seemed happy for Piper to take her under her wing.

      They had a short, but happy childhood together, living with their mother and father in the Carolina mountains.

      Until one day everything crumbled.

      Their mother had taken her and Dani on a hike.

      Piper eagerly ran ahead, but their mother kept telling her to stay behind and help with Dani, who was having more trouble navigating the rocky terrain than her big sister.

      “Mom, why do you always make me babysit her? Can’t you watch her?”

      “I am, Piper, but she keeps getting ahead of me, because she’s trying to catch up with you. Just stay with her, please. I’ve got to find a few more of these pine cones for the tablescape I’m making for that big dinner party your father and I are having. Could you please help me, just this once?”

      “Fine,” Piper huffed, but self-involved tween that she was, she hadn’t listened.

      She kept going at her original pace thinking Dani would be right behind her. She could never seem to shake the kid.

      That part still fills Piper with shame—how annoyed she was by her sister.

      She’d give everything she has to be annoyed by her again. For just one more day.

      The sound of the rocks sliding was the first thing she heard—the alarming grind of rocks tumbling into the ravine below.

      Then Dani’s normally meek voice, loud and filled with terror, screaming, “Piper!”

      Her name would be the last word her sister ever said.

      Piper still wakes up hearing her name on the lips of her baby sister, especially around the anniversary of her death.

      When it happened, Piper turned around and ran back along the trail to see what had happened. She was worried Dani would have skinned her knee or twisted her ankle. She felt bad for her and knew she’d get in trouble for not watching her close enough.

      But when she got to the spot where the rocks had given way and peered over the ledge, she saw Dani’s lifeless body.

      Piper couldn’t forget how angelic her face looked—like she was just sleeping. Except the awkward angle of her neck was a dead giveaway that Dani wasn’t going to wake up.

      “Mom! Come quick! Mom!” Piper screamed, backing up until she crashed into a tree then slid to the earth’s floor.

      It was the end of her family.

      Her mother did her best not to blame Piper, but she did.

      Her father tried not to blame her mother, but he couldn’t help it. He hadn’t been there. He didn’t know what to think. And ultimately his wife and remaining daughter were living, breathing reminders of the worst day of his life.

      He’s now married to someone else and has twin boys—her half-brothers. They just turned ten, and Piper couldn’t pick them out of a line-up. His new wife does send her a delicious tin of cookies each Christmas, but that’s the extent of that relationship.

      Her mother fell into a deep depression after Dani died, and Piper practically raised herself. For years she’d been mad at her mom. There were times she wanted to shake her by the shoulders and shriek, “What about me? I’m still here, Mommy. Pay attention to me!” but she never did. Instead, she became a healer. Her professors understood why Piper entered the field of psychology—she had a need to help people.

      Or in her case, save the world.

      Unfortunately, the tiny black coffin at the front of the church serves as a cold reminder that isn’t possible.

      The reverend’s voice shakes her back to the present.

      “Remember the words of David; the child cannot return to me, but I will go to him. When God calls a child home, it is hard for us, but maybe God has a greater purpose in heaven for that child. God gave His Son to save our sons and daughters. Our beloved Rhi Rhi has left your arms to move into the everlasting arms of her holy Father.”

      “Amen,” is the chorus that arises from the assembled.

      After a couple of hours, the service closes with the hymn, and the pallbearers remove the tiny coffin with Rhi Rhi’s body inside. They carry it through the church amidst the wails of mourners, and the agony of her family members. When most people have already gone, Piper sneaks towards the back door in the hopes that she can exit without being noticed. But before she gets out the door, she hears someone calling, “Dr. Landrum.”

      She freezes mid-step and turns to find Rhi Rhi’s mother approaching her, hands outstretched. Piper extends hers, and then Sarah clasps them in her own. “Thank you for coming. I know you were good to my girl.”

      Piper nods unsure what to say. An “I’m sorry” sneaks out.

      “It’s okay. My baby’s with the angels now. Gone home to meet her maker.”

      Piper nods some more. And even though she knows this is not the time or place she also realizes she will probably never see this woman again, so she can’t help herself. “The last time I saw you, the police were talking with you. Is everything okay?”

      “Yes. I’m helping them with a case. Nothing to worry about.”

      “Okay. But if you ever need anyone to talk to, I work at the mental health clinic, the one that’s attached to the hospital. Well, and you have my card. I’d be happy to provide some counseling if you ever need anything like that. I know it must be incredibly difficult to lose a child.”

      Sarah shakes her head. “Thank you, dear. My baby sure was lucky to have you.”

      Then she envelops Piper in a hug—one of those bone crunchers, and Piper hugs her back just as hard.

      And somehow, in that hug she feels the love she felt for Rhi Rhi come through in her mother. She blinks back the tears, and it feels like she will never stop crying for this child.
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      The situation with the Bartles family only worsens. After Mrs. Bartles’ fall and subsequent stitches, the doctors doubt they are going to be able to convince her to take her daughter off life support. Piper attends a meeting of the hospital ethics board with regards to the case, and they come away with a treatment plan to continue what they are currently doing, have an outside doctor come in to give an assessment, and the hospital administrator is sending someone from billing to discuss the financial side of Angelica’s care.

      If Angelica continues in the same condition and her mother refuses to take her off life support she will need to be moved to a longer-term care facility at some point. The administration asks Piper to aid them in preparing Mrs. Bartles for these eventualities.

      The nurses are fed up with Mrs. Bartles’ special requirements. Shavonne says she is constantly telling them that her daughter is moving so therefore she’s active and must not be in a coma. “I’ve told her a dozen times what she’s doing is involuntary, that she’s not conscious, but she doesn’t want to hear it so she doesn’t listen. The whole thing is so sad.”

      This morning Piper is trying to get through to Tiffany about accepting some of what has happened with Angelica, because even if her daughter does come out of her coma, her brain has been deprived of oxygen for a long enough amount of time that the doctors all agree she will have sustained severe brain damage.

      Piper sits in a chair across Angelica’s bed from Tiffany. It’s hard to look at Angelica the way her body is gnarled into an unnatural posture.

      “Miracles happen every day, Dr. Landrum. I’ve seen them. I know they can happen. My baby girl is in there, and she is going to be fine.”

      Piper holds back a sigh. She knows she must meet this woman where she is, but it is getting harder for her to deal with the denial. Normally with delusional patients the rule is that you do not confront the delusion. But in this case, Piper finds it harder every day to go along with Tiffany. It seems ridiculous to keep letting Tiffany discount all medical opinions that are contrary to her fantasy.

      Piper has to remind herself that she is there as a support system and a psychotherapist, not as a medical doctor. It is up to those guys to handle the rest. Her job to offer support.

      Taking a deep breath, Piper says, “Tiffany, tell me how you believe this is all going to play out.”

      Might as well get the full picture of what’s occurring in her mind.

      “Well, I know Angelica is very sick, but I’ve prayed a lot, you know? And the lady I work for, she has this church that she belongs to. Their whole congregation is praying for my Angelica. I mean she has a big prayer army that is fighting really hard for her to come out of this.”

      “So you have faith she’ll wake up, in part, because lots of people are praying for her?”

      Tiffany nods vigorously. “I do. I have to believe that.”

      Faith can be an important aspect of dealing with loss, and clearly Tiffany needs these beliefs to help her cope. “And what do you imagine it will be like once she wakes up?”

      “Well, I know it’s going to be a long haul for her to get better. She may have to learn how to do certain things over again, just like a baby. But I’ll be here for her, and I’ll help her every step of the way. You know she’s been sick most of her life so I’m used to being her caregiver.”

      This is new information, and it gets Piper’s attention. “You say Angelica’s been sick most of her life? In what way?”

      The Angelica that Tiffany always describes is an active, popular girl getting ready to go to a school dance. That image doesn’t jibe with that of a chronically ill child, though it didn’t necessarily mean the two are incompatible.

      “Well, she has always had some problems. She’s had to have several surgeries over the years, and she has a terribly weak immune system which is why I worry so much about her developing pneumonia in here. She always seems to catch everything. That’s one of the reasons I home school her.”

      Something about that sounds familiar. Piper isn’t sure what she is remembering. Lizzie’s statement about her sister being home schooled.

      “Tiffany, have the doctors requested Angelica’s medical records from before? Do you know?” She would have had to have signed a request for records.

      Tiffany shook her head. “Those were all destroyed in a tornado. Before we moved here. There’s nothing left to request.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, a tornado came through where we lived in Tulsa and destroyed all the medical records.”

      Piper swallows. “That’s unfortunate.”

      “It is. But you know when a twister comes through, it takes out whole buildings.”

      “It sounds terrible. Did you survive the same tornado?” Piper asks.

      “It came down our street but fortunately it missed our house. Unfortunately, the pediatric clinic that had all her records, it just blew that place apart. There wasn’t anything left but maybe a few sticks of the foundation. Terrible tragedy. I think about seventeen people died.”

      “Oh, that is awful. We have hurricanes around here, but usually you have a lot of warning and the wind isn’t usually the worst part.”

      “I know. It can be bad over here but you do get more warning for the hurricanes. We evacuated for the last one, and then it didn’t even come here.”

      Piper nods.

      Bringing the conversation back around to Angelica, Piper asks, “How do you feel about an outside doctor giving another opinion on Angelica’s condition?”

      “I just know I need to have faith and believe in the best outcome. My girl is going to wake up. She moves her eyelids sometimes. I see her fingers twitch. The nurses tell me it’s a reflex, but I know she’s in there and I’m not giving up on her.”

      In that moment Piper sees the woman Tiffany Bartles wants everyone to see—that heroic mother determined to get the best care possible for her daughter. She loves her child with all her heart.

      From what she observes, being a mother is difficult when your child is healthy. Piper isn’t sure how these mothers of sick children do it.

      Her mind flicks back to Rhi Rhi’s mother. The mask of agony worn by Rhi Rhi’s mother at her funeral is an indication she clearly loved her daughter. But bad luck along with possibly poor life choices interfered with her ability to be the mother to Rhi Rhi she could have been.

      Piper herself knows what it’s like to have a mother who could have been so much more.

      After Dani’s death, her mother withdrew. She shriveled up into her shell and barely came out long enough to interact with Piper and her father. Piper had to learn to do things for herself. Things mothers are supposed to do, like laundry, packing her lunch, washing dishes. But even after her initial depression, years later her mother treated her differently.

      Growing up, Piper hadn’t had a name for this. It wasn’t until she was in graduate school that Piper realized that her mother was withholding. She had the love. She just wasn’t going to give it to Piper.

      When Piper first uncovered the psychic wound inflicted by her mother, she was angry. But over time she’d worked through her own grief that she’d never have the mother she wanted. The mother she was born with. The mother she felt she deserved. Instead, she has the mother she has. And she copes with it.

      It’s her theory that her mother felt too bad about losing Dani to let herself love Piper the way she had before. She wasn’t sure if she was protecting her own heart from the pain she now knew could come from loving a child so much and losing them. Or if she felt like it wasn’t fair for one of her children to be so loved when the other had to die, so she just couldn’t bring herself to do it. Whatever the case, these days a flask of vodka and her bridge club help her mother deal with it. That and a new husband who drinks as much as she does.

      “I’ve arranged to have a psychic come see Angelica.” Tiffany’s words interrupt Piper’s musings. “She thinks she may be able to communicate with Angelica.”

      I’ll bet she does, Piper thinks, but chooses to share encouragement rather than skepticism. “That sounds interesting.”

      Now she’s got to figure out how to tell Dr. Henri that Tiffany has added a psychic to the team.
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      It’s Saturday again, and I’m back at the mental health clinic.

      “So, I’ve called in an abuse report with the state,” Dr. Landrum says.

      I nod. This doesn’t surprise me. I need there to be an abuse report on file. It should help my emancipation case.

      “How do you feel about that?” she asks.

      “Um, it’s all right. I mean, now that I’m not staying with her, I feel better about it. If I was living with her now it would probably bother me.”

      “Tell me more about that. You’ve said a lot about your mother and your sister, but I’d like to hear more about your relationship with her.”

      “That’s difficult.” I know she wants to direct our conversation, but I’ve been thinking so much about Tommy, I feel like I have to let it out.

      She nods, encouraging me to keep talking.

      “She scares me.”

      “Because you believe she killed your sister?”

      “And my brother.” There. I got it out.

      “Your brother?” she asks incredulously. “I thought you said he died of SIDS.”

      “That was the story.”

      “Was his death ever investigated?”

      I shake my head.

      “So why do you think she was responsible?”

      “Because that’s what she does.”

      “What’s that?”

      “She makes her children sick then plays the victim.”

      “Lizzie, you know I have a legal obligation to report this.” She looks skeptical, and now I wish I hadn’t said anything.

      “You don’t believe me,” I challenge.

      “You have to admit, it’s a lot. A woman has two kids who die and no one notices . . .”

      “Who’s going to notice? We lived halfway across the country when Tommy died.”

      “What about his medical records?”

      “What about them?”

      “Didn’t anyone see something strange there?”

      I sigh impatiently. “Have you ever been around a mother whose child died of SIDS? People don’t question that. They’re too busy fussing over the grieving family. And no, nobody thought anything was strange about it. Except maybe me and my sister.”

      “What about the baby’s father?”

      “I don’t know if he did or not. He never said anything.”

      “Well, what about you? I’d like to understand your relationship with your mother a little better. Didn’t she ever tried to make you sick?”

      “Only when she fed me that meat. I think she knew I wouldn’t cooperate. She always called me her disobedient one. She did kind of the opposite with me.”

      “What do you mean the opposite?”

      “I mean there were times when I really was sick but she refused to take me to the doctor.”

      “Tell me more about that.”

      “Once, I remember I had like a cold or the flu or something, and I started coughing up blood. Sissy told her she needed to take me to the doctor, but she wouldn’t.”

      Dr. Landrum looks like she can’t believe what she’s hearing.

      “And another time I fell off my bike, and my ankle was really hurting. I told her I thought it was broken or badly sprained, but she still wouldn’t take me to the doctor.”

      “Why not?”

      I shrug. “She said she had to work. But then, when I went to school the nurse called her and told her she needed to take me to a physician. It turned out my ankle was fractured. I had to get a cast and everything.”

      “So, it was like in her mind your sister was the patient, and you didn’t fit in that role. So she had a really hard time accepting you in the sick child role.”

      “I guess.” That’s exactly what it was like. “That was for my sister, the sick girl gig.”

      “I’m trying to understand how your sister faked sick. How did they not realize it in the hospital?”

      “I think a lot of the stuff my mom gave her made her sick. But being in the hospital was almost a vacation for her. In a way I think she actually liked it.”

      The doctor looks surprised so I explain. “She got fed properly, and thanks to the nurses someone was taking care of her.”

      “Unlike your mom who only pretended to take care of her, but who really did the opposite.”

      I nod. “This last time, though, she wasn’t even ever conscious.”

      “Okay. So let’s go back for a minute to your brother dying. What was it like for your family after that?”

      “Well, Tony left pretty soon after that. Right away they started fighting. Finally, he just left.”

      “That must have been hard.”

      “It sucked. I remember thinking that he might take us with him, but of course he didn’t. He might have wanted to, but we weren’t his. And there was no way my mother was going to let that happen.” I laugh. “I mean she may have let him take me, but never Sissy.”

      “You talk a lot about your mother’s favoritism. How does it make you feel—the way she favored your sister?”

      I suck in a deep breath and blow it out.

      A pain deep inside my gut throbs, threatens to erupt. But I don’t let it.

      Stuffing it back down, I gain control again. “It hurts.”

      “And how do you cope with that hurt?” Dr. Landrum leans forward, hangs on my every word. I have to give her credit. She is really trying to help. I’m just not sure there’s anything she can do, except help me get those emancipation papers.

      Averting my eyes, I answer. “Smoke, I guess. Drink on occasion. Drown my sorrows and all that.”

      “How often are we talking with the drinking?”

      I make a face. “Just sometimes on the weekend with friends. Not like every day or anything. You know, just doing what kids do.”

      “I see.” And I think she does. “I do have some concerns about your underage drinking. And you’re not supposed to be smoking either, but you probably already know that.”

      We both smile.

      “I want to go back to your sister. I know it’s difficult for you to talk about her, but I think it will help if you do. I’d like to know what happened. You said she was unconscious the last time . . .”

      I understand what she wants, but I’m not going there. Instead I take her back to the way things were after Tommy died. I’ll give her chronological order. She can hear about the entire thing.

      “Well, after Tommy died my mom soaked up all the attention like a thirsty sponge.”

      The doctor’s eyes bulge.

      “The grieving mother, she’s the star of the production.”

      “The production?”

      “Yeah. The funeral. The wake. The whole bit.”

      The doc’s eyebrows morph into a v. “But she lost a child.”

      “I think she was sad about that, but I don’t think she could help herself.”

      Dr. Landrum is speechless.

      “She may not have wanted to kill him. Maybe she just meant to give him trouble breathing so he could, you know, go to the hospital and have her usual attention-getting thing.”

      I stare at the floor. “That’s what I tell myself. That she didn’t mean to really kill him. That it was an accident.”

      The doctor doesn’t say anything.

      I’m about to look up when she says in a small voice, “You need to believe that, don’t you?”

      She does get it.

      Then the doc asks me how things are with my mom right now.

      “Not the best.”

      “How did you leave things with her?”

      “I just left really, left a note on the kitchen counter telling her I’m at Laura’s.”

      “And she’s okay with that?”

      “I don’t know. But I’m going to stay there until this all gets sorted out.”

      “Sorted out?”

      “Yeah. This has happened before—the authorities getting involved.”

      “What happened then?”

      “When we lived in Oklahoma. I said some things to a neighbor. She was already suspicious, I guess because of all the time my sister spent in the hospital, so she called the authorities there.”

      “And nothing happened?”

      “What you have to understand, Dr. Landrum, is—my mom is good. She’s got everybody convinced that she’s the victim. Not the other way around. Everybody thinks ‘this poor lady, her daughter lies about her to get attention.’ ‘Her other daughter is sick and she’s just trying to care for her.’ She’s really good at putting on an act, and everybody believes her. You’d know it if you met her.”

      “That just sounds awful.” Dr. Landrum’s face looks like the sky just fell in.

      “You’re damned right it is.” And another reason I’m scared to let Dr. Landrum meet her. The thought of my mother convincing Dr. Landrum that I am the liar makes me feel panicky.

      “Okay, well as long as you’re safe. Hopefully this time we can get them to believe you.”

      I’m not holding my breath. “Hey, do you mind if I go to the bathroom?”

      She’s not expecting this. “We’re almost finished. We only have another ten minutes.”

      “I won’t be long,” I say, getting up, not waiting for permission.

      “All right,” Dr. Landrum says, as if she has a say in the matter.

      “Be right back.”

      It’s a short hallway that leads to the restroom. I go inside, lock the door behind me and sit on the toilet.

      All this therapy is making me think about Sissy, and it pisses me off.

      So much easier to lock her away in that special place in my head, only visit her late at night when Laura’s deep breathing tells me she’s asleep.

      My sister’s words echo in my head and suddenly I’m right back in our house in Oklahoma with the rusted linoleum floors and green shag carpet. “I have to keep you safe.”

      “No,” I told her. “I’m the one who needs to keep you safe, Sissy.”

      She shook her head. “Mom needs me to be like this.”

      “Who cares what she wants?”

      Sissy’s fingers curled around mine. “I love you, Lizzie. I love you both.”

      That was the screwed-up thing about it. My sister actually did love us both, whereas I couldn’t remember the last time I felt affection for our mother.

      I stand up and go over to the sink where I splash some cold water on my face. My heart is beating faster than usual. I don’t know why.

      Ten more minutes.

      When I get back into the room, I sit back down in my chair. Dr. Landrum doesn’t look like she budged while I was gone.

      Wanting to end on a good note, I say, “You know, there were times when we were a happy family.”

      Doc tilts her head in surprise, but says, “I’m sure there were.”

      “Yeah. When Tommy was alive Mom used to let Sissy and me bathe him.”

      “By yourselves?”

      I roll my eyes. “Yes, she’s not that kind of mother.”

      “What kind?”

      “Oh, you know, the kind who has to sterilize the pacifier before it can go in the kid’s mouth. Nah. She was always the kind where if it saved her from doing work, she was all for it.”

      Dr. Landrum nods, and I go on.

      “Yeah. I’ve always done the chores and stuff around the house. Since I was old enough to hold a broom.”

      “Did your sister help with that?”

      “Sometimes, but lots of times she didn’t feel so good so I did most of the cleaning, made the beds, did dishes—stuff like that.”

      “Your mother must have been happy to have the help.”

      “Not really. It was just expected.”

      “So, we were talking about you and your sister looking out for each other. The way you describe her—you seem very close. I’m concerned about how you’re managing without her.”

      The back of my throat begins to close. My back molars clamp down, and I warn myself not to even think about tearing up. Not in front of this doctor. Not here.

      “It’s hard.” I grip the bottom of the chair with both hands only to find a hardened piece of gum underneath. “Is it time to go yet?”
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      “What breed is she again?” Piper asks.

      “French bulldog,” the lady says, tucking her sandy blond hair behind her ear. It’s cut in a bob that goes perfectly with the dog’s yellowish coat in that way that dogs often resemble their owners.

      “Duchess, you are such a sweet girl.” Piper bends down to pet her. She and Mrs. Malone, Duchess’ owner, are sitting in her office discussing the plan for the morning.

      Pet therapy with the pediatric patients—what a great way to start the week. Feeling refreshed after a relaxing Sunday at home, she’s ready to kick Monday off with some positive energy and some happy children. And Duchess is going to help her do just that.

      “Let’s start in Mary Vaughn’s room and then you can go from room to room after that. I’ll have one of the nurses go ahead and see if there are any kids who are allergic or scared of dogs so you can skip over their rooms. But we can start with Mary. She’ll probably want you to come back by at the end to see her.”

      Mrs. Malone grins. “I know. I remember Mary.”

      “She makes quite an impression, that one.” It’s true. Mary is endearing. She’ll worm her way into your heart until you can’t help but lover her.

      Doggy toenails click across the linoleum as Mrs. Malone, Piper, and Duchess walk down the hall toward Mary’s room.

      When they get there, they’re greeted by Mrs. Vaughn. “Well, who is this?” she asks holding out a hand to Duchess.

      To everyone’s surprise, the dog gives a low growl, and Mrs. Vaughn draws her hand back. “Goodness!”

      Mrs. Malone looks appalled. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know why she’d do that. She’s never done that before.”

      The little bulldog trots past them, making a beeline for Mary who was already out of her bed.

      “Duchess!” Mary cries, spreading her arms wide and scooping up the enthusiastic dog.

      “Mary, you be careful. That dog almost bit me!” Mrs. Vaughn snaps.

      “Oh, I don’t think she’d ever bite you,” Mrs. Malone assures her. “I have no idea why she’d do that. I’ve never seen her do that before.”

      Piper cringes, thinking about the dog actually biting someone, and the liability for the hospital. For her. Oh, the trouble she would get in if that were to happen. But then she looks over at Duchess, who is smothering Mary with kisses, her tail wagging ninety to nothing.

      Maybe they misheard or misinterpreted the growl. Is it possible she just doesn’t like Mrs. Vaughn’s hand cream?

      She wants to get a little more reassurance that all will be well in doggie-land when Shavonne walks through the door.

      “Dr. Landrum,” she says.

      “Yes?”

      “You’re needed in room 315.”

      Angelica Bartles’ room. What could that be about? It isn’t like Tiffany Bartles to ask for her.

      Shavonne stares at Piper with big eyes.

      “Um, okay. Can you please handle this then?” Piper asks.

      Shavonne looks slightly annoyed but agrees “Sure. Go ahead.”

      “Excuse me, please,” Piper says to Mrs. Vaughn. “I’ll be back later.”

      In the hall, Warren is coming out of the Bartles’ room. He hurries over to Piper. “Dr. Landrum, Angelica Bartles flatlined. Her mama is really upset, and she’s got her other daughter with her. You think you could . . . ?”

      His question hangs in the air, but Piper knows he means can you come deal with these sad people whose child just died? As often as they face death in the hospital, many staff members still feel uncomfortable with the emotions surrounding death.

      “Sure,” she says. Warren takes this as his cue to leave and heads down the hall to another patient’s room.

      Piper feels almost relieved at the news. It isn’t that she is not sad about Angelica’s passing, it’s that she has always seen her as someone who is already in another place. Whether it was the medical explanations of her condition, or just the sense she is no longer with us she doesn’t know, but in Piper’s mind this passing is more about letting go of a physical body. More of a formality . . . though she knows Mrs. Bartles won’t see it that way.

      On the way down the hall, she braces herself for Tiffany’s melodramatic tears and what will likely be a heightened reaction. Yes, Tiffany appears to be the doting mother, but Piper has also come to believe that the woman has a histrionic personality. In any case, it is a sad day and she’s there to support her.

      When she reaches Angelica’s room Piper takes a deep breath, then pulls open the handle of the heavy wooden door. Inside she sees Tiffany’s body is draped over the lifeless child in the bed and there is someone else there, a dark-haired girl sitting in the chair on this side of the bed, her back to Piper. Must be the sister.

      It’s strange, because Angelica doesn’t look any different. Everything about her looks the same as it has every time Piper has been in the room to see them. Except now she is officially dead. The only difference being that her heart finally caught up with her brain.

      As Piper approaches, Tiffany looks up. “Dr. Landrum. I can’t believe she’s gone,” she wails. “My beautiful, beautiful sweet girl!” The keening of her cries is so genuine and hit a place so deep in Piper’s heart that she feels a slice of guilt for having anticipated exaggerated signs of grief from Tiffany. The woman is truly traumatized by the loss of her child and why wouldn’t she be?

      “I am so sorry for your loss, Tiffany. I wish I had known Angelica before. From everything you said about her, it sounds like she was an amazing girl.”

      “She was,” the girl in the chair says.

      Something about that voice that sounds familiar, but Piper can’t place it.

      That is, until the girl turns around, and Piper’s heart beats so loudly in her ears that it drowns out every other sound in the room.

      The girl sitting in the chair holding the hand of her dead sister is Lizzie. Her patient Lizzie.

      Lizzie with the abusive mother.

      Lizzie with the dead sister. And brother.

      Lizzie whose mother made her sister sick . . .

      Piper’s mind speeds through Lizzie’s history.

      Tiffany’s words come back to her, “She was sick a lot.” Referring to Angelica.

      Piper looks at Lizzie, incredulous.

      But the girl’s eyes don’t reflect the surprise that Piper is experiencing. She’s not surprised at all to see Piper here. Somehow she knew Piper was on her sister’s case.

      Between wails, Tiffany stops long enough to say, “Dr. Landrum, this is my other daughter Lizzie.”

      Piper’s gut clenches. Unsure how to proceed, she sticks with a safe greeting. “Hi Lizzie. I’m sorry about your sister.”

      Lizzie nods and turns her back to Angelica.

      My sister is already dead.

      My mother used to crush the glass and put it in her drink.

      She killed my little brother.

      Was it all true? If so, she’s standing in the presence of not only a self-involved mother, but a world-class child abuser.

      What about DCF? Her mind whirs.

      They probably haven’t had a chance to do their investigation yet. Especially not with the hours Tiffany spent at the hospital. There was no way they’d find her at home. But even if they did, would they be able to believe Tiffany could have done the things Piper reported?

      She doubts it. Tiffany seems like the last person who could do those things to her child. She plays the role of the perfect mother well. Yet Piper had seen a crack. And the other nurses had noticed something off as well. But they never would have suspected . . .

      Piper takes a step closer, and places a hand on the table next to the bed, steadying herself.

      She has so many questions, but she doesn’t know where to start or how to get the answers.

      Since Lizzie’s mother doesn’t appear to realize that Lizzie knows Piper, she clearly hasn’t told her mother about the therapy sessions. Lizzie is a slippery one, and she’s afraid if she lets Lizzie leave today without confronting her, she may never see her again.

      Now she knows Lizzie secret. She’s Angelica’s sister. But why? Why would she keep that a secret?

      Piper needs to find a way to speak with her alone. Unsure of her next move, Piper sits with them listening to Tiffany’s sobbing, her eyes boring into the back of Lizzie’s head.

      Several minutes pass before Piper says anything else. Normally she would leave this family alone to grieve. She’d tell them to page her if they needed anything, but she couldn’t leave Lizzie alone for fear she’ll bolt.

      As volatile as Tiffany Bartles is, Piper doesn’t trust her not to try to destroy her career if she finds out her daughter is going behind her back and seeing Piper for therapy she hasn’t consented to. And Piper’s pretty sure she could be litigious.

      Piper shudders at the thought of her being responsible for a lawsuit being brought against the clinic.

      She considers saying that Angelica is in a better place now, but she knows Tiffany well enough to know she wouldn’t appreciate that sentiment. In Tiffany’s mind the best place for Angelica is right here with her. So instead, Piper decides to handle the Lizzie problem.

      “I know this is quite a shock, but would either of you like anything to eat?” Piper knows Tiffany will not budge from her daughter’s bedside, and sees this as an opportunity to get Lizzie outside of the room, alone.

      “No! They told me I can stay with her as long as I want,” Tiffany bellows.

      Lizzie looks up at Piper, a questioning look on her face.

      “Of course. But Tiffany, do you think I could take Lizzie to the cafeteria and get her something to eat?”

      “Yeah,” Tiffany says without even looking up at her living child.

      The dysfunction is so thick in the room Piper feels like she needs a knife to cut through it.

      “Would you like that? Are you hungry?” Piper’s eyes flash at Lizzie, who shrugs, but gets up and follows Piper out of the room.

      The heavy door closes behind them, making Piper think of a tomb.

      When they are outside, she hisses to Lizzie, “Why didn’t you tell me your last name was Bartles?”

      Lizzie has the nerve to try to look innocent. “That’s not my last name. My last name is Frank like my dad’s.”

      “What about Angelica? I thought you too had the same dad. Why is she listed under Bartles, the same as your mom?”

      Lizzie shrugs. “I didn’t know. I guess because my mom got sick of having a different name from her kid every time she went to the hospital. Because it was just easier.”

      As this sinks in, Piper calms down some, because she can see how much Lizzie is on the outside in this family. Everything in their mother’s world is about Angelica. Hell, she’s never once mentioned another child to Piper. Tiffany and Angelica’s illness are the center of the family, and Lizzie has been shoved aside. To make her even more of an outsider, her name is different from her mother and sister.

      “But Lizzie, why didn’t you tell me?”

      Lizzie’s black eyes stare back at her. “Really? You don’t know? She never would have let me come to therapy. How would I have ever had anyone to talk to? No one believes me when it comes to her. As soon as she meets someone she pulls them over to her side. You know her. You know the way she does.”

      The girl had a point. Her mother is an extremely manipulative person. On the way to Angelica’s room she had just been thinking about how histrionic she is. How manipulative.

      Piper sighs. “All right, let’s go to the cafeteria and we can talk.”

      “Okay,” Lizzie says nonchalantly. The ride down in the elevator is silent due to other passengers.

      When they get to the cafeteria, Piper holds the door open for Lizzie and lets her go inside first.

      “What’s good?” Lizzie asks as if everything is normal.

      “Let’s see. They’re still serving breakfast. The eggs are good. Do you like grits?”

      Lizzie makes a face. “I’ll just have a doughnut,” she says picking out a cream filled one from the display case.

      Piper squelches her desire to steer Lizzie towards a more healthful choice, and picks out a chocolate frosted one for herself.

      They grab some fountain drinks. Piper puts everything on her tray and with Lizzie behind her, goes through the checkout line and pays for their food.

       With the waggle of her finger Piper motions for Lizzie to choose a place for them to sit. Silently, Piper hopes it will be away from the few stragglers still left in the cafeteria as the breakfast hour winds down.

      As if she is a mind reader, Lizzie goes and sits down in the far corner of the cafeteria. Piper pulls up a chair across from her.

      Lizzie takes a bite of her donut, chews it up, and swallows before she speaks.

      “Well, now that you know about my sister . . . there’s something I need to tell you.”

      “Oh yeah? What’s that?” Piper asks tentatively, unsure she can take many more revelations from Lizzie today.

      “My sister . . .” She hesitates.

      “Go on. What about your sister?”

      “My sister didn’t kill herself.”

      Piper’s heart races. “What do you mean? It wasn’t an accident, like your mom said?”

      “No, I mean it was my mother who killed her.”
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      Piper’s brain buzzes and the room grows fuzzy. “What do you mean your mother killed her?”

      This sounds a lot like the story about the brother . . .

      Lizzie calmly says, “She strangled her with the tie to her bathrobe. They were fighting. Mom was angry at her.”

      “Why?”

      “Sissy wanted to go to a dance with this boy, and Mom wasn’t having it. She told her as long as she lived under her roof she had to live by her rules. That she wasn’t allowed to date.”

      “Your sister is what, sixteen?” The instant the words are out of her mouth she regrets the present tense, but to correct herself feels like it would be insensitive.

      Lizzie doesn’t notice. She nods. “Sixteen, almost seventeen. I’m about to be sixteen.”

      It isn’t lost on Piper that Lizzie brings her own age into it. Look at me. See me. I will be sixteen. I matter too.

      Yes, you do matter, Piper thinks, but out loud she says, “Didn’t you say you had a boyfriend?”

      “Yeah. I don’t tell her about him though. Too bad for Sissy the guy she likes lives across the street. He’s been friends with us ever since we moved there. Makes it harder for them to hide their relationship. Especially from our mom. She’s so nosy and controlling.”

      “So your mom was mad. What happened?”

      “Sissy told mom that she was going to the dance with Peter whether she liked it or not. Mom got angry. Furious even. See, Angelica never defied her. This might have been the first time. It was the first time I remember. Mom went nuts. Slapped her across the face. But Angelica didn’t back down.”

      Piper stares at Lizzie, her donut forgotten.

      “She told Mom that if she didn’t let her see Peter she’d tell him and everybody else that it was her who’d been making her sick all these years.”

      “How did your mom react?”

      “She went crazy. She picked up a robe off the floor, yanked out the sash and when Angelica turned away from her, she caught her around the neck with it.”

      “Where you there?”

      “Yes. I was screaming at her to stop. When she wouldn’t, and I could see she was really hurting Sissy, I jumped on her back.”

      A chill of horror slide through Piper’s veins.

      “It was crazy cuz when I jumped on her, we all fell onto the floor. I landed funny on my elbow, and it wasn’t working right. It took me a minute to get up to see what was happening with the two of them. But by the time I did . . . Sissy wasn’t breathing.”

      “Oh, Lizzie.” Piper’s heart goes out to the girl.

      “I know.”

      “So what happened next?”

      “My mom told me to call nine-one-one.”

      “And did you?”

      “Not at first.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I was yelling at her. I just kept screaming, ‘You killed Sissy. You killed Sissy’. I may have hit her a few times, but she just kept telling me to call nine-one-one. To tell them my sister wasn’t breathing. Finally, I did.”

      “Oh Lizzie, I’m so sorry,” Piper says, trying to process the information, but she keeps getting lost in the emotions of the situation Lizzie is describing. “What did she say to the paramedics when they got there?”

      “By that time she’d tied the sash around Sissy’s neck and had her on the ground. She was doing mouth-to-mouth. I think she realized what she’d done and was trying to undo it. But she told the paramedics that she’d found Sissy hanging from the top bunk in our room, that it was an accident.”

      “But she hadn’t?” Piper asks, knowing that no matter how many times she hears confirmation, she will find it next to impossible to believe that a mother could do what Lizzie described to her own child.

      “No. She did it. She lost her temper and attacked her. Then made it look like an accident.”

      Piper plants a fist on the table, unsure what to do with the anger that is welling up inside her. “Why didn’t you tell anyone about this?”

      “Who? Who was I supposed to tell?”

      “The paramedics?”

      “And they’re gonna listen to a kid like me over a hysterical mother? If I ever talk to them they brush me aside. ‘Leave me alone kid and let me do my job.’”

      Piper folds her hands in her lap.

      “Besides, look what happened to Angelica when she threatened to tell the truth about our mother.” Fear glistens in Lizzie’s eyes. “You have to protect me. I’m not sure how long I can stay at my friend’s house.”

      Something stirs deep inside Piper.

      Lizzie’s right. She has to protect her. No one else can, or will.

      Piper has to do it.

      Tiffany Bartles is given three children. She causes the death of two of them, and neglects a third.

      It’s as if she thinks of her babies as accessories, convenient when they make her look good, but also disposable.

      Piper’s stomach roils. “Want the rest of my donut?”

      “Okay.” Lizzie takes it and scarfs it down the way teenagers do. “Are you all right? You don’t look so good.”

      Piper nods. “Just give me a minute.”

      They sit in silence for a moment and when the wave of nausea passes, Piper says, “I’m afraid if what you are saying is true, I have to call the police.”

      “It’s definitely true.” Lizzie looks annoyed. “Why do you think I’m not telling the truth?”

      “It’s not that,” Piper tries to explain. “It’s a serious accusation, Lizzie.”

      “I know. Now do you see why I didn’t tell anybody before?”

      “I believe you, Lizzie. It’s just a lot to take in. If the police believe your story, they are probably going to take you away from your mother until this whole thing gets sorted out.”

      “That’s fine,” Lizzie says, and Piper is struck by how easily Lizzie is handling the whole situation.

      “You don’t seem that upset,” Piper remarks.

      “That’s because I’ve had my whole life knowing how my mom is. This may be news to you, but it’s not news to me. And like I told you before—my sister already died. Not today. She died in our bedroom weeks ago.”
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      After they finish in the cafeteria, Piper takes Lizzie back upstairs.

      Shavonne is charting at the nurse’s station.

      “Hey Shavonne, this is Lizzie. She is Angelica’s sister, and one of my patients at the clinic.”

      Shavonne arches an eyebrow.

      “We need to have some private conversations with her mother. Do you think you could take her to the nurse’s lounge and keep her occupied for a little while?” Piper rounds her eyes to indicate she really needs her to do this.

      Shavonne’s shoulders sag as if she’s putting Lizzie’s loss on them. “Sure honey. Let’s go see if we can find something to keep you busy. I’ve got a puzzle book and some snacks if you’re hungry.”

      “I just ate,” Lizzie says then looks at Piper who nods for her to go with Shavonne.

      “I might be able to find a movie for you to watch,” Shavonne tries again.

      “All right.” Lizzie reluctantly follows her glancing over her shoulder at Piper a worried look on her face.

      Piper mouths, “It’s okay.”

      This reassurance prods Lizzie down the hall and into the nurses’ lounge.

      Rattled, Piper considers calling Dr. Paul to ask her what to do. But this is only to stall for time, or let someone else be the adult in the situation. She knows what she has to do. She just doesn’t want to be the one to do it.

      What if somehow what Lizzie is telling her isn’t the truth? Could she be exaggerating?

      She reprimands herself. The only reason she’s questioning Lizzie is because following up on this is going to be hard, but this is not the kind of thing kids lie about.

      It was the kind of thing that when kids told you about it, you didn’t want to believe.

      All the kids who finally disclose sexual abuse and are not believed run through her head.

      All the women who finally speaks up about being raped and aren’t believed.

      She can’t just ignore Lizzie’s report of what is essentially a homicide because it makes her uncomfortable, because she doesn’t want the knowledge that a woman could do that to her own child.

      She bites her lip, wondering if there is a certain protocol for informing the police of a matter like this. For a split-second she considers telling one of Angelica’s doctors, but quickly remembers who really runs the hospital.

      “Um, Nurse Brady I have a pretty sensitive situation on my hands,” Piper says, upon approaching the charge nurse.

      “Really?” Nurse Brady looks up from the computer she is currently using.

      It’s awkward. The last thing Piper wants to do is say this where other people can hear. She’s afraid the whole thing is going to blow up into something extremely ugly, and she hates being the one to strike the match.

      She reminds herself that she is not the one striking the match. Lizzie, no Lizzie’s mother struck the match when she committed this terrible act.

      Piper has to struggle to keep her mind right. She is not the bad guy. She is simply trying to report the bad guy. But even as she counsels herself, there is something so desperately sad about the further destruction of this family, a family which has already been decimated by loss once today, that she almost stops herself.

      “What’s the problem?” Nurse Brady asks.

      “I have a patient, she is Angelica Bartles sister, and she claims that Angelica’s hanging was not an accident.”

      This gets the charge nurse’s attention. “What does she say happened?”

      Piper takes a deep breath. “Lizzie says that her mother strangled her sister with the bathrobe tie, and when the mom realized she had stopped breathing, Lizzie said that her mom came up with the story that she pulled her down from where she hung herself.”

      “From a bunk bed, was it?”

      “Yes.”

      “So wait, you’re saying that the mom choked the daughter, practically killing her, and then when the paramedics came, she made it look like the girl hung herself?”

      Piper nods. “I feel like, because of the circumstances—the mother is here, the body is here, and the reporter of abuse and eyewitness is here—I-I-I think I need to call the police.”

      To Piper’s surprise the charge nurse looks at her with a new respect. “I would agree with that assessment, Dr. Landrum. Thank you for informing me.” She hands Piper the phone. “Is there anything else you need from us?”

      Piper straightens her shoulders a little. “No. Thank you. I had Shavonne take the sister, Lizzie, to the nurse’s lounge. I thought it would be a good idea to keep her and the mom separated for the time being. I think I will go speak with the mom while I wait for them.”

      “I would caution you, Dr. Landrum, from saying anything that might provoke this woman or make her flee.”

      “Oh no. I just want to be sure she stays here.”

      “You stay really close to the nurse’s call button, and if you need anything give us a call. I’ll have Warren on standby.”

      A semblance of confidence rising inside her, Piper smiles. “I don’t think that will be necessary.”

      “I’ve been doing this a long time,” Nurse Brady says, “and I can tell you—you never know what you’re going to get with people.”

      “Noted. And thanks.” Nurse Brady’s years of experience probably outnumber the years Piper has been on the planet, and she knows better than to question her elders.

      “Want me to dial the number?” Nurse Brady asks and Piper indicates she does.

      When the woman at the police station answer Piper begins with, “I’d like to report a crime.”

      She relays the information that Lizzie gave to her, emphasizing the fact that the perpetrator, victim, and witness are all presently at the hospital. They assure her they are sending someone right away.

      She goes into the bathroom to splash some water on her face. Her head is throbbing. She closes her eyes and tries to raise the temperature of her fingertips—a trick she learned from her biofeedback sessions.

      But she makes no progress. Her fingers are like ice. Admitting failure in that department, she goes to her office where she downs a couple of aspirin.

      Then taking a deep breath she walks down the hall to Angelica Bartles’ room. She stops outside long enough to square her shoulders and straighten her spine before walking into the den of the she-devil.
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      Upon entering the room, Piper finds Tiffany Bartles sitting in Angelica’s bed, holding the girl’s body in her arms. Her grief permeates the space as she cradles her teenage baby and strokes her hair. Piper feels like she’s intruding on an intimate moment, and her voice catches as she asks, “Are you okay?”

      It seems to Piper like she’s looking at a mother who would do anything for her baby.

      But that’s not the case.

      Instead, she’s looking at a woman who would do a number of abusive things to her own child as long as it benefits her in some sick twisted way.

      From the way Tiffany is behaving, it appears she has remorse, but if the girl had woken up, she would have been able to inform the authorities that it was her mother who put that noose around her neck.

      No one will ever know now if she would have kept the secret. From what Lizzie says, the poor girl might have been too frightened to tell anyone. Sadly, it’s a useless exercise in conjecture.

      When Tiffany glances up dried tears streak her makeup. “No, I’m not okay. My daughter just died.”

      Her voice is snippy, which she realizes too late. “Sorry. I just feel like my nerves are on the outside of my skin, you know? Like every little thing upsets me. I know you’re just doing your job.”

      Tiffany tucks her chin and practically bats her eyelashes at Piper then looks down at Angelica and starts rocking her.

      Interesting. So she lashes out then does something to curry favor and something to encourage sympathy.

      The clinician in her is seeing Mrs. Bartles in a new light. The light of a sociopath.

      “I understand,” Piper says, thinking this is an understatement. “Is there anything you need? Would you like me to contact anyone for you?”

      “Oh, that nice chaplain I spoke with before. I’d like him to come by and say a prayer over her, before, you know . . .” Tiffany twists a mangled tissue in her hand.

      “Here.” Piper hands her a fresh one.

      Tiffany reaches out to take it, offering Piper a small smile as she does. “Thank you.”

      She discards the old tissue on the bed next to Angelica’s body.

      Piper shudders.

      They sit in silence for several minutes before Piper says, “If there’s nothing else you need right now, I’ll go call the chaplain.”

      She’s only a few feet from the door when Tiffany asks, “Where’s Lizzie?”

      “Oh. She found some puzzles in the playroom. I think she’s working on those. Let me go check on her.”

      “Puzzles? She’s fifteen for God’s sake. Why would she be doing puzzles?”

      “Hmm. Maybe it’s word puzzles, you know, like crossword puzzles. I’m not sure. Shavonne was trying to find something to distract her from . . .”

      “Oh,” Tiffany says flatly. “Okay.”

      “I’ll be back.” Piper is reaching for the door when it opens in on her. She has to take a step back so she and the man entering don’t collide.

      “Hello,” Piper says.

      He reads her name badge. “Dr. Landrum, you’re the one who called us, correct?”

      Everything inside her melts, and she would give anything to disappear.

      “And you are?” Piper asks.

      “Detective Neal Harris.”

      “Can we speak for a moment in the hallway?” Piper senses Tiffany’s eyes boring a hole into her back, but she refuses to look over her shoulder at her. Instead she opens the door and walks through it.

      She takes several more steps taking her out of earshot of the Bartles’ room. The detective follows her lead.

      “What’s going on?” he asks, and Piper gives him an abbreviated version of Lizzie’s story.

      “I’d like to speak with the daughter, the one who is making these accusations.”

      “Sure. She’s in the nurse’s lounge, but I’m afraid the mom, Tiffany Bartles, who’s in there with her daughter’s body,” Piper points a finger at the room they just came from, “I’m afraid she’ll bolt.”

      “Not to worry. I’ve got a uniformed officer with me. I’ll have him monitor the exits, and this room specifically.”

      Piper breathes a sigh of relief. “Okay, good. This whole thing is pretty stressful.”

      “I’m sure it is,” he says, and it’s strange hearing herself be mirrored the way she does with her patients every day.

      Role reversal. She thinks inanely, and wonders if she might be crumbling.

      No time for that.

      “If you’d like, you can use my office to speak with Lizzie.”

      “Thank you, that would be helpful.”

      She takes him down the hall where they find Lizzie, head down on the table in the nurse’s lounge, sprawled over a book of word searches. A bubble of drool sits at the corner of her mouth. The muscles of her face are completely relaxed, and she looks about ten years old.

      For a split-second Piper feels a surge of panic. Is she dead?

      But when she touches her on the arm, Lizzie stirs. Only sleeping.

      Piper shakes off the slight scare. There’s been too much death lately.

      “Lizzie, a detective is here. He’d like to talk with you.”

      Lizzie sits up, squinting like she hadn’t expected the fluorescent lights overhead. She stretches her arms out and yawns before finally saying, “Okay.”

      “You can speak with him in my office,” Piper tells her.

      Still bleary from her nap, Lizzie rakes her chair across the floor and gets up.

      Piper leads them to her office. She watches Lizzie to see if she looks nervous or needs support. But the girl seems fine, so she leaves them there and finds an empty chair at the nurse’s station where she can occupy herself with charting. Or at least look like she’s charting. She’s too on edge to focus on paperwork.

      “What do you mean I can’t leave?” The shrill voice of Tiffany Bartles drifts down the hall.

      Juliet looks up from what she’s doing. “What the heck?”

      “Ma’am . . .” Piper can hear the beginning of what the police officer is saying, but his deep voice doesn’t carry the way Tiffany’s does. He’s also not as loud.

      “What is going on?” Juliet asks Piper.

      “Shhh!” Piper quietly shushes her, pointing to her ear. She wants to hear what they’re saying.

      Juliet makes a sour face and goes back to what she was doing.

      “I cannot believe you intend to hold a grieving mother hostage like this. It’s ridiculous. I’ll have a hospital administrator up here in no time. Telling me I can’t leave. I just wanted a coke! The machine on this floor is out. I was going to the one below us.”

      Piper considers going to get the woman a Coke, but restrains herself. She could just be saying that to make the police officer seem unreasonable. And very soon, Tiffany Bartles will unleash her rage on Piper. No need to give her the opportunity before it naturally presents itself.

      Soon the squawking from Tiffany subsides, and Piper assumes she’s gone back into her room.

      Restless, Piper gets up and goes looking for Nurse Brady. She finds her in the supply closet.

      “Nurse Brady, how long will Angelica’s body be up here?”

      “Well, we usually let the family have as long as they like,” she says, continuing to stack boxes on the shelves in front of her. Then peers over her shoulder at Piper. “Within reason. But if the police intend to consider Angelica Bartles death a potential homicide I need to know, because they will handle things differently in the morgue.”

      “Got it. Need any help?” Piper asks.

      Nurse Brady gives her a look that clearly says get-outta-here so Piper obliges.

      In the hall, she sees the door to her office open and Detective Harris come out along with Lizzie.

      They walk towards each other. “I’ve called DCF,” Detective Harris says. “They’re sending someone to pick up Lizzie. We don’t think it’s safe for her to go home with her mother at this stage.”

      “No, I don’t believe it is,” Piper agrees.

      Lizzie doesn’t look thrilled with the prospect. “I told them I could stay with my friend.”

      “I know, but it sounds like this is what’s best for now,” Piper says. “Lizzie why don’t you go back to the lounge, and when they get here I’ll come get you.”

      Lizzie nods, and as she walks down the hall this time, Piper can see the emotion of the situation weighing on her in the girl’s drooped posture. As much as Tiffany Bartles needs to pay for her crimes, it still breaks Piper’s heart to see what’s left of their family torn apart the rest of the way. The loss of Angelica should be bringing them together. Instead, the final thread connecting Lizzie and her mother will likely be snipped in half for good by what Lizzie told the detective.

      “Will you talk with Mrs. Bartles next?” Piper asks Detective Harris.

      “Yes.”

      “Where? Will you need my office again?”

      “I’d like to give her the option, or we can speak in the room where she is now.”

      “Of course. I appreciate you coming on such short notice. Lizzie is a patient of mine. Actually, all of them are technically patients of mine. The whole thing is . . . well, it’s a lot.”

      He nods as if he concurs. “I’ll go speak with Mrs. Bartles now.”

      Piper fights the urge to hide from Tiffany. Calling the police was the only choice she had.

      And even though she knows that, she can’t help but feel like she’s helping to destroy a family.

      Back at the nurses’ station she listens for sounds that Tiffany chose to talk with the detective in Piper’s office. She doesn’t hear anything. That makes sense. It’s unlikely that someone as manipulative as Tiffany would give up home field advantage. Plus, she can clutch Angelica’s lifeless hand and play up the “grieving mother” act.

      Not that it’s a total act.

      The longer she turns the whole thing over in her mind, the more she understands Lizzie’s insistence that no one ever believes her over her mother. Tiffany Bartles is one complex individual.

      Even though Piper believes one hundred percent that Tiffany meets the criteria for a diagnosis of Munchausen’s by proxy, a part of her is sympathetic to the woman. It’s not the kind of sympathy she feels for Lizzie, or poor Angelica, or their infant brother, but it’s there. Because Piper has to believe that while Tiffany is responsible for the death of two of her children, she’s also sorry they are dead.

      And surely, somewhere deep down, underneath all her role playing and manipulating, she must feel guilt. Surely.

      Piper’s thoughts are interrupted by the arrival of the social worker.

      “Hello, I’m Ruth Pennington. Here for a Lizzie Frank.” The woman’s frizzy red hair and rumpled suit make her look more harried than she probably is.

      “I’ll go get her. Just a minute.”

      When Piper gets to the lounge she catches Lizzie standing in front of the open mini-fridge.

      “Hey, the lady from DCF is here.”

      Lizzie startles. “Oh! You scared me.”

      She shuts the door to the refrigerator and backs away from it like it’s hot.

      “Looking for a drink or something?”

      Lizzie doesn’t say anything.

      Piper laughs. “It’s okay. You can get a drink from there.” She opens it back up and hands Lizzie a lemon-lime soda. “As long as you don’t eat anybody’s lunch you’re good.”

      Lizzie relaxes and takes the drink. “Oh, okay, thanks.”

      Poor kid. So scared of doing the wrong thing. She must have to walk on eggshells living with her mother.

      When they get back to the front where the social worker is waiting, Piper realizes she forgot to introduce herself.

      “I’m Dr. Piper Landrum, Lizzie’s therapist. She sees me at the clinic here.” Piper points in the direction of the mental health clinic.

      “Do you have a card?” the woman asks.

      Piper pulls one out of her pocket and hands it to her. “Please keep me informed. It’s important that she continue her sessions.”

      “We’ll do our best.” Ruth Pennington offers a curt nod, and Piper gets the sinking feeling she’s not the kind of social worker who believes psychotherapy is a priority.

      Then again, Piper knows how overworked and under resourced the Department of Children and Family Services is at any given time. Maybe she’s just being paranoid.

      “I understand it may be a hardship, but hopefully as this is now a criminal matter, your team will make it a top priority.”

      Lizzie stared at Piper, more sullen than usual. But how could one blame the poor girl? Not only had her sister just died, but now she’s being taken into the custody of the state—not a cheery prospect for anyone.

      “I’m sorry,” Piper mouths to Lizzie.

      “Not your fault, doc.” Lizzie says with a tilt of her head.

      As she’s led away, Piper wonders what it would be like to take the girl back to her place. Take care of her there until they find a decent solution.

      Of course, she knows better than that. She doesn’t have the proper training in foster parenting, and if she did, she’d have a house full. Like her friend Mac who works at the animal shelter and has six cats and four dogs in his apartment. The guy moves from a studio to a two bedroom to handle the overflow of critters he can’t stand to see end up in the gas chamber.

      When Detective Harris comes out of Angelica Bartles room, he looks exhausted.

      Piper corners him in the hallway. “So?”

      “She maintains it was an accident.” He shrugs.

      Crap. Her fears are coming true. Lizzie’s warnings about her mother ring in Piper’s ears.

      “But that’s not what happened,” Piper insists.

      Detective Harris pats Piper on the arm. “We don’t have enough evidence to charge her. At least not at this time. We’ll get a full autopsy on the body, but it’s been long enough since the incident that I doubt anything can be proved other than that she was strangled with the bathrobe sash, which I believe all parties agree on.”

      Piper’s heart sinks. She does all this to try to help Lizzie, and none of it matters.

      There will be no justice for Angelica.

      “Thanks anyway.” Piper shakes the detective’s hand before he leaves. He gives her his card and tells her to call him if she thinks of anything else that’s relevant.

      Discouraged, Piper slinks back to her office where she pops some ibuprofen for her throbbing head.

      She’s trying to determine what to do next when someone starts pounding on her door.

      “You! This is all your fault. This is all coming from you, Piper Landrum!” Tiffany uses a mocking tone for her name.

      Piper stills except for the blood that’s racing through her veins.

      “You’re behind this whole thing. I know it! My Lizzie would never accuse me of such a thing!”

      Scared of what the woman might do, all Piper can think is there’s no way she locked that door.
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      “Thanks again, Warren,” Piper says as she’s leaving the pediatric ward to go home.

      “Don’t mention it.” He brushes it off with a wave of his hand.

      The elevator doors close behind her, and she’s grateful again that when Tiffany Bartles came after her earlier, Warren had intervened and escorted her out before she could come inside Piper’s office and get physical.

      Face it. The woman is scary.

      With these thoughts running through her mind, when she steps outside to go to her car, it freaks her out when Tiffany comes out of nowhere and starts talking to her.

      “You’ve got it all wrong about me, Dr. Landrum.”

      Tiffany appears calmer than earlier, but Piper is still cautious.

      “Really?” Piper responds with more sarcasm than she intended.

      “I’m a good person.”

      Piper picks up her pace, but Tiffany follows her lead and keeps talking.

      “Yeah, I’m going to start a charity in Angelica’s name, calling it “Angelica’s Angels”

      “What will it be for?” Piper asks.

      “To prevent teen suicide.”

      “I thought you said it was an accident.”

      Tiffany wrings her hands as she works to keep up with the longer legged Piper. “That’s what I told myself. I guess I couldn’t face the real truth. Until now.”

      “The minute someone accuses you of causing your daughter’s death, now is when you decide she committed suicide. That’s awfully convenient, don’t you think?”

      “I don’t know about all that, I just know it’s true.”

      “But isn’t there supposed to be a note in cases of suicide?” Piper asks, curious how Tiffany will justify this lack of evidence.

      “I don’t know, but teenagers are impulsive. And with all the medication she was on . . .”

      “Wait.” Piper stops and faces Tiffany. “How do you think her medicine affected her?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not a doctor, but I’m sure it did.”

      Piper struggles to control herself. The medicine you gave her, is what she wants to say, but knows it won’t do any good to argue with this woman.

      Instead she says, “Everything is about Angelica with you. You know you have another child, one who is alive, who needed you all these years. And instead, you were too busy being ‘the mom of the sick kid’ to notice her. That’s called neglect.”

      “Is that what Lizzie told you? That little bitch. She’s always been the one I couldn’t do anything with. Disobedient. Defiant. A real pain in the ass that one. But I fed her, clothed her, gave her a place to live, and how does she thank me? By spreading lies, that’s how. You’re not a very good doctor if you believe I could do something like that to my own child.”

      “According to Lizzie, you’ve been doing bad things to Angelica for years.”

      Tiffany throws her head back and chortles. “Oh really? What sorts of things?”

      “She said you made her sick.”

      “Now, that’s rich. I made her sick, huh? Angelica was born sick. That girl was always sick. I had nothing to do with it. I took care of her.” Tiffany hooks her thumb towards her chest. “I’m the one who had to give her IVs, change her, bathe her, when she was old enough most kids were doing it by themselves. Do you know how that feels, Dr. Landrum? No, you don’t!”

      She’s in all her triumphant maternal glory as she recounts her sacrifices.

      “Lizzie says you wanted to find a doctor to do open heart surgery on her when there was nothing wrong with her heart.”

      “Lies! She needed that surgery.”

      Piper shrugs. “I guess we’ll see when they do the autopsy.”

      “You bitch!”

      Piper takes a step back and walks quickly towards her vehicle. She should not be engaging with this woman.

      She needs to get in her car and get out of this situation.

      Out of the corner of her eye she can tell Tiffany is trying to keep pace with her, even though Piper’s legs are longer.

      Piper clicks to unlock her door, and slides into the driver’s seat, her heart beating loud in her ears.

      Tiffany slams her purse down on Piper’s windshield.

      Thank God it doesn’t break.

      “No one is going to believe Lizzie. You hear me? I told them she’s a runaway and a druggie. No one will ever believe her!”

      A turn of the key cranks the engine to life and Tiffany grabs her bag and springs back away from the car. Piper throws it into reverse and starts to back up, not even taking the time to look behind her. She swings the rear end of the car around, shifts it into drive and just before she takes off hears Tiffany scream, “It should have been Lizzie. You tell her she should have been the one to die. It should have been her!”

      As Piper skids out of the parking lot, every hair on the back of her neck stands on end.

      Piper takes one quick look in the rearview mirror before she leaves Tiffany Bartles standing in the middle of the street, wild-eyed and broken.
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      I love you a bushel and a peck.

      A bushel and a peck, and a noose around the neck.

      The three young girls giggle as they jump rope and sing the rhyme.

      Double Dutch.

      Two of them swing the rope, and another one waits to jump into the middle. The one facing her looks like Dani.

      Flip. Flip. Flip. Flip.

      The third girl jumps inside the chamber between the flying ropes. But they aren’t ropes. They are long ties, like those threaded through the waist of a bathrobe.

      As the girl jumps, she starts to turn.

      Angelica . . . ?

      But her body shifts, and instead the tiny face of Rhi Rhi stares with big brown eyes. Lost, soulful eyes.

      Piper awakens with a gasp.

      She looks at the clock. The digital red numbers say 6:47.

      What the hell was that dream? She hardly ever dreams.

      As she gets up to get dressed she feels shaky but powers on, brushing her teeth, taking a shower, fixing herself a toasted bagel with cream cheese. But for some reason today her body creaks, and she cannot get the image of Rhi Rhi’s face jumping rope out of her head.

      When she arrives at work it feels like the day before never even happened.

      Piper does rounds with Dr. Henri and his interns. She meets a new patient with a rare cancer in his liver that is six words long which Piper can’t pronounce. It’s something everyone on staff will have to read up on. He is a charming seven-year-old blond boy named Austin, and he likes baseball. His mom seems nice. She’s also a nurse.

      She spends most of the day catching up on Child Life department tasks.

      It’s lonely without Rhi Rhi.

      And it’s quiet. Even though Mary is still here . . .

      During her lunch break Piper decides she could use a dose of Mary’s cheeriness so she goes to her room.

      “Dr. Landrum!” Mary cries from her bed.

      “Hey, Mary!” Piper matches her enthusiastic greeting.

      “Look what I’m doing.” She’s working in one of those books where you “color” with water. “Check out all of my beautiful paintings. A quarter each. Or free maybe for you since you brought the puppy yesterday.”

      “Oh yeah. How was that? Did you have fun with the puppy?”

      With all the commotion on the peds unit lately, the pet therapy visit seems like it happened months ago.

      “Lots and lots of fun. Lots and lots.” Every time Mary says the word “lots” she makes a big stroke across the page with her brush.

      Piper smiles. You can count on Mary for good cheer. Even when she’s sick, her mood is almost perpetually up.

      Just then Susan Vaughn walks in the room. She’s carrying a Styrofoam container from the cafeteria.

      “Oh hey, Dr. Landrum. I was just bringing in some lunch.”

      “That sounds good. I was about to go down there myself. Anything good today?”

      Mrs. Vaughn waves a hand in front of her face. “I just got soup and some crackers.”

      “Oh, okay. Did everything go all right with the dog yesterday?” Piper bites her lip.

      “Yes. I think she smelled our Rottweiler on me. I’m sure that’s why she growled.”

      “You think?”

      Mrs. Vaughn shrugs it off. “I don’t know, but the dog was fine. All the kids loved her. Miss Mary in particular.”

      Mrs. Vaughn winks at Mary, who explodes into a fit of giggles. “That was the cutest dog. Mommy, I want a dog like that dog. At my home.”

      Mary throws her mom an impish grin.

      “We already have a dog at home, as you know, Miss Sillybritches. Your old mom has enough on her plate. The last thing we need is another dog.”

      “Well, I’m glad you guys are doing well. I’m going to get lunch now. That soup smells good. It’s making me hungry.” Piper rubs her belly and Mary laughs.

      “Dr. Landrum, do you mind if I speak with you out in the hall?” Mrs. Vaughn asks.

      “Of course. Bye Mary. I’ll come by later and see if you have a painting you might consider donating to the wall in the playroom.”

      Mary bounces up and down. “Yes! Yes! Yes!”

      Piper waves good-bye and walks outside with Mrs. Vaughn.

      Once the door is closed behind them Piper asks, “Is everything all right?”

      Mrs. Vaughn closes her eyes for a moment, gathering herself. When she opens them Piper sees tears glistening in them.

      “Oh, my gosh, are you okay?”

      “I am. I should have told you when we first got here.”

      “What is it?”

      Mrs. Vaughn takes a deep breath. “I’ve been sick.”

      “Oh no. What kind of sick?”

      “Depression. For the longest time I was in denial, but then I kept getting worse and worse. There were days when getting out of bed proved to be a real challenge, much less taking care of Mary. But I’ve been on this new medication, and it seems to be working. My appetite is a little weak, but the doctor says that’s only because my body is making adjustments.”

      “Well, I’m sorry to hear you’ve been dealing with that, but I’m glad you’ve found something that is making a difference, and that you’re headed in a positive direction.”

      “Yes. Me too, but I wanted to say that if there were times when I was short with you or the nurses, even Dr. Henri—I’m sorry. I haven’t been myself lately. And I’m embarrassed to say that sometimes I might not have done as good of a job with Mary’s feeding tube as I should have. I’m sorry.” With this Mrs. Vaughn bursts into tears and leans into Piper’s arms.

      “Goodness,” is all Piper can manage. In graduate school you are taught not to touch patients. And it’s probably a good thing. Some touching from therapist to patient can lead in a direction that can get everyone in trouble.

      But the thing they don’t tell you in graduate school is that sometimes the people you serve, your patients and their family members—they simply need a hug.

      Hugs release endorphins, powerful healing chemicals that don’t even require a prescription.

      After a few minutes Mrs. Vaughn lets go, and the two separate.

      “Do you have a good therapist?” Piper can’t help but ask.

      “I have a good psychiatrist for the meds, and he recommended someone for therapy, but they couldn’t get me in for weeks. Plus, it’s a guy, and I’d much rather see a woman.”

      Piper gets that. Lots of times male therapists think they understand women, but there are times when they don’t “get” the nuances of being female. At least that’s how it’s been for her with the male therapists she’s gone to. “Have you considered going to the clinic here?”

      Mrs. Vaughn taps her teeth together then says, “There’s not a chance that you might be available is there? I mean, I know you’re so busy here. You probably don’t have time to see patients outside the hospital. And I don’t even know if you work with depressed patients. Listen to me, running off at the mouth.”

      While Mrs. Vaughn is talking Piper runs the scenario quickly by in her head. If she were to be Susan Vaughn’s therapist, would that be a conflict of interest in caring for her daughter as an inpatient? No, she doesn’t see a problem there. Her role with Mary is one of support, and not like the traditional psychotherapeutic relationship she would have with her mother in outpatient sessions. In fact, her knowledge of Mary and their family dynamics and challenges could only make her a better therapist for Susan. Plus, it puts her in a good position if they were to need family therapy at some point.

      “I’m only at the clinic on Saturday mornings, but I do have an opening right now if you’d like to go that route.”

      Mrs. Vaughn lights up. “That would be great! I know just the girl who can babysit the girls. She’s only available nights and weekends, but that’s perfect.”

      “Great. I’ll check my clinic schedule and get back with you to set something up.”

      “Soon?”

      “This weekend if you like.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Landrum.”

      “Sure.” Piper is about to walk away when she stops. “Hey, Mrs. Vaughn.”

      “Yes?”

      “You have another daughter besides Mary, don’t you?”

      “I do.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Clara. She’s eleven. Why?”

      “Oh. I’d just like to meet her sometime. That’s all.”

      Mrs. Vaughn nods then goes back into the room with Mary, and Piper takes the elevator down to the cafeteria.

      Not a fan of surprises, Piper intends to do a more thorough family history with her patients in the future.

      She blames herself for not having asked more questions of Lizzie or her mother that would have led to her making the connection between them.

      Though she’s normally not a big soup eater, she loves broccoli and cheddar which is the soup of the day. Piper ladles herself a bowl full of it and picks up a diet soda. A table close by is populated with staff from the psychiatric unit. She knows several of them. They invite her to join them, and she does.

      She enjoys visiting with her colleagues, and the rest of the afternoon goes smoothly as well.

      By three o’clock she checks her patients. There are only two, Mary and Austin.

      She usually leaves after dinner, but this feels like an opportunity.

      Getting all her papers in her briefcase, she slings it over her shoulder and heads for the elevators.

      “Leaving so soon, Dr. Landrum?” Shavonne asks, and Piper can tell by her tone she’s teasing.

      “A rare occurrence. Everyone is sleeping. The game controllers have batteries. The games are working. We have two new movies. I think y’all can last without me until tomorrow.”

      Juliet joins the conversation. “We can. You earned it with all that craziness yesterday.”

      “I know, right?” Shavonne asks. “Do you even believe those police? Not even going to charge that woman.”

      Shavonne shakes her head.

      “I don’t want to think about it,” Piper says. “It makes me too mad.”

      “Me too,” Juliet says.

      And even though Piper wants to say, “Yeah. You picked the wrong mom to accuse of having Munchausen’s, Juliet,” she doesn’t.

      “So, I’m off. I plan to have a relaxing afternoon. Wish me luck.”

      “Good luck,” Shavonne and Juliet say in unison.

      Piper waves good-bye and heads down to the parking lot.

      Her mind is on Mrs. Vaughn, her new client and Lizzie. She hopes she’s coping well with whatever placement she’s been given. All day she has meant to call her supervisor and give her a quick rundown of what happened yesterday.

      That’s okay. It can wait until tomorrow.

      Before she knows it, she’s getting in her car, putting in the keys . . .

      Then a sharp object pricks her neck and darkness envelops her.
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      When Piper comes around, she has no idea what time it is. Or where she is.

      Her mind is foggy, but after a few minutes she remembers getting stuck in the neck by something sharp. Then she passed out, and now she’s here, in her car. But she’s not in the parking garage anymore.

      She tries to lift her hand, but it’s too heavy.

      For one panicked moment she’s afraid she’s paralyzed. Then, to her relief, she discovers she can wiggle her toes and fingers. Only slightly, but the fact that she has feeling is a good sign that whatever it is that’s keeping her from moving will wear off.

      Even her face muscles are frozen, so she tries moving her eyes instead.

      Searching the landscape out the car windows, Piper’s biggest clue is the blazing sun setting right in front of her. The only thing around her is water.

      The drugs are wearing off ever so slowly, but eventually she’s able to crane her neck and peer out the window.

      Her car is parked in sand, but the waves are getting closer and closer. Soon enough water will travel up under the undercarriage that, with the tide, it will lift the car and pull it into the water.

      The immense power of water is evident every time they have a hurricane, so she has no doubt that soon her car will be out to sea with her in it unable to move.

      She has to focus. The focus must be on regaining movement. The only thing she can think of to do is wiggle her fingers and toes. Maybe if she moves them, it will create blood flow and her body will “wake up.”

      Unless that’s the opposite of what she should do. What if wiggling around only eats up her energy and tires her out. Perhaps she should stay still, and check every few minutes to see if conserving her strength helps her limbs come alive faster.

      No, she can’t just sit there and do nothing. Not while the water is rising around her.

      While she wiggles the extremities she can, she thinks of the witch who she knows did this.

      Tiffany Bartles.

      Piper can’t believe she felt sorry for the woman.

      She imagines how a plan like this goes down.

      That devilish diva lies in wait for Piper, sticks her in the neck with a hypodermic full of some paralyzing agent, then shoves her in the passenger seat and drives her here. Then she scoots Piper back into the driver’s seat and leaves her to drown.

      Nice. “I’m really a good person, Piper.” Yeah, right.

      The woman is a piece of work. She’s good, too. For a time she had Piper wondering if Lizzie could be the one telling lies. Now she’s so glad she called the cops to the hospital. Even if they can’t arrest her for her kids’ deaths, as soon as she can move her arms, Piper vows to write a note implicating her in her own impending demise.

      If they find her dead body in this car, Piper intends to do everything in her power to make sure Tiffany Bartles goes down for it.

      But what if she doesn’t get out? What will happen to Lizzie? If the authorities decide Tiffany Bartles is not an abusive parent, they’ll make Lizzie go back and live with her.

      A big wave whooshes against the vehicle, and she feels it lurch.

      Oh crap.

      Piper recognizes that she’s taking short, shallow breaths and forces herself to slow down. That reminds her, she should open the windows and get some more air in just before the car begins to be submerged. That way she’ll have as much air for as long as possible. And as she tries and fails to rouse her limbs, the car lifts up off the sand.

      Her heart stops, and she says a silent prayer.

      When God takes your little sister, it can make you turn your back on Him. But this is as good a time as any to get reacquainted.

      The vehicle sways in time with the ocean rocking it, then gently sets it back down on land.

      Thank you, God!

      Only Piper knows that it will probably happen again.

      She has got to get her limbs moving again.

      Her legs are completely worthless, but she’s having better luck with getting her fingers to wriggle.

      If only she could shift her arms . . .

      Another wave picks up the car, raises it off the sand. Piper holds her breath in anticipation of what will happen next.

      What occurs feels like it’s happening in slow motion, and Piper isn’t sure if that’s because of the drugs or the sheer terror bubbling up inside her.

      The current pulls the car several feet into the ocean. The tide goes out, and it rests in the wet sand again.

      Piper wants to scream at the top of her lungs. It’s insane that she can’t simply reach out and open the door.

      She can taste the frustration. Or is that fear?

      After a few more prayers she ceases trying to rouse her arms and legs, and instead focuses on her breathing and preparing her mind for what is to come. She needs a plan.

      Until she can open the door, she’s trapped inside.

      She visualizes herself getting pulled into the ocean then finally sinking. In that case, her car will serve as her coffin because she will run out of air at some point and suffocate. What does she know about getting out of a car that’s submerged?

      Her brain is a jumble, but she seems to recall a news feature one time where the weatherman discussed this. They were talking about storm surges and flood waters, and how to deal with it if you found yourself in a vehicle going underwater. The guy said opening the door when a car is completely submerged is practically impossible to do because of the pressure from the water around you. And that instead you need to open a window and swim out.

      The idea of her car sinking and filling with water is almost as immobilizing as the drugs in her system.

      She makes an effort to slow her breathing once again. Hyperventilating is not going to help. 

      Everything about the situation is terrifying. But you are a psychologist, Piper. Think!

      Surely there’s a way to control her mind and give herself the best chance of escape.

      But before she can figure it out, the car lurches and it’s floating again.

      This time it drifts farther out.

      And when it settles, water laps higher around the sides. A small amount starts to seep in through the door.

      Another attempt to move her arms fails, and she starts thinking about her mother—how she will get the news.

      Piper is gone.

      Her mother will be childless. She will have outlived both her children. There should be a word for that.

      Focus.

      Okay, she’s not wearing a seat belt. That’s one less barrier to getting out.

      She needs to turn on the car if it will start and roll down the window.

      Summoning every ounce of energy she has, Piper tries to move her arms. They feel like they are attached to concrete blocks but she’s able to lift it slightly. Perspiration beads the surface of her skin, and she’s out of breath.

      Then she spies a super wave. Twice the size of the other waves crashing around her, she tracks this one all the way until it breaks just in front of the car. Salt water sloshes across her windshield. She hears water on the roof.

      For a few seconds she fears she’s completely underwater. But then she can see sky again, and the wave rolls back out to sea whisking her car long with it. A sick exhilaration floods her consciousness as the vehicle surfs into deeper waters.

      Forgetting that she can’t move, she forces her arm to turn the key in the ignition. She’d like to press the gas pedal but can’t make her foot budge.

      The engine doesn’t start, but the electric turns on long enough for her left hand to punch the button on the door to roll her window down. A finger of warm sea breeze fills her nostrils as the window slides down a few inches before it jerks and stops. The lights inside for the clock and radio blink a few times then shut off. Damn this water, she curses in her head.

      Slowly, the car starts to tilt forwards, as if it intends to dive to the bottom of the ocean.

      Don’t be silly, Piper. You can’t possibly be that far from shore.

      But she can’t move her neck to see behind her so she has no way to be sure of that. In addition, the sun has been below the horizon for long enough that it’s getting darker by the minute. Panic flutters in her gut, but she breathes through it.

      The car is sinking steadily and water is coming in the top of the window.

      Water comes in faster than she expects, and soon she is floating in her seat. It’s cold, and the smell of the ocean fills her nostrils. Her only thought is to breathe and to hold onto the door. She finds the strength to clutch the handle with her left hand and tilts her head back so she can take in air through her nose and mouth.

      The only way out is through that door, and she has no idea if it is locked or not. With power locks, if it’s locked, she won’t get out.

      With each breath she wills the panic from her mind, and tells herself what to do once there’s no more air.

      Open the door.

      Wait until the car is completely submerged so the pressure is equal on either side of the door.

      Water is lapping at her cheeks now. There are only a few inches between her mouth and the car’s ceiling.

      Hold your breath then shove it open.

      She refuses to allow herself to think about what will happen if it’s locked, or if her limbs won’t cooperate in pushing it open. No.

      “Just open the door,” she tells herself.

      Water covers her face now. She holds her breath, closes her eyes and turns her attention to her one potential exit.

      With her left hand she squeezes the handle. Next step is to push. She does, and at first nothing happens. She pushes harder and harder until finally it gives a little.

      Her legs are floating behind her. She’s unable to control them which makes it hard to get any leverage. Her lungs are on fire. She’d give anything to take a breath, but she can’t, so she pushes on the door with everything she has.

      It swings out and she does her best to shimmy through the opening. With arms that feel like fifty-pound weights she scrapes the water out of the way until air hits her face and she is finally able to breathe once more.
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      Piper doesn’t remember the jogger finding her. Or the ambulance ride to the hospital. Not Miami General but a different hospital. One closer to where she was found.

      The nurses tell her she’s pretty lucky. Even though it seems impossible this could happen, they say when the jogger came upon her, several hours after the sun went down, she was in shock and hypothermic. It’s probable that if that man hadn’t found her and called an ambulance she would have died.

      When she wakes up in the hospital she’s sore and hooked up to an IV. At first, she panics, and they give her something to make her sleep. The next time she comes to, she asks for them to call Detective Harris.

      She sleeps a lot, loses track of whether it’s day or night. Everything about her feels sore.

      Then she wakes up to Shavonne’s smiling face looking down at her.

      “Hey.” Piper’s bottom lip quivers, threatening to lose what composure she still has. She lifts the head of the bed, and Shavonne sits down beside her. Her friend pulls Piper into her arms. “Girl, you just let it out.”

      And Piper does. All the stress, the fear, the worry, the sadness, the anger—she lets all of it out. Like someone pulled the stopper out of a full bathtub. There’s a lot of water in there, and it leaks down Piper’s cheeks accompanied by sobs that wrack her whole body.

      Piper doesn’t know how long she cries, but when she stops the entire front of Shavonne’s shirt is soaked.

      She expects Shavonne to make a joke about it, so when she doesn’t, Piper realizes how serious the situation is.

      “So how did you know I was here?”

      “Girl, I’m your emergency contact. Don’t you remember that?”

      Wow. She doesn’t, but it actually sounds smart, and on this occasion, Shavonne was the perfect person for them to call.

      “So what the hell happened to you? How did your car wind up in the ocean, and you beached on the sand like a whale at eight o’clock at night? You got a death wish I don’t know about?”

      Piper shakes her head and tells Shavonne everything that happened. Everything she can recall, that is. Ending with, “So I’m dying to know the identity of this guy who saved me. It sounds like I need to send him a gift basket for the holidays. Or at least a thank you note.”

      “I’ll try to find out. In the meantime, how are you feeling?”

      “Achy. Sore. Like I’ve been hit by a truck a few times.”

      “Is the food agreeing with you?”

      Piper shrugs then cringes because just doing that hurts. “It’s not as good as Miami General’s cafeteria.”

      “You know most people don’t like hospital food, don’t you?” Shavonne teases.

      “I know. I’m weird.” Piper grins.

      “So you think that awful Bartles bitch did this to you?”

      Piper nods.

      “That woman is nuts. Look on the bright side—at least now you don’t have to tell Dr. Henri he’s got to consult with a psychic.”

      Piper smirks. “I was kinda looking forward to that team meeting.”

      Shavonne gives Piper’s arm a squeeze. “I hope they catch her, and put her away for a long time,” Shavonne says.

      “You and me both.”
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      “C’mon Kate. This girl is extremely high functioning, especially considering the years of abuse she’s suffered.”

      “That may be, but we are busting at the seams, I’ve got ten clients over a full case load. So does Stephanie, and Rod’s got more than that. And all our clients need stuff.”

      Piper wants to ask if all of her clients have mothers who murdered over half their family, but who have been set free by the injustice system, but she refrains. She can give Kate the gory details later.

      “Fine. Then let me take you to lunch, and I can pick your brain about how to help this girl meet the requirements she’ll need to become an emancipated minor.”

      “It’s more complicated than she may think,” Kate warns.

      “That’s okay. She’s quite a determined young woman. All right so which is it—Thai or deli?”

      Kate groaned. “Thai, but it will have to be a quick one. I’m really super swamped.”

      “Monday or Tuesday?” Piper knows she’s being pushy, but she’s pleased she was getting somewhere.

      “Tuesday,” Kate said. “And I’m going to want your fortune cookie.”

      Piper sets the phone back in its cradle. It’s been almost a month since her harrowing ordeal. She’s back to work, in the process of picking out a new car compliments of her insurance company, and with Tiffany Bartles behind bars, she is sleeping at night again. Unfortunately, she never did get the name of the man who rescued her from the beach. The paramedics say he prefers to remain anonymous.

      The assistant D.A. handling the case assures Piper the state will be sending Tiffany Bartles away for a long time. They expect to be able to convict without much problem considering Miami General gave them surveillance footage from the parking garage that shows Piper walking into the garage with a time stamp, then it shows Tiffany exiting the garage in Piper’s vehicle. In the passenger seat is a person who looks sleepy upon first viewing, but could also be unconscious. That part is fuzzy, but the driver of the car is quite clear.

      A police search of the Bartles’ home turns up the drugs believed to be used by her when she injected Piper in the parking garage. They also find medications and drugs used for a variety of things from chemotherapy to anesthesia. No one knows where she gets these drugs, but the D.A.’s office warns Piper that since she has no children currently in her care, they may consider a plea deal with her on the child abuse charges if she agrees to give up her supplier for the hospital grade pharmacy she’s been running out of her home.

      There will be no plea deal, however, for the attempted murder, kidnapping, and assault charges they have filed against Tiffany Bartles for what she did to Piper. According to the authorities, Mrs. Bartles can expect to spend fifteen to life in the state penitentiary.

      And even though Piper wouldn’t like to go through the ordeal again, she feels good about the fact that it means that a deplorable human being will go to prison after all. It doesn’t make up for the lives she’s destroyed, and it won’t bring Lizzie’s sister and brother back, but it helps to know she’s going to pay for her crimes.

      Lizzie is currently adjusting to living at her group home, is doing well in school, and is eager to be out on her own. Hopefully, Piper can help that happen.

      Piper walks down the hall at the clinic and sees CB speaking with his caseworker at her desk.

      “Hey, when you’re finished there, can you come talk with me for a minute before you go. I’ve got a quick question for you,” Piper says to CB as she walks by.

      “Sure thing, Dr. Landrum,” he says.

      Fifteen minutes later CB walks over to Piper’s desk. “You wanted to see me?”

      “Yes, have a seat.”

      CB sits down.

      Piper begins, “Hey, maybe a month ago I saw you outside talking to this lady. She had on a pink floral dress. She’s really thin, you probably don’t remember . . .”

      “When was this again?”

      “It was a Saturday, you and I had a session that morning, and you were speaking with her on the second row from the building outside in the parking lot.”

      “Sarah?” he asks.

      “Yes, I believe that’s her name.”

      “What about her?”

      “Well, I hate to be nosy but I wondered what you know about her.” As Piper is speaking she’s wondering if this is such a good idea involving CB in any conversations about another patient’s mother. Technically, Sarah has never been a patient of hers. And Rhi Rhi’s legal guardian was her sister, so it probably doesn’t break confidentiality, but she may be playing a little loose in the ethics department.

      But it still bothers her today, the way the police took Sarah away in handcuffs that day, and she’s dying to know more about the woman.

      “Okay, well she was in the hospital a few weeks ago, and the cops came in and took her with them. Handcuffed her. I just wondered what you know about her illegal activity.”

      “Oh. Sarah is in recovery. She used to have a pretty big heroine problem. She’s been trying for years to get away from this dude who really had his hooks into her.”

      “What do you mean? Like a pimp or a drug dealer?”

      “This dude was both. Real bad guy. Always beating Sarah and his other girls. He’d threaten them with all sorts of stuff if they left.”

      “So how do you know Sarah? From the streets?”

      “No. I met her cuz she stays at the same halfway house that I do. You know that’s where I try to help people. Lot of them ask me for legal advice.” CB puffs out his chest.

      Piper nods. “Right. So did she finally get away from that guy?”

      “Yeah. She said that he always threatened her baby if she were to ever stop workin’ for him. Said he’d kidnap her little one and sell her away. You know some people do some really bad things, Dr. Landrum.” CB shakes his head.

      “That’s true,” Piper says.

      CB continues, “I guess Sarah’s baby was real sick or something, and last I saw her that baby had passed. And now that she doesn’t have to worry about him hurting her child, she’s planning to testify against him. She’s out of that life now. Maybe those police you saw thought she was in on his illegal activities, but I think it’s worked out. Word is he’s been arrested and she’s going to be a witness against him.”

      Piper recalls Sarah at the funeral telling her everything would be fine.

      For years Sarah had been a prisoner of a man’s threats to harm her child. The child she had already given a death sentence via her infected blood. Of course she couldn’t risk him going through with his threats. So she protected her daughter. Stayed in that toxic life for Rhi Rhi’s sake.

      And now that Rhi Rhi is gone, she is free.

      Rhi Rhi’s death gives her mother a second chance at life. And it sounds like she’s making some good decisions this time around.

      It moves Piper that something positive could come from losing Rhi Rhi.

      “Thank you, CB. I just wondered.”

      “From what Sarah said, back when she was using things were bad, but I think she’s turning her life around. Sad about her kid though.”

      “Yeah.” Emotion tries to bubble up, but Piper clenches her teeth and refuses to let it. She can mourn Rhi Rhi when she’s not at work.

      “Thanks again,” she tells CB. “Let me walk you out.”

      Abruptly she stands and holds out an arm indicating for him to go first. They walk through the maze of cubicles towards the waiting room. When they reach the front CB hands his paper to the checkout desk. He holds up a hand, giving Piper a quick wave.

      “See you next week,” she says.

      “See ya, Doc.”
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      “I’m sorry about what my mom did to you.”

      It’s the first time Lizzie and Piper have been in the same room together since Piper’s near drowning. Piper has spoken with Lizzie over the phone, and she has been trying to get her back in for therapy, but the group home where Lizzie is staying isn’t exactly close. Piper keeps Lizzie’s Saturday appointment time available for her, but it isn’t until social services finally gets her a bus pass that she is able to make it.

      “I appreciate that. But it’s not your fault, Lizzie. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      Lizzie shrugs. Her black fingernail polish is chipped and most of her nails look like they’ve been chewed down to a painful point. “She’s my mom. I feel like I should apologize for her. Because maybe if I’d said something earlier, it might not have happened.”

      “But you did say something before, didn’t you? And no one believed you.”

      “I know, but I should have tried harder. Or told more people. I shouldn’t have given up. Maybe then Sissy would still be alive,” Lizzie says, shoulders slumped, eyes red-rimmed.

      “You are not responsible for what happened,” Piper volleys back.

      “I should have protected her better. We looked out for each other, but she did a better job than I did. I should have done more for her.”

      “It’s easy to second guess events that have transpired, but you must also be realistic. Lizzie, you did the best you could do under the circumstances. Your mother is a very dangerous woman. The fact that you have survived your upbringing is no small feat.”

      Lizzie tilts her head like she hasn’t thought of it this way before.

      “You’re a survivor, Lizzie. And that may be lonely. I know it can be. But you are still here, and your mother is going to prison. She will never hurt you again.”

      Lizzie nods. “There’s something I keep thinking about.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It happened a couple of years ago, but for some reason it keeps coming back to me.”

      “About your mom?”

      “Yeah. She came to one of my volleyball games once. I played in middle school, I was trying to be more athletic—it didn’t stick.” Lizzie smiles at the memory. “But anyway, there was this man there. He was sitting behind the other team’s bench. Mom was sitting over there too. I guess she didn’t realize that the parents from our team were supposed to sit behind our bench. She never noticed stuff like that, plus she wouldn’t have known which of the other parents belonged to our players anyway.

      “She wasn’t very involved with your school?”

      Lizzie shakes her head. “She did the sick kid thing, because that made her a hero. Normal parent things . . . those were beneath her. So afterward, mom tells me that one of the fathers was yelling at his daughter on the court and when she missed a dig, he got up and made the coach take her out of the game. Then, according to Mom, he pulled his daughter aside and started screaming at her. He cussed her out right there, then pinched her shoulder so tight she cringed and pulled away like it really hurt. All right in front of everyone.”

      “That sounds disturbing. Did you see it?” Piper asks.

      “No. I noticed some commotion, but I didn’t see what was going on. The game was in progress, and I was focused on that.”

      “What else did your mom say?”

      “She said she thought about saying something to the man, but he had this wild-eyed stare like he was daring someone to call him out, spoiling for a fight. She said the other parents were just staring at the floor, afraid to make eye contact with him.”

      “What do you think your mother would do if someone said something to her?”

      “See, that’s the thing. I don’t think she thinks what she does is wrong. She’s convinced herself that she’s mother of the year.”

      “Because she takes care of a sick kid?”

      “Yeah. Because her whole life is spent doing things for her children. She’s completely selfless, when, in reality, it’s the opposite. I mean, she was so upset for that kid, going on and on about how could someone do something so awful to their own kid? That poor girl. I was like, ‘how can you do what you do to your child?’” Lizzie corrects herself. “Your children.”

      “It bothers you that your mom didn’t see what she was doing.”

      “It does. She thinks she’s mother of the year. But she’s as bad as that guy she was complaining about. Or worse.”

      “Only she doesn’t do it in public.” Piper shudders to think what that did to his daughter in private if that’s how he handled himself in front of other people.

      “Yeah. She’s the queen of appearances. It’s the only thing she ever cared about.”

      “She likes attention.”

      “That’s an understatement.”

      “So she lacks self-awareness. It’s very difficult to live with someone like that, isn’t it?” Piper asks.

      “Yes! Because even if you tell them they’ve hurt you, they tell you it’s your fault. Because of course, it couldn’t possibly be their fault. Because it’s never their fault.”

      “They won’t take ownership.”

      “Exactly!”

      “That’s very frustrating.”

      Lizzie bobs her head in agreement. She looks exhausted.

      “But the thing I keep thinking about with my mom is this. The way she told me that story about that man—she clearly thought she was so much better of a parent than he was, right? She was so judgmental about how he treated his daughter. Like she would never do anything to hurt her precious children. Is it possible she doesn’t think what she did to my sister is wrong?”

      Piper considers this for a moment before answering. “Munchausen’s by proxy is a complicated disorder. But yes, I think it’s possible she is in denial about it. I haven’t examined her or interviewed her, but my guess is that her role of saintly mother of the sick girl is of supreme importance in her life. It’s how she defines herself, and therefore, any evidence to the contrary would be thrown out as false or inconsequential.”

      “That sounds crazy.”

      Piper doesn’t disagree.

      Lizzie yawns, drawing Piper’s attention to the dark circles under her eyes.

      “Are you getting enough sleep?”

      “Not really.”

      “How are things at the group home?”

      “Not the greatest. But not the worst either. I’m really looking forward to getting out on my own. I lined up a job at this pizza place. I’m supposed to start next week.”

      “That’s wonderful, Lizzie. Way to go.” Piper holds up a hand for a high-five.

      At first Lizzie appears skeptical, but she slaps Pipers hand anyway, and the corners of her mouth start turning up.

      “That’s a great first step. I’ve got one of our case workers who’s going to help you with your emancipation case.”

      “Really?” Lizzie’s eyes brighten. “Thank you so much.”

      “No problem. Her name is Kate, and she’s not here on the weekends or I’d introduce you, but you can meet her next week, okay?”

      “Okay! I know you may think I’m young, but I know how to do things.”

      “I know you do.”

      In many ways Lizzie has been on her own her whole life.

      When the session is over Piper walks Lizzie up to the lobby. Before she goes out, the tough girl with the black lipstick and the spiky hair asks nervously, “Hey, do you think I could get a hug?”

      Piper doesn’t hesitate. She opens up her arms and when Lizzie steps into them she holds her close.

      They stay there a minute, their bond forged by psychotherapy but strengthened by tragedy and loss.

      “See you next week,” Piper says when Lizzie finally pulls away.

      “Next week.”

      As Piper walks back to her office, she marvels about how wrong she and the nurses were about the three mothers at Miami General that fateful week. Susan Vaughn doesn’t have Munchausen’s by proxy. Instead she’s an overly-stressed single mom who’s depressed.

      Sarah James’ life of prostitution caused her to harm her child by giving her HIV. But ultimately, Sarah’s profound sacrifice to protect Rhi Rhi led to her being blackmailed into sexual slavery.

      Meanwhile, Tiffany Bartles fools everyone with the grieving mother act. An act which covers the fact she systematically harms her children for her own secondary gains. Plus, the woman harbors a homicidal streak a mile wide.

      As a psychologist, Piper likes to think she knows people. That she understands human nature, but these last weeks have shaken her confidence in her abilities as well as her faith in her fellow man.

      Then something her mother always says pops in her head.

      “You never know with people.”

      Piper has never realized how true those words were until this moment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      I go outside. One thing I don’t like about the group home is there are a lot more people than I’m used to.

      Most of my life has been spent at home by myself.

      Laura’s house was busier, but most of her family was usually gone too. Here, I get overwhelmed sometimes so I escape outside with my smokes.

      I light the first one and inhale. The rush of nicotine is intense, and it’s the reason I keep smoking. The fact that it’s not good for me makes it more attractive. I am a teenager, so duh.

      Not a big fan of alcohol and drugs though. I like to be in control.

      I take another puff and think about my sister. Angelica tried smoking once. We went outside one afternoon before Mom came home and she took an amateurish toke on my cigarette. It made her dizzy. She didn’t like it.

      Now that she’s gone I think of my sister more than I did when she was alive.

      Sissy always thought I was strong. But I knew she was the strong one.

      She had to be strong to keep playing Mom’s game.

      I think she felt she was being a coward by not standing up to her. But life’s not that simple. I tap my ash on the ground.

      “Sometimes I wish I was more brave,” Sissy said to me one day.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “I wish I could stand up to Mom. When I’m in the hospital sometimes I imagine telling the doctor I’m not really sick. Or at least not the way he believes I am.”

      “Yeah. I think about that too,” I told her.

      But that’s mostly what we did—think about it.

      We both knew our mother was going to find someone to sacrifice.

      Sissy just made sure it was her.

      She was the brave one.

      And I was too selfish to stop her.

      She did it because she loved me, wanted to protect me.

      But I should have done more to protect her . . .

      I pace along the sidewalk outside the building where I live now.

      When Angelica and I got to be teenagers, my desire to rebel against our mother grew exponentially. I longed to be a regular teenager, not my mother’s slave, tied to my sister’s bedside, immersed in our family drama.

      Finally, one day I ran away.

      I doubt our mother even cared.

      And I only came back for Sissy.

      I was afraid if I left them alone our mother might kill her. On accident of course, like what happened with my brother.

      When I was around, I was confident she knew not to take it too far—all the drugs and the treatments she gave Sissy. Without me there, my constant presence reminding her, I didn’t know what would happen.

      I take another drag on my cigarette, this time blowing out rings. It’s cool. I poke my tongue through it and it comes out in a circle—a fun trick.

      Looking back, I see that in many ways, Sissy had been a willing participant in our mother’s sick game. By going along with mom’s crap, she took care of our mother. Angelica’s illness insured sympathy for her and provided excuses for any failings she ever had.

      The relationship between the two of them drove me nuts. Sissy never knew how left out I felt.

      Because what started out as me and Sissy became Sissy and Mom over the years.

      And then there was me. On the outside.

      Most of my life I was left behind with a neighbor. Our mother gave my sister everything and me nothing.

      No food on the table. I’ve known how to use the microwave to make my dinner since I was five.

      No school supplies. I was the kid the teachers pitied.

      No clean clothes. I learned how to use the washing machine through trial and error after kids at school made fun of me because my shirts were stained.

      No one was there to sign my report card or buy me a yearbook, or take care of me when I got a cold.

      By the time I was eleven, my mother would disappear with my sister for days at a time. I was too embarrassed to tell anyone, not to mention I knew Mom would kill me if I did, so it became my little secret. And I’m good at keeping secrets.

      If I ever showed up at one of the hospitals, the nurses always looked surprised. They had no idea I even existed. And why would they? I was only the nameless, faceless sister of the angelic patient with the haunting green eyes and the long-suffering saint of a mother. The one everyone was happy to let blend into the background.

      “Hey, you coming?” This guy Ryan yells down to me from the second floor. “We’re about to watch Blair Witch Project.”

      “Be there in a minute,” I holler.

      But I came out here to take care of something, and I’m not going back inside until it’s finished.

      What I told Dr. Landrum and the police about my sister’s accident—that’s what she and I want them to believe. But it’s not what really happened.

      I came in after our mother cut her down from the top bunk, the dingy pink sash digging into the skin of her neck. Mom tried to loosen it, but scraping her fingers at it only made it worse. I think I started screaming.

      Mom yelled over to me to call 911.

      I ran out of the room, picked up the cordless phone and punched the numbers as fast as I could.

      Before long, the paramedics were in Angelica’s and my bedroom. My sister lay sprawled out on the floor, her skin an odd color. It wasn’t blue like Tommy’s had been. Hers was more purple.

      But everything else felt exactly the same. A sick, rancid déjà vu.

      I knew once she left that room I’d never see her alive again.

      We’d been down that road before with Tommy, but this time I’d be alone.

      She was leaving me all alone.

      When the paramedics came, I remember I was on the floor next to Angelica and I grabbed the leg of one of them.

      “Please, please don’t take her. Just don’t take her,” I begged.

      They politely but firmly removed me from the room. It didn’t matter what I said. No one was listening to me.

      There was a lot of excitement as they transferred Angelica onto a stretcher and loaded her into the ambulance. Our mother wailed the whole time. The same big ole crocodile tears I was used to seeing. She got in the ambulance with Angelica and they rolled away, lights and sirens blazing. Mom wailing along behind them.

      And I was all alone.

      Mom didn’t say good-bye; didn’t tell me she was leaving.

      No surprise there. I was lucky to be the afterthought.

      I slunk back to our room with the ruffly pink bedspreads we’d had since elementary school.

      Part of me wanted to snuggle down in Sissy’s bed on the bottom bunk. I longed to smell her, to hug her pillow, wrap myself in her covers. But I tried to be brave. Told myself she’d be fine.

      The paramedics had intubated Angelica so they were doing something to help her breathe. Maybe she would be all right.

      So instead, I took the ladder with two steps and hurled myself onto my top bunk.

      And I felt her presence. She was still in the room with me.

      Not sure what to do, I laid my head down on my pillow, stretching an arm out underneath it like I always do.

      That’s when I found it. My sister’s suicide note.

      I read it, and everything became crystal clear.

      She did it for me.

      To protect me. She knew our mother’s abuse would cut her own life short, whether it be from induced illness, the unnecessary medical treatments, or something else. She’d told me that before. So instead she decided to take the power back and go out on her terms.

      My heart squeezed so tight in my chest I could barely breathe.

      Suddenly every time I’d been angry at my sister, or jealous of the attention she received or mad that she got to go on a special trip without me—all of that vanished, and was replaced with a love so pure and a heart so full that I knew I had to follow through with the plan she set in motion.

      Since that day, I’ve kept her note with me all the time. It’s gray and worn now so you could barely see her handwriting anymore, and it resembles an old tissue that had been in gramma’s pocketbook for God knows how long.

      For as long as I can remember I’ve wanted my mother to pay for what she did to me and Sissy and Tommy. When I found out that even though my sister was dead too, the witch was going to get away with it, I wanted to die right along with my brother and sister.

      But now, the cops have found so many illegal drugs in our house, they know she must have been abusing my sister. And when they get hold of all her medical records, they’ll see what she did with all those drugs. And our mother will fry.

      She will finally get what she deserves.

      So, as much as I’d love to keep Sissy’s note in my pocket forever, crumpling it between my fingers over and over again, I can’t risk it.

      I don’t want the warm night breeze to blow out the flame as soon as I light it, so I duck against a corner of the building. Then I take Angelica’s note out of my pocket.

      Her note means everything to me. It’s my past, my present, and my future.

      My sister was all I ever really had. And that note is all I have left of her.

      I gaze down and read her words one last time.

       

      I love you Lizzie, but I couldn’t do it anymore.

      Now you don’t have to stay around to protect me anymore.

      Tell them she did this.

      Then fly away and be free, Lizzie bird.

      Trust me, it’s better this way.

       

      Sisters Forever!

      Love,

      ~Sissy

       

      As much as I hate to lose this last piece of my sister, I can’t take the chance of anyone finding out the truth.

      I flick my thumb across the wheel of the cheap yellow lighter, and a flame pops up. Holding the flame underneath the worn paper causes it to ignite, and I watch as the words disappear into charred wisps floating in the air.

      Too late I wish I’d made a photocopy so I could remember her handwriting. Those big, round loops she made . . . always prettier than my jerky scribbles.

      But she’s wrong. Things will never be better without her.

      One last drag on my cigarette. I inhale deeply, getting that last shot of nicotine into my bloodstream before I toss the butt onto the ground and grind it out with my heel.

      I will always love my sister, but she was always the rope in a tug of war between my mother and me.

      The older we got, it became more and more clear that our mother always won, and I think that made Sissy sad. In the end, I believe she did it so I would come out the ultimate winner.

      Leaving the charred ash and remnants of paper behind on the sidewalk, I go back inside.

      Like Dr. Landrum says, I survived.

      [image: ]
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      This story contains very few Spanish terms. They’re listed below along with the English translation.

      Bueno – Good

      Caldo de Pollo - Chicken soup

      Chico – Boy

      Dinero – Money

      Gallina – Chicken

      Bebé – Baby

      Querida – Dear

      Papi – Daddy

      Senorita – Miss
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        Sometimes it's better to stay with the devil you know.

      

      When the troubles of home become too much for 18-year-old Isabel Reyes, she takes comfort in the arms of a presumably, gentleman—her knight in shining armor. Soon, she realizes her family drama doesn’t compare to the danger lying ahead when she finds herself on the run, fleeing a murder charge. Her only chance of making it out alive will come in the form of a stranger who may or may not have her best interest at heart.

      Will she survive? Or, will one mistake claim her life?
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      Standing in the mirror, she stared at the person glaring back; a familiar stranger with all the same physical features—small frame, long dark hair, milky smooth skin and light brown eyes. Raising her hand, their fingers met, touching the coldness of the glass. If only she could go back in time. But she couldn’t. It was then when she realized she could take a life with no regrets. And if it meant protecting the one person who meant everything to her, she would.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      The horrible sound of breaking dishes shattering on the floor rang out.

      “Dammit.” Isabel leaned over to pick up the large pieces of broken crockery.

      “What’s wrong?”

      She nodded in the direction of one of the patrons.

      “Oh.” Cynthia followed her head gesture to the guy sitting at the corner table.

      “Please...can you go take his order?”

      “Sorry, sweetie...not this time. I already have two waiting.” Cynthia placed the dirty dishes from the tables she’d just cleared on the counter, and wiped her hands on her apron.

      “Just take a deep breath and get it together.” She picked up two trays and walked off but not before giving Isabel a quick wink and whispering, “You can handle it, sunshine; just don’t let him see you sweat.”

      Isabel sighed.

      Heeding Cynthia’s advice, she took in a few breaths and prepared herself for the stroll over to his table. She didn’t know what was worse, him watching her walk over or knowing he’d watch her walk away. She cleared her throat and shifted her waist apron but just when she’d built up the courage to move, Cynthia was back.

      “Really, you’re still here? Just go already. You know if anyone else tries to take his order, he’ll just ask for you anyway. Truth be told, I don’t know why he even wastes his time with you when he can have me.” Cynthia pulled her shoulders back and glanced down at her cleavage.

      “You’re such a whore.”

      “Sometimes...but you still love me. Anyway, you know I’m only kidding. Now get it together so we can get the hell out of here.”

      Honestly, she never could figure out how she and Cynthia had become such close friends. They were like night and day, but Cynthia had a good heart and had been there for her during some tough times. She was a couple of years older than Isabel but you wouldn’t be able to tell by the way she behaved. Making friends wasn’t a problem; everyone liked her, especially men. She was the very definition of a diva. Confident, attractive, fun, and witty; she had it all—her own classy/sassy style and it worked for her. “Reveal just enough to reel them in,” was a statement she often said and one she lived by.

      If it didn’t cling to her body or accent her curves, she wasn’t wearing it. She was an attention seeker and drama queen, but Isabel loved her all the same.

      Isabel on the other hand, was quite the opposite. Her wardrobe was basic, consisting of mostly jeans, joggers, and T-shirts. Being so focused on her studies, she rarely dated. She just wanted to finish school and move out of her parents’ house. Making their problems her problems, drove her crazy. Neither of them ever took fault for anything, but instead, blamed each other for everything. Too often, she was caught in the middle of their arguments, with her father storming out leaving her there alone, to deal with her mother’s wrath. She had a mother who was a nympho. And her father she suspected was dealing with their family issues by engaging in his own hush-hush affairs.

      Reaching inside her apron, she grabbed a napkin and patted her face. Cynthia was right, the sooner she took his order, the sooner they could leave. Isabel mustered up enough nerves to walk over to the table. His gaze pierced through her and she hated it. By the time she made it to where he was seated, she could barely make eye contact.

      “Hi. Are you ready to order?”

      He leaned back in his seat, looking her over from head to toe, pausing for a few seconds before speaking.

      “I was starting to think you were avoiding me.”

      “No, just a little busy. Sorry it took so long. So, what will you be having this evening?”

      “What would you recommend?”

      “It depends on what you like.”

      Isabel was very familiar with this routine. Every time he ordered, he pretended not to know what was on the menu. She knew it was just his way of consuming her time but considering she was always a ball of nerves whenever she served him, she’d always keep the chatting at a minimum. He was very handsome but everything about him screamed playboy. Thinking about it, Cynthia was right. Why would he be interested in a plain-Jane like her when she was in the same room?

      “Well if that’s the case, what I’d like is to have your number.”

      Isabel cleared her throat, trying to ignore the tightening of her stomach muscles. “Excuse me?”

      “Can I call you sometime?”

      Not bothering to respond, she passed him a menu. “Here. Take a look, and let me know when you’re ready.” She turned to walk away and was taken back when he pulled her arm.

      “What are you doing?” Isabel shuffled back a step as she glanced down at his hand gripping her. “Let go.”

      “Sorry. I was just letting you know I was ready to order.”

      Reaching inside her apron’s pocket, she removed the guest check pad and a pencil. “Go ahead.”

      “Let me have a number five, hold the pickles and instead of fries, I’ll take onion rings. And substitute the soda with a shake.” Smiling slyly, he handed Isabel the menu back.

      He was certainly a flirt; his remarks were always flattering, yet something about him made her feel a little uneasy. “It’ll be out in a few.”

      “Thank you very much.”

      “Sure.”

      Dreading the walk back because of how attentive he was, Isabel stopped to clear a table. It was either that or risk tripping all over herself going back to the order drop off counter.

      Cynthia met her, and they both put orders on a tray for the cook.

      She leaned toward Isabel, brushing against her arm while whispering in her ear. “Okay, girl, I saw that.”

      “Saw what? And move, I’m mad at you, remember?” Isabel pulled her arm back, playfully avoiding Cynthia’s touch.

      “Don’t play, I saw him grab your arm. Stop pretending. You know he’s hitting on you again. I don’t know why, but he is. Anyway, I know you’re into him. Shit, all the girls in here like him. So, what’s the problem?”

      “Maybe I’m just not interested.”

      “Why? He’s good looking, drives a nice car, and he’s sexy as hell. What’s not to like?”

      “Did you see how he grabbed my arm?”

      “What? You’ve got to be kidding. He grabbed your arm not your ass. To me that’s the sign of a true gentleman,” she joked, cracking a smile.

      Cynthia’s logic was far different from Isabel’s but she was more experienced when it came to men. Maybe Isabel was reading too much into the whole arm grabbing thing.

      “You do know you’re sick, right?”

      “Say what you like. I just know more than you do about men. Anyway, come out with me tonight. It’ll be fun. I’ll do your hair and makeup, and I’ll even let you wear some of my clothes.”

      Isabel stepped back, placed a hand on her hip, while giving Cynthia a quick stare down.

      “You know what, no but thank you. If I wanted to go out, I could do my own hair and makeup, and you wouldn’t be picking out my clothes. And besides, you know clubbing’s not my thing.”

      Cynthia smoothed out her clothes while giving herself a good look over. “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” She pulled down her shirt to show more cleavage as if she didn’t have enough on display. “I don’t know why I’m even talking to you. We both know who’s teaching who here. Anyway, your order is up, so go serve your man.”

      “Come on, Cynthia, you know I love you. Please go deal with him.”

      “Nope! Not today. You better go get him girl. And he’s watching, too.” She peeped over Isabel’s shoulder.

      “Shit! I hate you.”

      “See, I knew you liked him ‘cause if you didn’t, you wouldn’t be so jumpy.” Cynthia poked her on the arm and strolled off to service her customer.

      Maybe her instincts were wrong about this guy, Traubel. And what kind of name was Traubel anyway? But he did apologize for grabbing her and he was always polite. Still, there was something about him; a certain overly confident demeanor. Isabel generally avoided trouble but in this case, she was drawn to it. Her instincts and body were on opposing sides and her body was winning.

      Other than the few dates she’d had with Matthew, she’d only had one real boyfriend in the past, and they’d broken up after he realized she wouldn’t put out. Still, if she decided to give in to her interest, her parents would never go for it.

      Regardless of her age, they were very controlling; particularly her mother. Being eighteen and four months away from graduation meant nothing to her. It was the 80’s for God’s sake but getting them to okay her working at the diner was hard enough. They’d only agreed because it was her last year of high school, and it would be a good way to save money for college. How they managed to keep such close tabs on her was a complete mystery, considering how messed up their own lives were. Only four more months, and she’d be free from her mother’s rules.

      “Here you go.” Isabel’s palms were sweating. Nervous feelings were getting the best of her.

      “Thanks. Here, I have something for you.”

      Isabel gazed at the elegant little box he placed on the table. It was beautifully wrapped in silver paper with a shiny gold bow on top.

      “Are you serious? Why would you give me a gift? I’m a stranger to you.”

      “Well, you’re not really a stranger when you consider how much I know about you. Like, I know your name is Isabel; you’re graduating from high school soon, and you like wearing flowers in your hair, particularly roses. Anyway, it’s nothing much, just open it.”

      Instead of being just uneasy, she was also flustered and anxious. Isabel wiped her hands on her apron before reaching for the box. It was a bracelet with a locket featuring the Blessed Virgin Mary on the top and housing a watch on the inside. The inscription on the back read, “Isabel, Class of 1982.”

      “This is very lovely but I can’t accept it.” It was the most elegant and unique gift she’d ever received. She wanted to keep it but knew it would have been inappropriate to do so. Too, she didn’t want to have to explain where she’d gotten it from.

      “You can. You just don’t want to. There’s a difference.”

      “Look, it’s a nice gesture but I really can’t. Thank you.”

      Isabel placed the gift on the table and walked away. Flattery had overcome her. She knew Cynthia would be somewhere watching everything, and it would only make her feel worse. It was like the girl had an extra pair of eyes. Struggling to pull herself together, she went into the restroom to splash water on her face. It wasn’t long before Cynthia came in behind her.

      Isabel smacked her lips before murmuring under her breath.

      “What was that?”

      “He gave me a watch.”

      “And you gave it back? I swear you need to hang out with me more. Haven’t I taught you anything?”

      “Yes, I gave it back, and I don’t want to discuss it. I just want to forget about it.”

      Cynthia walked behind Isabel and placed her hands on her shoulders, initiating a gentle massage.

      “Friend...relax and breathe. He’s just a man, and you interact with them every day. If you want me to, I’ll give him his bill.”

      Isabel turned to hug Cynthia. “Thanks, Cyn. I owe you.”

      “Yes you do, and I’m adding it to your tab.”

      When the two went back out, Traubel was gone. Isabel went over to clean the area where he’d been seated and found a twenty-dollar bill——which was way over the cost of his meal——the box with the watch, and a note on a napkin.

      Consider it a tip. Good night, Isabel.
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      The banging was extremely loud.

      “Police! Open the door!”

      There was a brief pause before the door was rammed and knocked off the hinges but not before a woman was thrown out the window, possibly to create a distraction. Two of the squad members rushed to her.

      “We need a medical unit out here. We have one injured with severe cuts and bruises and possibly more!” One of the agents spoke into the radio located on the shoulder of his vest as he knelt over the woman. Her face was bruised badly, and there were pieces of glass chips lodged in her skin.

      They’d received a tip from an informant, and now narcotics Special Agent Navarro and his team prepared to make their entrance. The home was stationed in a prestigious neighborhood, where mostly upper-class citizens resided. It had been under watch before, but political ties had made it almost impossible to get a search warrant. The guy they were after was actively involved in the sponsorship of many local and regional politicians. Additionally, Garcia contributed hundreds of thousands of dollars to support nonprofit organizations who sheltered abused women and children.

      They rushed into the home of Tidas Serrano, the son of notorious drug lord Javier Garcia. Garcia was careful, making few public appearances. But according to Navarro’s informant, his son was a reckless risk taker, who’d recently been released from rehab and now headed up his own illegal businesses.

      Going from room to room, they secured the downstairs area of the home before moving on to the second level.

      Word was his son, Tidas was laid up there.

      “I need help down here!”

      They could never be prepared for what they encountered.

      One of the swat team members had found four unconscious girls in the basement. One was foaming at the mouth and had been badly beaten. He went around checking for pulses.

      “They’re alive but barely.” He radioed for help. “We need more emergency units at 2150 Barrington Lane. We have four female victims in really bad condition.”

      The operator responded, indicating help was on the way.

      Meanwhile, other squad members had split into groups, continuing to search the premises.

      “Shh.” Agent Navarro stilled and pointed, listening in the direction where soft whimpers were coming from. Approaching a closed door with his gun in hand, he was caught off guard when it suddenly opened. A man rushed out with a lit cigarette in his mouth and a cigarette lighter in his hand. He held a young female hostage who was wet and smelled of gasoline.

      “Let her go.” Navarro stood still, following the assailant’s movements as he used the woman as a shield.

      “Stay back, man. I swear, I’ll set her ass on fire,” the guy warned Navarro as he moved toward the door. “I mean it. Stay the fuck back!”

      “No one is following you. Just let the girl go.”

      “She goes wherever I go.”

      “You do know this place is surrounded?”

      “Do you know who I am?” the guy inquired, still easing in the direction of the front exit. “Your face being covered won’t help you. Touch me, you die.”

      Another officer had closed in on the home from the side. The assailant’s head shifted back and forth as he struggled to keep track of both agents’ movements.

      With tears streaming down her cheeks, the young woman closed her eyes tightly, holding on to his arm to lessen the choking grip around her neck.

      “Let’s talk deals, man. You let her go, and we let you live.”

      The guy laughed.

      Navarro’s gun went off, and the hostage taker fell to the ground with the woman in tow. He quickly secured the victim, stomping viciously on the cigarette that had fallen from the assailant’s mouth and kicked the lighter away. Another fellow officer cuffed him none too gently.

      The guy hollered out when he was placed in handcuffs——the gunshot to the shoulder must have hurt like a bitch.

      “We need help in the basement. I think they’ve overdosed.”

      Navarro and another agent charged downstairs.

      “Sylvia!”

      Navarro rushed over and grabbed the girl foaming at the mouth.

      “You know her?”

      “Man, she’s my sister,” he yelled.
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      A week later, Navarro stood in his SAC’s——Special Agent in Charge’s office in disbelief, after being told the guy they’d arrested would likely not face any charges. He’d gone to the hospital for the gunshot injury to the shoulder, but it was just a flesh wound. A day later he’d been discharged and placed under arrest but had been released on bail within forty-eight hours.

      Some hotshot attorney had come to his defense. Navarro knew without a doubt, this guy would be the link to taking down Tidas Serrano. From the looks of things, he wasn’t just some two-bit criminal——he was well-connected and knew people in high places.

      “That was possibly our one chance to catch Serrano in the act. Obviously your informant got his facts wrong because he wasn’t there, so we may not have a case.”

      “Are you kidding me? I don’t care if it wasn’t Serrano. The guy was using a woman as a shield. I’m telling you, he’s connected. He was going to set her on fire. If that’s not enough to keep someone in jail, I don’t know what is.”

      “Look, Navarro, you know how these things work. We were able to get the warrant only because we had your informant saying Serrano would be there, and he was our witness. Without him, we don’t have much of a case. Probable cause wouldn’t cut it for another warrant. And as for the guy you shot, I’m not sure how he fits into all this but he sure as hell isn’t Serrano. Unless the girl he was holding hostage is willing to testify, we can’t do anything, especially since your informant has suddenly disappeared.”

      “But I was there; I saw it all go down.”

      “No, what you saw was him holding a girl with a cigarette in his mouth and a lighter in his hand. You didn’t see him pour the gasoline on her, and she’s saying she wasn’t being held against her will.”

      Navarro couldn’t drop the case. A woman had died and three were laid up in ICU, one of them his sister. All of this couldn’t be for nothing.

      He hissed, reaching for the back of his neck and rubbing it. “That’s bullshit. You and I both know it. She’s just scared.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Besides, I can tell you the case won’t go any further. Your hostage, she’s a judge’s daughter. I’m sure he doesn’t want this to get out. I’m sorry, but my hands are tied.”

      “What about Sylvia?” Navarro asked hesitantly, his voice lowering before he’d gotten the words out.

      “Excuse me? I don’t think so.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know, maybe because she’s a junkie. Or, perhaps because she’s unconscious. Maybe because the girl has already been through enough, not to mention she’s your goddamn sister and you want her to testify against notorious criminals. You pick one!”

      It was a low moment for him and perhaps he was too desperate. Suggesting his sister be subjected to further distress and possibly risking her life, he definitely wasn’t thinking clearly. Though, he’d said it, he knew he could never go through with it even if she was able to testify.

      The room suddenly felt stuffy and he needed fresh air.

      Navarro tugged at his shirt collar. “Are we done here?” he asked Special Agent in Charge Jamison before heading to the exit.

      “I think we are. And I suggest you get your act together.”
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      Nearly two months had passed and his routine had remained the same. What was his problem? Why did he keep coming back, time after time, waiting for her to come over to his table to take his order, at minimum, a few times per week?

      “Hey, are you okay?” Cynthia begin to help Isabel clear the table.

      “I’m fine. Just feeling a little guilty about keeping his gift and not offering as much as a thank you.” Traubel had left without touching his meal.

      “Yeah, I know and so does he which is probably why he gave it to you. Anyway, if you feel so bad, just bring it and give it back.”

      “I have it here with me now. I’ve carried it in my apron ever since he left it. I just don’t want to hurt his feelings. And, I know it’s terrible but I really want to keep it.”

      “You have it with you? Let me see it.” Cynthia reached inside Isabel’s apron pocket. “Certainly not a gift you’d expect from someone with his spunky looks.”

      “I know. It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” She took the box back from Cynthia and traced the gold trim around the face of the watch. “Anyway, it’s not like this is your first time seeing it.”

      “Well it looks even better. At least we know he has good taste.”

      “Yes he does,” Isabel agreed, still admiring its craftsmanship.

      “So, Jimmy said we can leave early. Are you ready?” Cynthia asked.

      “Yeah but I think I’ll walk home. It’s only a few blocks, and I’m in no rush. Thanks for the offer.”

      “Okay, if you’re sure. Call me when you make it in.”

      “I will.”

      The walk home was pleasant. The air suggested rain was coming and she welcomed the smell of fresh flowers as she passed her neighbors garden. Surprised to see her mother’s car in the driveway so early on a night she usually hung out with her friends, she wondered if something was wrong. But then, her father’s car would be there as well.

      She used her key to open the door. Usually, she’d yell out to announce herself but the sound of soft, alluring music caught her by surprise.

      Walking down the hall to her parents’ bedroom, she stood motionless as she stared at the half open door listening to soft moans of pleasure coming from her mother. She pushed it opened just a little more.

      “What the hell are you doing?”
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      “Hey. Are you okay? What happened?”

      “She was kissing Matthew is what happened. Like really, she was all over him with her tongue down his throat.”

      “Oh shit, that’s bad. So bad. Your mother is so not okay.”

      “She’s a bitch. No wonder she didn’t want me dating him. It was because she wanted him for herself. What kind of mother has sex with her daughter’s boyfriend?”

      “Excuse me, he’s your ex-boyfriend, and you said they were kissing, not having sex.”

      “Are you saying it’s okay?”

      “Hell no, I’m just saying he’s your ex, if that, and you never had sex with him anyway. What your mother is doing is some soap opera type of shit. But she’s a nympho. That’s what they do.”

      “All this time she’d been accusing my father of cheating. I should call him; I should call him right now.” Isabel pulled the house phone toward her and punched in the numbers.

      “Wait!” Cynthia pushed her finger down on the disconnect button. “I know you’re pissed, I mean, who wouldn’t be, but let’s just think about this.”

      “He deserves to know.” Isabel was bawling.

      Cynthia handed her a box of tissues.

      “Well, he’s no angel so don’t go relieving him of all blame.”

      “Did you not just hear me? I said, I just walked in on my mother, getting ready to have sex in our home, with a man other than my father.”

      “I’m just saying, your father is never home. If your mother is getting it from somebody else, he’s probably doing the same.”

      “At least he’s not doing it where we live.”

      “That shit is wild and so not okay.” Cynthia shook her head.

      “Yeah, it is. Anyway, can I stay here for a while?”

      “You know you can. It’ll be fun.”

      “Thanks, Cyn.”

      Cynthia opened her arms and Isabel fell into her embrace.

      “Oh, sweetie, it’ll be okay.” Isabel had started sobbing again on Cynthia’s shoulder. “But one thing, you have to go back before Monday to get your books for school. It’s your last year, and I’m not about to let you drop out two months before graduation, you’ve come too far.”

      “Can you go get them for me?”

      “Hell no. You’re not about to have me in the middle of your family drama. Next thing you know, your mother will be sending the police to my door.”

      “Please, Cynthia, I’m serious.”

      “You know I’m kidding but you do need to call her and let her know you’re okay.”

      “I will but not until in the morning.”

      “Anyway, I’m about to go. Are you coming or not?”

      “I guess but we both can’t use your ID. Twenty-one and over, remember?”

      “No worries, I got you covered. My friend is working the entrance.”

      The doorbell rang.

      “Wow, my spot is popular tonight.” Cynthia strolled into the other room to see who was at the door and came rushing back.

      “Shit. It’s your mother.”

      “Tell her I’m not here.”
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      Navarro’s sister, Sylvia had gone missing six months ago after their mother died from cancer. Their father was a cop and had died several years’ prior during a gang related raid. Other than the SAC and some distant relatives on the other side of the border, she was the only family he had left.

      He stood with tired eyes and a heavy heart, reminiscing about their childhood, as he stared into the window of the ICU room where his sister was being cared for. A nurse and doctor were in the room noting her condition.

      Sylvia was smart and fun, she’d always been so full of life. Her smile could turn night into day. Yet, here she was, barely alive. Seeing her this way made him feel defeated.

      He stopped the doctor as he was leaving. “Doctor. That’s my sister, how is she?”

      “Yes...I remember. Mr. Navarro, I’m afraid she’s about the same.”

      “Will she wake up soon?”

      “I’m not sure. She had a lot of narcotics in her system, including large quantities of heroin and cocaine. Honestly, I’m surprised she’s made it this far in her current condition. If she does wake up, it’ll be in her best interest to get help immediately. She’s killing herself.”

      A single tear ran down the side of his cheek. The doctor put his arm on Navarro shoulder. “I’m sorry I don’t have better news.”

      The nurse stationed nearby gasped as Navarro’s fist hit the wall after the doctor walked away. Another nurse who had been in Sylvia’s room came out a little while later.

      “Hi. Are you family?”

      “Yes, she’s my sister.”

      “Why don’t you go in; maybe talk to her and hold her hand. Let her know you’re here. You know it makes a difference——knowing someone is there.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, and let me know if you need anything.” The nurse turned to walk away and halted. “One more thing. Prayers help. There’s a chapel downstairs if you need to talk to someone. A priest is there around the clock.”

      “Thank you again, nurse.”

      She nodded and walked off.

      He opened the door and walked into the room. Pulling up a chair, he sat by his sister holding her hand. Seeing her in such a fragile state reminded him of her innocence. Just a year ago, she’d graduated high school and was on her way to becoming a journalist. Then one night she went to a dance club with some friends and someone found her passed out in the ladies room. She was rushed to the hospital where her stomach was pumped and she’d returned home.

      They never found out exactly what had happened that night. A swat team raided the club some days later, but were only able to take down a few small players. Sylvia didn’t know how the drugs had gotten into her system. The doctors suspected her drink was spiked. Navarro was certain if she hadn’t made it into the bathroom she would have disappeared, probably forever. Girls her age were a hot commodity. They were forced to run drugs across the border and many were made to prostitute. His conclusion was that whoever had spiked the drink had bigger plans.

      The club was managed by Tidas Serrano but everyone knew it was just one of the front businesses owned by Garcia. Girls had gone missing from there a lot. Navarro’s vendetta was personal just as much as it was business. He was on a mission to take down the notorious Javier Garcia because his business affairs had taken away his sister’s dreams and almost claimed her life, one too many times. Now, anyone with ties to him was considered his prey, or maybe more appropriately stated, a targeted victim in his plan for retribution.

      Even though, Sylvia had survived, she’d never been the same. Since then she’d become a junkie. Their mother dying had really sent her off on a binge despite the therapy and rehabilitation.

      “Sylvia, I’m here for you and I love you. You’ve got to get better. You’re all I have.” He raised her hand to his lips and kissed it gently. He’d already arranged for her to go to a rehabilitation center once she woke up. It was the same facility in Arizona where SAC Jamison’s daughter was being treated and doing well.

      Some time passed and Navarro had fallen asleep beside Sylvia. He was awakened by the same nurse who he’d spoken with earlier, and jumped at her touch.

      “Excuse me. I’m sorry to wake you.”

      “No. It’s okay. I’m sorry, I’ve stayed past visiting hours.” He shook his head, trying to rid himself of the sleepiness.

      “Well I won’t tell if you don’t but that’s not why I woke you. You have a call at the nurse’s station. A guy named Jamison.”

      Navarro looked down at his pager and saw he’d missed several pages.

      “Shit.” Realizing the nurse was still in the room, he apologized for his language as he got up to take the call.
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      “She’s my sister. I need to work the case.” Navarro pleaded with his boss to allow him to go undercover, working from the bottom up to take down Garcia. It was a long shot and went against the rules but he had two things on his side. First, his SAC owed him for pulling his daughter out of a drug house and keeping it off the record. Secondly, Navarro and his sister were his family. Aside from that, Navarro was the best at his job. If anyone could get in, it would be him.

      “And she’s my godchild, just as you are. The answer is no. You’re too close to the victim.” The SAC leaned back in his chair, brushing a hand over his face as he listened to Navarro’s appeal.

      Navarro stood up, looking down as he contemplated his response. “Sir, I don’t mean to bring up the past but what if it was your daughter.” He knew it was a touchy subject and one better left alone but it was the only card left for him to play.

      “So you’re going to take it there, really?” The SAC backed his chair away from his desk as if to create distance between himself and Navarro.

      “No, sir. I’m just saying she’s my sister. If something was to happen to her, I don’t know what I’ll do. Please, you gotta get me in. I don’t care where you put me, just put me somewhere.”

      “And what if I say no, I can’t do it?”

      “Then I’ll have to respect your wishes. But if that’s the case I’m going to need some time off.” Navarro knew he was pushing it but his nineteen-year-old sister was lying in the hospital barely alive. How many more girls would have to fall victim before something could be done?

      Special Agent in Charge Jamison rose up out of his seat and walked over to the water cooler near Navarro.

      “You’re really willing to give up everything you’ve worked so hard for to pursue Garcia?”

      “Yes, sir. I am. But hopefully, you’ll make it so I won’t have to.”

      “You’ve got balls, Navarro; I’ll tell you that much.” He took a sip of the water he was holding before walking back to his desk. “I’m sorry. I’m going to need your badge and your gun. I think you should take some time off to be there for your sister.”

      “Really? This is how you’re going to do me. This is my team. Who else do you have to head it?” Navarro was now leaning forward in his seat in front of the SAC’s desk. His fist clenched together on the edge.

      “That’s not your concern. What’s going to happen if she wakes up and you’re not there?”

      “Then she’ll have you to take care of her. As her godfather, that’s what you’re supposed to do anyway.”

      “I made a promise to take care of both of you and that’s exactly what I’m going to do. Now, take a few days off. Again, your badge and gun.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      It was off the books and if he got caught, it could mean losing his badge for good rather than just a few days. SAC Jamison had made it clear——Lorenz, the guy Navarro had arrested, was off limits. But he was willing to take the risk. Not even three days later, Inez Lorenz was back to living life as if nothing had ever happened.

      The short time he’d been tailing him, he’d rarely deviated from his daily routine which made it easy for Navarro to follow him. Navarro suspected being connected to Garcia, he’d been warned to lay low since he wasn’t moving much. Big guys such as Garcia didn’t like being under the spotlight and were known to eliminate problems.

      Lorenz didn’t have much of a record which was probably why he’d been granted bail but Navarro was sure he’d mess up. When it happened, he’d make his move.

      Lorenz had the same routine; morning run on the same route, coffee shop stop, back home, early dinner out, usually at the same place and then, off to the club which operated as a lounge Monday through Wednesday. His life was organized, and he appeared to be keeping it clean.

      A little while after the bust, the house they’d raided went up for sale. They hadn’t found much inside it, at least nothing to link back to Serrano or Garcia, and the drugs they’d found——one of the girls had claimed were hers. It was hard to believe so many people were willing to take the rap for him.

      For the next month, between following Lorenz, working, and sitting with Sylvia, who was now in and out of consciousness, Navarro didn’t get much sleep. The only thing different about Lorenz was the girls he was courting, one more frequently than the others. She was in and out of his spot often and always carrying a bag.

      Going off instinct, he decided to follow her one day after she’d left Lorenz’s place with a package which led him to a neighborhood on the south side of town. He watched as she made several stops but never got out. Instead, she waited in her vehicle until someone came up, at which time she’d hand them a package.

      There was no doubt, she was making drug runs for Lorenz but Navarro knew picking her up wasn’t the way to go. She’d only deny Lorenz’s involvement.

      Contemplating his next move, he sat wondering if it was all in vain. And just when he thought it was time to back off, he got the break he needed.
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      Navarro stayed back, heeding the warning he’d received not to approach Lorenz. He watched from his personal vehicle, an older model Oldsmobile with dark tinted windows, as the woman he was following handed a package to a familiar face. It was his missing informant, Jace.

      Anxiously waiting until the transaction was complete. He exited his vehicle, quietly making his way through an alley when she pulled off. Navarro approached Jace from behind. Taking him by surprise, he threw him against the wall and placed a hand over his mouth.

      “If you scream or make any sudden movements, you’ll regret it. Do I make myself clear?”

      Jace bobbed his head.

      Navarro snatched the package and looked inside. “What do we have here?”

      Shaking his head, Jace stuttered as he began to explain. “It’s not mine. I swear. I don’t even know what’s in the bag.”

      “Shut up. I have you on possession. If I think for a second you’re lying to me, I’ll tell everyone you purposely setup Inez Lorenz. Now tell me, what’s his connection to Serrano.”

      It wasn’t protocol, but none of this was. Breaking a few rules to take down a guy who wouldn’t hesitate to take a life wasn’t something he’d fret over. The only way to get him to turn against whoever he was trying to protect, was to become the one he feared the most.

      “Man, they’ll kill me if I talk.”

      “And I’ll kill you if you don’t. You see, this case is personal for me. So, you choose, deal with me...or them. You talk to me now, I bring you in, you give your statement, and I’ll see about getting you in a witness protection program.”

      “All right, all right. I’ll talk,” he said, throwing his hands up in defeat. “Either way, I’m a dead man walking.”
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      This part would have to go by the books. It was the only way he could get the SAC to consider hearing him out. Also, if it was done any other way, the DA wouldn’t have much of a case. With guys like Serrano and Garcia, there wasn’t room for error.

      Navarro placed Jace in the interrogation room and headed to Special Agent in Charge Jamison’s office.

      As he opened the door, the SAC stood up.

      “I don’t want to know how you found him. All I want to know is if we have enough to pursue this? Your ass is on the line and mine too if I don’t put a stop to it.”

      “I can get his statement now. I told him if he gave us enough, we could possibly place him in witness——”

      “Stop right there. You’re not even supposed to be working this. I told you to back off, remember? You can’t make promises like that,” Jamison bellowed, his fist hitting his desk.

      “Please, just let me get his statement. If it’s not something we can use, I’ll resign, here, today.”

      “It’s your ass on the line, Navarro, so you better make it good.”

      Navarro went in to get Jace’s statement. Come to find out, Tidas Serrano was the one behind the transferring of the bad information. He’d promised Jace a high position running one of the local businesses if he setup Lorenz who he wanted out of the picture. The two were stepbrothers, and apparently Serrano was tired of cleaning up his messes. He figured if Lorenz was arrested, even if his father placed bail, he’d be forced to remove him from the family business.

      Jace also gave them the location of Tidas who was running a club in Mexico. With the information they’d received, they had enough to connect Tidas Serrano to Javier Garcia, and Inez Lorenz.
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      Pulling up to the club, there was a long line. Cynthia grab Isabel by the hand and led her to the front.

      “Keep up.”

      “I’m trying.” Isabel struggled to walk in the heels she’d borrowed from Cynthia.

      “Hey, it’s two of us tonight. You letting us in or what?” Cynthia was talking to the guy at the door whose attention was focused on Isabel.

      “Hell yeah but you need to hook me up.”

      “Not happening. She’s already seeing someone.” Cynthia leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. “But thanks anyway, hotness.”

      The bouncer smiled and nodded as he unlatched the rope barricade, allowing them to enter.

      Once inside, Isabel was amazed at the crowd. Cynthia knew almost everyone they passed. She was in her comfort zone. Isabel on the other hand, was completely out of hers. They headed over to the bar. This was a new experience for her, and the attention she was getting was overwhelming. Guys were checking her out, pulling on her, offering to buy her drinks, and hitting on her from all angles.

      Cynthia raised two fingers to the bartender.

      “See what happens when you let me do your hair and makeup? You are so freaking hot. If you weren’t my friend, I would hit on you.”

      “I’m not feeling it here; I think I want to leave.”

      “Just wait, give it a chance.”

      The bartender brought the drinks.

      “What is this?” Isabel asked, examining the beverage.

      “It’s a Long Island Iced Tea——my usual drink. Try it.” As she was about to hand the bartender some cash, someone spoke from behind.

      “Put it on my tab.”

      Cynthia swung around.

      “Thanks. Wow, if it isn’t Mister...”

      “Traubel, and you’re welcome.”

      Isabel turned at the sound of the name, trying not to choke on her drink.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “I am. Thank you. I just sipped a little too fast,” Isabel replied.

      Touching the watch on her wrist, Traubel said, “I see you decided to keep the tip I left you.”

      “It would have been rude of me not to. Anyway, thank you again. It’s very pretty.”

      He leaned over and whispered in Isabel’s ear. “You’re very pretty.”

      The heat rose up on Isabel’s face, and she was glad for the dark club, hiding her embarrassment.

      A few seconds later a guy came over and said something to Cynthia.

      “Hey, I’m going to go hang out with Rob for a while. You good?” she asked Isabel.

      “She’s in good hands,” Traubel responded.

      Cynthia glanced over at her friend. “Isabel?”

      “I’ll be fine,” she said with a slight tremor in her voice.

      Cynthia nodded and took off.

      The Long Island Iced Teas kept coming and Isabel kept drinking. It wasn’t long before she’d told Traubel her life story including how controlling her parents were, and how she’d walked in on her mother with her ex-boyfriend.

      “Anyway, I just spilled my guts to you. So now tell me your story.”

      “Well, let’s see. I’m twenty-two, I help manage this place, and oh yeah, I’m so into you,” he said before leaning over to kiss her on the cheek and reaching out his hand. “Let’s dance.”

      “I can’t. Not to this song and definitely not in these heels.”

      “I tell you what, stay here, and I’ll be right back.” He walked over to the DJ booth, had a quick conversation and returned. The music track changed to a slower song.

      “What about now?”

      She grabbed his hand, and they headed to the dance floor. Slipping his arms around her waist, he guided her in close to his chest. In return, she gave in to his gentleness by wrapping her arms around his neck. She was drawn to his smooth, clean smell, a combination of alluring spice, wood, and leather. Before long she found herself completely taken in by the mood, giving in to the soft, seductive kisses he planted on her neck and shoulders.

      Next to him, everything around her became invisible. Even once the music track changed from slow to fast, the two remained embraced, her head on his chest and Traubel held her like he’d never let go.

      “Do you want to get out of here?”

      “I can’t. Not without telling Cynthia.”

      “Let’s find her then.”

      But Cynthia found them instead. “Hey, I’ve been looking for you. Are you ready to go?”

      “I think I’m going to hang out with Traubel a little while longer.”

      “No way. We came together, so we leave together.” Cynthia reached for Isabel’s hand.

      “It’s no problem, I’ll take her home.”

      “Excuse me but I need to speak with my friend.” Cynthia pulled Isabel off to the side.

      “You may not know this because you’re new to the whole club scene thing but you don’t go home with guys you only kinda know. Besides, you’ve had too much to drink, and I’m not leaving you with him.”

      “But you were the one that insisted I give him a chance.”

      “Yes, when your sober. Now please, wrap it up and meet me outside.”

      Cynthia walked away, and Isabel went back over to where Traubel leaned against the bar waiting.

      She’d never seen Cynthia this way before——super protective and a bit demanding. Was she really being irresponsible or was her friend overreacting? Anyway, this wasn’t a side of Cynthia she was familiar with, though, she appreciated her concern.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “I’m fine, but she’s right. I probably have had a bit too much to drink so I’ll say good night now. She’s waiting for me outside”

      “At least let me walk you out.”

      “Sure.”

      “Just give me five minutes, I need to tell one of my workers something. Promise me you’ll wait?”

      “Okay.”

      He walked toward the door and whispered something to one of the bouncers. The two walked off together. It must have been at least fifteen minutes before he came back, and she was just heading to the door.

      “You promised, remember?”

      “Yeah, but you said five minutes also.”

      They walked outside but Cynthia was nowhere to be found. The temperature had dropped, and Traubel placed his jacket around her shoulders, then pulled her closer, wrapping his arms around her.

      On top of it being cold, it was beginning to mist and even with Traubel’s jacket on, she’d began to tremble.

      Nearly a half-hour later, Cynthia still hadn’t showed up.

      “I’m not going to let you get sick. Come on, I’ll take you home.”
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      The next morning Isabel woke up dazed with a monster size headache. She must have moved too fast because the room appeared to be spinning. Trying a different approach, she lay her head back down on the pillow and closed her eyes, hoping to subdue the internal pounding.

      “Good morning, you.”

      The sound of the masculine voice jolted her back to reality, and her eyes popped open. Traubel was standing in front of her, shirtless, with a glass of water and a bottle of pain relievers.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Raising an eyebrow, he sneered. “You’re funny. This is my place.”

      “What do you mean? Where’s Cynthia?”

      He put the water and pills on the nightstand. Folding his arms, he inhaled deeply before letting out a long breath. “I see you have absolutely no recollection of what happened last night.”

      Isabel brushed her hair behind her ear. “Tell me,” she said, reaching for the water and pills.

      “Well, after hours of driving you around trying to locate your house, I finally gave up and brought you home with me.”

      “Okay, where’s my...never mind.” Isabel noticed her purse and dress draped over a chair a few feet away. She quickly grabbed for the nearby sheet to cover up.

      “Could you hand me my purse please?”

      “Sure, here you go.”

      “Did you undress me?”

      “Well, not really. You kinda undressed yourself. I just watched.”

      Going off into a low whisper and looking away, Isabel asked, “Did we have sex?”

      “No. We made love, and you were great.” He leaned to kiss her on the lips when she quickly turned and he caught the corner of her mouth instead.

      “Don’t.”

      Shaking his head slowly, he said, “So now you’re the shy one.”

      Feeling completely overwhelmed and embarrassed, she used her chin to hold the sheet, reaching out for the phone by the bed. She dialed Cynthia’s number several times but there was no answer.

      “Shit, Cynthia.”

      Still holding the sheet up with one hand and placing the other on her forehead, she cleared her throat before speaking.

      “Can you take me home?”

      “I’ll take you anywhere you want to go. But first, let’s eat. I fixed breakfast.”

      Traubel reached his hand out to Isabel.

      “I’ll just follow you.” She wished he’d put a shirt on. Looking at his bare chest was turning her on far more than she cared to admit. She wanted to ask what the story was behind the tattoos and scars, but didn’t. His jeans sat low around his waist, revealing a perfectly formed upper frame and his V-shaped abs. He was certainly fit.

      “You know you’re wearing clothes underneath that sheet, right?”

      “Yes, I do, thank you.” Actually she hadn’t realized it. She’d only seen her dress hanging up and assumed she was naked.

      Loosening her grip, she glanced down to see what she was wearing. It was a T-shirt. She felt a sense of relief but not enough to let go of the sheet especially when she was so turned on by his physique.

      “I’ll just keep this on for now.”

      Traubel laughed as he turned and walked away. “Whatever makes you feel comfortable.”

      She followed him into the kitchen, admiring his broad shoulders and sexy back. There was hot bacon, and sausage, crisp toast, creamy scrambled eggs, with toasted bagels and sliced strawberries laid out on the kitchen island with a pitcher of orange juice. He’d outdone himself, especially considering they barely knew each other.

      “Help yourself. I didn’t know what you liked so I fixed a variety.”

      She grabbed a saucer and took a few strawberries, a strip of bacon, and a piece of toast.

      “Here you go, have a seat.” He pulled out one of the bar stools.

      “Thanks.”

      She fiddled around with the food and avoided making eye contact. It probably wouldn’t have been so awkward if he’d been fully dressed.

      Traubel placed a strawberry near her lips. “Have some.”

      “I can feed myself.”

      “I know you can. I just want to.”

      She opened her mouth, taking the smallest bite possible.

      This was more than a little uncomfortable, and her mind was roaming all over the place. Where was Cynthia? Why did she leave her? The last thing she remembered was dancing wildly, and having way too many drinks.

      “Look, last night wasn’t me. I don’t usually drink and the alcohol was too much. This should have never happened, and I shouldn’t be here.”

      “It’s okay. Calm down and stop beating yourself up. I was only joking. We didn’t have sex. What was I supposed to do? We went outside and Cynthia was gone. I wasn’t just going to leave you there.”

      What a relief. She didn’t know which was worse; not remembering her first time or it happening by way of a one-night stand.

      Hunger pangs were kicking in. Attempting to spare herself further embarrassment, she decided to eat.

      “So, what do you want to do today?” Traubel asked.

      “I didn’t know we were planning to hang out. I thought you were taking me home.”

      “I can. But considering everything you told me last night...I didn’t think you were ready to go home just yet.”

      That’s when the thought of her blabbering, drunken self came to mind, and regret washed over her. How much of her screwed up life had she shared with him?

      “What exactly did I say?”

      “Enough to let me know you weren’t in a rush to go home.” He brushed the side of her cheek. “I was thinking, maybe we could catch a movie, go to the park, or do anything you want to.”

      It was an appealing offer. So far he’d been a perfect gentleman, and she wanted to spend more time with him. Though, she couldn’t bear to do so wearing the heels from last night and plus she needed fresh clothes.

      “I can’t. I don’t have a change of clothes, and I’m not about to wear that dress all day, and I certainly won’t be putting those heels back on, ever.”

      He laughed before getting out of his seat and bending down to rub her foot. “No, I was thinking you could wear my shirt all day.”

      Embarrassed, she coughed.

      “You’re a funny guy.” She reached for the orange juice and pulled her foot away, trying not to be turned on by his touch.

      “I am, aren’t I?” he said rising, his hand sliding up her thigh. “Anyway, I can take you to get anything you need.”

      She took his hand and placed it on the counter with hers on top. “Also, I have to work later.”

      “Okay, so how about I take you to get a change of clothes, we hang out for a bit, and then I take you to work.”

      Anything would be better than having to go home and deal with her family issues. And since Cynthia wasn’t taking her calls, the idea of hanging out with a nice-looking guy who was into her didn’t sound bad at all.

      “I guess we can.”

      They spent the day together and Traubel had been quite accommodating. First, they went to Cynthia’s where she’d used the key under the mat to get in. She picked up some of her belongings, including the bag with her clothes inside. Her mother had rung several times while she was there, and even her father had left a message, but she didn’t call them back, hoping to avoid dealing with their drama a little longer. However, Cynthia didn’t look like she’d been home and she had no way of contacting her.

      “Hey, do you know if I did something to upset Cynthia last night, I mean other than not wanting to leave when she was ready. I’m a little worried because it doesn’t seem as if she’s been home.”

      “Not that I know of. Everything seemed to be okay. The only thing was she wanted you to go, and you wanted to stay. Maybe you’ll see her at work,” he said as they pulled up at the diner.

      “Thank you for today. I really enjoyed myself.”

      “Wow. I think she likes me. So now can I have your number?” he asked.

      She wrote it down and handed it to him.

      “This way, I know you have the right number.” Isabel leaned over, giving him a kiss on the cheek before getting out the car.

      “Do you really have to go?”

      “I do.” She said pursing her lips together and taking her two bags from the backseat.

      Before she could make it to the diner door, someone yelled her name. Across the parking lot was Matthew——her ex.

      Traubel must have heard it too because he stopped the car.

      “Isabel, wait let me explain,” He pulled on her arm.

      “Let go of me, Matthew.” she yelled, jerking away.

      Traubel rushed over and before she knew what was happening, he drew back and punched Matthew hard. He went down equally as hard.

      “I'm not leaving you here. Let's go.”
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      The drive time was quiet. Why would Matthew have come to her job? They were over months ago. There was nothing for him to explain. The way he went down and didn’t get back up made her wonder if he was okay. She was grateful Traubel came to her rescue but she also questioned what else he could be capable of doing.

      They arrived back at Traubel’s place. She hadn’t noticed before how nice it was. He threw the keys on the counter and walked toward his bedroom. She followed and stood in the doorway.

      “What are we doing? I can’t stay?”

      “You can. For as long as you want. There are no rules here.”

      Tucking her hair behind her ear, she blew out a long breath. “Look, I appreciate all you’ve done but, we really don’t know each other.”

      There was a period of silence as he took off his shirt and went from his bedroom to the bathroom. He put on some music, and she wondered if he was just ignoring her until he came over and gently pressed his hands against the sides of her face.

      “You have nothing to worry about.” He stepped back and reached for the bags she was holding. “May I?”

      Isabel handed the two bags she’d been carrying across to him. He put them inside a nearby closet and walked back over to where she was still standing. Putting his hands around her waist, he leaned in and began to whisper into her ear. “Dance with me.” He interlocked his fingers with hers. Using his free hand, he pulled her body closer, splaying his fingers onto her lower back.

      She clasped her hands around his neck, wanting to feel closer to him. Isabel relaxed, enjoying the warmness of his body. Laying her head on him, she noticed things she hadn’t earlier. Her hand moved down to trace the scar on his left shoulder leading down to his chest.

      He expelled seductive, deep breaths, softly kissing her ear as he slowly moved down the side of her neck and back up again, soon meeting her lips. The way his tongue massaged hers, left her weak at the knees. His hands had slid lower until they’d reached under her skirt.

      “I want you. I want to taste your juices.”

      Her heart was hammering against her chest. Although she wanted him to, she was inexperienced and his directness was a little intimidating.

      “Come.” He cupped his hands under her behind and lifted her up as she wrapped her legs around his waist. The way he kissed her was intoxicating, and she didn’t want him to stop.

      Backing up, he carefully placed her on the bed and started to undress her.

      “Wait.”

      “What’s wrong?” he asked in a low undertone.

      “I need to freshen up.”

      “No, I want you just as you are,” he insisted, continuing to undress her. Spreading her legs apart, he wasted no time gliding his tongue across her warmth.

      “But...I’ve...I’ve never done this before.” Her voice gave clue to her hypnotic state.

      “Don’t worry. You don’t have to do anything. Just relax.”

      Lost in the moment, her hands gripped the sheets as he explored her most intimate parts. She discovered passion she’d never known before. And just when she thought she couldn't take anymore, one by one he gently inserted two fingers as he sucked and licked her expertly. Her hips lifted in the air as she gasped for breath, further guiding his efforts. Traubel raised his head slightly and smiled, obviously enjoying pleasuring her as much as she was enjoying being pleasured.

      Reaching for her hands, he led them to her moistness where he encouraged her to explore herself as he did.

      “I want to feel you inside me,” she whispered.

      Coming up for breath, he asked “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” she said, breathless.

      He gazed up as he sampled the juices on his fingers. Slowly making his way up to her lower abdomen, he outlined her frame with his tongue. His hands traveled ahead to her breasts, cupping and massaging them.

      “Do you still want me?” he asked, in between kisses.

      “Yes.”

      “Then tell me.” Taking her nipple in his mouth, he gently tugged running circles around it with his tongue.

      “I want you.”

      “Say it again and this time, say my name.”

      “I want you so bad, Traubel,” she said in a low, desperate mutter.

      Rising, he unzipped his jeans, still gazing down at Isabel’s bare body.

      “You’re so incredibly beautiful.”

      She shyly pulled the cover over her and turned away.

      “No. None of that.” He pulled the cover back. “I want to see you, all of you. I want to see your expression when I enter you.”

      Once his pants were down, he took her hand and placed it on his hardness.

      “Can you feel it?”

      “Yes,” she whispered before he leaned over and kissed her lips.

      “Do you want it?” Raising her arms over her head, he teased her arousal, barely brushing his lips against hers.

      “I do,” she said, and he slowly slid himself inside her.

      Isabel moaned as she took in all he had to offer, caressing her hands down his back. Filled with a pleasure which soon outweighed the pain, she dug deeper into his skin as he rooted himself inside her. Their bodies collided effortlessly, creating an intensity, making them erupt over and over again.

      Throughout the night she was awakened by his soft kisses, and electrifying foreplay, leading to a night of recurring passion.

      Just as a deep, gratifying sleep had overtaken them, they were woken by an intense banging sound and someone yelling.

      “Traubel, I know you’re in there. Open the damn door.”
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      “Have a seat, Navarro.”

      He sat down and scooted to the edge of the chair.

      “Listen...if we’re going to do this, you report everything to me as soon as it happens. No exceptions. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, sir.” He waited anxiously to find out the SAC’s plan for getting in.

      “Before we go on, how’s Sylvia?”

      “She’s about the same but I’m sure she’ll wake up soon.” Actually, he wasn’t sure but he was hopeful.

      “And you already made arrangements for her to go to the rehabilitation center?”

      “Yes. She can go as soon as she’s released.”

      “Good. I’ll let head personnel know to be expecting her but not until she recovers of course.”

      “Thank you.” He rubbed his sweaty palms on the knees of his jeans waiting with anticipation.

      “I think I have a way for you to get in but it’s going to require you going away for a while, and I’m not sure for how long.”

      “That’s okay, I’ll do it. I’m ready to start now.”

      “Yeah, that’s what bothers me. Look, when you go in, I need you to play it cool. Don’t be too anxious.”

      “Got it.”

      “But first I need to make sure you kept your face covered during the raid. We don’t want Serrano recognizing you.”

      “I remained covered the whole time. He wouldn’t. I’m sure.”

      “Okay, come in tomorrow and we’ll iron out the details. Wrap up your paperwork load and get ready, you leave soon.”

      “Cool. I promise you won’t regret this.”

      “I had better not. And Navarro, I want you to be careful. Don’t underestimate these guys. Stay on your toes and keep the pager charged, call me directly. You can reach me day or night. It’s just a precaution but we’ve had some breaches lately.”

      “Thank you, Sir.”

      “Son, just come back alive...please.”
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      Getting the green light to move forward was all Navarro needed. Whether or not his SAC wanted to admit it, they needed to make a move like this to take down these guys. And they could only do so by sending someone in undercover——someone who could blend in and move around without being noticed. He was that person.

      Navarro was young and smart. His mother was Latino American and his father was white American. His ability to speak Spanish fluently and adapt quickly, meant he could blend in as one of the good guys just as easily as a bad guy.

      After their father’s death, his sister, Sylvia wanted him to leave his division, or at least try to get a position off the streets but he couldn’t. That wasn’t who he was. Like his father, he needed to be close to the action——on the streets.

      The place he was assigned to stay was too nice for the job so he took it upon himself to make different arrangements. He’d make do, living out of his car, which was more of a fit for his cover story. Showers could be taken at truck stops and getting a room when he needed it was also an option. The same night he arrived, he applied for a position as a bouncer at one of the nightclubs ran by Tidas. Although he didn’t possess the bulky, pumped chest frame as most of the other guys, he was a smooth talker and knew how to sell himself. Besides, his sleek, lean, muscular physique held more strength in it than most of the swelled-up guys on the force.

      His undercover name was CJ Ramos and his story was simple. He was a loner, in and out of jail since he was a juvenile. Grew up in the system with no siblings and never knew his parents.

      He worked the club scene for about two months, during which time he met Tidas Serrano who was running the spot. Jace, his informant, had given them the lowdown on everything——who was in charge, and how to get to the top guy. As well as the different legitimate operations Garcia ran and used as a front for his off-book businesses.

      One of the workers had approached him. “Serrano wants to see you.”

      Navarro followed him to the upper level office and stood near the door.

      When he entered, Tidas was staring outside his second story window which looked onto the dance floor.

      “So, I noticed you’re living out of your car. What’s your story?” Tidas’s back remained turned towards CJ.

      He’d never really considered how he’d react to seeing this guy, face-to-face. For a second he remained speechless, biting on his lower lip, inflicting pain on himself to avoid the need to lash out. All he could think about was how bad he wanted to rip the guy’s head off and would even settle for taking him in for now. Without a doubt, he would bring him down.

      Snapping his fingers twice, Tidas asked, “Do you speak or what?”

      “Sorry. I was just caught off guard by the view from up here. I’m still trying to process it all.”

      “Okay, well process it quickly and answer my question. What’s your story?”

      “No story. Just trying to make ends meet. I don’t need a place to live. I work here, eat out, and shower by whatever female I hook up with for the night.”

      “Sounds like my kind of chico,” Tidas turned around. “You’re CJ, right?”

      “Correct. No offense, boss, but I don’t get in anyone’s business and prefer not to have anyone in mine. I like my life just the way it is. Living out of my car——it’s better for getting in and out of situations quickly, if you get where I’m coming from.”

      “Oh, I get it, and I like you already, but as long as you work for me, your business is my business. What about dinero? Do you like making money?”

      “Si.” CJ rubbed his hands together.

      Tidas pulled out a bottle of vodka and two shot glasses. He filled them both a little past halfway. “Good. Here. Have a drink and take a seat.”

      Navarro wasn’t a drinker but realized CJ would have to do some of the things he was against. He accepted the shot and downed it in one swallow, and sat the glass down firmly on the desk in front of him.

      “I see you don’t mess around. Here, have another.”

      Navarro downed the next shot in one gulp as well. As Tidas was about to pour another shot, he raised his hand.

      “I’m good, but thanks. I’m still on the clock and need to be on my A game just in case anything jumps off.”

      “It’s up to you. That just means more for me.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking, why did you call me up here? I know you’re not paying me to be your drinking buddy.”

      Tidas let out a loud off-beat laugh, followed by a snort. Navarro could tell his drinking had started long before their conversation had.

      “You’re right, mi hombre. So here’s the deal, I have a few businesses I run and a position has become available. Since you’re a loner in all, living out of your car, I’m thinking it may be perfect for you.”

      “Yeah?” Navarro inched to the edge of his seat and folded his arms on top the desk, which must have been there only as a front. Like the office itself, it was empty. “I’d like to know more.”

      “So good. I’ve got your attention. But be warned, you may need to get your hands a little dirty, indirectly of course. Basically, all you’ll be doing is keeping me posted. How’s that for easy money?”

      “Bueno.”
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      Navarro wasn’t sure where this new job would lead him. Being in the club, he was close to the action and could see key players roaming in and out continuously. Although he had his doubts, turning down more money and a chance to get in good with Tidas would have only brought attention to himself.

      He never thought he’d end up being a babysitter and over the border but it seems that was what was in store for him. An appealing offer it was not, but nevertheless, he was certain his new position would likely be very beneficial. Apparently, Tidas’s younger half-brother was coming to town and he had some issues. He’d be given some small, meaningless job just to be occupied. From what Navarro had been told, Tidas nor his father, whose name he never mentioned, wasn’t too excited about him but they still looked out for their own. Navarro was to simply report his comings and goings. It seemed easy enough.

      He walked into the hellhole of a place he’d now call home. Tidas had arranged for some working girls to be there waiting for him.

      Shit.

      They were just as dirty as the place itself. Feeling sorry for them, he thought to give them some cash and send them on their way. But he didn’t, knowing if anyone found out, his motives would be questioned.

      The women walked over to greet him. “Hey, baby. Welcome home.”

      Navarro smiled and sat his bags down, trying not to let his level of disgust show.

      “Hello yourself, senorita.” These women needed some tender loving care. He knew they were probably forced to do too many unsavory things. The tracks on their arms and poorly done makeup used to cover their bruises, told their stories.

      “Papi, we’re here to take care of you.”

      “I see. But listen, I need to shower and get cleaned up. I appreciate the gesture, but I’m going to have to pass for now.” Navarro put a hand to his chest as he opened the door. “My loss, but maybe next time.”

      They weren’t following his lead. Instead they walked over and started to undo his pants. “We’re very good. Please just let us do something for you.” He gathered they were afraid to leave, likely, because there were severe consequences involved for not pleasing him.

      “Look, I’m just going to keep it one-hundred. I got burned the other day, and I’m still taking meds. So trust me when I say, it’s best you take this and leave.”

      The girls accepted the cash without argument and left.
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      Curious about the commotion coming from the next room, Isabel wrapped herself in a sheet and walked to the bedroom door. Traubel stood in the doorway with his arm blocking the entrance. A girl with blonde hair was yelling and trying desperately to get in.

      “What the hell? Did she stay here all night?” She pointed at Isabel and pushed against Traubel.

      Forcefully, he pulled her out of the doorway and into the hallway, shutting the door behind him. Isabel could hear arguing but not make out what was being said. Shortly after, he came back inside.

      “Sorry about that.”

      “Who was she?”

      “Just an old friend. No need to worry, she won’t be coming back.” Traubel locked the door.

      “She seemed to be pissed.”

      “Maybe? But I really don’t care. All I care about is getting you out of this sheet and back into my arms.” He picked Isabel up and carried her into the bedroom, lying her on her back.

      Maybe he was seeing someone. If he was, it was better she found out now, rather than later. Although knowing beforehand would have been preferred.

      “Listen, maybe I should have asked you this before now, but are you seeing someone?”

      “Yes...you,” he said, kissing her on the lips. “What about you? Are you seeing someone?”

      “I don’t know, am I?”

      “You’d better be. And his name is Traubel.” Laying her down against the pillow, he nuzzled against her neck.

      “No!” Isabel exclaimed, looking over at the clock.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s a school day; I need to get ready. Can you take me?”

      “I can but, do you have to go? Won’t your mother be lurking around looking for you? After all, you haven’t spoken to her since the night you were at the club with your friend.”

      “Yeah but I still need to go.”

      “What about this guy Matthew?”

      “Matthew doesn’t attend high school, he’s a junior in college.”

      “It doesn’t mean he won’t just show up.”

      “If he does, I’ll handle it.” Swinging her legs over the bed, she stood and rushed into the bathroom. “Hey, where are your extra towels?”

      “Check the first drawer on the right side.”

      “Thanks.”

      Isabel brushed her teeth, washed her face, and quickly showered. Speaking of Cynthia, she needed to make things right with her. It wasn’t like them to go two days without speaking. Also, she needed to make things right at work. The responsible thing to do would have been to call in yesterday.

      Recapping the events of the weekend, most of her actions had been rash.

      She walked out wrapped in a towel and sat next to Traubel.

      “Can we talk?”

      “Sure, what about?”

      Taking his hand, she said, “I like you a lot but let’s make sure we’re doing the right thing here. Bringing you into my drama isn’t fair, and it’s not a good way to start a relationship. I need to fix things with Cynthia and my boss. And whether I like it or not, I’ll eventually need to talk to my parents.”

      Sighing, he brushed a hand over his face.

      “First of all, you didn’t bring me into anything. I’ve been trying to be part of your world for months now. Secondly, from what I gathered, your mother has been the cause of most of your problems. And about Cynthia, I’m just wondering what kind of friend she really is. She left you, remember.”

      Maybe he had a point. Cynthia shouldn’t have just left. But still, it wasn’t like her to do so, and in the pit of her stomach she felt something was wrong.

      She walked over to her bag and grabbed some underwear, jeans, and a T-shirt, then walked back into the bathroom.

      “Are you wearing your hair like that?”

      “Like what?”

      “Just hanging down.”

      “No, I’ll probably put it in a ponytail.”

      “I think you should. Wearing it loose can send the wrong message.”

      “Oh yeah, because you weren’t saying so last night.”

      “That’s different. You were here with me.” Not reading much into it, Isabel thought his jealous comment was kind of cute.

      “So, what are you doing today?”

      “You mean besides missing you?”

      “Seriously. What do you have planned for today?”

      “I’m serious. What time do you get out of school?”

      “Noon, I’m on early release but I don’t want you waiting around for me. Besides, I may go to the library when I’m done. Can we get going? I don’t want to be late.”
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      When they arrived at the high school, Isabel leaned over to give Traubel a kiss good-bye before getting out of the car.

      The weekend had been wonderful in a way but also a little unsettling. The more she thought about it, the more concerned she became. She could hardly concentrate. Worry had permanently set in from not being able to reach Cynthia even after leaving several messages. She thought to call the diner but figured after yesterday’s scene, she’d better not. It wasn’t like Cynthia, and she was feeling very uneasy.

      Her parents were another story. Dealing with them would be something she’d do in her own timing. Her mother could wait but she’d call her father after school unless he came there instead.

      Lost in thought, she nearly tumbled over when her instructor called her name. “Miss Reyes.”

      “Yes.” Had she missed a question or had the instructor noticed her attention was elsewhere? She looked up and the principle was standing there.

      “You’re needed in the office.”

      “Okay, thank you.” Since it was minutes away from noon, she quickly packed up everything to take with her.

      It must be her parents. Why else would she be called to the office? This could play out so many ways but either way would expose her mother. She’d end up looking bad in front of the staff and her father. However, if she wanted to take it there, whatever happened would be on her. Her mother could try to force her to come back home, but she wouldn’t go willingly.

      As she approached the office, she saw her father through the window. The principle opened the door, revealing her mother too. But why were two cops there? Also, who was the man in the suit?

      “Isabel Reyes, I’m Detective Shaw, I need to speak with you.”

      “What about?

      “Cynthia Sinclair.”

      “What about Cynthia?” Isabel asked, her voice filled with panic and her stomach knotted up.

      “There was an incident, and we need to ask you some questions regarding your whereabouts this past Saturday.”

      “Hold on! You’re not accusing her of doing this are you?” asked her father.

      “We just have a few questions for your daughter, Mr. Reyes. No one is accusing her of anything.”

      “We won’t let you interrogate her like a criminal.”

      “It’s like I said, Mrs. Reyes, we just want to ask her a few questions. We can either do it here or downtown at the precinct, the choice is yours.”

      “Wait! What happened to Cynthia!”

      “Isabel, Cynthia was found early on Sunday morning a few blocks from Club Electra. She had bruises, broken ribs, and a fractured skull.”

      Her sight blurred and a throbbing head pain rushed her all at once. The room felt like it was spinning and none of what she’d heard made sense. Feeling dizzy, she reached for the principal’s desk but missed. Her father caught her before she collapsed on the floor.

      “Isabel, are you okay?” her mother asked.

      Her name being called came at her from a distance. She just stared blankly for several seconds, before asking, “Will she be okay?”

      “We don’t know,” said the detective.

      “Oh my God! I should never have left her. She wouldn’t have ever left me. She would have waited longer and looked harder.”

      Her father pulled her into his arms. She buried her face in his chest weeping profoundly.

      “Oh, Issy.” Isabel’s mother placed her hand on her back but she shifted to avoid her reach.

      “Don’t touch me. Don’t ever touch me,” Isabel yelled.

      “Isabel, don’t speak to your mother that way,” her dad said insistently.

      “Why not? She’s nothing but a whore.”

      “Isabel!” Her father’s eyes grew big.

      “It’s true. Did she tell you why I left?”

      “Isabel, no. Not like this,” her mother pleaded.

      “It’s because I walked in on her and Matthew? Yeah, her dress was hiked up and her tongue was down his throat, in your bedroom.” Her gaze shifted from her mother to her father.

      “What!” Mr. Reyes looked over at Isabel’s mother who was holding her head down in shame.

      “Camila, is this true?”

      “Damn right it’s true!” Isabel exclaimed.

      Mrs. Reyes stormed out of the office.

      “I had no idea. I’m sorry you had to see that.”

      “No, Dad. I’m sorry for you.”

      “Okay. This may not be the best time or place for this conversation. Isabel, when can you come down to the station?” asked the detective.

      “I can come now.”

      “We’ll drive her but she won’t speak to you without me in the room. I’m her father but I’m also her attorney.”

      “I’m not riding in the car with her, no way,” said Isabel angrily.

      “Isabel can ride with us; you and your wife can follow.”

      “Are you okay with that, Isabel?”

      “Fine.”

      “Just don’t talk to them without me,” her father instructed. “Not a word.”

      Detective Shaw held the door open. Anxious to plead her case, Camila came rushing to her husband.

      “Alex, please, let me explain.”

      “Not now, Camila.” He pushed her away.

      As they walked down the steps to the parking lot, Isabel felt the world closing in on her.

      “Isabel.”

      “Hey. What are you doing here?” Traubel ewas standing outside his car.

      “I told you I’d pick you up.”

      “Miss Reyes, we need to go.” Detective Shaw had opened the vehicle door and was waiting for Isabel to get in.

      “Please, I’ll make it quick.”

      “What’s going on, Isabel? Who are these people and why are the cops here?”

      “Something happened to Cynthia. I need to go to the police station and answer a few questions.”

      “Why? You didn’t do anything.”

      “I’ll call you once I’m done.”

      “Like hell you will. I’ll follow you there.”
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      The twenty-minute drive to the station seemed more like an hour. All Isabel could think about was what had happened to Cynthia and how badly she wanted to see her. Why hadn’t she thought to check the hospitals? Why hadn’t she called the police? She should have known something was wrong. If she’d been the one missing, Cynthia would have looked under every rock until she’d found her. Some friend she’d turned out to be.

      They all pulled up at the station together. Her parents walked behind her and Traubel came rushing to her side.

      “Hey, are you okay?” He wiped some tears from her face.

      “No. My best friend was missing, and I did nothing about it.”

      “You can’t beat up on yourself. You didn’t know.”

      Detective Shaw cleared his throat. “I’ll need you to come with me.”

      “I’m coming too.”

      “I’m sorry, sir. Who are you?”

      “He’s my boyfriend.”

      “He can’t come in but I’ll allow your parents to.”

      “My father only then,” she said, avoiding looking at her mother.

      “Hey, I’ll be here waiting until you come out.”

      Isabel nodded at Traubel before turning to follow Detective Shaw.

      “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable. I just have a few questions and would like to get your statement on paper. We’re going to weigh in heavy on the information you give us since you’re her best friend and the last known person to see her on Saturday night.”

      “I understand.”

      The detective asked if he could record the conversation and Isabel and her father agreed. She gave as much information as possible, breaking down and sobbing hard every few minutes. The whole process took a little less than an hour. Detective Shaw said even if she’d reported Cynthia missing, it wouldn’t have been considered a priority case. Not unless foul play was suspected and enough time had passed to start a formal missing person’s investigation. Half of the people reported missing showed up in a few days to a week.

      He asked about next of kin but Isabel couldn’t answer. She didn’t know any of Cynthia’s immediate family, only a cousin who had come to visit months earlier. Her father was incarcerated, and Cynthia never spoke much about her mother, other than to say she hadn’t been in her life.

      “So, that’s it for now, Miss Reyes, and, Mr. Reyes. Please write down your number so we may contact you if we need to.”

      “Okay but can I go see Cynthia?”

      “Isabel, I don’t think you should see her like that.”

      “I think your father is right, but if you insist, she’s at Lakemont General.”

      “Thank you, Detective.”

      Detective Shaw held the door open for Isabel and her father to exit.

      “One more thing, Isabel.”

      “Yes.”

      “The young man you mentioned leaving with on the night of the incident, how long have you known him?”

      “We just started dating but he’s been coming into the diner where I work for a few months. Why?”

      “Just curious. But, I may need to speak with him later. Thank you again.”

      Isabel and her father left the interview room. She still couldn’t believe what had happened to Cynthia.

      “Let’s just get you home.”

      Traubel walked up as her father was speaking and Isabel hurried into his arms.

      “Let’s get you out of here.”

      “Excuse me, who are you?” Isabel’s father asked.

      “My name is Traubel, sir. Traubel Ward.”

      “Well, Traubel, she’s not going anywhere with you. She’s coming home.”

      “No, father. I told you. I’m not ready to be in the same space with her. I’m sorry.”

      “Isabel!”

      “I’m sorry, father.”
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      Isabel insisted on going to the hospital to visit Cynthia. The sight was horrible. Cynthia was badly beaten. Her face was bruised and swollen, bandages swathed her head and a tube came from her mouth.

      “Excuse me, but you can’t be in here.”

      Isabel knew only family was allowed so she was prepared to lie.

      “I’m her sister.”

      “I can give you five minutes but then you need to leave.”

      She pulled a chair up to Cynthia’s bed and grabbed her hand. Rubbing it gently, she told Cynthia how much she missed her and was sorry for leaving her. At some point, Cynthia squeezed her hand and tried to open her eyes but they just rolled into the back of her head.

      “Don’t try to speak. I just want you to know I’m here.”

      Five minutes had passed a few times over, but she wouldn’t leave, not until the staff made her.

      She spoke softly, “I’m okay, Cyn. I’ve been at Traubel’s place. You were right, he’s a good catch.”

      One of the machines Cynthia was attached to started beeping loudly.

      Several nurses and a doctor rushed in.

      “She’s crashing.”

      “Get her out of here now!” the doctor yelled.
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      She’d been a ball of nerves waiting for any word of improvement, pacing the floor of the waiting area. After several minutes, a doctor came in to say Cynthia was stable but not out of the woods. Visitors would no longer be allowed until her condition had improved.

      She abruptly jolted when Traubel placed his arms around her. “I didn’t realize you were there.”

      Sinking into his arms, she let the tears fall as he comforted her. “There’s nothing you can do.”

      “I know but I can’t help feeling this is my fault. If she’d never gone outside to wait for me, things would be different. I should’ve just left with her. I never should have made her wait.”

      “You don’t know what would’ve happened and you shouldn’t blame yourself.”

      He held her tightly. “Come on, baby, let’s go. There’s nothing you can do here. You need to get some rest.”
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      On the drive back to Traubel’s place, Isabel thought about everything that had happened. How different her life was at that moment, compared to just a few days ago. She’d moved from home, her best friend could be dying, and she’d probably lost her job. The only good thing to have come out of all this was Traubel. He’d been there for her.

      When they got back to his place, he ran some water and suggested she take a relaxing bath. “I’ll join you as soon as I’m done.”

      She heard him on the phone in the other room, complaining about a job not done right.

      After finishing his call, he came in with a bottle of red wine and two glasses. Pouring her a glass, he handed it to her before slowly undressing, shrugging out of his shirt and pants before sliding in behind her. He pulled her body close to his and massaged her shoulders and breasts with a soft sponge. Feeling his flesh against hers was comforting and she wanted to lie against him forever. The flirtatious cuddling initiated in the bathtub carried over into the bedroom, where they made love until drifting off to sleep.
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      A few weeks had passed and she continued to stay with Traubel. Aside from what had happened to Cynthia, things were okay——she was with someone who genuinely cared about her. Life was somewhat normal and she was close to finishing school.

      Traubel had been very attentive. He’d taken some time off from the club and would take her back and forth to school. Isabel checked in with her father from time to time but there had been no more surprise visits. As for her mother, they hadn’t spoken. She was no longer working at the diner and hadn’t been home since the incident with Matthew.

      She woke up to Traubel getting dress.

      “Hey, where are you going?”

      “I manage the club remember, and I have to work tonight. I’ve already taken off long enough.” He walked over to the bed and kissed Isabel on the lips.

      “Look next to you.” It was a short, red strapless dress, exactly her size, a four. “I want you to come with me.”

      “Baby, I really don’t feel like going out tonight. Especially not to the place where I was last with Cynthia.”

      “Get dressed, getting out will be good for you.” His tone was different and more aggressive.

      Isabel felt she was being bullied into going, and her sudden, detached demeanor, didn’t go unnoticed.

      “Hey, gorgeous, come back. Where’d you go?”

      He sat next to her on the bed and wrapped his arm around her shoulder.

      “I don’t like being bullied.”

      “You took it the wrong way. I just think it’ll be better for you to come with me instead of being here all night by yourself. Plus, I’ll miss you like crazy if you don’t come. I’ll just take tonight off if need be but I’m not leaving you alone.”

      Isabel pulled her knees up to her chest where she rested her head, wrapping her arms around them, sighing.

      “Okay, I’ll go.”

      “Thank you, babe. Now can you please get ready, we need to leave soon.”

      Isabel quickly showered and put on the red dress laid out on the bed. When she came out of the bathroom he greeted her with a hug.

      “You look beautiful. Turn around.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a box. Completely in awe, she gasped at the sight of the ruby red love heart and diamond necklace. Leading her to the mirror, he stood behind her and clasped it around her neck.

      “It’s beautiful. Thank you.”

      “You’re beautiful, and I’m so glad you’re mine.”

      Isabel turned around and embraced him tightly. His grip around her waist was just as snug.

      “I have something else to show you.”

      “You’ve already done too much.”

      “Come.” He led her to the closet. When he opened it. It was filled with women’s clothing and bags of lingerie. All her size and all with tags on them.

      In disbelief, she raised her hand to her mouth. “This is too much. I can’t accept this!”

      “You have to. I can’t fit any of it.”

      She smiled at his humor.

      “Okay, gorgeous, we really need to get going.” He took her hand and they left for the club.
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      Traubel had called ahead to have an area cleared for Isabel. He put her in an office suite with a large window and modern seating. It had a nice view of the downstairs area.

      “I won’t be long. Just stay here until I come back.”

      Drinks were sent up and she could see Traubel walking around greeting and interacting with club goers.

      Isabel hated being there. Also, she wasn’t impressed with what she saw—Traubel greeting women in a very up-close and personal way. He was being very flirtatious, hugging, whispering, and touching, allowing his hand to slide down their backside. Even for a club manager, this behavior seemed unnecessary.

      An hour later, he came in with drinks. Isabel didn’t bother trying to hide her feelings. She gave him the cold shoulder.

      “What’s wrong, gorgeous?”

      “I’m ready to leave.”

      “I need to stay for a little while longer?”

      “I don’t.” Isabel picked up her purse and headed toward the door.

      He jumped up to block her exit. Snatching her by the arm, he turned her around so her back was against the wall.

      “Traubel, you’re hurting me.”

      “I’m sorry. But your friend just got hurt near here, and now you want to leave alone. What’s wrong with you?”

      “What’s wrong with me? What about you? I’m supposed to be your girl and you’re down there groping women and whispering in their ear as if I’m not here.”

      “Don’t think the worst. This is all part of the job. This is how I make my living. Listen to me...I love you. I’ve loved you since I first laid eyes on you. I’m with you. Okay?”

      Looking away, she rolled her eyes and ran her fingers through her hair. What he said made sense, though, she still wasn’t happy about his interactions with the other women. After giving it some thought, she decided to stay.

      “Here, have another drink, loosen up a bit.”

      He backed off and let her take a few healthy sips before moving in deeper.

      Isabel started feeling different. She wasn’t as uptight and felt a little freer.

      “Are you okay?” Traubel ran his hand along the side of her thigh.

      “I’m good. Maybe a little too good. What was in that drink?” she asked, straddling him.

      “Just something...to relieve...the stress,” he said, pausing in between words. “You’ve got me all hot and bothered.” He rubbed his erection against her.

      And Isabel smooched into him like a big cat.

      “I’m going to take care of you.” He pulled her in closer.

      A woman came in and locked the door behind her but Isabel was too zoned-out to care. Everything was floaty, and she felt like she was looking at things from a distance.

      Traubel undressed her and then himself. He moved down her body, covering her skin with kisses. The mystery woman watched as Traubel explored her body from head to toe. Then the redhead undressed to just her bra and panties, and came over to join in on the action. She slid in behind Traubel with her breasts pressed against his back, grabbing his hair, pulling him up from Isabel’s thighs. Isabel managed to raise her head now and then with moans and soft whispers. Anything else was too much effort.

      “What...what are you doing?” she mumbled.

      “Shh. Just relax.”

      “But I, I don’t...” Isabel felt herself drift in and out of consciousness, too lethargic to initiate any resistance. She was with Traubel. Everything was okay.
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      The next morning, Isabel woke up wobbly and dazed, unsure of her whereabouts. She struggled to focus on where she was. Nothing seemed familiar. Her elusive state diminished as she became aware of how cold she was. Still scrambling to pull herself together, Isabel rose up with a sudden alertness of her bare body. She managed to stand up as she searched for her clothing. Spotting her dress, she walked toward it, tripping over a woman lying face down on the floor.

      Startled by her discovery, she grabbed her clothing, and quickly dressed. She realized she was still at the club which looked very different in the daytime.

      “Hey, wake up!” Isabel said as she reached down, gently shaking the woman’s shoulder. Who was she and why were they in the same room, lying naked?

      “You...Wake up.”

      Isabel shook the woman’s shoulder more forcefully, still, she was unresponsive. She could hear someone walking toward the door, and ran to hide behind a nearby partition.

      “Isabel...? Are you in here?”

      Recognizing Traubel’s voice, she came out in the open.

      “Where were you? Did you leave me here all night, alone?”

      “You weren’t alone. You were with Gia. I tried to get you to leave but you wouldn’t come. I figured you’d just sleep the drinks off and call me to come get you in the morning.”

      “I can’t believe you left me here all night with this drunk, naked woman. What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “I tried. Let’s just wake up Gia and get the hell out of here. We can talk about this once we get back home.”

      “Whatever. Just get her up and dressed so we can go.”

      Traubel walked over to Gia. “Wake up.” He used his foot to shake her. “Gia, get up.” He reached down and rolled her body over. “Oh shit! What the fuck happened?”

      “Nothing. Why? I woke up and she was just there. What’s wrong with her?” Isabel went over to where he was standing looking down at Gia’s body, her eyes open, with dried foam around her mouth.

      Backing up slowly, her hands began to tremble. “I didn’t do anything, I swear. I don’t know what happened to her.” She paced back and forth, her hand clutching her head. “We have to call the police.”

      “I need you to calm down,” he said, walking over to her.

      “Are you fucking crazy? Do you not see the dead body on the floor?”

      “Isabel, get a hold of yourself before you do something stupid. First, your best friend ends up beaten up and in the hospital. Now you wake up next to a dead woman. We need to figure this out.”

      “Wait, are you saying...so you think...you think I had something to do with Cynthia getting hurt? I was with you, remember.”

      Pulling Isabel toward him, he grasped her arms. “Of course not. I’m not accusing you of anything. I know we were together. But...”

      “But what?”

      “The police may not see it that way is all I’m saying. Especially with us being a couple, they may think I’m trying to cover for you or something.”

      “What are we going to do?”

      “I'm going to take you somewhere safe while we figure this out. First, I need to lock up this place and get someone to clean this mess.”

      “Mess? What are you saying? We can't just leave her here.” Isabel was horrified.

      “So what do you want to do? Should we drag a dead body into the car? The only thing we can do is leave her here. If we move the body, who knows what will happen. Stop worrying, I'll take care of everything.”

      Still uncertain about what to do, Isabel decided to leave with Traubel. At least he was her ally and knew she was innocent. Furthermore, with no recollection of what happened, what would she tell the police? She’d only make herself look guilty. How could she have had anything to do with this woman’s death?
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      Shortly after arriving at the motel, Traubel made some calls while Isabel showered. He'd stopped by the house to get her something to change into before they arrived.

      The hot shower helped to take away some of the fogginess. She didn’t remember the events of the previous night at all. How could she not recall anything? She didn’t think she’d had much to drink.

      Exiting the bathroom with a towel around her head and a T-shirt on, Traubel was on the outside balcony talking to someone. The cord stretched on the phone through the door gap, and she heard bits and pieces of the conversation as his voice elevated.

      “Take care of it. What about the pictures?”

      What pictures? She walked closer to hear more, but Traubel looked over his shoulder. Now aware of her presence, he lowered his voice and ended the conversation within seconds.

      “Why did you leave me there, alone, with a stranger?”

      “I already told you. I couldn’t wake you up,” he said impatiently.

      “Yes, but why was I naked? And why was I with a naked woman?”

      “You mean you don't remember?”

      “Remember what?”

      “You wanted to be alone with Gia. When I confronted you about it, you got really loud and started to make a scene so I left but only after you told me to.”

      “No way. I've never been with a woman before, and I wouldn’t have been with one last night."

      “Well I don't know what happened, but you weren't yourself. I was hurt by the notion of you wanting to be with someone other than me. I figured it was the drinks.”

      Isabel sat down on a bed trying to process it all. “I still say we should go to the police.”

      “Did you not hear anything I just said to you? You wanted to be alone with her, you were the last one seen with her. Do you really think that's the wisest thing to do? I told you I’d take care of it.”

      “Maybe I should call my parents, at least my father. He’s an attorney. I’m sure he’ll be able to figure something out.”

      “Isabel, listen, I told you, I'll take care of it and I will. You can’t tell anyone what happened...not now...maybe, not ever.”

      Hearing the beeping, he reached for his pager. “I need to take this.”

      “Go ahead.” Isabel stepped outside, hoping the fresh air would help to clear her mind.

      When she came back inside, he had a perplexed look on his face.

      “What's wrong? Who was that?”

      “The guy I hired to clean up the place. It seems like this was intentional. At first, I thought maybe it was just a drug overdose. The girl liked to do drugs and everyone knew it. But my guy found a note at the scene addressed to me. Someone’s trying to blackmail me.”

      “What? You don’t have that kind of money...do you?”

      Although she wouldn’t have been surprised to find out he was rich, going by the nice apartment and the expensive car he drove; she suspected Traubel wasn’t hurting for anything. Then there were the expensive gifts and the wardrobe he’d just bought her.

      Walking over to where Isabel was sitting, he sat next to her on the bed. “I need to tell you something but first I need to know you're with me. I need to be able to trust you.”

      “I'm with you, and you can trust me. Now tell me what's going on.”

      “Yes, I am rich. I actually own the club, and my father is the owner of a well-established security company worth millions.”

      “Okay, so what does that have to do with the dead woman?”

      “Someone put something in her drink. They intentionally killed her.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because they want money, one million dollars.”

      Isabel gasped. “Can’t you contact your father?”

      “Yes, it's an option but things are a bit more complicated.”

      “What do you mean, more complicated? We have the letter; can't we just go to the police?”

      “No. They have pictures of you with the dead woman, and they’ve threatened to set you up for murder if I don't pay.”

      Isabel’s mind was reeling. Was this really happening? My God.
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      “Get up. We need to go.”

      “Go where?”

      “We need to get out of here. The cops found the body, and now they’re looking for us.”

      Isabel jumped up and followed Traubel into the next room where he was gathering items and throwing them inside a bag. “I told you we should have gone to the police. Now look at us. Are we supposed to live like fugitives? What do you suggest we do? Where are we supposed to go?”

      “Look I don't need this——all the questions. I'll figure something out. But right now, I need you to get it together.”

      The two of them got dressed as quickly as possible and immediately left the motel. Traubel had instructed her to take all her belongings and not leave any evidence they’d been there.

      For Isabel it was surreal, she felt like a criminal. She even thought about going off and calling her parents, well at least her father, almost certain he could sort this out.

      Traubel threw their bags in the trunk and they drove for an hour outside of town, arriving at a rundown house.

      Eyeing her surroundings and feeling uneasy, Isabel asked, “Why are we stopping here?"

      “This is a friend of mines place. We’ll be safe here until I can find out what's going on. It’ll give me a chance to clear my head and figure out our next move.”

      “What about school? I’m about to graduate, and that won’t happen if I don’t go.”

      “School should be the least of your worries. You’re suspected of murder...remember? Do you really think you should be considering school right now?”

      Isabel didn't like the smart-aleck tone Traubel with giving off. Maybe he was a little uptight and needed some time to calm down. She decided to hold her tongue. But his mood changes were happening more frequently, and she was as upset about their current situation as he was, if not more so, since she was the one being accused.

      “I told you, I don't like it when you speak to me that way.”

      “I'm sorry but I need you to please understand the seriousness of the situation.”

      “You think I don't, I may be a few years younger than you but I'm aware of what's happening.”

      “Good, you should be, because we're in deep shit, and I need you to stop asking stupid questions,” he said, pounding the steering wheel and jerking the keys out of the ignition.

      His abrupt change of mood again frightened Isabel. Suddenly, she realized how little she knew about him; where he was from and where he’d been. The look in his eyes was one she’d never seen before——a different side of him, one she didn't want to unleash. Was he capable of violence?

      “Come on, get out.”

      “You expect me to go in there? It looks like a drug house.”

      “Regardless, it's a place where nobody will be looking for us.”

      Coming around to the passenger side, he opened her door. She just sat there wondering what she'd gotten herself into.

      “Let’s go. You can't just sit out here.”

      He was right. She couldn't. The neighborhood was filled with stragglers lying around, both conscious and unconscious, others just roaming. The outside vending machines could only be accessed through bars and there were abandoned, broken down cars all over the place.

      When they approached the entrance, instead of knocking, Traubel walked right in, and she followed timidly. “Have a seat, I'll be right back.”

      “No way.” She inspected the room and the people inside. “I'm coming with you.”

      “You can't, I need you to stay out here.”

      “Are you really leaving me...alone...with these people?” She frowned, noting a man passed out with a needle in his arm, another who stared blankly at the ceiling, and others lying in corners on the floor.

      “They don't even know you're here. Don't worry, you'll be okay.”

      Traubel’s words offered little to no comfort for her uneasy mind. But it was evident she didn't have much of a choice. He was adamant about her staying in the front of the house while he headed toward the back.

      She’d been waiting a while and Traubel still hadn't returned. One of the druggies decided to make a move on Isabel. Feeling extremely uncomfortable, she went to look for Traubel. She walked in on him getting a wrapped package from a guy.

      “Hey, dude...what’s she doing here? You know the deal.”

      Grabbing her by the arm, Traubel escorted her back to the front of the house, warning her not to walk around and to stay put. Isabel was no longer just uncomfortable, she was afraid. She started to question if she was safer inside or out. At least outside, she didn’t have to be near anyone.

      Deciding to call her father, she went back to the vehicle to use Traubel’s car phone but he’d locked the doors. Great, but she supposed it made sense in this neighborhood. Leaving the house on foot, she went off in search of a payphone.

      Oh, thank God, a convenience store.

      She spotted a phone, next to a newspaper stand on the side of the store and picked up the receiver. Discovering there wasn’t a dial tone, she pressed several buttons before slamming it down and walking into the store.

      “Excuse me, sir, can I use your phone? The one outside is broken.”

      “I can't help you.”

      “Please, I just need to make one call. I promise I'll be really quick,” Isabel begged the man behind the barred service window.

      “I said no. Now, get the hell out of here!”

      Isabel was completely rattled by the man’s disposition. She’d only asked to use the phone, and he’d treated her as if she was begging for money.

      Outside, she was approached by one of the guys standing next to the door.

      “Hey, you need to use the phone...right?”

      “Yes, please. I'll be really grateful.”

      “I tell you what, my vehicle is parked around back. You can come with me and use my car phone.”

      "I’ll rather wait here while you bring the car around."

      “You don’t trust me?”

      “It’s not that, I just...”

      "You just what? Anyway, it doesn’t matter. My car has a flat. I’m waiting for someone to bring me a spare.”

      Giving it some thought, she decided to take the man up on his offer. Against her better judgement, but feeling desperate, she followed him around back.

      He opened the door and explained the only way to use the phone was to get inside the car. It wouldn't reach outside. Once she’d climbed in, he blocked the door.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Nothing is free. What are you going to give me if I let you use my phone?”

      “What do you mean? I just want to make one call.”

      “And you can but first you need to do something for me.” The man began to unzip his pants.

      “I changed my mind, I don't need to use your phone. Just let me pass, please."

      “No mind changing allowed. Now, get ready to pay up.”

      “Please, just let me go.”

      "You didn't make me walk back here for nothing, now did you, bitch. You're going to have to pay me for my time.”

      Veering to break free from his entrapment, she elbowed the man in the stomach. But it wasn’t enough to move him out of the way. Instead, it only angered him more and he slapped her face.

      She cried out, pleading with him to let her go but he wouldn’t. Instead he stuck his hand through his pants, pulling out his erect penis.

      Just when she thought there was no hope left, a loud pounding noise sounded and the man attacking her fell to the ground.

      It was Traubel.

      Relieved by his timing, how he’d treated her before didn’t matter. He’d saved her and she was thankful.

      “I told you not to leave. This area is not what you’re used to.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Come on. We need to get out of here.”

      She maneuvered her way out of her attacker’s car and across the body lying stiffly on the ground, rushing to Traubel.

      Gripping her arms, he pushed her away.

      “What’s your problem? You’re acting like a spoiled, naïve brat. You can’t be that stupid!” he said.

      “I just...”

      Taking her hand, he pulled her along back to his vehicle which was parked in front of the store.

      Some associates of the guy who’d taken Isabel around back were heading their way. Seeing their ally lying on the ground, they yelled, heading toward Traubel and Isabel. “Hey! What the fuck?”

      “Shit! Come on. Get in the car. We need to get out of here.” Traubel shoved her inside, shut the passenger side door, and raced to the driver’s side.

      “Ouch.” Isabel rubbed her wrist.

      The tires screeched as they drove off.
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      Silence was short-lived.

      “Your stupid decision almost got you killed.”

      At once, she was reminded of why she’d left. “Yeah well, I wouldn’t have left if you were better. You’ve been treating me like shit since we left the motel.”

      “Things have changed little girl, so you’d better grow up...fast. You have to stop doing stupid shit before you get us both killed.”

      “Is he dead?”

      “What?”

      “Is the man you hit dead?”

      “Yeah, probably.” Lighting a cigarette, it was clear he didn’t care one way or the other. “But he’d be alive if you’d stayed put.”

      “Are you saying this is all my fault? He was about to rape me.”

      “You brought it on yourself. And anyway, what was your plan? Were you just going to call mommy and daddy to swing by and pick you up? Your screwed-up-ass parents can’t help you out of this shit.”

      “Stop fucking talking to me like that,” Isabel shouted, hitting the dashboard.

      Stopping dead on, he jolted over toward the passenger seat and threw a hand up less than an inch from Isabel’s face.

      “Don’t you ever raise your voice at me again. Do I make myself clear?”

      More than a little shaken, she responded, “Yes,” in a low whisper, moving away from his reach.

      Too afraid to speak, Isabel sat quietly as Traubel drove. He stopped at a rest stop, and went inside the men’s restroom, not emerging for twenty minutes. When he came out, his mood was different. He was calmer and willing to talk to her.

      “Look, I’m sorry. I should have never raised my hand to you. Though, you should know, I would never hit you. You do know that...right?”

      Turning her head, Isabel stared out of the window, wiping away a tear.

      “Hey, I said I’m sorry, and I mean it.” Traubel clutched her face gently, guiding it to his and kissing her lips.

      “It’s just...things are only getting worse and instead of one murder, we could possibly be evading two.

      “Listen...I have a plan. I'm going to contact my father, and he'll wire me some money while he sorts things out here, but we need to go to Mexico. I’m afraid we don't have any other choice. It’ll only be for a short time, I promise.”

      “Mexico! I don't want to go to Mexico. I want to stay in Texas; I want to go home, back to my parents’ house; I want to go back to school and to have my best friend back.”

      Traubel assured her it would be okay. “If you want to go home, we can. But remember, I’m doing all this for you. You’re the one on those pictures with the dead woman, not me. I can’t protect you if you keep working against me. The choice is yours, do you want to go back now, or wait a month or two, until things are cleared up?” Using the back of his hand, he wiped the tears from her face. “It’ll be like an unplanned vacation, I promise.”

      She sat quietly, thinking about everything he was saying and what he’d given up protecting her; his job, his home. After considering the extreme measures he’d taken, she decided her actions were selfish.

      “I’ll go,” she said, turning back to stare out the window. “But it’ll only be for a short time...right?”

      “A couple of months max. But right now, we need to get another car.”
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      They arrived at what appeared to be a garage.

      “What are we doing here?”

      “I told you, we need another vehicle.” Traubel removed the keys from the ignition.

      “And we're going to get it from here?”

      “Yes, so you think you can wait while I conduct business and not go anywhere this time?”

      Isabel didn't say anything, she simply nodded. Twenty minutes later, Traubel came over to the passenger side of the car.

      “Come on, we're about to change vehicles.”

      With no urgency, Isabel got out.

      “Get all your stuff.”

      A vehicle pulled up from the back of the shop. “This is us. Get in.” Traubel opened the door.

      Was this even real or were her eyes deceiving her? There was no way he’d traded in his brand new Mustang for an unsightly, rusted out, four-seat pickup truck. Cars weren’t her specialty, but she was certain the trade wasn’t an even one.

      “Are you serious? Did you just trade in your car for this? I don't think we can make it to the corner and back in this thing, let alone Mexico.”

      “Don’t worry. It’s dependable. This is not the time to be concerned with image. And besides, we can always get another vehicle. But right now, we don't need the attention.”

      “Still, you couldn’t do better than this?” she asked, wiping the dirt off the seat.

      “Trust me. This is better.”

      About three hours into the drive, Isabel woke up. They were just approaching the border and had been instructed to pull over. Rubbing her eyes, she sat up straight, waiting for the approaching officer.

      “Let me do the talking.” Traubel rolled down the window.

      “What’s your business in Mexico?” The officer asked.

      “We’re eloping. So I guess you can say this is a wedding/honeymoon.” He reached for Isabel’s hand.

      “How long do you plan on being here?”

      “I'm not sure, maybe a week or two. Depending on the sights.”

      “Let me get your license please and yours too, young lady.”

      The officer did a scan of the inside of the truck using his flashlight, then their licenses. “I see you’re turning nineteen in a few months.”

      “I am sir,” Isabel responded.

      “Yeah, and her parents won't give us their blessing so we decided to elope. You know how it is when you’re young and in love.” Traubel kissed Isabel’s hand adoringly.

      “Um-hum,” the officer agreed looking down at their licenses. “Young lady, is this true?”

      “Yes sir,” Isabel responded, with her stomach drawing in knots.

      After a more detailed glance, the border patrol officer gave them their licenses back and they were flagged through.

      Arriving at a sleazy motel, Isabel felt like her life was ending. The place was disgusting and almost as bad as the neighborhood Traubel had taken her to earlier. There was no way they’d be staying there.

      She looked around, observing some people sitting on nearby steps, and a man walking with a woman behind the building. “Why are we here?”

      “You’re not tired? Don't you want to lie your head down in a bed for a little while?”

      “I guess, but do we have to do it here? Can't we go somewhere a little bit cleaner and in a better area? There’s trash all over the place.”

      “We need to make our money stretch. I'm still waiting on a wire transfer from my father. I don't know when it'll come through, and I'm not sure if I'll be able to call him anytime soon to check on it. The cops may have his phone tapped.”

      “What happens if we can't get any money?”

      “Then we'll just make do. I know people out here. If I have to, I'll get a job at one of the local clubs. Don’t worry, I'll do whatever I need to make sure you're okay.”

      Brushing the hair away from her face, he leaned in to give her a kiss. It was the first time in a while he’d showed any affection. She figured he was perhaps still bothered by her earlier actions.

      "Are you upset with me?”

      “No, never. I love you. Since we've been together, everything I've done has been for you. From now on, it's just us. I've already shown you I'll keep you safe, even if it comes down to killing someone to protect you and what we have.”

      She assumed he was trying to comfort her, but instead his words had the opposite effect. An uneasy feeling washed over her as she looked into Traubel’s empty eyes.
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      “The girl you were talking to, does she run this place?”

      “No. A friend of mine does. He was expecting us and couldn’t be here so he left the key.”

      “You looked pretty comfortable talking to her——like you two were old friends.”

      “Really? Are you seriously jealous?” Smiling, he used the key to unlock the door.

      “No, I’m not. I’m just asking a question?”

      “Yeah, right,” he said as they walked inside. “Anyway, I do know her. She used to work at the club back home.”

      Distracted by the darkened room they’d walked into, Isabel’s focus was no longer on their conversation. Instead, she was drawn to the stench of something unpleasant, perhaps old, wet wood.

      “It really stinks in here.”

      “Nothing a little Lysol won’t get rid of. We’ll go out and get some later.”

      “So what about food, do we have money for food?” It wasn’t so much that she was hungry, she was looking for a reason to get out of the room.

      “Of course we do. We have money but we just need to be careful with how we spend it. I don't know how long we're going to be here. You think I'm used to these conditions? You've been to my place. Love, I don't like it here anymore than you do but right now it's the best option. I know these people. We’ll be okay here until things are sorted out. Now, come here, I miss you.”

      Isabel cautiously walked over and sat next to Traubel on the bed, where he began to kiss and nuzzle her neck.

      “Just relax, we won't be here long.”

      “You know; you've been pretty cruel lately?”

      “I don't mean to be. This whole situation has gotten me really stressed. But there is something you can do to help me release some tension.”

      Longing for any type of affection, Isabel gave in to his touch. It wasn't as though she didn't love him. At least she thought she did. If it wasn't love, it was the closest she'd ever been to experiencing it. And even if she didn't, she believed he more than cared for her. For now, that was enough. He'd done so much to protect her. Having sex with him on dingy sheets in a dirty motel room was the least she could do.
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      Isabel woke up as Traubel was getting dressed.

      “Where are you going?” she asked, reaching for her shirt.

      “I need to run some errands but I'll be back soon.”

      “What errands? We just got here.”

      “I know but still, I need to be on top of things. I’m headed out to meet some people I know. I’m going to try to get some things in order.”

      “Why can’t I come?”

      “Because this is business, baby. I promise I won't be gone long. Try to get some rest, and I'm going to figure out a way to get us a better place. Stay inside. I’ll be back soon.”

      He gave her a kiss before walking out the door. Isabel wondered what he had to take care of and why he couldn't take her. But in a small way, she was grateful to stay behind. So far, everyone he’d brought her around seemed to be involved in bad business.

      She still was confused about everything that had happened and it seemed surreal. Traubel had told her not to make any calls and she understood why but she wanted to speak with her father. More so, she wanted to check on Cynthia. But there was a problem, the room didn't have a phone.

      The small space was getting stuffy and fresh air was something she badly needed. She decided to take a walk outside the motel, first sitting on the stairs in a nearby common area before taking a stroll around back. It was more tolerable than being inside. The place smelled like mildew.

      Something caught her attention. The truck they’d driven to the motel in had been moved around back. She walked over to it and peered into the tinted windows. He wasn't in there. Had he left with someone? It was certainly a possibility. She kept walking, hoping no one mistook her for one of the working girls. The motel was packed with them. Actually, it seemed like most of its clientele.

      Then just as she was passing by one of the rooms, the door opened and from it came a familiar voice. Looking back, she saw him in the doorway kissing a girl. “Traubel!”
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      “What the hell are you doing out here?” Traubel asked, surprised by her presence.

      “For real? You think you have the right the question me?”

      The girl just laughed, still standing in the doorway.

      Traubel told her to go back inside.

      Once the door was closed, he grabbed Isabel’s arm.

      “I told you to stay inside the room. Why did you leave?”

      “I needed some air. The place stinks. Anyway, let me go.” She snatched her arm back. “So that's the business you had to take care off? That’s why I couldn’t come with you?”

      “Listen...you have it all wrong.”

      “I don’t think so. It seems I have it right! I trusted you and you lied to me.”

      “I didn't lie to you, I did leave. But when I returned, I decided to park around back just as a precaution. And as for the girl, she's just somebody I know.”

      “She’s the same girl you got the key from when we first came. Why were you kissing her? We’re supposed to be a couple.”

      “And we are. Look, you're young and you take so many things the wrong way. Besides, she has a boyfriend and we’re all cool. That’s just how we are. We sometimes kiss each other. So what? People greet each other in different ways. But if it bothers you, I won't do it again...okay?”

      The person she’d known was gone. Sometimes he was nice and attentive, at other times he was a jerk. This time, he was a lying jerk. Just a kiss? She had her doubts. There seemed to be more going on between them.

      And then, there was the wild look in his eyes. It was back.

      “Did you try calling your father?”

      “I told you, he’ll contact me when it’s done.”

      “I wish I could call to check on Cynthia.”

      “Well you can’t, not unless you’re trying to get us locked up.”

      “Bullshit! Everything I do can put us at risk but nothing you do will?”

      “What’s up with your attitude? I thought we talked about this already and we had an understanding. What’s the problem?” he asked, clearly exasperated with her.

      “Nothing.”

      “Look, I’m going to get a gig to bring in some cash.”

      “What kind of gig?”

      “I don’t know but I’ll make something happen. Anyway, enough. Are you hungry?”

      “Yeah, but not for vending machine food.”

      “Come on. Maybe eating will make you feel better.”

      As they were backing out, a car pulled up behind them, blocking their exit. The driver and the passenger got out.

      “Shit.”

      “What’s wrong? Are they here for us?”

      Traubel didn’t answer. Instead he reached over to open the glove box but before he could grab what he was reaching for, one of the guys opened the driver’s door and pulled him out.

      Assuming they were being robbed, Isabel hoped they wouldn’t hurt him. Maybe they just wanted money and would let him go. Looking through the side mirror, she saw Traubel hemmed up against the bed of the truck.

      “Oh my God,” she mumbled, her hands trembling as she raised them to cover her mouth. One guy had a gun pointed to Traubel’s head while the other, body punched him. This wasn’t a robbery; these guys were pissed. What the hell was happening?

      She cracked the window hoping to hear some of the conversation.

      “This is for the last time you were here. I know you stole my shit. If I find out you’re messing with one of my girls again, I’m coming back to give you another ass whipping. Then, I’m going to take your bitch, and make her my bitch. I don’t care who your daddy is. Now try me and see what happens.”
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      The two guys pulled off.

      She rushed to help him as he stumbled around, still in a daze from the blows.

      “You need to get to a hospital.”

      “No. Just help me back to the room.”

      “But...”

      “I said no hospitals.” The tone of his voice was both demanding and forceful.

      Isabel placed his arm around her neck as she helped him back up to the room and into bed. She looked in on him until he fell asleep.

      Sitting in the stuffy motel room, she once again needed some air. She didn’t care what Traubel said, inhaling the awful odor was making her nauseous.

      To ease his mind, she’d leave the door open a little. If he woke up, he’d know to look outside, and the room did badly need airing out. She took some of the coin change from the dresser and headed to the vending machine. Eating her chips and drinking her soda on the stairs would be way better than eating indoors.

      “Hey, how are you?”

      Isabel ignored the voice coming from behind her.

      “I said, good evening.”

      She looked over to see a handsome stranger standing in the doorway of the motel room next to her.

      “Hello.” She hoped her short, sharp tone would be enough to send him on his way but it wasn’t. He continued making pleasant conversation, despite her lack of response.

      “So that’s dinner?”

      “It’ll do. I’m not really hungry anyway.”

      “Well I have some pizza. Do you want a slice?”

      The thought of eating real food sent her stomach into motion.

      “No thank you.” She didn’t want to send the wrong message by accepting food from the stranger.

      “Okay, well enjoy your chips.” He left but his room door had remained open and he soon returned.

      “If you don’t want it, just leave it there. I’m sure someone around here will eat it if the rodents don’t get to it first.”

      He sat a paper plate down next to where she was seated and went inside. This time she heard the door shut.

      She wanted to resist but she couldn’t. A decent meal was something she’d been without for a few days. Not giving it any more thought, she picked up the plate and walked back inside the room. Although she’d preferred to eat outside, she didn’t want the man to know how hungry she was. At least then, he wouldn’t know it was her who’d eaten it. It could have been anyone around here, they all looked like they could go for a square meal.

      She’d bitten down into one of the slices as soon as she’d gone inside. Maybe it was just because she was hungry but the slice of pizza tasted heavenly. She devoured it within a minute or two and considered eating the second piece. Eating chips and cold pastries didn’t seem to bother Traubel. She didn’t know how he’d respond to her accepting food from the stranger. If she said he’d given her a piece for him as well, he may not be as upset.

      Anyway, he was waking up now so she decided to just tell him.

      “You want some help?” Seeing him struggle to get up and obviously still in pain, she went over to the bed.

      “How long have I been sleeping for?” Traubel scratched his hair and skin like there were fleas on him. But she didn’t think much of it. The room had a similar effect on her.

      Traubel made his way to the bathroom. He walked back out, noticing the pizza setting on the nightstand.

      “Where the hell did you get that from?” Still scratching a great deal, he was furious over the slice of pizza.

      “The neighbor next door.”

      “So you went begging for food?”

      “No, of course not. He saw me eating chips outside and offered it to me. I told him no but he brought the plate out and said there was a piece for each of us, then went back inside.”

      “You went outside even after I told you to stay inside?”

      “I told you, it smells in here, and I can’t breathe. Besides, I was hungry and going to the vending machine anyway.”

      “I told you I was going to take you to get something to eat.”

      “I know but...”

      “But what?”

      “I didn’t know if you were going to wake up tonight and, look at how badly you’re hurt.”

      Traubel ran up to Isabel, slamming her into the wall, with his fist hitting the door. Her body flinched as he came within inches of her face.

      “Dammit! You will start listening to me.”

      He went to where the pizza was. Picking it up, he flung it to the floor.
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      It had been three months since Isabel and Traubel first arrived at the motel. Traubel hadn’t mentioned speaking to his dad. In fact, he hadn’t said anything about the situation, period.

      Isabel prayed something good would happen soon, although her instincts told her things wouldn’t be getting any better. Traubel seemed to be in no hurry to leave and was rather comfortable with the way things were.

      “Can you take me to the doctor? I’m really not feeling well.”

      “Just lay down and get some rest,” Traubel said as he dressed to leave.

      “Can you please not go anywhere today? I’m really sick.” Isabel hands rested on her stomach as she lay sideways on the bed. “I think it’s this place. It’s making me feel lousy and eating nothing but junk food isn’t helping. Since you’re going out, can you bring me a salad back or something? Just no chips, candy, or pastries...please.”

      Traubel seeming irritated by her comments, ran a finger across the top of his lip. “Okay, Your Highness. Can I get you anything else while I’m out like some diamond earrings or perhaps an emerald pendant?” Walking to the closet. He snatched Isabel’s bag and began tossing things out of it.

      Isabel staggered over and yanked the bag out of his hands. Traubel pushed her face and she fell on the floor.

      “Stop it. What are you looking for?”

      “The watch I gave you...where is it?”

      “I don’t have it. I left it. Why?”

      “Because I need money to get your salad and we need money to live. What about the necklace?”

      “I don’t have it either.” Isabel rose to her feet and backed up to the farthest corner of the room, watching as he pulled the sheets off the bed and fumbled through things.

      Eyeing her, he walked over and started to pat her down, searching her pockets, putting his hands in her underwear and then her bra. She wanted to tell him to lay off but was fearful of his violent temper.

      “Traubel, I need to go to the bathroom.” Ignoring her, he continued with his aggressive search.

      Her stomach was churning, and she started retching.

      “You stupid...” Traubel raised his hand to slap her but missed when she abruptly stooped over and vomited.

      “Goddamn, I’m going to kill you,” he yelled violently, pulling his puke filled shirt off as Isabel ran into the bathroom, and hurriedly locked herself inside.

      He thumped so hard on the door, Isabel was amazed he hadn’t broken it.

      “I didn’t mean to,” she called out. “I told you I wasn’t feeling well but you wouldn’t let me pass.” Isabel sobbed into her hands as she sat on the toilet seat.

      “Open the fucking door, I need to get cleaned up.”

      His anger only intensified as she remained quiet, hoping he wouldn’t get in.

      She waited for the beating and yelling to stop. Weak, she rested her head on the side of the sink, opting to stay put until he was gone.
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      The girl was certainly not like the rest he’d seen around. She was innocent and probably just like the other young ladies, she didn’t have a clue what she was getting into.

      Watching from a distance, it was clear her life was no longer her own. Her eyes revealed her sorrow. It was the same look his sister had worn when their mother died. Navarro wondered how they were talking these young women into working the streets and turning them on to a life of crime. She was clueless as to where her life would be headed.

      His skepticism regarding the new position Tidas had given him had diminished. Now more than ever, he was certain he was at the right place at the right time. These guys ran girls and drugs. The person running the motel before had been arrested. Tidas had told CJ he was an addict and he’d set the whole thing up to get him out. The new guy coming in was his brother, Inez Lorenz. This was good information and confirmed Lorenz and Serrano were related. Navarro was to watch him and report all comings and goings.

      From what he was told by his informant, Tidas was the link to Garcia. Though, it was never confirmed, it was rumored that Lorenz was the result of a relationship Garcia had outside his marriage. No one really knew how many kids Garcia had. None of them had his last name. However, it was a well-known fact Garcia was in a relationship with a woman some years ago and a baby came out of it. This woman had been found strangled to death, floating in a river.

      Navarro’s pager buzzed.

      He’d been issued one of the new mobile phones but was instructed by Jamison to use a payphone when making calls, which he did. Tidas picked up after two rings.

      “CJ?”

      “It’s me”

      “Is he still there?”

      “Yeah, he’s always here. He has some girl with him that seems like a permanent fixture.”

      “A girl. Hum. Yeah well, if she’s with him, her ass is mine too. Let me know if he puts her to work. If not, I will.”

      Tidas hung up before Navarro had a chance to respond. Just as he suspected, this young lady didn’t know her life was about to take a turn for the worse.
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      The arguments coming from next door gave him too many sleepless nights. It wasn’t the girl so much as the guy. Navarro could tell he was a junkie. When the guy needed a high, all hell would break loose. He’d seen him outside messing around openly with some of the working girls.

      The one he was living with was clean and probably didn’t know anything about drugs or addictions other than what she’d seen on television. He’d spoken to her a few times but only when her guy wasn’t around.

      His pager was vibrating in his pocket. It was Tidas. He waited a little while before calling him back. Anticipating him asking about the girl, he wanted some time to think about how he’d respond.

      “What’s up?”

      “Has he put her to work yet?”

      “I’m not sure. I haven’t seen her, only him.” Navarro wanted to spare this young girl’s life. If he had to lie to do so, then so be it.

      “How’s he?”

      “Man, he’s an addict. Not exactly the kind of guy you should have running your business if you ask me. Seems like he’s more into the girls than he should be.”

      “Yeah, well, unfortunately, the call wasn’t mine to make. When you last saw the girl, what did she look like? Is she clean?”

      Without a doubt, Tidas wasn’t the one running the show, but still, Javier Garcia had remained out of sight. Maybe he had enough to bring in Tidas but then, they wouldn’t have enough evidence to get Garcia. He needed to get to the top guy in order to put a deep hole in the organizations criminal activities. Taking down key players was the only way to make all his efforts worth it.

      “She looked clean to me but like I said, it’s been a while since I last saw her.”

      “Keep me posted and let me know when you see her again. Tell me her condition. I need to know what kind of profit she’ll bring in.”

      “Will do.”

      It wasn’t going to happen because he wouldn’t allow it to. Navarro had no plans of telling Tidas the truth. The girl was beautiful. As a matter of fact, he was certain of his attraction to her, and any man who laid eyes on her would have been. Although she was in the presence of scum, she wasn’t it. This girl was hopeful and wanted something out of life. He’d even seen her sitting outside reading a few times. Her skin was a beautiful amber color and her bright eyes bore hope. Looking at her, it was as if he could see into her soul.

      He wanted to get to know her better——to do for her, what he couldn’t do for his sister. If only he could let her know she could trust him perhaps then, everything would be okay.

      The truth was, he’d started thinking about her often and even dreaming about her. At first the dreams were innocent but recently they’d become more intimate. He’d dream about kissing her, making love to her, and having a life with her. His attraction had almost become a fixation and the harder he tried to put an end to it, the harder it was for him to do so.

      Things could take a turn for the worse if he wasn’t careful.
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      The loud commotion from next door had woken him, and he couldn’t tune it out.

      There was a loud pounding on the wall and then a door slammed. Navarro reached for his gun and shirt. Just as he walked outside with his weapon behind his back, Serrano’s brother also walked out.

      His heart pounded fast against his chest as thoughts of her rushed through his mind. Was she okay? Was she hurt? Did she need help?

      Once the guy had pulled off, he knocked on the door. There was silence but he knew she was inside. If she didn’t answer soon, he’d just kick the door down but it would blow his cover.

      “Come on, just say something,” he whispered while impatiently waiting for a response.

      “Who is it?”

      Hearing her voice, he let out a sigh of relief. “It’s your neighbor. Listen, I was just wondering if everything was okay. I was sleeping and thought I heard someone or something hit the wall.”

      She opened the door slightly. “Yes, everything is fine. I’m sorry about the noise.”

      With the door still slightly ajar, she stood in silence. “Is there anything else?”

      “No, that’s it.” She closed the door, leaving him standing on the other side.

      Navarro sat outside for a while waiting to see if everything was really okay. He played out the many ways things could go if it wasn’t. What was most important? If it came down to it, should he blow his cover, to help someone who may or may not have wanted to be helped? He’d left his sister at her weakest moment, and then there were the connections he’d made. His moves needed to be careful ones.

      So, he opted to stay out of it. If ever she came to him for help, he’d be there.

      He went inside and noticed the blue light on his pager blinking. He quickly went to the payphone and dialed the number back. Hearing his sister’s very weak, low voice on the other end reminded him of why he was working so hard to take down these guys.

      “Hey, sis. How are you?”

      “I’m hanging in there, bro. Where are you?”

      “I’m around, you know, just working. I’m a little distance away but if you really need me, you know I’m there...right?”

      “Of course. Don’t worry about me. I’m okay. Just getting some well needed rest.”

      “That’s good to hear. Listen, you can reach me anytime, day or night, on the pager. I’ll always call you back right away.”

      “I know. Thanks.”

      It was hard, knowing she needed him and he was so far away. Sometimes he thought maybe the SAC was right when he said he wanted this takedown too bad.

      He ran his hand across his face. “Man, you just don’t know how happy I am to hear your voice.”

      “Same here. Anyway, I love you and come see me soon.”

      “I will, sis. And I love you too. Be good and stay away from that shit, please.”
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      Her life was a horrible mess. Looking at herself in the mirror she was saddened by what she saw staring back. She splashed water on her face and began to cry.

      Able to pull it together, she undressed and stepped into the shower still wearing her slipper thongs. She washed herself well with the soap alone, choosing not to risk using the stained towels from the motel, afraid of what germs they carried. Once done, she fanned herself a few times to speed up the drying process.

      There had been a knock. She placed her ear to the bathroom door, listening for movement. Not hearing anything, she cracked the door and peeked out.

      She sighed in relief, realizing he was still gone. Hurrying to dress, she threw on a T-shirt and some cut off shorts before parting the thick, dark, dusty curtains.

      “Dammit,” she uttered out loud.

      It had been the neighbor. Scurrying into the bathroom, she grabbed one of the towels and hurried to clean up the mess from earlier. Once done, she tossed it in the trash can, washed her hands and peeked out again. Turning and leaning her back against the door, she considered what he could have wanted.

      “I was just getting in the shower,” she yelled.

      “Hey, I just wanted to make sure you were okay. I don’t mean to pry, but things did get a little loud here earlier.”

      “Sorry about the noise. We’ll keep it down.”

      She hoped it would be enough to make him go away.

      Why was he always so concerned?
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      Isabel leaned against the railing. It was getting dark, and she’d have to go in soon but as usual, she didn’t want to be inside the room. A car pulled up and Traubel, two girls, and a guy got out. She rushed inside, closing the door and watched them through the window.

      One of the girls was the same one she’d seen him kissing before. He had his hand on her behind and when she turned to walk away, he yanked her back, forcing his tongue in her mouth. Going by her facial expression, the girl didn’t seem to like it too much but she didn’t say anything. Realizing his actions didn’t seem to bother her, Isabel wished he’d stay gone longer but it was a short-lived dream.

      Seeing him look up toward the room, she took off her shoes and hopped into bed. As he opened the room door, she pretended to be asleep, cringing at the thought of him touching her as he came to sit beside her.

      “Isabel,” he leaned in to whisper in her ear, rubbing a bag along her arm.

      She moaned and opened her eyes. Him being so close to her was irritating but, he did seem calmer.

      “Sit up. I have something for you.”

      She sat up and took the brown bag. Inside, was a small box and a container of dried up salad with brown lettuce. It was gross. He kissed her arm. This was the same guy who wanted to kill her earlier.

      “Here, let me open it.”

      “A pregnancy test. What, do you think I’m pregnant?”

      “I don’t know, maybe. But I guess we’ll know shortly, won’t we. Now go pee on the stick.”

      Needing to relieve her full bladder anyway, she got up and went into the bathroom. She found herself sitting and waiting, thinking it was so stupid of her not to consider she could have been. Traubel’s hollering through the door broke her out of her trance.

      “Not yet,” she hollered, still sitting on the toilet glancing at the stick.

      “Open the door. Why did you lock it?”

      She unlocked the door. Traubel came in and glanced down at the test sitting on the sink.

      “Maybe you didn’t do it right.”

      She looked up at him puzzled. “There’s only one way to do it.”

      “You know what I mean. Maybe you didn’t put enough liquid on it.”

      “Trust me, I did.” She walked out of the bathroom and sat back on the bed.

      “Maybe you got a defective one or something.” She opened an old magazine and started to browse inside.

      “I don’t think so,” he called out a few seconds later as he walked over and handed her the stick. “You’re pregnant.”

      Isabel stared down at the twin blue lines and began to cry.

      “What the hell are you crying for? You don’t want to have a kid for me?” He sat next to her, placing his arm around her waist. “Listen, it’ll be okay. Tomorrow, I’ll go out and get a little refrigerator, some food, and a hot plate or something, so you can have what you need. Then I’ll take you over to meet Sarah, my friend from downstairs.”

      “What?”

      “She has a kid so you can get advice from her. Besides, you two need to meet anyway.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re going to be working with her?”

      Isabel jumped up, marched over to the closet and grabbed her bag.

      “What are you doing?” Traubel snatched the bag out of her hand.

      “We find out I’m pregnant and you tell me you want me to go work with your girlfriend? I thought this was supposed to be temporary.”

      “I told you she’s just a friend. Now, sit down and relax. You don’t need to get upset. And it is temporary but we still need money. Oh, and about earlier...I’m sorry. I overreacted.”

      Isabel shook her head and lay back on the pillow. Sorry would no longer cut it but she didn’t say anything. It was clear if she wanted her situation to change, she’d need to make it happen. Maybe she could plead her case——explain how afraid she was. But what if no one believed her? Maybe, now was not the time to think about it. Being locked up and pregnant wouldn’t be good. Anyway, her baby would need her. Disbelief started to turn to something else that didn’t quite resonate with her. Perhaps, it was excitement from knowing she had a life inside her.

      Traubel raised her shirt and began kissing her stomach. She wanted him to stop but didn’t want to set him off again. Unfastening her bra, he caressed and sucked on her breast. Making his way up her body, she turned her head to avoid their lips meeting.

      “What’s wrong? Does my breath stink or something?”

      “No, I just feel sick again.”

      He quickly jumped up.

      “Well take that shit to the bathroom then.”

      If that’s what it took, she guessed she’d be vomiting often——anything to keep him off her.
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      “Hey, do you want some enchiladas? They’re good. I have plenty...so...” her neighbor said when she opened the door.

      She knew he was handsome, but hadn’t noticed how truly gorgeous the hazel-eyed stud was before. Gosh he was good-looking and the plate of food he held in his hand was just as appetizing.

      “Here, take it. It’s okay. I saw your guy drive off about a half hour ago. If he comes back, just hide it or something. Better yet, you can just sit the empty plate in front of my room door when you’re done.”

      He stood patiently with the food in his hand, waiting for Isabel to accept it which she did, shutting the door after she’d thanked him.

      Ready to devour every morsel, she anxiously looked around for an eating utensil. There was none. They’d run out of plastic forks. It didn’t matter, she’d just use her hands.

      Someone was knocking. She peeped out the curtain. It was him again. She quickly wiped her hands on the back of her shorts and opened the door.

      “I’m glad you’re enjoying the food.” He stood in front of her half open door smiling.

      Isabel’s expression must have hinted at confusion.

      “Um, your mouth. You left a little sauce.”

      She wiped the corners of her mouth with her hands.

      “You missed a little,” he said, gently running his hand across her cheek.

      “Stop it.” She pulled back using the door as a shield.

      “Relax. I just wanted to give you this.”

      “What is it?”

      “Just take it, if your room is anything like mine, I’m sure you’ll appreciate it.” He sat the package down and walked toward his own room. “Enjoy.”

      She picked up the bag, closed the door and rushed back to the food still sitting on the bed. She used one hand to eat with and the other to open the bag. It contained gold——a brand new washcloth, hand soap, toilet paper, eating utensils, disinfectant, potted meat, crackers, and a cold bottle of lemon tea. She’d never thought such basic items could bring her so much joy.

      She quickly opened the box of plastic eating utensils, grabbed a fork, and continued to eat.

      Looking at the brown bag filled with items, panic overcame her. Where would she keep the stuff? What would Traubel do if he found them?

      She scanned around for a secure hiding place, somewhere he’d never look but no place stood out. The room was too dirty and besides, Traubel got into moods where he’d thoroughly search the space at times. Her mind was made up. She wouldn’t be able to keep the items and would return them to her neighbor.

      Once she was done, she sat the plate down in front of her neighbor’s door with the empty tea bottle on top. Just as she was about to knock, the door opened.

      “Well, hello there, neighbor.”

      “I can’t keep these things.” She handed him the bag. “But thanks anyway and thanks again for the food.”

      She went to walk away.

      “Wait.”

      Isabel stopped

      “What’s your name?”

      Turning to face him, she asked, “Why?”

      “Just curious, I’m CJ.”

      “Isabel.” As soon as the word came from her mouth, she’d regretted saying it.

      “A pretty name for a pretty girl. Anyway, Isabel, here’s what we can do. I stay by myself and will be here for a while. So, if you need any of the items, just knock, and I’ll get them to you. When I leave, I’ll leave my room key under the mat, just in case you need anything.” He neared the railing, observing the people downstairs.

      “Why are you being so nice to me?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I just like you and honestly, I think your man is bad news. Anyway, I need to leave now so I’ll catch you later.” He pulled his room door shut, placed the key under the mat and curved toward Isabel. “If you need anything, just let me know, and I’ll get it for you. By the way, there’re more enchiladas in there. Eat as many as you want. Matter of fact, take whatever you need, just don’t eat my pork skins.” He smiled as he walked away. She blushed, wondering exactly what pork skins were.
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      Swearing and hitting things, yet again, he was throwing a fit——sweating, irritated, trembling, and hollering through the roof. Anyone with ears could hear him a mile away. At best, from him, she could hope for more salad with some brown lettuce or some cold taco’s he’d picked up, hopefully somewhere sanitary, both of which made her sick at the mere thought.

      The optimism of going back home soon kept her hopeful. He’d said his father was getting things taken care of in Texas, and they’d be able to leave soon. She could hardly wait. She’d finish school, get a job, and find a decent home for her and her unborn child. Traubel would be a thing of the past. Her life had become a complete disaster from the first time she’d seen him outside of the diner.

      She still didn’t know how Cynthia was doing. More than anybody else, she missed her the most. It had been five months since she’d last seen and talked with her friend. Here, she had no one to talk to. Well, there was CJ, the guy from next door. He was nice, and respectful——but seemed so out of place living in the shabby motel. If it wasn’t for him, her life would have been unbearable.

      He allowed her to come in and out of his place anytime, though, she wouldn’t go when he was home. The inside of his room was one hundred times better than theirs which wasn’t surprising since Traubel often trashed the place. But CJ had clean sheets, clean towels, clean clothes, a mini refrigerator, and so many other comforts. She questioned why he even lived there. From the looks of things, he wouldn’t have a problem affording an apartment.

      If she wasn’t mistaken, she’d even seen him with one of those new mobile phones, but he’d pushed it down the back of his bed when he noticed her looking at it. It was as big as a brick. Anyway, she was too afraid to ask to use it, and it would likely be costly. And in the back of her mind, she always remembered what Traubel said about calls being traced.

      Traubel came out of the bathroom in one of his moods again. Walking over to her, he snatched her by the arm and led her out of the room.

      “Come on, let’s go.”

      “Stop it, you’re hurting me.” She tried to wiggle out of his hold, but his grip only got tighter.

      CJ had come out, which embarrassed her.

      They stopped in front of the door of the girl she’d seen him kissing. He pounded on the door until she answered.

      “Yeah, what!” She opened the door barely dressed, not even noticing Isabel there. “Honey, can you come back later, my baby girl isn’t feeling well right now.”

      “Stupid, shut up.” He barged in, brushing past her still standing by the door wiping her nose.

      Isabel was hauled into the room behind him. She sat quietly looking at the adorable little girl sitting on the bed next to her with drooping, but beautiful blue eyes. Glancing up at Isabel, she looked weak and frail.

      “Hey, do you hear me talking to you?” he yelled to get Isabel’s attention.

      She hadn’t heard a word he’d said since she laid eyes on the little girl.

      “Pay attention. You’ll be making runs with Sarah. She’s going to show you the ropes and you’re going to do what she says. Do you hear me?”

      Before she could respond, Sarah jumped in. “Are you crazy? I’m a working girl here at the motel. I can’t do runs.”

      Traubel gave her a stern look. “You’re going to do whatever I tell you to do.”

      “But, but what about my baby girl?” Sarah’s voice faded, and her eyes watered as she looked over at the little girl lying on the bed.

      “You want your kid to eat, don’t you? Now, I’m leaving Isabel here for a while. I need to take care of some business.” Traubel glanced over at Isabel before turning to walk out. “Help her with the kid.”

      “Traubel, I need to take her to the doctor. Please.” Scratching and appearing irritated, Sarah followed behind him as he went out the door.

      “Asshole!” she screamed as she slammed the door.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Isabel asked softly as she stroked the top of the girl’s head.

      “If I knew, I’d be a fucking doctor and not working in this shithole.” She lit up a cigarette as she paced the floor.

      The smoke made Isabel cough. “Could you please put it out?”

      “This is my place. I’ll do whatever the hell I please.”

      Isabel used her hands to shield her face from the smoke but it didn’t help much. Her coughing was only getting worse.

      “Okay. I’ll put out the damn cigarette. Just don’t fall over and die on me. Shit.” Sarah opened the door and fanned the smoke out of the room.

      “Sitting over there like you’re all innocent and shit. I see what you be doing.”

      Isabel sat quietly, hoping she wasn’t talking about her conversations with CJ.

      “In and out of your neighbor’s room all the time. I mean, he’s fine as hell, and I don’t blame you but don’t sit there acting as if you’re in the clear.” Sarah had stopped using the door as a fan and now was just standing in the doorway looking out.

      “It’s not what you think. And he’s not like that,” Isabel said, wondering what would happen when she told Traubel.

      “Um. You two look pretty chummy to me.”

      “I think something is wrong with your daughter.”

      Sarah stood, still looking out of the door. “You think. Didn’t I just say she was sick, genius.”

      “Sarah!” Isabel’s voice was loud and fearful as she jumped off the bed shouting, still looking down at the little girl. “Look at your daughter!”

      Sarah ran over to her little girl who was shivering profusely, struggling to breathe.
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      When Isabel returned to the room, Traubel was still gone. Fortunately, CJ had been home and had rushed Sarah’s daughter, Katie to the nearest hospital. Turns out she had bad pneumonia.

      “Thanks for your help.”

      “I’m just glad I was here. You know, I’ve seen Sarah walking around here many times, and I didn’t know she had a daughter.”

      “Me either but I don’t know her.”

      “I don’t want to get in your business or anything but how far along are you?”

      Isabel held her head down.

      “Sorry, I’m prying.”

      “No, it’s okay.” She muscled up the courage to look up. “I’m not sure.”

      “You mean you haven’t been to the doctor yet?”

      “No.”

      “Wow. You should really go get your checkups. Anyway, don’t you want to know if you’re having a girl or boy?” he said with a smirk on his face, trying to lighten the mood.

      “Yeah kind of but...”

      “But what?”

      “I don’t have a way to get to the hospital.”

      “I can take you but then you’ll have some explaining to do. But you know, you really need to make sure your baby is okay.”

      “Yeah. Anyway, thanks for the advice.” Isabel hurried inside. The conversation had taken a toll on her. She wanted to make sure her baby was healthy. Too, it would have been nice to know what she was having.

      She lay in the bed holding her stomach. Her baby had just started moving a few weeks ago. Knowing he really didn’t care one way or the other, she hadn’t mentioned it to Traubel. Having a conversation about going to the doctor for prenatal care was completely out of the question. She’d once mentioned it and he damned near punched a hole in the wall.

      Since finding out she was pregnant, she’d learn to stay out of Traubel’s way. His temper frightened her and she didn’t want to provoke him. Once he’d punched the wall and CJ had knocked on the door. Traubel accused her of having a relationship with him. The outcome wasn’t good.

      Traubel was outside the door fumbling with the knob. Not knowing what mood he’d be in, she quickly turned over on her side. Usually at night when he came in, he was calm. Luckily, that night was one of them.

      She could hear him undressing. He went in the bathroom, turned the water on, ran it for a while, came back out, and lay behind her.

      She knew he wanted to have sex, and she hated it. Sometimes she could avoid it but most times she couldn’t. Not without him going into a rage.

      Kissing her shoulders, he began to caress her breast as he led her body to face his. She thought if she had to have sex with him, at least she could get something out of it.

      “Do you think I can call my parents? I really want to talk to them. You know, tell them about the baby.”

      “I’ll have my father contact them.”

      “But I want to talk to them myself. It’s been almost six months, and I haven’t spoken with them.”

      “I told you, it’s not safe. I think you’re forgetting you’re a fugitive.”

      She hated when he said that, and he knew it.

      His head made way in between her thighs as he began to raise up her dress. Having him touch her anywhere made her cringe.

      “Also, I want to check on Cynthia. I want to know how she’s doing.”

      He didn’t respond as he slid his finger inside her. She tried to make herself enjoy it, just so it wouldn’t be so dry. If it wasn’t for the moisture from the contact of his tongue and her thinking of CJ, the whole experience would have been even more unpleasant.

      “Did you hear me?” Her voice lowered.

      Traubel raised his head enough for her to see just his eyes. “I’m trying to pleasure you.” He buried his head back between her legs.

      “Besides, Cynthia is dead.”

      [image: ]

      She’d felt sick since he’d told her about her friend the night before. Cynthia couldn’t be dead. If it was true, how did he know and why was he only now telling her? Her eyes and head hurt from crying so much.

      “Get dressed. You need to get ready to go out with Sarah today.”

      “I’m not feeling well.” Isabel sat staring at the wall.

      “Don’t use pregnancy as an excuse. Women go to work pregnant all the time. Now get up and get dressed,” he demanded, throwing some clothes her way.

      She wanted to bring up going to the doctor again. She also wanted to ask if he was telling the truth about Cynthia.

      She moved about slowly, getting ready.

      “Hurry up. She’s waiting. And here.” He threw a bag over to her. She opened it.

      “Why do I need this?” The bag had a wig and identification inside it.

      “Because you’re a fugitive, remember. You and Sarah will be doing some traveling today and you need to be unrecognizable. If you get stopped, you’ll need to show them identification.”

      The name on the ID, read Helena Sanchez. She had no idea what she was getting involved with but had learned not to ask questions.

      Sarah was waiting outside the door when she stepped out. CJ was coming out at the same time. Both Sarah and Isabel looked in the other direction.

      Traubel walked outside behind them “Don’t do...” he started to say before noticing they weren’t alone. “What’s up?” Traubel said to CJ who nodded his head as he walked back into his room.

      “Like I was saying,” Traubel continued, “don’t try anything stupid.”

      “Yeah,” Sarah replied as she reached for the keys.

      When they got inside the pickup truck, Sarah opened the glove box and pulled out an envelope.

      “Here, hold onto this.” She handed Isabel the envelope.

      “What is it?”

      “Some addresses and contacts for our deliveries.”

      Isabel turned to look in the back seat as they pulled off. There was nothing there.

      “What are we delivering?”

      Sarah laughed while shaking her head. “You really are freaking clueless, aren’t you? Well we’re not delivering cookies, that’s for sure.”

      “Are you going to tell me or not?”

      “Coke! And not the kind you drink.”
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      Sarah wasn’t all bad. She gave Isabel the full rundown on Traubel. Not surprisingly, he wasn’t the person she’d thought him to be. His family owned the motel. He ran drugs and girls, and Sarah was one of his top workers.

      Isabel didn’t say much, and Sarah didn’t mind giving the spill on Traubel’s operations. They made four stops. The trip itself was nearly eight hours long, one way. In between their deliveries, they only stopped to use the restroom, which Isabel found herself doing often and to get food. They were being timed and were expected to be back by noon the next day.

      Aside from the nervousness she’d felt when showing her identification at the border, Isabel was enjoying the trip, especially listening to the local Latin pop radio station. It was much better than being locked up in the dull, depressing, motel room.

      It didn’t take long for her to find out how much Sarah disliked Traubel. Though, she was surprised by the discovery.

      “How far along are you?”

      If it wasn’t for the brief silence, Isabel would have missed the question.

      “Um, I’m not sure.”

      “Seriously. You haven’t been to the doctor? You know what, I’m not surprised. I tell you, he’s a real piece of work. Fucking asshole.” She said before biting a huge chunk out of an apple she was eating.

      “Can we stop at a payphone?”

      Sarah continued talking, ignoring the question Isabel had just asked. Assuming she hadn’t heard, she asked again.

      “No we can’t stop and don’t ask me again.”

      Taken aback by her snappish response and change of mood, she directed her attention to the outside scenery.

      “Look...I’m sorry, but we can’t stop to use the payphone. He told me to tell him if you did. I won’t because I like you and you helped save my kid. But if you ask the wrong person about using a phone and he finds out, it’ll be a shit storm. And don’t use any of the ones around the motel. He’ll know, trust me.

      “Here are the rules. We only make stops at the places listed on the paper. We can stop four times for food and bathroom breaks at truck stops listed along the way. He has people stationed there, they track our times and let him know. Besides, if you’re here, he has something on you. Trust me, you don’t want to test him. You ever wondered why he doesn’t want you to use the phone?”

      Okay so Traubel was paranoid about her using the phone because they were on the run. He didn’t trust her judgment but trusted other people enough to tell them not to let her use the phone. Something about it didn’t seem right.

      “He has something on you?” Isabel asked.

      “I told you, he has something on all of us. Why else would we be living and working inside of that damn place. It’s a rat hole. Anyway, don’t ask me what it is because I won’t tell you. Just like you shouldn’t tell anyone else what he has on you. So, there you have it.”

      Isabel thought it was best to just change the subject.

      “Where’s your daughter?”

      “She’s still in the hospital.” Sarah hand begin to shake, as she became noticeably bothered.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah, me too but at least she’s alive and away from the motel. Anyway, she won’t be coming home anytime soon. Apparently, my baby girl is sick with bad pneumonia. So, she’ll be away for a while.”

      Hands still trembling, Sarah lit up a cigarette and took a few puffs before noticing the affect it was having on Isabel. “Shit, girl, do you have asthma or something” she asked, tossing the cigarette out of the window and fanning out the smoke.

      “Yeah, well, I used too but I thought I grew out of it.”

      “Don’t you have one of those pumps?”

      “No, I haven’t needed one in years.”

      “Well you better get one because everyone smokes around here; cigarettes, or something else, including Traubel. How did you end up with him anyway? He seems out of your league. No offense or anything, you seem to be a nice girl is all.”

      “I met him at my old job. He was kind. Nothing like he is now.”

      Sarah smiled as she shook her head. “So he got you too. He got me the same way. The gifts, smooth talker, nice car, and then suddenly, I end up in this hell hole——no friends, no family other than my baby girl, and a bunch of random cocks running through me.”

      How could she have fallen for such a loser? Sarah had just accurately described her life which was going downhill fast. How could she have been so stupid? And now, to make things worse, she was bringing a baby into her mess.

      “Honey, don’t think your special.”

      “I don’t,” Isabel said cuttingly. She didn’t even know why the comment bothered her so much. She knew he was messing around with other girls anyway.

      “Hey, don’t kill the messenger. I’m just saying. I mean, look at my daughter. He never did shit for her, and he knows she’s his.”
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      He couldn’t believe she was making drug runs. He tried to separate himself from it all but was finding it difficult to do. He’d come to know her, and Isabel was really a sweet, innocent young lady who’d hooked up with the wrong guy. He had to figure out a way to help her without blowing his cover.

      She was starting to trust him and he didn’t want to chance it. Being careful, he decided to play it smart. He’d just be there for her as much as he could.

      “Hey, if you ever need anything, just let me know.”

      “Thanks.” She smiled and it lit up his world.

      He wasn’t a fan of some of the food she craved, but bought them anyway because she liked them and that’s what mattered. Besides, it helped him to eat better and gave her unborn child the nutrients it needed. The amount of weight Isabel was losing was still a big concern. He wished she’d let him take her to the doctor.

      “How’s baby? Keeping you up all night?”

      “Yes, a little. She’s moving a lot.”

      “She? So I see we’re hoping for a girl.”

      “Kind of, but it really doesn’t matter. I’ll be happy with a healthy baby,” she said rubbing her stomach.

      “Do you want or need anything?”

      “Other than pickles, French fries, ice cream, and strawberries?”

      He laughed.

      “If you want to, I can take you to get some things.” He knew she’d say no but still, he’d try. He just wanted to lure her from the hellhole she’d called home for months.

      “No, but thanks.” She looked away, and her playful spirit quickly dwindled.

      He hated to see her down.

      “So, what about names? Do you have any in mind?”

      “Not really. I’ll know what to call her once she comes out.”

      He saw Traubel walking to his pickup truck with a woman on his arm. He’d stopped and leaned her against the vehicle. His hand had made way to her breast and was cupping it tightly.

      Isabel had quickly stepped back making sure she wasn’t seen. Navarro assumed she was more embarrassed then anything.

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. It doesn’t bother me. I know he’s an asshole.”

      “Huh.” Even if it didn’t piss her off, it pissed him off. Junkie or not, he should have had more respect for the woman carrying his child.

      Navarro knew it wouldn’t be long before he’d take him down. He looked forward to delivering to him, exactly what he deserved. And even then, it wouldn’t be enough, considering he was a liar, cheater, abuser, dealer, trafficker, and above all else——a murderer.
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      She’d been making runs for months with Sarah and had grown up a lot since then. Sarah had given her the rundown of the day to day operations. By now, she had Traubel’s schedule down to a science. Friday through Monday he was usually gone and when he came in, he’d crash out, shower, and then leave again. But Tuesdays through Thursday, he was at his worst, when he didn’t have money to support his habit.

      Her baby was her joy. Somehow, she’d find a way to get away from Traubel. She’d learned to stay out of his way when he was there, which wasn’t often and to anticipate his mood swings. He was okay if he had his drug supply but when it was gone, he’d act like a mad man.

      In the beginning, she’d barely gained any weight. If anything, it was just the opposite. And though, her stomach was out there, she still was rather small to be so far into her pregnancy. The further along she got, the more Traubel would stay away from her which was a plus.

      She’d accepted he had no plans of ever allowing her to call her parents. And as far as going home was concerned, it wasn’t going to happen any time soon; not if it was left up to him. She’d realized it after her first trip with Sarah.

      They usually ran one or two trips per week. Isabel looked forward to them. She and Sarah had become close too. Sarah sort of reminded her of Cynthia who she missed dearly. If it wasn’t for Sarah, she wouldn’t have had anything to wear. She was just a little bigger than Isabel was before she’d found out she was pregnant.

      “Hey you.” CJ stood outside as she walked out. He was always so nice to her and his gorgeous smile made her smile. He had a sexy way about him. He was kind but not flirtatious, which is why she like him so much. When she and Traubel had gotten into arguments, he’d always be waiting outside to see how she was doing.

      Regardless of what time of day it was, he always smelled as if he’d just stepped out of the shower and splashed on fresh cologne.

      “Hey, yourself.” Isabel returned the smile as she walked over to stand next to him. She wasn’t worried about Traubel, it was early Friday, and he wouldn’t be back for a while, and maybe not even the same day.

      “How you been feeling?”

      “Considering the load I’m carrying; I guess I’m okay.”

      “You look beautiful. You have the whole motherly glow going on. Anyway, you’re naturally gorgeous.”

      Isabel blushed. She had no idea why he was so nice to her but she appreciated it. He was a mystery. He’d given her complete access to his place but never had any other visitors, which seemed a little strange. Maybe he was embarrassed because he stayed in a motel——more particularly, that motel. After all, she was. Still, the place was flooded with girls. Anyone of them would be more than willing to be with him. Strangely enough, she’d never even seen him look twice at any of them.

      “I have something I want to show you. You wanna come in or you want me to bring it out?”

      Isabel had never been inside his place with him home before. But over the last couple of months they’d really become close and she trusted him. She appreciated him a lot more than he knew.

      “I’ll come in.”

      “Cool.” He held the door open as she made her way in. “Oh, I brought you some more fruit too. The strawberries are in the refrigerator. I washed them, sprinkled in some sugar, and bagged them, just how you’d done the other bag.”

      “Thanks,” she said as she walked over to the refrigerator, grabbed the zip-lock bag and began to enjoy its contents.

      “Here you go.” He placed two bags on each side of her.

      “What’s all this?” She took a few tissues out of a Kleenex box to wipe her hands.

      “Open it.”

      She waddled forward while reaching for the bag.

      “Here...let me.”

      Helping her to get comfortable, he propped a pillow behind her back. She began digging inside the full bags, pulling out one item and then the other.

      “Oh my gosh!” Isabel held the baby clothes in her hands, stacking them all around her. She felt like Christmas had come early as the tears streamed down her face.

      “Hey, don’t cry.” He handed her two of the tissues.

      “Thanks so much. These are awesome. I love them.”

      “Who would have guessed picking out baby clothes could be so much fun?”

      The two shuffled through the other bags and before they realized it, baby items were all over the sofa. They were perfect, and the colors and designs would work for a girl or boy.

      “I have some diapers in the back. I wasn’t sure about the size so I just got two boxes for newborns and two size one’s. We can get some more later. I’ll help you get whatever you need, so don’t worry about anything.”

      She looked over at him with full eyes.

      He reached for another tissue and patted her face. Feelings brimming over, she leaned over and kissed him. As he gave in, she abruptly pulled back.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “No I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have. I don’t want to make you feel uncomfortable.” CJ got up from the sofa where he’d been sitting next to her.

      “Wait...are you talking about the kiss?” Isabel was holding her stomach as she looked up at him.

      “Weren’t you?”

      “No, I was talking about the kick,” she said rubbing her stomach. “You didn’t feel it?”

      CJ laughed as he walked back over to her. “No but I’d like to. May I?”

      Isabel reached for his hand, placing it gently on her stomach.

      “Wow...maybe she’ll be one of the first female soccer players. How do you sleep with so much movement?” His hand stayed on her stomach rubbing it gently.

      “I don’t.” She placed her hand on his.

      The joy she felt suddenly went away as she remembered her predicament. Setting the baby items to the side, she stood up.

      “Hey. Are you leaving?”

      “It’s best.”

      “You still haven’t gone through one bag.”

      “I know but...”

      “But what?”

      “But I can’t keep any of it.”

      “You can, and I’ll tell you how but first you have to open the last bag.” He reached for her hand and led her back to the sofa.

      She dug into the bag and pulled out a black nightgown with an open front for breastfeeding, another similar gown, some slippers, body wash, a toothbrush, other toiletries, and a folded pink bag.

      “CJ,” she said, covering her mouth with her hand.

      “And don’t worry about where you’re going to keep it. Your friend Sarah and I made a deal. But for now, we’ll just keep it here. Just know when you need it, you’ll have it.”

      “Thank you so much. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to repay you for everything you’ve done for me and my baby.”

      “You can repay me by letting me know if you need anything else.” He winked. “I adore you, Isabel.”

      She looked up at him feeling such love toward him. What she wanted to say was, I’ll be yours forever if you take me and my baby out of this nightmare.

      “Hey, I want to ask you a question and you don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.”

      Isabel became cautiously guarded.

      “Go ahead.”

      “You don’t have any family?”

      “Let’s just say we’re out of touch, and I can’t reach out to them right now.” She thought this would be the perfect time to ask her own questions.

      “My turn.”

      “Okay.”

      “Why are you living here?”

      “It puts me close to work.”

      “Where do you work?”

      “Nearby. Now you owe me another question.”

      “Okay, I quit,” she said grinning and running her fingers against her lips in a zipping motion.

      He smiled and got up. “Just know if you need to use the phone you can, but you’ll need to dial a one plus the area code. Now, I need to go get a shower in. You don’t have to leave.” He placed the large phone next to her hand and went into the bathroom.

      So her eyes weren’t playing tricks on her. She had seen him with a mobile phone. But why would he tell her she could use it? She’d never even hinted she wanted to. From the moment they’d first met, it was as if he sensed her needs and was there to take care of them. It was like he knew she was in trouble and just wanted to help in any way he could.

      Isabel picked up the phone and her hands started to tremble slightly as she held it.

      “Okay, here I go.” She dialed the number.

      The phone rang about three times before her father answered it.

      “Hello.”

      Isabel was quiet.

      “Hello. Is anyone there?”

      She could hear it in his tone, her father was growing impatient.

      “Daddy,” she said, her voice low.

      “Isabel. Oh my god, honey, is it really you?”

      She could hear her mother’s voice in the background.

      “Let me talk to her. Tell her it’s okay, just come home.”
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      She thought about how stupid she was to have called home. If Traubel ever found out, he’d probably kill her. She shouldn’t have hung up so abruptly but she’d gotten scared. What if the call was being traced? She didn’t know how these phones worked exactly.

      She’d went back next door to her room and cried herself to sleep without saying goodbye to CJ. Though she’d only said, “I’m okay,” before quickly hanging up, her father and mother had sounded so relieved to hear from her. Maybe she’d been too hard on her mother. Yeah, she did walk in on her with Matthew, her ex-boyfriend. But she’d only been out with him twice. Giving it more thought, if her dad was willing to forgive her, perhaps she should have done the same. Her mother was a nympho and her behavior was typical of one.

      Aggressive knocking on the door startled her out of her daydream. She thought about going over and peeking out of the window but was too scared to do so.

      Her heartbeat accelerated.

      The knocks got louder and each hit made her flinch. If she didn’t respond soon they’d likely force their way in. She played out different scenarios in her head. What if it was the police? She’d likely be locked up for years, away from her baby.

      “Isabel. Open up, it’s Sarah.”

      “Coming,” she said, exhaling a sigh of relief. “Sarah, you scared the daylights out of me. What’s wrong?”

      “Just get some of your shit. Sarah grabbed a bag out of the closet and started to put some of Isabel’s things into it. “You should be scared but not of me. Traubel’s on his way, and he’s in a bad mood.”

      “Where am I supposed to go? With you?”

      “No, that’s the first place he’ll look.”

      Sarah ran outside and banged on CJ’s door.

      “What’s wrong? Is it Isabel? She okay?”

      Yeah, but she just needs someplace to crash tonight. Can she stay with you?”

      “Um...yeah...sure. Are you okay with that?” Isabel had just walked up.

      “I guess I have to be.”

      “Shit, here he comes. I’ll just make up a story to cover for you. I’ll tell him you went into labor or something. Now go.” Sarah pushed Isabel into CJ’s room and went in behind her. CJ stayed outside.

      “Everything okay, man? What’s with the gun?”

      Giving no response, they could hear Traubel walk past CJ. He entered the room he shared with Isabel, yelling for her. Once he realized she wasn’t there, he stormed out.

      “Sarah, open the fucking door? I know she’s in there. Bring your ass out here, Isabel.”

      CJ remained outside, and Isabel’s heart pounded at an accelerated rate as she tried to remain calm. She and Sarah stood near the door listening to the disturbing public show.

      After his noticeable performance, Traubel got into his vehicle and drove off.

      CJ walked in on a nervous Isabel, and Sarah, who was rubbing Isabel’s back.

      “He’s gone.”

      Both the girls sighed with relief, and Isabel fell back on the sofa hugging her belly.

      “You’re both going to stay here tonight,” CJ insisted.

      “I can’t. If he comes back and I’m not there, there’s no telling what he’ll do,” said Isabel.

      “If you go back, things could go really bad. Word is he just lost a shit load of money he borrowed from some bad guys while gambling. He has only a short period of time to pay them back and is going crazy trying to figure out how to stay alive. His father and stepbrother cut him off and he’s furious. You need to stay away from him.”

      Isabel closed her eyes as she shook her head listening to Sarah.

      “I can’t stay. I have clients coming in a bit, but I’ll check on you in the morning. He won’t bother me as long as I’m making him money.” She leaned over to give Isabel a hug before getting up to leave.

      Stopping near the door where CJ was still standing, she patted his shoulder. “Thank you.”

      “No problem. Are you sure you don’t want to stay?”

      “I’ll be fine, just look after those two,” she said looking over at Isabel.
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      “You can sleep in the bed. I’ll sleep here on the couch.”

      “Are you sure? I really don’t want to put you out any more than I already have.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way. The sheets are clean, so don’t worry about germs.”

      CJ pulled a bag of clothes out of the closet. “Here’s a clean white shirt, just in case you want to change. It’s pretty big. I’m sure it’ll swallow you.”

      Isabel rocked forward reaching for the shirt.

      CJ let off a chuckle.

      “What’s so funny?” Isabel asked cocking her head to the side.

      “Nothing.”

      “So you’re just laughing at me because I’m fat?”

      Taking a seat on the table in front of Isabel, CJ reached for her hands. “I told you, you’re not fat. You’re a beautiful, pregnant woman, and if you were mine, I’d remind you of it every day.”

      He reached over and kissed Isabel on the forehead. With his face still close to hers, Isabel pressed her cheek against his before slowly moving toward his lips. Taking advantage of the closeness, she kissed him tenderly as she held the sides of his face.

      Her body tingled and as their lips parted, she could still feel the warmth of his breath. She bit down on her bottom lip as she looked down at his, wanting so badly to shove her tongue into his mouth. The look in his eyes said he was feeling the same way.

      She began to wonder if staying the night was a mistake. Knowing she didn’t have much of a choice, she smiled and cleared her throat to break the silence. The chemistry was undeniable but right now she needed to focus on what was important, her baby’s safety.

      Snapping out of her heated trance, she wiggled her way toward the edge of the sofa.

      “Do you mind if I use your bathroom?”

      “Of course not. Make yourself at home. Here...let me help you.” CJ stretched his arm allowing her to use it as a brace.

      Isabel went into the bathroom to freshen up. There were clean towels on the counter. As always, his personal effects were out in the open. She’d come in before when he wasn’t home to get a few items, but having easy access to such necessities felt good. She’d even noticed he’d changed brand names. A few months back, he’d used products specifically for men but now, his counter was filled with unisex everything.

      His generosity and consideration of her was moving. Isabel was certain of it——she’d developed feelings for him and they were only getting stronger.
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      When she came out, CJ had food sitting on a plastic plate and a bowl of soup coming out of the microwave.

      “So, I wasn’t sure if you wanted Chinese or soup so I warmed them both. The Chinese I got about two hours ago. There’s curry chicken, combination rice, and egg rolls.”

      “Why are you so nice to me?” she asked as CJ pulled a chair out from the table.

      “I like you. But I also worry about you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I see you’re alone and everyone should have someone. I mean Sarah, I think she’s a good friend but she also has her own set of problems.”

      Isabel had reached for a spoon and started to take sips from the bowl of soup. It was by far the best vegetable soup she’d ever eaten, even if it did come from a can.

      “Are you going to eat that?” She’d already reached for the two egg rolls before he could respond.

      “Help yourself. Do you want something else? I can run out if you need me to.”

      “No don’t leave. Please. I just don’t want to be by myself.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll stay,” he said reassuringly.

      Isabel took a few bites of the egg roll and stopped eating suddenly. She scooted away from the table and stood up.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m just not feeling so well. Do you mind if I stretch out?”

      “No, not at all.” CJ helped her over to the bed.

      “Thank you but I can manage by myself. I’m used to it.”

      “Sure you can, but I’m here, so you don’t have to.”

      Isabel sat in the bed propping her upper body against the headboard.

      “You don’t want to lie down?”

      “I think I’m going to sit up. I want to give my food some time to digest.”

      “Well here’s the remote. I’m going to go take a shower. Are you good?”

      “I am, thanks.”

      When CJ came out of the bathroom, Isabel seemed to be asleep. He pulled the covers from the bottom of the bed and brought them up to her waist. Isabel grabbed his wrist.

      “Lie with me.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      She turned over on her side and he lay next to her on his back. Feeling behind her, she reached for his arm, bringing it around to the front of her belly.

      “Do you want to feel something?”

      “Sure?” He rolled over to his side.

      “There’s some action going on here,” she said, guiding his hand to where the baby was kicking.

      “Wow,” he said, amazed by the movement.

      For a short time, they lay in silence. His arms remained wrapped around her.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      “Just how nice it’ll be to have someone to take care of. Although, I've done so little to help my baby already. I feel so guilty.” She rubbed her stomach, while fighting back tears.

      CJ’s hand brushed across her belly as he whispered in her ear, “Really, it's going to be okay. I promise. Just trust you’ve been given the mindset, and everything you need to take care of your child. You’ll be a great mother and things will get better.”

      The two talked most of the night until Isabel fell asleep enveloped in CJ's arms.
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      Isabel woke up in bed alone. She scanned the room and saw everything was still in place from last night. There was sounds coming from the bathroom.

      CJ came out with jeans on, and bare chested.

      “Oh hey, I didn't realize you got up so early. Thanks for letting me crash here, but I think I need to go back to my room,” she said, looking away as he put on his shirt.

      “If that's what you want.”

      It wasn’t but she knew she had to go back eventually.

      “But, can I talk to you?” he asked, taking a seat next to her.

      “Sure. What’s up?”

      “I'm not trying to pry but have you tried reaching out to your family?”

      Isabel tensed up. So that’s why he’d mentioned her using his phone.

      “I can't.”

      “Are you sure? Maybe it's worth trying at least.”

      “It wouldn't be a good idea. I...I just can't. Not right now.”

      “You know you can trust me, right?”

      She was quiet, her eyes gazing at the floor. “Yes.”

      “Okay, I won't press the issue but I think anything would be better than the situation you're currently in. I mean, maybe he was a decent guy once upon a time but here and now, I don't think it's safe for you or your baby to be around him. Truth be told, I think he needs help.”

      “I know I need to do something different and I will. But for now, can you just help me up? I'm not feeling well, and I think I need to go to the bathroom.”

      She rose to her feet. Feeling pained, she grabbed her back.

      “What's wrong?”

      “I'm not sure. I think I must have slept wrong or something.” She walked into the bathroom and shut the door. Seeing CJ had left a toothbrush out for her, she applied some toothpaste and sat on the toilet to relieve herself.

      She assumed since she didn't hear any noise coming from next door, Traubel was still gone.

      Once she was done freshening up, she left the bathroom, dreading going back to her own room.

      “Do you want something to eat? There's some fruit on the counter, and I have a pack of those breakfast bars you like.”

      She stilled in the bathroom doorway, reaching for the sides.

      “Are you okay?”

      CJ rushed over to her and grabbed her arm, looking down at the gush of water flowing from underneath the shirt she wore.

      “Don't worry, I'll get you to the doctor.”
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      They made it to the hospital in record time. Not long after arriving, she was having the baby, Ana Reyes. CJ had remained by her side. The staff assumed he was the father and so even during the delivery, he was there.

      Giving birth had taken a toll on Isabel. Her blood pressure shot up and she had iron deficiency. She needed a blood transfusion and even after receiving it, her condition only slightly improved.

      It took almost a week before she started to get better. Her darkened skin was resuming its regular color and her sunken eyes were getting back to normal.

      CJ hadn’t mentioned Traubel and neither did she. She’d sent a written message to him, via Sarah, but he didn't bother coming to see her. Anyway, the message she’d sent was intended to keep him away.

      Hey, I’m okay and so is the baby. We’re going to be here for a while. I had a setback and needed to get some blood. When you come, you’ll need to show your identification.

      Sarah had told Traubel she’d gone into labor and one of the neighbors had taken her to the hospital but she didn’t say which one. He’d assumed she was there the night she’d stayed with CJ.

      Sarah’s loyalty didn’t come without a price. She’d done the best she could to cover up the bruises with makeup, but still, it was noticeable on her pale skin.

      “Hey, don’t worry about it. I’m okay,” she said, noticing Isabel’s eyes filling with tears.

      “Thank you.” Isabel reached for Sarah’s hand. “For being such a good friend. I don’t know what I would have done these past months without you.”

      Sarah pulled her lips in and nodded. “Ditto.”

      “Ahem, I don’t want to break up this moment here. Maybe I should go wait in the hall and come back after you ladies have had your time together,” CJ said.

      “Absolutely not.” Sarah walked to the door and grabbed his arm. “Get in here and take care of her. I need to leave anyway.”

      Sarah leaned over to whisper in Isabel’s ear, “If you want better for you and your baby girl, he’s it. Get out while you can. I love you.” She brushed a few strands of hair away from Isabel’s forehead, kissed her, and placed some cash on a table next to her bed.

      “I can give you a ride home if you like,” CJ said, holding the door open for Sarah.

      “No I’m okay. I’ll just walk or catch a bus or something.”

      Sarah walked to the door and turned to say good-bye once again before leaving.

      “I’m just going to see her out, and I’ll be right back,” CJ said to Isabel before stepping out to catch up with Sarah.

      Something wasn’t right. Isabel couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling she had. Was Sarah really okay? Her gut told her differently.
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      CJ stood next to Isabel, watching as she slept.

      “Hey.”

      “So, how are you? You had me worried for a while.”

      “Sorry.”

      Just then the nurse came in with baby Ana.

      “Wow, my timing couldn’t have been better.” CJ was smiling from ear-to-ear.

      “It is time to feed her. Are you up to it, mamá?”

      “Um, sure,” she said looking at CJ.

      “I’ll just step out of the room until you’re done.”

      “Oh no, papi, it is not necessary. It is the most natural thing in the world,” the nurse said, handing Isabel, Ana.

      Isabel blushed, putting her arms in position. “He’s my brother and Ana’s uncle.”

      The nurse looked over at him. “Ah, bueno. I see. Well, querida, look at it this way, at least you have someone here with you. So many girls come in here without anyone. You’ve got a good brother.”

      Isabel smiled and thanked the nurse for her help.

      “I still say breastfeeding is a natural thing but I understand if he wants to leave.”

      “I’ll just go get some coffee or something,” he said, quickly turning his back as the baby took to Isabel’s nipple.

      “CJ, it’s okay. You can stay.” Isabel knew he was just as excited about Ana as she was.

      “Wow...you’re a natural. The bebé latched on perfectly. How does it feel? It’ll be a little uncomfortable at first, but in time, you’ll adjust.”

      “I’m okay. Just feeling a little pressure, but that’s all.”

      “Bueno. Well then, I’ll leave you to it. Oh, I see you have this evenings dinner menu. The caldo de pollo is pretty tasty——good soup, even for hospital food.”

      The nurse smiled at CJ who was doing everything he could not to look at Isabel nursing.

      “Oh stop being such a gallina,” she said jokingly before leaving.

      “I’m not being a chicken, I’m just being respectful,” he called after her as she departed.

      Isabel grinned. Life at the hospital was much better than it could have ever been at the motel. Now, feeling better, she could hold Ana. She observed her innocence, knowing she would have to be her protector. She was lovely and all was well. CJ stood over the two as Isabel fed her.

      “She really is perfect isn’t she?” he murmured.

      “Yes she is, and she deserves more than a life where she’s growing up in a motel filled with junkies and prostitutes.”

      Her remark seemed to have caught CJ off guard.

      “I’m sorry, CJ, I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful or anything. I just...”

      “No, I understand. You should want more for you and Ana. You two deserve a better life.” He paused. “You know, I can get a better place and take care of you and Ana. But whatever you’re running from, you’ll need to eventually confront it if you want to give your daughter all she deserves.”

      Everything he was saying was true. They’d never had any conversations about a future together. She didn’t know anything about his past, and he didn’t know anything about hers. Although she’d always had questions, but asking them would open a door better left closed.

      “You’ve been so good to us, and I just don’t want to get you involved.”

      “Isabel, you have to trust someone. I’ll never do anything to hurt you or Ana, not intentionally. You don’t have to ever go back there. Just say the word, and I’ll make it happen.”

      She agreed. Even if she didn’t have the courage to do better for herself, she needed to do what was right for her daughter.
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      Isabel, left the hospital with her mind made up. She would leave Traubel.

      “Have you heard from Sarah?”

      “No. Not since I last saw her at the hospital. Why?”

      Isabel sat in the backseat of CJ’s Oldsmobile to be close to Ana. Though, it was an older model car, it was clean and well-kept, which was more than she could say about Traubel’s truck.

      It was Friday night so she assumed Traubel wouldn’t be home. The place seemed to be quieter than usual. There weren’t as many pedestrians roaming around.

      Before going upstairs, Isabel knocked on Sarah’s door but didn’t get an answer. It was quiet all around. Even if she wasn’t home, usually she could hear the television on. But she didn’t hear anything.

      When she got to the room, all the baby items CJ had purchased were there. There was even a bassinet and swing.

      Isabel’s heart fluttered with excitement. “How did you get this stuff in here?”

      “Not my doing, it was Sarah. Before she came to see you, she managed to pull this off. She told Traubel most of it came from the hospital and everything else was stuff she’d found at a thrift store.”

      “You two are awesome.” She kissed CJ on the cheek.

      “Speaking of Sarah, I’m really starting to worry about her.”

      “I’ll ask around and see what I can find out.”

      “Thanks. In the meantime, you’d better leave just in case...”

      “But just know my offer still stands.”

      “I know.” She followed CJ to the door and said good-bye.

      With him gone and being alone with Ana, there was a sudden awareness of what was to come. Running her hand across her face, she stared down at what was now her joy and her life. Almost immediately, the fear trying to overcome her was gone.

      She decided to shower while the baby was asleep. When she came out, Traubel was sitting on the bed next to Ana. Isabel rushed over to pick her up but he pulled her wrist.

      “What’s your damn problem? I can’t look at the kid?”

      “I didn’t say that,” Isabel said jerking her arm away and bringing the baby to her chest. “It’s time for her to eat.”

      She sat in the chair near the door and began to feed Ana. Traubel walked by.

      “I miss those myself,” he said, reaching roughly for Isabel’s free breast and holding onto it, trying to figure out how to break it free of the bra she was wearing. “Take off your clothes and come to bed. I miss you.”

      “I have to finish feeding her, and I can’t have sex for six weeks.”

      “I don’t give a shit about what the doctors say. Finish feeding her and bring your ass here.”

      “I told you, I can’t. I was in a hospital for over a week. My body needs to heal.”

      Traubel jumped off the bed and went over to where Isabel was sitting feeding the baby.

      Isabel held on to Ana tightly, flinching as his hand made contact with the wall as it often did when he was pissed.

      An abrupt knock sounded at the door.

      Traubel backed up and fell to the bed. Isabel got up to answer it and he leapt up again, pushing her back down.

      “It’s probably just Sarah.”

      “Not unless she’s coming from the grave.” Isabel’s heart raced as she sat in silence, hoping it wasn’t true. Her eyes filled with tears and soon, they were streaming down her face.

      She’d just seen Sarah a few days ago and, though, she wasn’t her normal self, she didn’t seem like she was suicidal either. If this was true, someone must have...No, she wouldn’t allow herself to think negative thoughts, though, her mind continued to replay the awful words. Her glance immediately fell on Traubel. Had he done something to her?

      “Get ready. You’re going on a run tomorrow by yourself.”

      “But...”

      It was no use. He’d already walked out and was talking to whomever had knocked on the door.
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      The next day, she prepared to go out on her own. After sleeping on the idea, it didn’t seem like such a bad one.

      Anything to get out of the motel room and away from him. She gathered baby Ana’s diaper bag, her rattle and a few wash cloths. She’d also bring a few bottles, although, she’d only ever breast-fed. She pumped some milk and would stop to get a disposable cooler and some ice with the money Sarah had left her at the hospital. All the extra packing was just her being extra cautious, but she thought, better to be overly prepared rather than unprepared.

      She was a bit on edge, considering she’d be making the run for the first time alone. Also, she knew Traubel would be monitoring the amount of time she was gone. The baby would need to be changed and fed at least a few times in between runs.

      “Okay, Isabel. Stop it. You have no choice,” she said to herself.

      Just then, Traubel came in and grabbed the handle of the baby carrier.

      “You’re not taking her.” His grip remained firm and so was hers.

      “Let go, Traubel.”

      “Didn’t you hear me, I said you’re not taking her.”

      “I’m not leaving her. Now let go.”

      “So that’s how you want to play it.” He jerked the carrier and the baby cried loudly. He dumped it down on the bed.

      “Stop it!” Isabel yelled as she rushed over to the baby.

      “I said no.” Coming up from behind, he jerked her around, and slapped her in the face. Blood began to run from her nose and tears flowed.

      He blurted out, “You know what bitch, take her and get out of here. You’d better not be late coming back either.”

      Isabel grabbed the baby and ran out. CJ was outside. She couldn’t hide her injury and she wasn’t trying too. All she wanted to do was go.

      “Isabel, are you okay?”

      She nodded, shifting the carrier to adjust the diaper bag on her arm.

      Traubel came out. “Man, why are you in my fucking business? That’s my girl and my baby.”

      CJ walked close to Traubel and didn’t back down. “Yeah. Well I tell you what, it won’t be for long.”

      “Is that a threat?” Traubel asked.

      “Definitely,” CJ said, standing his ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 19

        

      

    

    
      Traubel was becoming even more unpredictable and reckless. CJ decided it was time to take him down.

      He’d reported Traubel’s behavior to Tidas. Traubel was stealing from the girls and had been making them do jobs to pay off his gambling debt and fund his drug habit.

      “Man, your guy is getting reckless. He’s banging all your girls and he even got a few knocked up. Also, he’s been threatening them, and one has even gone missing. People are talking...saying he’s behind it.”

      Some of this was fabricated but the fact remained, Traubel was dangerous, and there was no telling what he’d do at any given moment.

      “So what’s your suggestion?”

      “It’s on you. I’m just the messenger.”

      There was a brief silence.

      “What if I pay you to just take him out and the girl too?”

      CJ wasn’t expecting that response but knew to go with the flow.

      “For the right price, but what about your father. People talk, and I’ve heard he’s a very dangerous man, especially when it comes to family affairs.”

      “Don’t worry about him. His son or not, he knows he’s a liability. The only reason he’s lasted so long is because of my father’s dedication to family——even those who prove themselves unworthy. And about the money, whatever your price, just name it.”

      “All right then. I’ll call you and let you know when it’s done.”

      This was the break he needed. All his phone conversations with Tidas were being recorded as long as he used the same payphone, which he did. True, it wouldn’t stand up in court. It was still good information to have. Besides, he didn’t need the recording when he had himself as a witness——the hired gunman. The next thing to do would be to call it in, which he did. This was the end for Tidas Serrano.
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      He was sending her out with the baby on another run. This guy was beyond insane. He couldn’t care less if his newborn or woman got caught in the crossfire.

      Anticipating his jerk-ass move, CJ had his plan in place. No, Isabel wouldn’t like it but this was much better than her continuing to lie with the devil.

      “Are you leaving?”

      “Yeah...I have to make a run but should be back by morning.”

      “Are you going by yourself with the little one?”

      “Can’t leave her here now, can I?” she said nodding her head toward the door, rolling her eyes.

      CJ walked up to her and whispered in her ear as he placed an envelope in her hand, “Read this when you get in the car.”

      She accepted the brown envelope, attentive to the sounds coming out of the room. Suddenly the door opened.

      “What’s going on here? Dude, I think you’re getting too chummy with my girl.”

      CJ smiled and walked toward Traubel. “I’m itching to whip your ass. Just give me a reason to.”

      Isabel called out. “Please, don’t.”

      Slowly, CJ backed away and went into his room.

      He waited about ten minutes before the call came. She’d received his instructions.

      “Listen, some things are about to happen. It’s important you call me just before you cross the state line. There’s a rest area with payphones about five miles out, right before you get to the border. Please, Isabel...I know you have feelings for me, and I have feelings for you too but right now, it’s not just about that. I want you and your baby to be safe. Tell me you’re going to call me, and I promise, if you just trust me, I’ll protect you even if it means sacrificing my own life.”

      CJ meant every word of what he was saying. He waited a few seconds before Isabel responded, “I’ll call you, and I do trust you. But, CJ, please, don’t let me down. She’s all I have.”

      “I promise, I won’t.”
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      CJ waited anxiously for the call to come through from Isabel, hoping she’d keep her word.

      Getting ahead of himself, he dreamed of how their lives would change once he cleared her. They would be able to be a family, and he’d give the baby his last name.

      They would have the house, the kids, the dog, and whatever else she wanted. He’d protect her and the baby too——being everything they needed and more. He could see the light and things were looking up.

      With Isabel there he could bring his sister to live with them after she completed her rehab. He was sure they’d get along well. They’d been through some pretty bad experiences but maybe they could help each other heal.

      The phone rang and it was Isabel.

      “I’m at the last exit before I cross over at the rest area. What now?”

      “Just go through. It’ll be okay.”

      CJ thought maybe he should have warned her but wasn’t sure if she’d be willing to go along with it. Traubel had his hands tight around her throat which was the same control he had over the other girls.

      “CJ, is something wrong? Is there something you need to tell me?”

      He hated to keep her in the dark but he thought it was best.

      “I told you, everything is going to be okay.”
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      Isabel wasn’t sure what was about to happen but she felt she could trust CJ. After all, he’d always only brought good to her life and was the only one who had been there for her and Ana.

      Maybe she was dreaming up a fantasy but it was quite possible there could be a fairy tale ending. She owed it to herself and her baby to at least try for a better life.

      She trusted him. Perhaps they could build something good together and be a family. Maybe he was waiting for her on the other side and was willing to take her to a better place. Evidently, he was willing to accept the unknown because she’d never totally confided in him. No one knew her whole truth except for Traubel and he’d forever hold it over her head.

      The line was long and people were getting pulled over left and right. It wasn’t something she worried about because she’d made the run before and never had any problems.

      When she got up to the border patrolman, he instructed her to pull over. This didn’t bother her either. She’d been pulled over before.

      “I need to see your license.”

      “Sure, here you go.” Isabel handed him the license Traubel had given her.

      The officer took it and instructed her to stay put. After some time of sitting, waiting, she was told to get out of the vehicle.

      “But what about my baby?”

      “Your baby will be fine. This officer will take care of her and make sure she’s provided for.”

      The female officer was already inside the truck and unlashing the carrier from its base.

      “Please, don’t take her. Please.” Isabel wailed, grief consuming her as tears streamed down her face. The officers walked her inside an area which reminded her of the interrogation room she’d been in months ago.

      “Have a seat and calm down. Your baby will be okay.” The border patrol officers left Isabel sitting alone for a while. She jumped up as the door opened, anxious to know her fate and her baby’s, but was taken aback once she saw who was entering.

      “CJ?”

      Puzzled but relieved, Isabel ran up to him and hugged him. “Oh my God, I’m so glad to see you. They took Ana. Did you see her?” she asked.

      CJ reached behind his neck and gently pried Isabel’s arms loose. Once she realized what he was doing, she stepped back, looking at him as she shook her head.

      “Wait...was this you? Did you make this happen?”

      His need to avoid eye contact gave her his answer.

      Before he had a chance to reply, her hand came across his face. He didn’t respond other than to rub his cheek. Isabel drew her hands up into a fist and began to pound his chest.

      “You bastard! How could you do this? I trusted you and you...you betrayed me.” Grabbing her hands, he pulled her closer to him. “I trusted you, CJ. I trusted you.” Her loud yells soon turned into soft, grumbling, whispers. Holding her tight, for a while, he didn’t say a word.

      “Isabel, I wish I could say I was sorry but the truth is, I’m not.”

      Isabel jerked away, backing into a corner.

      “I fucking hate you. Where’s my baby? Where’s Ana?”

      “She’s okay, I promise. I wouldn’t have done this if she wasn’t?”

      “The hell with your promises. I want to see her now. Right now!”

      CJ walked out and a few minutes later, came back holding Ana.

      “Ana!” Isabel rushed over and took her baby from CJ. Pacing the floor, she cuddled her tightly.

      “I told you...I won’t allow anything to happen to you or her?”

      With her back turned and Ana in her hands, CJ continued to speak with no response from Isabel.

      “I’m working undercover. Eleven months ago there was a drug bust, and the person we were hoping to bring in, Tidas Serrano, wasn’t there. The person who we did find instead, was Traubel aka Inez Lorenz. He’d badly beaten one girl and tossed her out a window. And he’d poured gasoline on another, who he was holding hostage. His intention was to set her on fire, possibly, to create a distraction, but I shot him before he could. You’ve probably seen the mark on his shoulder.”

      Isabel turned around to face CJ, holding Ana close to her chest.

      “And what about you? What’s your real name?”

      “I’m Special Agent Cayman J. Navarro with narcotics. I also go by CJ which is what my friends call me.”

      “Really? Well I guess from now on I’ll be calling you Cayman because you’re no friend of mine.”

      This was a different guy from the one she’d met some months ago. Now, knowing he was a DEA undercover narcotics agent, it all made sense. When he said the motel was close to work, it was because he was always working. His job was to watch them. No wonder he’d never stayed gone for more than a few hours at a time.

      The more details he gave, the bigger the hole got in her heart. She’d never felt so let down, even comparing her current situation to what her mother had done. But her mother had a reason, she was unwell. Knowing everything she knew about CJ had been fabricated, left her torn and feeling sick inside.

      “I’m sorry you feel that way. Yes, I’m a narcotics agent, but I’m also someone you can trust regardless of how this may look, and I’m doing all I can to protect you and Ana.

      “We’re not after you but I need you to tell me what’s going on...specifically, how you ended up here in Mexico with a guy like Traubel. Tell me everything from the beginning.”

      She wanted to believe him but she wasn’t sure if he was looking out for her well-being or doing his job. Still, it wasn’t just about her anymore, she had Ana to consider. It was time to face her demons and do the right thing.

      “I won’t talk to you or anyone without my father present, he’s my attorney.”

      “I’m afraid you have no choice. Tidas Serrano put out a hit on you and Traubel. I know because I’m the one he hired to do the job. He’ll just get someone else to do it when he finds out I didn’t, so we don’t have much time.

      “And about your father, you can call him or whoever else you want. I just need you to talk to me, here and now, so I can better understand how to help you. Besides, from what I can see, you didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “You don’t know me,” Isabel responded.

      Was it all a dream, if so, she wanted to wake up. Someone was trying to kill her and the person she’d trusted most was the one hired to do the job.

      “I know more about you than you know about yourself. I know Lorenz have you believing you killed Gia; I know about the pictures; and I know you want out of your current situation. Isabel, Traubel set you up, and it’s very likely he was the one who beat up your friend, Cynthia and left her for dead, just as he did Sarah.”

      “How long have you known this?” she asked.

      “Not long. The detective investigating Cynthia’s case made the connection between you and Lorenz only a short while ago and reported it to our agency. He reached out to my SAC who gave me the run down. He said you’d come into his office to answer some questions about Cynthia’s case and left with Lorenz, who, when he asked his name at the time, said it was Traubel. Now, I need to know...are you willing to talk to me? Also, are you willing to be a witness? Whatever you decide, I’ll stand with you. And, I’m not the only one. It’s time you got your life back.”

      Just then, Sarah entered.
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      She hated Traubel. He’d taken away her life. But, CJ aka Cayman wasn't on her good side either. She felt deceived but at least she didn't have to worry about him trying to harm her or Ana.

      Also, there was Sarah. CJ had made arrangements for her to be placed in witness protection the day she left the hospital, which was the last time Isabel had seen her up until a few hours ago. After seeing the bruises and her fragile state, he’d managed to convince her to testify against Traubel. Because of the kindness he showed in the past, Sarah suspected his intentions were good.
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      "What the fuck took you so long?" Traubel asked, when she got back to the motel. He was clearly looking for his next fix based on the way he was acting. Isabel knew things would be bad which was why she’d begged CJ to allow Ana to go with Sarah. He said it wouldn’t work because Traubel would likely suspect something was up.

      "I got pulled over...stopped at the border with my infant daughter because you forced me to make drug runs."

      "I know one thing, you had better have my shit or my money, otherwise your ass is going out there, and you'll be turning tricks today.”

      Suddenly it occurred to Isabel, she didn’t have the money. After being held for hours, she didn’t get a chance to make the runs.

      "I didn’t make the drop-off’s. I told you, I was detained. Your stuff is still in the truck, in place where you hid it, behind the back seat."

      Isabel just wanted to be away from this person——this lie of a life she’d been living. But from how he was acting, there was no way she’d be able to stay there with him, not even for another night. But she also knew if he had his way, there would be no escaping him, not now...not ever.

      CJ had given her instructions in case of an instance like this, and she knew she’d probably need to use them.

      Traubel was blocking the door with his fist balled in a knot. “I hope you don't think you're leaving.”

      “You don't scare me. At least not anymore. I'm leaving with my baby.”

      Traubel snatched the car seat with the baby in it and pushed Isabel onto the bed. “You're not going anywhere and neither is she.”

      “Stop it, Traubel, I'm leaving now. You can’t keep me here.”

      "Oh yeah, bitch, we'll see. Make me call the police and tell them your ass is a murderer. And don't think I won't do it. What you're about to do is get your ass dressed and go stand on the corner. Don't mess with me, Isabel, because if you do, you'll never see this kid again. There's a hot market for infants, and I won't hesitate to make her a part of it."

      She reached inside her purse for the sharpest thing she owned which was a nail filer. She managed to pull it out just as Traubel snatched it from her. Her hand came out and up to his shoulder, stabbing him. It wasn't deep but it was enough to cause some pain. He immediately dropped the car seat on the bed. Ana started to cry.

      “You’re going to pay for that.” Holding his shoulder with one hand and Isabel's neck with the other, he dragged her outside and threw her to the ground.

      “You have three hours to bring me my money. If you don't, your kid will pay your debt.”
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      “He's got Ana and he won't give her back to me unless I bring him the amount of cash I was supposed to get from making the deliveries.” She was bawling and her words could barely be understood, but CJ was able to make out what she’d said.

      “Shit. Don’t worry...we’ll get Ana back. I swear...nothing will happen to her.” CJ clenched her shoulders.

      “That's easy for you to say. She’s not your baby.”

      He stepped back and looked at Isabel.

      "You should know me by now. Regardless of my job, my feelings for you and Ana are the same. I need you to trust me."

      Pulling her into his chest, he held her tightly.

      “When all this is over, I'm going to prove to you just how much I love you and Ana. I'm going to take you away from this place. I already have somewhere picked out and you'll love it.”

      She couldn't believe what she was hearing. Isabel had no idea he was thinking of a future with her. She stepped back, tears dripping from her eyes and looked into his. “I want to believe you, CJ, but why did you lie to me?”

      “I never lied to you, I just couldn't tell you the whole truth without putting you at risk. I didn't know who I was attracted too. I hate him for what he did to you. This motel, the club, everything you see is because of him and his father. He almost took my sister's life and now, he’s trying to do the same thing to you.”

      He wiped the tears from her eyes and kissed her. Once their lips parted he asked, “Did you put the bug in place?”

      “I did.”

      “Good, here's what’s going to happen. I'm going to get you the money and you're going to get Ana. Soon...you’ll be free.”
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      A few hours later, Isabel was back at the motel. Traubel was worse off than when she’d left. Baby Ana was screaming. Isabel tried to get to her, but Traubel blocked the way.

      “Money first,” he said, holding his hand out.

      Isabel reached inside her pockets and gave him the balled-up cash.

      “Take it. Now give me my baby.”

      Traubel moved, making way for her to get to Ana.

      “Now, go take a shower are something. I'm sure you need it and change her diaper. She stinks.”

      Isabel took the baby out of the car seat. It was obvious Traubel had left her there the whole time she was gone. Once he left, she placed the baby on the bed and changed her diaper, then reached for the pager inside her bra and typed in the code number they’d agreed on.

      She received the code back saying it was on and to hang tight from CJ.

      Once she'd attended to the baby's needs, Isabel showered and sat on the side of the bed. She reached for the baby’s pacifier which had fallen under the bed. But what she found first was an empty prescription bottle. Finding the nipple, she washed it off and placed it inside a napkin on the nightstand.

      Her stomach was rumbling. Leaving the door open, she stepped outside and retrieved CJ’s key from under the mat. She was surprised to find him there.

      “Hey. I didn't know you were here.” The key was never under the mat when he was home.

      “I wanted to be close in case anything went down. I used the key to come in and put it back just in case you knocked and I was in the shower or something.”

      “Oh. I just came to get something to eat.”

      “Well, you know anything I have is yours.” He brushed up against her, and she could feel his hardness as he leaned in to kiss her on the neck.

      “I want to stay here with you,” she whispered, turned on by his touch. “I'm going to get Ana and come back.”

      Holding her tightly, he said, “I want you to stay too. I want that more than anything but we can sacrifice a night for a lifetime because that's what you have me for, Isabel. A lifetime.”

      His tongue slipped between her parted lips and the two engaged in a passionate kiss. The heat from their bodies beckoned to give in to the desires of their hearts, but they both knew it couldn't happen. At least, not tonight.

      Isabel almost forgot she was still holding the pill bottle until it hit the floor. Wails from Ana made them both rush into the room next door, where they found Traubel holding the baby.

      “Give her to me,” Isabel yelled, reaching for the carrier as Traubel snatched it back.

      “I don't think so. You can't be with me because you're too busy fucking the neighbor.”

      “Nothing happened, now give me my baby.”

      “Did you tell your little boyfriend your secret? I bet he doesn't know who you really are.”

      “Just give her the baby and she’ll leave,” CJ said.

      “Shut the fuck up and get out,” he replied, still holding Ana.

      Traubel closed the door, barely missing CJ's hands which were blocking the way until he hurriedly moved them.

      Isabel knew this would be her moment of truth. She would have to do something, anything to get her baby from the deranged lunatic.

      He walked over to her with his fist balled.

      “How long have you been sleeping with him? Tell me the truth or I'll beat it out of you.”

      She backed up to the bed as he eased toward her.

      “I told you...you’re wrong, so please, stop it.”

      “Oh, so you weren't just tongue locked with the guy next door? Are you telling me I imagined that?” He raised the back of his hand to her face as if he was going to hit her.

      “It just happened. I didn't mean for it too, it just did. Now please, let me tend to Ana.”

      “You weren't worried about tending to your baby when you were next door.”

      “I was over there for less than five minutes. I went to get some food because there's never any here, and I was hungry.”

      “Is she even my baby?” he asked, nodding toward Ana.

      “What? Yes...of course, she is. You were the only person I’ve ever had sex with.”

      “That’s bullshit!”

      “Traubel, I'm sorry.”

      He let out a loud, wry laugh. “You're sorry...you're fucking sorry? Sorry for locking lips with the neighbor; sorry for pretending to be innocent? You got us into this shit. Playing hard to get. I thought your ass was worth it but now I see I was wrong.”

      “What are you talking about? How did I get us into this situation?”

      “I wanted you. I thought you were good for me. I thought we could be good together. I even thought I was in love with you, for about two seconds. When I drugged that bitch in the club and she overdosed, I wanted to show you I was all you needed. But now, I need to just call the cops and have them pick your ass up. I wonder if there's a reward or something? With you in jail, what's gonna happen to your bastard child?”

      CJ had already told her he was suspected of killing Gia because he didn’t trust her. Traubel had found out she was considering testifying against him. Nothing Traubel was saying surprised her but if he was talking, she might as well find out the whole truth.

      “You mean, you set me up? How could you? Why?”

      “Don't act so surprised. You were more than happy to get away from your psycho mother and overbearing father. I showed you a whole new world. And I took care of everyone in between us, including your friend Cynthia and that bitch underneath us.”

      “You mean you killed Sarah and beat up Cynthia?”

      “I did, my darling, and if you don't shape up, you'll be next. Anyway, with Sarah gone, you’ll be working overtime.”

      “I don't have to stay here. You just said I didn't do any of it.”

      “I did say that but you’re the one on the pictures...remember? Also, I have several people who saw you with Gia at the club. Then there’s the store incident. The owner and other bystanders saw you leave with the guy I killed, not me. So, get your ass together because you have some money to make.”

      Isabel snatched the carrier.

      Traubel pulled out a gun. “Give me the baby? I need you working tonight.”

      “No.”

      “Give her to me or I'll blow your brains out now and instead of having your blood flowing through her, she'll also have it splattered all over her.”

      The gun sounded loudly.

      Isabel screamed, and Ana started to cry.

      “Next time I’ll be aiming at something or someone, now put the carrier on the bed.”

      Isabel did as she was told.

      CJ came busting through the door with his gun in hand. “DEA, drop your weapon now.”

      “Not happening,” he said as he grabbed the baby off the bed. “Okay, lover boy, move out of the way. I'm leaving and so is she.”

      “I can't let you take them.”

      “I'm afraid you don't have much of a say. I have a gun and a baby. No telling where the bullets may land. You'd better be careful. Now, Isabel, lead the way. I think it's time we relocated.”
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      “Do you want me to come with you?” the guy asked, pulling up to the motel where Navarro was standing outside.

      “No, but radio me with the tracker location.” He pulled his keys out of his pocket and the two exchanged vehicles.

      “No problem. The guys in the van should be pulling up soon. I just got a head start. So, depending on how close they are, I’ll just wait for them if that’s cool with you.”

      CJ had already gotten into the vehicle and was shifting gears when he yelled out, “Fine. Just meet me there as soon as you can.”

      This wasn’t a part of the plan. He realized how much he’d underestimated Traubel aka Inez Lorenz. He wasn’t just corrupt, but for him to even think about placing a gun so close to an infant, he lacked any emotions.

      A person like him was extremely dangerous because they didn’t care about outcomes; not even their own.

      He’d waited for an undercover car to come, knowing driving his own vehicle would only set Lorenz off. Back up would be close behind.

      CJ hoped the tracking device he’d given to Isabel would still be in his possession. It was supposed to be placed inside his wallet.

      Traubel was deranged and the tracker would likely be the only thing that would lead him to Isabel. The problem was, the longer it took him to get to her, the longer she and Ana would be at risk. No telling what he’d do.

      Where was she? Backup had radioed him with a location. The tracker had suggested he was close. Approaching a gas station, CJ slowed down, driving cautiously to avoid missing them. He’d spotted baby Ana, who was outside the vehicle, sitting on the ground in her car seat. A little distance away, he saw Isabel.

      Pulling over, the car barely stopped rolling before he jumped out, realizing what was happening. “Don’t do it,” he yelled, approaching Isabel who was crying and shaking.

      Her killing him would only give her a lifetime of regret.

      That’s not what he wanted, and it certainly wasn’t part of the happily-ever-after story he’d imagined for them.

      He saw her pressing down on the trigger and yelled out again, but it was too late.
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      “Where are you taking us? Just stop it, why don't you. You don't even want us here with you,” Isabel had pleaded, reaching over to rock baby Ana, whose carrier had been in the back seat. Silently, she’d prayed for Traubel to have a change of heart. It didn’t matter that she was in the middle of nowhere. She knew she’d stand a better chance of surviving if she could get away from him. If the opportunity presented itself, she’d do just that.

      “You have it all wrong. I want you. With Sarah gone, you're my money maker. Don't worry, I'll stop and get you some crackers or something along the way.”

      They’d only driven fifteen minutes before Traubel pulled over at a gas station.

      “You get out and pump. I'll sit here with your baby.” He lit up a cigarette. “And, Isabel...don’t try anything stupid. I’d hate to have to breakup our happy little family.” Traubel had looked back at Ana.

      After paying for gas, Isabel walked out and began filling the tank. So many thoughts had run through her mind as she assessed the situation, her life, and her options.

      The baby had been screaming. She’d known what she’d have to do but the timing seemed wrong, especially with Ana in the middle of it all. But then Traubel got out of the pickup.

      “Don't try shit. I'm going to take a piss, and I'm taking the keys with me. While I’m gone, get her to stop making all that goddamn noise,” he’d said, pulling Isabel toward him and forcing a kiss onto her lips.

      She’d stopped the pump, realizing fate had just intervened and quickly removed Ana from the backseat out of harm’s way. When he came back, she’d been ready to implement her plan.

      He sauntered back toward her like he was on top of things. Not for long, asshole, she’d thought.

      Taking the nozzle out of the truck, she’d pointed it at him and released the lever, spraying him with gas.

      “You bitch, I’m going to beat you good,” he’d yelled out.

      “If you come closer, I'll set your ass on fire just as you planned to do to that girl you poured gasoline on. I told you to let us go but you wouldn't listen. Now, you’ve left me no choice.”

      She’d dropped the nozzle and held the lit lighter in one hand and the gun from the glove box in the other. “Traubel, or whoever the hell your name is, you can go to hell.”

      CJ’s arrival had gone unnoticed until he’d yelled out, approaching them cautiously.

      “No, Isabel don't do it. We've got all the information we need to convict him. He's going away for a long time. We have him on murder, kidnapping, attempted murder, and a shit load of other charges. Please, baby, don't do it. Think about the life we'll have together. You, me, and Ana.”

      Isabel cried out, “I want to kill him. He'll just keep coming back if I don't, I have to do this, I have to.”

      “No, Isabel, you don't. Please, drop the gun.”

      That’s when the shot went off.
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      “No,” she screamed as CJ hit the ground.

      Her gun fired and Traubel was down.

      She rushed over to CJ. Kneeling beside him, she begged him to stay with her. “You promised, you promised we’d be together. You can't leave me, not now. I can't live without you and what about Ana? We need you,” she cried as cop cars and an ambulance pulled up. Medics rushed over to CJ.

      “Will he make it?”

      “Ma'am, we need you to just step back and let us do our jobs, please.”

      Isabel looked on helplessly as they worked on CJ.

      “We need to get him to the hospital,” one of the EMT guys said as they put the gurney inside the ambulance.

      “I'm coming too,” Isabel said, reaching for Ana who was still inside her car seat.

      “Ma'am, you can't. We need you to stay here and give us an account of what happened.”

      “No. I'm going with him or else I won't be answering your questions.”

      One of the officers raised his hand to silence the other who was threatening to take Isabel in if she didn't cooperate.

      “Let her go. We can talk to her later. She won't be going anywhere. Not as long as he's here.”
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      Isabel paced the floor for what seemed like hours before the doctor finally came out. “Hi, I'm Dr. Sanchez and you are?”

      “Isabel, Isabel Reyes, his fiancée.”

      “Well, Isabel, have a seat.”

      Isabel rubbed her sweaty palms on her pants, listening to everything the doctor was saying. Most of it sounded foreign. All she really wanted to know was if CJ would be okay.

      “Please, Doctor, can you just tell me whether are not he'll be okay?”

      “Honestly, we don't know. The bullet just missed his heart but still, fragments could have damaged other organs. Only time will give us the insight we need to better assess Mr. Navarro’s current condition. If he wakes up soon, his chances of making a full recovery are good. That's if he wakes up within the next forty-eight hours.”

      “And...if he doesn't?”

      “Let's try to remain optimistic. He’s stable which is a good sign.”

      “Can I at least see him?”

      “Only for a little while. Besides, that little one in your arms needs you right now. With her father being in this condition, you're all she has.”

      Isabel looked at Ana and thanked the doctor for his time.

      She picked up the carrier and slowly walked toward the room CJ was in. He looked helpless, hooked up to all those machines, so vulnerable.

      Pulling up a chair, she sat next to him and talked to him as she held his hand.

      “You can't leave me because we need you. I love you, CJ, and you promised we’d be together forever. We're going to be together like a real family; have more kids, find a home in a nice neighborhood, make sure they attend the best schools and give them the life they deserve. No more of this bullshit.”

      She kissed the back of his hand and felt him clench hers slightly.

      “CJ, do it again. Please.” And he did.

      She was wiping the tears away from her eyes when the nurse walked in. “Some people are in the waiting room asking for you. Don't worry I'll let you come back in, although I'm really not supposed to.” the nurse said, patting Isabel on the back.

      Isabel thanked her and walked toward the waiting area. A lady stood there with her back turned. Before Isabel made it over to her, she'd turned to face her. She’d been crying.

      “Hello. Are you Isabel?”

      “I am. Who are you?”

      “I'm CJ's sister, Sylvia. It's nice to meet you. How's he doing? My godfather, CJ's boss, told me what happened.”

      Isabel stood in shock as the woman spoke in between weeping. “Oh, and I almost forgot, some people are here to see you.”

      Isabel walked around the corner to see her mother and father standing with Cynthia. Cynthia rushed up and hugged her.

      “Mother, father, and oh my gosh, Cynthia! But how?”

      “We were already headed here when we got the call about the shooting. I'm so sorry, baby,” Isabel's mother said hugging her tightly.

      “Me too, sweetie,” her father said as he joined them.

      “Give her to me. She's beautiful.” Cynthia reached for the baby, getting her out of her carrier.

      “What's her name?”

      “Ana.”

      “Excuse me. Are you Isabel Reyes?” The woman hadn’t been noticed until then.

      “Yes, I am. Who are you?”

      “I’m Detective Montero. I need to talk to you.”

      “It’s okay, we’re all family here, and I’m her attorney,” Isabel’s father said.

      “I understand but, Isabel, I think you’re going to want some privacy for this conversation. Do you want to take a walk?”

      She looked over at her friend, who was still holding Ana and then at her parents whose expressions gave away their concern.

      “No more secrets. Whatever you have to say, you can say it in front of them.”

      “Well...okay, if that’s how you truly feel. Are you familiar with this?” Detective Montero asked, showing Isabel what appeared to be the empty pill bottle she’d found earlier.

      “Not really. I just found it under the bed. Why?” Isabel asked.

      “This empty prescription bottle is for a drug known as tetracycline.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Isabel, tetracycline is given to a specific group of people. I’m sorry to have to tell you this but Traubel was being treated for gonorrhea. After talking to a few of the girls at the motel, we’ve confirmed several cases.”

      “Oh my God!” Isabel exclaimed bringing her hands up to her face. “What about my baby?”

      “You too, Isabel. You and Ana both should be tested if you haven’t already been. What about when you were pregnant? Didn’t you get any tests done?”

      “No. I didn’t because I never received prenatal care. He never allowed me to.”

      “Well, you’re here now. I suggest you get checked ASAP.”

      Cynthia walked over to Isabel. “Whatever happens, I’m here.”

      “We all are,” her mother added, rubbing her back.

      “I’ll go now,” Isabel said.

      “Why don’t you let me go with you? I can hold the baby while you do what you need to.” Cynthia reached for Isabel’s hand and held it tightly.

      “We’ll be right here waiting, honey,” Isabel’s mother said.

      “We will,” her father added.

      Isabel turned to walk away but her body had become numb; the room was spinning alarmingly. Beads of sweat formed on her forehead and the rush of blood roared in her head.

      There was a loud thump as Isabel’s body contacted the floor.
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      Everything was hazy as if he was surrounded by a dark cloud. There was a constant, low beeping. Lying still, he tried to assess the situation. Years of training had taught him the importance of remaining calm.

      The first thing he noticed was the green streaks displayed to his right on a monitor. They seemed to be the only source of light in the room. He watched for some seconds as the lines ran across the screen.

      It felt as if he’d been asleep for a while. He concentrated, feeling for his body parts. Following the wire coming from the attached drip, he could locate his right hand which had a needle inside it.

      Staring at his hand, he focused on moving it. Within a few seconds, he’d resumed some feeling and was able to wiggle a few of his fingers. He did the same with his feet, though he couldn’t see them, he felt the sheet run across his toes which offered some relief. He knew if he was able to move, the outcome of whatever had occurred couldn’t have been that bad.

      Abruptly, he was hit with a hammering pain as memories of what happened flooded his head. It was a pain that seemed to be getting more intense with every passing second.

      The beeping, faint and constant, now seemed much louder, adding to his head pain. Shutting his eyes tightly, he was drawn back to the moment when he’d last seen Isabel. Ana was on the side of the road, and Isabel was standing with a gun in her hand, Traubel was...

      “Isabel!” he yelled out.

      “CJ. Calm down,” a voice called out.

      Doctors and nurses rushed inside the room.

      “How long has he been like this?” One of the doctors asked Sylvia.

      “It just happened.”

      “Sylvia?” A hoarse whisper was all he could manage to get out before his body violently trembled as he started to seize.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Sylvia cried.

      “Ms. Navarro, out, we need to work on him right now.”

      A nurse hustled her out. “As soon as we stabilize him, we’ll come and get you.”

      “But, but...he’s awake. That’s a good sign, isn’t it?”

      “I’m not able to say. Please, just wait out here. We’ll come get you when we know more.”
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      “Honey, I want you to know we're here for you.”

      Isabel didn't want to be in that situation, and she didn’t want to discuss it. It made her feel dirty.

      “Where's Ana?” she asked her mother.

      “Ana got a little fussy, so Cynthia took her for a walk. Do you want me to go and find them?”

      “It's okay. Did the doctors test her?" Isabel asked, wiping her nose. “Also, how's CJ?”

      “The doctors are hopeful but they won't know the extent of the damage until he wakes up. Right now, you should really be thinking about getting through this. You've been through such a terrible ordeal. And yes, they did test Ana as well. They did a quick swabbing of her throat. She was a little fussy afterward but she’s okay now.”

      Turning her head slightly, avoiding eye contact, she said, “A situation I brought on myself.”

      “We all have regrets but don't let those regrets takeover your life. You have Ana, remember?”

      There was an interruption as the doctor walked in. “So, Isabel, how are you doing?” he asked standing at the foot of the bed. “I hear you've been through an intense trauma situation recently. It would certainly explain you fainting.”

      “Yes, Doctor. I'm sorry, I don't mean to be rude, but do you know how long it’ll be before the test results come back?”

      "No, no. I completely understand. Well, we did a swab on you so your throat may be a little agitated. But to answer your question, we should have the results back within twenty-four to forty-eight hours on you and your little one. Normally, I would recommend a swab of the cervix but I know you just had a baby. At any rate, while you’re waiting, I know it's hard but try not to stress. Also, I’m admitting you for twenty-four hours and Ana too. Just as a precaution. This will allow us to get a full workup on both of you.”

      “Thank you, Doctor.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 24

        

      

    

    
      It had been almost two days since they’d arrived at the hospital. Between waiting for test results, and any positive news on CJ, she was a nervous wreck. How could she not stress?

      She called out, “Come in,” when someone knocked on the door.

      “CJ’s awake and asking for you,” Sylvia said, standing in the doorway.

      Isabel couldn’t get to the room fast enough. She’d almost forgotten she was wearing the hospital gown.

      “I was told he was conscious,” Isabel said to the nurse standing outside CJ’s room, writing something on a chart.

      “Yes, but try to keep your visit short.”

      Isabel nodded and walked into the room. CJ’s hand barely rose as he beckoned her to his bedside.

      He cleared his throat. “Hey, you. Come closer...unless you want me to get up and come over to you.”

      Her heart fluttered as she neared him, remaining out of reach.

      “I know it’s been like a day since I last showered but I didn’t think my stench was that bad,” CJ said with a slight smile on his face.

      “Stop it. You’re terrible.” Isabel walked closer and bent over to kiss the top of his forehead.

      “Really? A forehead kiss? Okay, now I know my breath must really be kicking.”

      Isabel fought back tears as she turned to reach for a nearby chair.

      “I’m glad to see you’re in good spirits.” She moved the chair closer.

      “Hey, where’s Ana and why are you wearing a hospital gown?”

      “She’s okay, but...I really need to get you up-to-date,” Isabel said, covering her mouth with her hand and looking down to the floor.

      “Why? What happened?” he asked, the concern evident in his voice.

      “We’re not in danger or anything. They just wanted to keep Ana and me for a day or so to run tests. Mostly because I didn’t get prenatal care when I was pregnant.”

      CJ sighed, bringing his hand to his chest. “You had me worried.”

      “Don’t be, everything, well almost everything is okay.”

      “Tell me.”

      “Well, thanks to you, my family is here——my mother, father, and my best friend Cynthia who I thought was dead. Ana is with them right now. Oh, and your sister Sylvia is sweet.”

      “Yeah, she is but so are you,” he said, rubbing her hand. “Wait, you said almost everything. So what’s not good? If it’s the police questioning, don’t worry about it. I’ll get someone to take your statement here. That way, I’m with you. My SAC was able to get the local authorities to work with us on this. It’s how I got to you so quickly.”

      “No...it’s not that. Your guys have been great. They’ve pretty much left me alone for now.”

      “Well, what is it then?”

      “It’s Traubel.”

      “What about Traubel? He’s in jail, right.”

      Isabel looked up, surprised he didn’t remember.

      “CJ, Traubel is dead.”

      “Was it you? Did you kill him?”

      “I did.” She held her head down. “But only after he shot you.”

      “Isabel.” She didn’t respond.

      He called her name again.

      She couldn’t fight back the tears any longer as she looked up.

      “You did what you had to do.” He reached to wipe the tears from her eyes but she quickly moved.

      “Why won’t you let me touch you?”

      “I need to tell you something else. Traubel had gonorrhea.”

      “Dammit!” He hit the side of the bed. “What about Ana? Is she okay?”

      “I’m not sure. I’m waiting on both our test results to come back.”

      “Isabel...I’m so sorry you’re going through this. I’m glad you killed the bastard.”

      “That doesn’t change my current situation nor does it change Ana’s. I did this to her.”

      “You don’t know. You said it yourself, you barely slept with the guy after he found out you were pregnant.”

      He struggled to sit up in the bed. Seeing he was in pain, Isabel hurried over to help him.

      “You shouldn’t be moving around. You’re not doing yourself any favors. Your body needs to heal.”

      “Isabel, stop!”

      “Stop what? I’m trying to help you.”

      CJ clutched her arm. “Talk to me. Please.”

      Isabel jerked away and rushed to the door.

      “I’m leaving. You won’t see me or Ana again after all this is over with.”

      She reached for the door handle.

      “Wait! I don’t care if you have gonorrhea. It can be cured with medication. And it won’t stop me from wanting to be with you.”

      She turned around with her hand still on the knob.

      “I want you, me, and Ana to be a family. Don’t let him take away our happily-ever-after, please.”

      She turned back grabbing her arms, taking a few steps forward.

      “Why? Why would you want to put yourself at risk?”

      “You only feel that way because you don’t understand how it works. If we have to deal with it, we will. It doesn’t change anything.”

      There was a knock on the door before the doctor who’d taken the samples from Isabel walked in.

      “There you are, Ms. Reyes. I was told I may find you here. Hello, Mr. Navarro.”

      “Hello, Doctor. Is it her results? Did you get them back?”

      “Ms. Reyes, can I speak with you outside?”

      Isabel looked over at CJ. His eyes begged her to not shut him out.

      “It’s okay. Whatever you have to say, you can say it in front of him.”

      “Well in that case, I’m very pleased to say, both you and Ana are gonorrhea free.”

      CJ let out a sigh of relief and Isabel placed her hand on her chest.

      “But there’s something you need to know. Just because your test came back negative doesn’t mean you’re out of the woods yet. But, I’m pretty sure Ana is. With you, it’ll just depend on the last time you had sex. It can take a little longer for symptoms to show up in women. Just to be safe, I want you to get checked again when you go in for your six-week checkup. You and Ana.”

      “I understand, Doctor.”

      “Do you have any questions for me? Any at all?”

      “I don’t think so, not now? You know what...wait? I do have a question. Are there any symptoms I need to look out for?”

      “I would say for you, maybe painful bowel movements or urinations. Also, vaginal discharge. With Ana especially, if she experiences changes in her behavior, develops a scalp infection, upper respiratory infection or just starts to cry more than normal, bring her in. But honestly, I don’t think there’s anything for you to worry about.”

      The doctor gave her a pat on the arm and walked out.

      She stood still, thinking about what she’d just been told, forgetting she was still in the room with CJ.

      The news was a big relief even if a follow up was necessary. She turned to look at CJ who was clearing his throat.

      “I’m sorry,” she said smiling and walking over to him. “I was just thinking, I mean, I know we aren’t completely out of the woods but I also know it’s been at least three months or longer since I’ve been with Traubel and...”

      “Please, spare me the details,” he said kissing her hand.

      “Listen, CJ, even then, trust me, I didn’t want to. He...”

      “It’s over, and he’ll never hurt you again.”

      Isabel reached over and gave him a hug.

      “Ouch, ouch.”

      She jumped back. “Oh, I’m so sorry,” she said, leaning over to cautiously kiss his lips.

      “That’s okay, give me another one.”

      “Okay, but a gentle one.” Isabel kissed CJ again.

      “Now, that’s what I’m talking about.”

      There was a soft knock on the door. It was Sylvia. “I guess I’m interrupting here.”

      “Never, sis,” CJ said as Sylvia walked around to the other side of the bed. “Did you get it?” he asked.

      “I did,” Sylvia said before winking. “But there are some really nice, anxious people waiting outside the door. Should I let them in? The nurse said it was fine but only for a few minutes.”

      CJ looked at Isabel. “Are you up to it?”

      She laughed. “I should be asking you. Sure, let them in.”
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      “CJ, these are my parents, Camila and Alex Reyes.”

      “It’s very nice to meet you, ma’am, and you too, sir,” CJ said, trying to adjust himself in the hospital bed as he reached out to shake Alex’s hand.

      “No, no. Don’t move for goodness sake, you just took a bullet for my daughter,” Camila said.

      “Thank you so much.” Mr. Reyes walked over and shook CJ’s hand.

      “To be honest, sir, no thank you is necessary. I’d do it all over again if I had to. I’ve become very fond of your daughter and Ana too.”

      “Wow, Issy! He’s a sweetie.” Cynthia came up with the baby in her arms.

      “And this is Cynthia, my dear friend, hopefully.”

      “Of course I’m your friend, always.” She side bumped Isabel as she’d often done in the past.

      “There she is.” CJ stretched for baby Ana.

      “Are you sure it’s okay? I mean, I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You won’t hurt me unless you keep her away from me,” he said as Isabel sat Ana in front of him, on his lap.

      “Isabel, will you be coming home?” Isabel’s father asked.

      “Of course she will,” Camila answered. “We’ll have the extra room fixed up for the baby and she can go back to school and...”

      “Hold on guys, we can talk about this later. For now, I just want to be close to CJ.” She picked up the baby and handed her back to Cynthia.

      “Yeah, she’s my sweetie. Give her to her Aunt Cynthia.”

      “Also, the doctor just left. He gave me the results of the test. Ana and me are both okay.”

      Cynthia, and Isabel’s parents audibly breathed a sigh of relief as they went to hug her. It felt strange, being in her parent’s arms. She hesitated to hug them back but did anyway, thankful for their reunion.

      Once they let go, Cynthia walked over and hugged Isabel. “I’m happy you two are okay, but even if you weren’t, we would have been here for you all the same. We love you and nothing is ever going to change that.”

      “Okay, guys, enough of the mushy stuff,” Isabel said, backing away.

      “All right, well, we discussed it and didn’t get a chance to tell you last night when you stayed here at the hospital. But we decided to all stay in the same hotel. That way we can travel back and forth together until things change.”

      What about you, Sylvia? Where are you staying?”

      “Don’t worry, we’ve got her covered. She’s staying with us at the same hotel. We’ve already reserved three rooms.”

      “Wow, guys, thank you.” Sylvia and Isabel had kept each other company last night at the hospital, wanting to be close to CJ.

      “That’s very kind of you. Sylvia, will you be okay?” CJ asked.

      “Of course I will. You just worry about taking care of your business, big brother.” She poked CJ’s leg.

      “Well then, it’s all settled. We’ll leave you to healing now.” Camila said enthusiastically.

      CJ peeked at Sylvia who nodded and placed something in his hand.

      “Before you leave, I was hoping you could stay around for a couple of minutes longer?” CJ asked.

      “Sure,” Alex said.

      “What’s wrong?” Isabel moved closer to his bedside.

      “I only wish I could do this a little differently, but for now, this will have to do.” CJ took Isabel’s hand. “Isabel, I know you’ve been through a lot over the past few months. And since I’ve known you, my heart has been yours for the taking. From the first time I saw you, I knew I would do everything in my power to protect you. Once Ana came along, the feelings I have for you only extended to include her.

      “I never want to see you or Ana in pain. And regardless of what those test results may have revealed, I would never abandon either of you. I hope you know this. If you do, if you believe my heart belongs to you, then I ask that you make me a very happy man and say you’ll marry me.”

      “What?”

      “Be quiet, Camila. She’s been through more over this last year than you’ve experienced your entire life. She can make her own decisions. And she can do so with my blessing.”

      “Oh my God. How did you manage to get a ring and have it with you when you got shot?” Cynthia came closer to admire the antique, pear-shaped diamond, sitting perfectly in a gold fluted basket.

      He laughed and looked up at Isabel who was tearing up. Her hand trembled as he slid the ring onto her finger.

      “Well? You better say yes, girl, or I will.”

      Sniffling while wiping away the tears, she said, “Yes, I’ll be Mrs. Navarro.” She reached over and kissed him. “Are you sure?” she whispered in his ear.

      “Yes I’m sure. I’ve been sure for a while. You and Ana are my family too now.”

      “Not just them, we come as a package deal,” Cynthia said, pacing the floor with baby Ana who had started to wake up.

      “Cool,” CJ replied. “And by the way, the ring is my mother’s. I keep it with me all the time on a chain I wear.”

      “I remember this.” Isabel regarded the ring. It was perfect. “I saw it on you when we first met, but only once.”

      “I stopped wearing it shortly after then. I didn’t want you to get the wrong idea.”

      “Yep, and I keep mine too.” Sylvia reached for the necklace she was wearing. “My mother left it for us. I got one part and he got the other. Anyway, congratulations you two and welcome, everyone, to our very small family.”

      “I’m happy for you, honey, if this is what you want,” Isabel’s mother said.

      “It is. I love him.”

      “And I love you too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      It was all over, and it seemed as if CJ and Isabel would finally have their happily-ever-after. Shortly after his recovery, they married and Isabel became pregnant with another baby girl, who she named Vanessa.

      Resuming normalcy wasn’t easy, but together, the two managed to get through it. Isabel and Ana remained disease free and Sylvia, though she’d have a long road ahead, was taking things one day at a time. She’d stayed with them for a short period before moving into her own place but still visited often.

      Everything was quiet, and for a while Isabel kept in contact with Sarah and her daughter Katie. Sarah had taken a regular job and was attending night school. From time to time, Isabel would even watch Katie.

      Cynthia and Isabel’s friendship was different, not in a bad way, but in a way that suggested they’d both gone through something and grown from it. Cynthia soon found her own love interest and within six months, she was engaged. Her fiancé received a job offer in Michigan and although she wasn’t happy with the idea of moving up north, she made the decision to follow her heart.

      The information gathered on Tidas Serrano was enough to put him away for a long time. The known clubs he’d had ties to in Texas and Mexico was now out of business. And though, he couldn’t shut down every sex and drug trafficking organization, CJ would continue to do his part to bring notorious criminals like Serrano to justice.

      The one thing that concerned SAC Jamison was how little they knew about Javier Garcia. While no threats were made, he cautioned CJ to be careful and even suggested they go into a witness protection program, which didn’t happen. CJ asserted his job called for him to have run-ins with criminals. He wouldn’t allow the takedown to interfere with his or Isabel’s life, insisting he could protect his family.

      Isabel remained in contact with her parents who were very supportive of her decisions. She was able to get her diploma without going through too much red tape, since at the time she’d stopped attending she was a straight A student, and was only weeks away from graduation. She had started to take college courses online.

      Life was good and it appeared the bond formed between Isabel and CJ was real and one that would survive forever. Whether forever would be short or long-lived was something that could only be predicted by time. But for now, they would cherish every moment, never forgetting the circumstances which had brought them together.
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      Human trafficking is in horrific crime affecting millions of people.

      It is absolutely against the law for anyone to be forced to labor or engage in sexual acts. Many of these victims are threatened, brutally beating, raped, and forced to undergo physical and mental abuse. While some make it out, many do not.

      For more information, including knowing red flags, getting help, and helping others, contact the National Human Trafficking Resource Center (NHTRC) at 1-888-373-7888. This is a confidential hotline, available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.

      Additionally, if you are someone you know are the victims of Domestic Abuse, call 1-800-799-7233. Or, visit thehotline.org.
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        When one innocent man is executed, one thousand convictions are in the firing line.

      

      Bretta Ariel works a job that few others have the stomach for—delving into the memories of deceased victims, searching for the scattered clues to identify their killers. A task that is as disrespected as it is dangerous.

      But when a botched execution proves an innocent man was put to death, Bretta seizes the opportunity to prove her value. After all, the Bureau of Imprint Investigations has more than its reputation on the line.

      Thousands of convicted offenders are seeking a judgement to render their initial verdicts unsafe. If Bretta can’t identify the correct killer before the clock counts down, the streets will seethe with men and women hungry to kill again.
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      It was a good day for the execution. The sun hadn’t poked its blond head out at any point, even though it was now past ten o’clock. The gloom set the scene correctly, erasing any hope of a last-minute reprieve through its constant, sullen presence.

      Warden Mitchell checked his watch for the tenth time in as many minutes. He hated this part of the process. The wait for everybody to be in place dragged on his nerves until they stretched as thin as wire.

      The room had been open for close on two hours. No matter how often the prison sent out notices advising to turn up twenty minutes beforehand, half the witnesses arrived as early as they could. Lord knows why. The only seats on offer were the hard-backed wooden chairs they’d been using for the past forty years. Half an hour in one of those and good luck feeling your buttocks for the rest of the day.

      A guy nearest the exit was reading a newspaper. A newspaper! Who the hell bothered with that, these days? The rustle as he turned each page drove Mitchell nuts.

      At a guess, it was the free press association guy. They always sent someone. Usually, it was another man, older. Mitchell could have picked his face out of a crowd, although he’d never bothered to learn his name.

      This guy, though, he was young. Probably his first. At least he’d had the good sense to park himself by the exit. Better than the ones who parked themselves front and center, only to find they couldn’t stomach it.

      Mitchell rechecked his watch. Only a few minutes now and the dreadful pantomime would begin. He’d already done his part inside the executioner’s station, checking all three phones to ensure they worked. No governor had dialed the number in living memory, but he still needed to do his part.

      Another couple arrived and shuffled forward, choosing an unobtrusive spot close to the back. From the way the woman ducked her head into the man’s shoulder, Mitchell guessed they were invites from the prisoner’s list.

      The victim’s family grimly fixed their eyes forward, watching every movement through the one-way viewing glass. They wanted to see even if they didn’t really want to look. They needed to know that it was done.

      Five minutes to go. Warden Mitchell walked along the back of the viewing room and closed the door. If anybody wanted to come in from now on, they could knock and suffer everybody’s stares.

      He stood at the rear of the room with his hands clasped behind his back. The execution chamber stood waiting and ready, the pale green paint chipping off the concrete like lichen peeling off a driveway in the sun. The small room had always reminded Mitchell of a submarine capsule. Not the new, streamlined ships they had nowadays but the old-fashioned pods from the movies he’d watched when he was young.

      The door to the chamber opened and the guards wheeled in the prisoner, already doped up to the eyeballs. One officer stood on either side of the wheelchair while they picked the prisoner up and strapped him to the table.

      Even with the thick leather and metal securing the convicted man to the table, he bucked and writhed. Mitchell heard the concerned gasps of the witnesses, the low mutterings as they whispered under their breath. He understood. Just because he was used to the distress didn’t mean it came any easier. Soon, the next injection would take effect, and the struggles would cease.

      If the cost of the table weren't so damn prohibitive, Warden Mitchell would have ordered a replacement and thumbed his nose at the expense. It wasn’t as easy as getting a new table, though. The whole room was threaded with the tubing that would feed through the deadly concoction of drugs. It would mean a whole new chamber. If Mitchell tried for that, he’d end up on the wrong side of so many civil suits that executions would come to a halt for a decade while everything was sorted out.

      One more indignity visited upon the prisoners in his care. To lie in the death imprints of every convict who’d been executed since the Great Change began.

      The IV was already seated safely inside a vein. A doctor had threaded the line while the man was still in his cell. Now, one guard snapped in the tubing that fed through from the execution room. Three men stood there, poised, ready to do their duty. They’d plunge the last sedative into the IV to incapacitate the prisoner. When he stopped moving, they’d switch to the next full syringe in the line and press down on the lethal cocktail that would stop his heart.

      The men would never know which of their syringes was the one hooked up to the actual IV line that fed through into the prisoner’s arm. For the grand payment of one hundred and fifty dollars per death, it was the least amount of reassurance the prison could offer in return.

      At a nod from the doctor in attendance, the volunteers depressed the plungers, spilling the sedative into the IV. The warden counted under his breath, three, two, one. When the medicine worked, it worked quickly.

      Except this time, the sedative didn’t work.

      The prisoner continued to buck on the table, becoming more and more worked up. His writhing grew so forceful that the straps started to give, the leather stretching with the man’s convulsions so that each spasm had more room to grow.

      “What’s happening?” the warden barked into his walkie talkie. Static hissed out of the speaker in a frustrating sigh before the doctor picked up the line.

      “It’s the new drug they’ve sent through. It’s bullshit. I warned you about this.”

      Great. A screw-up at the execution and already the fan was spraying excrement everywhere. Warden Mitchell couldn’t remember if he’d seen a warning or not. His secretary should have passed it on, but there were so many slips of paper every day that it could still be sitting on his desk, unread.

      “Give him something else,” Mitchell replied through clenched teeth. The prisoner was now jerking so hard that he was tearing through the cotton uniform to expose the tender skin of his arms, his chest, his belly. With horror, Mitchell realized that in another minute, the blood would start to flow.

      “We don’t have anything else,” the doctor’s voice crackled back through the receiver.

      “Shoot up the third injection,” Mitchell said, speaking softly. He wanted to yell at the idiotic man until his throat was raw and throbbing but with a roomful of witnesses, that wouldn’t do. “Don’t worry about the sedative, just kill him.”

      “Protocol is to—”

      “I don’t give a damn about protocol. Have the men give him the final injection and let’s get this over with.”

      Warden Mitchell had hunched over the walkie-talkie, the better to shield his voice from the half-full viewing room. Turning back to the crowd, he saw with horror that half a dozen cell phones were pointing at the screen, recording.

      “Everyone, put your cell phones away,” he ordered. “This is a man’s death, and I’d remind you to respect that and the contract you signed on the way in.”

      Some were put away. Others were just concealed with more care. The muscle below Mitchell’s eyelid throbbed. It always twitched when he was under stress, a Morse code signaling that his temper was about to break.

      He walked up the center aisle and knocked on the side of the window. When one guard turned a horrified face toward him, Mitchell gestured for the screen to be rolled down.

      “Hey, now. The witnesses have a right to view the entire execution,” a man called out. Mitchell turned to see the journalist, the hipster who’d insisted on bringing in his newspaper. The man was on his feet, his arms gesticulating, a phone waving about with a lit screen.

      “I told you to show some respect and stop recording,” Mitchell said. His voice boomed out at double the normal volume. He reached over and plucked the phone out of the journalist’s hand. An easy task, the man’s fingers were slick with sweat. “Sit down and shut up, or get the hell out of my prison.”

      He turned back to the window, making a slashing motion at his throat to indicate the guards should cut the sound. While one guard stared in open-mouthed confusion, the other ran around the table to the speaker.

      The officer reached the off-switch a moment too late.

      “I didn’t kill her,” the prisoner screamed from the execution table. His body had worked so far free of the straps that the IV now dangled, useless, by his arm. “I didn’t kill Monique Wadube. You’ve got the wrong man.”

      The sound cut off, plunging the room into a fit of silence before the witnesses began to protest, their voices rising from a whisper to a shout. As the blind finally came down, blocking the terrifying view inside the chamber, Mitchell saw the doctor running inside, a full syringe in his hand.

      “Calm down,” the warden called out, turning. He raised his arms up, palms out, and motioned for everybody to sit down. “We’ve had a minor glitch. These things happen sometimes. If you can all just retake your seats, the doctor will call through with an update in a few minutes.”

      He walked back down the center aisle, saving a particular glower for the journalist who had located another cell phone to shove in Mitchell’s face.

      “I know it’s very upsetting to witness, but I can assure you that the prisoner was heavily sedated the whole time. He doesn’t know what’s happening and he isn’t in any pain.”

      “You think my boy isn’t in pain?”

      The warden turned to see the couple he’d pegged earlier. The mother. That he’d been right in his assessment gave Mitchell no comfort at all.

      “I understand that this event is very upsetting—”

      “Event? What I saw there is cold-blooded torture.”

      “Please, ma’am. If you’d like time alone to recover, then there’s a family room back down the hall.”

      Mitchell pointed in the direction but the look on the woman’s face told him in no uncertain terms, it wouldn’t be utilized today. He straightened his back and squared his shoulder, towering over her in an aggressive pose he usually kept at bay.

      “If you do wish to remain here, then I’ll remind you that there are people in this room who have lost their loved ones because of the prisoner.”

      “Don’t call him that,” the woman yelled. “He has a name.”

      “Not in here, he doesn’t,” Mitchell said quietly. The words had enough weight that he didn’t need to raise his voice.

      An officer came into the room, slinking along the back wall until he reached the warden’s side.

      “The doctor has administered the final injection,” the officer said quietly. “He recommends that the blinds remain down and the sounds off for the next few minutes.”

      Mitchell felt his stomach sink like he’d swallowed lead. There’d been a botched execution in the prison before, but that one was well before his time. This was a nightmare.

      “Can I have everyone’s attention?” he called out, going straight into the backup protocol. “We’re going to evacuate the room to give the prisoner and his doctor some privacy. There’s a meeting room near the front of the prison if any of you would like to stay longer. Otherwise, please collect your things as you leave. We won’t be letting anybody back into the prison today.”

      As the journalist tossed him a baleful glance, Mitchell signaled for the new guards arriving at the door to come inside. Two pairs, plus him and the officer standing at the back already. The free press man accepted that it wasn’t the time for a battle and snapped his mouth shut.

      As motivated as they were, it still took close to a half hour to clear the room of the witnesses and then boot them out of the “waiting room” down the hall. Once the last guest had left the premises, the warden blew out a huff of air and walked through to the execution chamber.

      The thick concrete, built to withstand the side effects of electricity, then cyanide gas, then the taint of lethal injections, made Mitchell’s breathing uneasy. Although he wasn’t claustrophobic, the weight of the walls enclosing a room designed for death made him feel faint.

      “He’s dead?”

      The doctor nodded, then cleared his throat. “I declared him at twelve minutes past the hour. It’s all noted in the records.”

      The warden nodded and turned to the senior guard. “The volunteers have been paid?”

      “Yes, sir. They’ve been paid and dismissed. We also gave them a number for a free session if they require counseling.”

      Mitchell nodded. The offer was standard, but no one ever took the prison up on it. The type of person who held their hand up to kill a fellow human being—even one convicted of heinous crimes—weren’t the same as those that needed to weep to somebody paid to listen.

      “Let the county director through, then.”

      They walked out of the room, leaving the dead body of the prisoner behind. The county had funeral directors paid to arrange for the final rites and disposal of the inmate’s body. A courtesy to the families, who often couldn’t afford to do it themselves.

      “Who was assigned to the prisoner during his stay?” Mitchell asked the senior guard. In a more peaceful time, the name might come to him—he knew most of everyone’s business—but this wasn’t the right time for recall.

      “He regularly spoke to counselor Rogers and also to Father McAndrew.”

      “Is the Father around?”

      “I think he left after the first sedative was applied. Unless the prisoners specifically request it, he never stays for the main event.”

      “I need to take a look at the inmate’s file, but I’m sure that something here isn’t right.”

      The guard looked over his shoulder, down the corridor. The move was so obvious that it spiked fear into Mitchell’s stomach, tightening the muscles until he looked, as well. There was no one there. Or no one who shouldn’t be.

      “It’s not right,” the guard said. “I don’t need a file to tell me that much. The man murdered half a dozen children during the late nineties. All males. All Hispanic. Whoever was innocent on that table, it wasn’t him.”

      Mitchell nodded. That was the thought that had crawled into his head and made him feel uneasy. “Shit,” he muttered under his breath, and then louder, “Who the fuck is Monique Wadube?”
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      “Monique Wadube is a victim of the man we’ve nicknamed The Imprint Killer.”

      The words sounded simple in Bretta’s head, but as she stared at the roomful of waiting officers, her tongue went on strike, refusing to say them aloud. She blinked, keeping her eyes closed a moment longer than usual. In the temporary space that gave her, she tried to reclaim the feeling of achievement from the week before. Bretta had wrestled this position as a prize from a pool of candidates—winning the position based purely on her talent. A great accomplishment, a spectacular feeling.

      Bretta tried to hold onto that wave of joy as she opened her eyes, but the sea of faces washed it away. Instead of looking at them until the ocean swept her away, she looked down. In front of her, the podium held all the notes she needed for her talk. The perfect guide, if only the words weren’t running and blurring before her eyes.

      Detective Inspector Able stood to her side, stepping into her silence to casually address the assembled crowd of police officers. He looked comfortable with their attention, as though the trail of sweat burgeoning into fad beads along Bretta’s spine wasn’t happening to him.

      Bretta swallowed. The action didn’t clear her mouth of spit because there wasn’t any. Her tongue was as dry as the Sahara, quite unlike her moistening back. The movement did help to force back down the rising tide of panic washing over her body. For a split second, it felt like she’d swallowed down her fears.

      Then Detective Able introduced her. “My colleague, trainee Bretta Ariel, will be able to fill you in more.” He’d already referred to her once and been met with silence. If she didn’t speak this time around, the same would kill her career before it started.

      A motion swept across the assembled group, each seated member switching from leaning on their left side to their right in unison—the world’s smallest Mexican wave.

      The stares narrowed with hot, laser precision on Bretta. She tried to swallow again, but her throat had turned into a chain of solid lumps. When she ran her tongue over her lips, it rubbed like sandpaper against dry wood.

      Just start talking, you idiot. They’re only staring because you’re not giving them anything else to think about.

      “Monique Wadube is a victim of this murderer, code-named the Imprint Killer.”

      This murderer? Bretta stopped talking in case the groan she wanted to make actually came out of her mouth. You’re not in high school any longer, act like it! She coughed to clear her throat and tried a smile instead.

      “Sorry, I’m a bit nervous.”

      Some of the officers looked bored or reached to check their phones while others smiled in sympathy. Encouraged, Bretta expanded on her fear.

      “I haven’t stood in front of this many people since I graduated middle school.”

      Idiot. Now they’ll all know you never graduated high school. Bretta clamped one shaking hand on the side of the podium to steady herself. It was hard enough to earn respect as a channeler, without throwing it away. No more chances, do it.

      “What we also know now is that Monique isn’t the woman whose corpse was discovered in the Black Tree Hills.” Her mouth went from tinder-dry to flooded with spit. This time when Bretta swallowed, she had to. “Nor does it appear her body has ever been found.”

      As she clicked the button to move the computer array forward to the next image, Bretta’s hand shook. More drops of sweat gathered in her hairline, wanting to roll down her face. Instead of letting them, she tipped her head back. The assembled crowd of BII agents would intimidate anybody, but Bretta didn’t want them to think of her as just anybody. To find justice for Ada, she needed them to command their respect.

      “The corpse discovered at this burial site belongs to a redhead in her twenties, first name, Ada. The current focus of the investigation is to establish this young woman’s full identity so we can then find links to the Monique Wadube case.”

      A hand rose in the back of the room. Bretta forced the muscles in her right arm into rigidity before she pointed and nodded. No trembling allowed.

      “Is there a case?” he asked. “If we haven’t found the body…”

      Detective Inspector Able rose from his seat at the side of the room to answer. “There is an open investigation. As the original verdict has now been overturned by the courts, the case is again an active murder investigation.”

      “With no body.”

      “Just like any missing person’s case where we have suspicions of foul play.” D.I. Able waited for a beat. “At least in this case, we know for sure there’s been a murder.”

      Bretta stepped forward, drawing the room back to her. “In any situation involving a drenched imprint, it’s difficult. The entangling of two sets of memories can lead to unpredictable results and requires careful handling. All of that is indisputable. So too is the fact that a woman named Monique Wadube and one named Ada—surname unknown—have been murdered by the same man. So far it hasn’t been possible to establish an identity for Ada due to the disintegration of her body—”

      The interrupter from the back of the room struck again, hand raised, derailing her train of thought. Bretta’s teeth started to ache from clenching them together.

      “Yes,”—she pointed—“did you have another question?”

      “We convicted and killed an innocent man because based on the evidence provided from the original channeler, right?”

      Bretta nodded. “I believe there was other circumstantial evidence that also pointed to him being the killer but essentially, yes.”

      This time, the questioner turned to D.I. Able for an answer.

      “So, why the hell are we listening to another channeler’s opinion? Isn’t one innocent man being murdered by the state enough?”

      D.I. Able sat down again rather than answer the man’s question. He turned and bowed his head in deference to Bretta. At that moment, she didn’t know whether she wanted to kiss or kill the man.

      “You’re listening to me now because I’m the best channeler this department has ever seen. Ada’s body was burned to the point where the DNA techs are scrambling to find a single cell that isn’t so degraded by an intense fire followed by ten years of burial that they can get a profile.”

      She paused, letting the room hang on her last words so they’d pay more attention to her next ones.

      “The likelihood is they won’t succeed. You’ll have to take my word for it because I’m all there is.”

      Bretta took a step into the middle of the stage, ignoring the light from the projector that beamed into her eyes. She stared and met the gaze of every single person in the room, one by one.

      “For ten years, Ada had to put up with the indignity of being buried under someone else’s name. She had to weather a man being unjustly executed because of what was done to her before she died.”

      That was a good start, some heads were now nodding and eyes softening, but it wasn’t enough. Empathy was needed, not pity. Bretta needed to connect to drive home Ada’s case.

      “Ada died at a young age. She will have parents out there in the community wondering why their daughter never came home. She might have siblings thinking they’ve been abandoned by a supportive sister. It’s possible she could have children, not knowing why mommy stopped kissing them goodnight.”

      There. A woman in the front row was tearing up, and a man in the back was shaking his head in sadness. Gotcha.

      “I’m the only person who has found her memories and recognized her as a victim. I know there are many people in this room thinking that their careers are riding on the word of a channeler. I know most of you don’t think that what I do is important, or necessary.”

      Bretta cleared her throat and looked around the room again, watching as eyes lowered in embarrassment at her accurate assessment. She nodded at the man in the back. For this new career of hers, questioning everything was a virtue, and she would welcome it.

      “You, sir. I’m glad that you’re committed to finding answers. I know that all of you would rather we had discovered this evidence via another route. We didn’t. You didn’t. This department had ten years of access to Ada, and you failed her. I won’t let that mistake be made again.”

      As chairs shuffled and butts wriggled, their owners ready to take their notes and head back to their assigned tasks, Bretta cleared her throat once more to speak as clearly as she could.

      “Just remember, no matter what you think, your careers aren’t riding on the word of a channeler. Mine is. You do your job and let me do mine.”
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      “Nice work in there,” D.I. Able said as he walked Bretta through the maze of Bureau corridors to a side room with a haphazard arrangement of chairs. “I think you really got through to them.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Bretta said. The dump of adrenaline that had coursed through her system a few minutes ago was dissipating now, leaving her muscles shaking wrecks in its wake. “Should I continue on to class now?”

      Monday and it was her first day at the Bureau of Imprint Investigations. As a channeler, Bretta wasn’t expected to fully qualify as a sworn police officer, but she was required to attend a multitude of classes that touched upon law enforcement and her role.

      At least, she was expected to do that when her supervising officer didn’t drag her aside in the early morning to plonk her at a lecture to a roomful of detectives.

      “We might need to postpone that until tomorrow,” the D.I. said. “Keep a tab of which classes you’re missing, and I’ll ensure that you get first dibs the next time they’re scheduled. For the meantime, we might need your help on the Wadube case first, and leave your schooling to second.”

      A sense of relief flowed through Bretta’s veins. She and study had never made very fond companions.

      “What did you need from me today?”

      D.I. Able moved over to sit down in a chair, sighing as he landed. “There’s another channeler we’ve been using on the case. He’s been employed by the department for a while, but usually works in finance and legal.”

      Bretta frowned, unsure how channeling could even fit in with those fields, then she shrugged. Perhaps, when she got around to attending class, some wise professor would explain.

      “I’d like him to listen to the debrief recording of the imprint you channeled up on Black Tree Hills,” D.I. Able said. He pursed his lips. “Adam’s method is somewhat different to yours, and I think you could learn a lot from each other.”

      The outer corridor entrance banged open, and the D.I. got to his feet again. Bretta tried to ward off her anxiety with steady breathing as her opposition walked in the room.
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      I can’t breathe. In the darkness of the trunk, I gasp and choke, cough and struggle. Although I hitch in short, sharp gulps, my lungs still scream for air. Each inhalation feels thick. Solid enough to chew on. It’s like I’m breathing cotton wool instead of oxygen.

      Sharp heat burns along the sides of my mouth. Each swallow feels like acid sizzling down the back of my throat. When the spit hits my stomach, it explodes into flame, burning me from the inside out.

      Stop it!

      I want to slap myself. My hands itch with the desire. This is a fucking panic attack. The signs are as familiar as my face staring back at me from a mirror. I don’t have time for this. I’m in trouble. My life is in genuine danger. I can’t indulge in this stupidity, not now.

      Turning, I press my mouth close to my shoulder. I concentrate on the warmth as I breathe out. I’m not burning up. My mind is just dancing a crazy jig. As soon as I get my breath into a regular rhythm, I’ll get back control. After that, I can straighten out my thoughts, let my frantic pulse descend into a steady beat, and calm myself the fuck down.

      Instead, I struggle. My hands pull frantically against the ropes that bind them behind my back. I chew frantically at the soaked cloth the man tied across my mouth. My efforts feed the fire of my panic with the freshly chopped kindling of terror. Oh, the flames crackle and roar.

      The gag didn’t start off wet but each breath out dampens it further. Every time I open my mouth in a fruitless scream, my spit rolls out to drench it.

      The stifling blackness inside the car trunk is a scuttling presence, eager to stuff itself into my body through any orifice it can find. It pokes its alien head into my nostrils, only stopping short when it hits against the wall of my sinuses. I don’t dare to open my eyes. Instead, I squeeze them shut like a toddler caught mid-tantrum. If an eyelid slides up, the darkness will pierce its way into my pupil, into my cornea, into my soul.

      I squeeze my thighs together. The familiar Kegels I once practiced a thousand times over while reading the morning paper, finally getting an actual workout. A chance to flex the muscles and show the insidious blackness who is the boss. My vagina snaps shut so tightly that even the daintiest little finger can’t be inserted. It’s as though my daughter had never exited and stretched my playground into a saggy tube, to my great distress.

      Sabrina. I chose to name my plump, brown baby after a teenage witch, attracted by the similarity in our ages. Oh, the fights I’d had—with my parents, my teachers, and a hundred bedraggled social workers just to keep her close. A year ago, she moved into a college dorm far away. Does she call? Nope. I might as well be a stranger.

      Resentment wells up, filling my head until my eyes leak self-pitying tears. Good. Use that outrage and get yourself the hell out of this mess.

      Again, I wriggle and jiggle. I try to work my wrist free of the scratching rope binds. There is no give, no flex, nothing to indicate even the slightest hint of progress.

      I scream again, even though I told myself I wouldn’t. Another glut of spit drools out of my mouth to soak the rag. My breathing is heavy and hot. Panic claims me as its bitch again.

      The car jostles and bounces over a stretch of bumpy road. The motion knocks my head against the carpeted floor, getting it right on the exact same spot where blood already mats my hair. The pain drives the panic away. For a moment, shards of bright light blind me. Daggers of glass stab into my skull, neck, and spine. Outrageous agony. It lingers so long the line between consciousness and unconsciousness blurs and mingles.

      The image of a car mechanic flickers into my head. He holds a wrench in one hand, streaked with the same dark grease that coats his fingernails. He’s making a joke, and I laugh out loud while the older half of me insists he’s much too young. I’ll make a fool of myself. The younger half just has fun and flirts outrageously with him despite his age. The heavy tool in his fist swings back and forth, the clean portions gleaming silver—reflecting the light.

      You’ll die here.

      The forlorn thought snaps me out of my dreamy daze. It shocks me like a bucket of ice water. I can’t leave now, there are too many scores to settle. My shit list is a million miles long. I add to it every day.

      I stamp my feet hard into the side of the trunk, sending a shockwave ricocheting back up my body. Ignoring the pain, I slam my shoulder into the rear of the car, trying to pop the lid. It’s a feeble effort, one that fails to set me free. Even so, the action soothes me for a few minutes until I noticed the sparks dancing in my closed eyes are growing larger. Now they’re spiraling in loopy patterns.

      You’re fainting.

      I stop moving and desperately gulp in a breath of air. It’s too thin, lacking oxygen. The damn stuff isn’t doing its job. The damp cloth has threads matting into an ever-thickening barrier. Between that, and the length of my confinement, my chance at escape has come and gone. Where the darkness was once an intrusive presence, now it opens its arms and holds me close.

      A thousand snapshots from my life spiral through my dying brain. Polaroids too slippery to catch and hold. My impossible hair that my mother braided so tightly the water couldn’t penetrate. A girl as white as sugar crystals staring in open fascination at my dark skin. My beautiful baby, screaming her bright-red indignation at the world.

      “What have you done?” My mother’s voice, so distraught. I feel like weeping. In one hand, I hold the sharp metallic glint of scissors while the other is closed around a tight curl of my orange hair. “You have school tomorrow. The hairdressers are all shut. Why do you do these things?”

      My freckled face glows crimson with the shame of my crime. The horrendous act of making Mom cry, not my impromptu haircut. I hate my hair, hate it. The kids all call me ginga, pronouncing it with malicious emphasis on the hard Gs. Ginga rhymes with ringer. They may as well chant that I have cooties.

      “How could you?”
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      “Adam Wainwright is one of the top channelers for the department,” D.I. Able said again, pulling a chair up to the meeting table. The room, which could have housed fifty people comfortably, echoed with just the three of them there.

      Bretta tried to ignore the pang of jealousy sticking its knife blade into her guts and concentrate on the D.I.’s words instead. The repeated praise rubbed salt in Bretta’s already raw nerves.

      “When the prisoner, Enrique Mella, protested his innocence on his deathbed, Adam was the one who channeled the imprint and sorted out which prisoner’s words Mella had actually been speaking. You know the story?”

      Able turned to her with raised eyebrows, and Bretta nodded, but the halfhearted effort tipped him into an explanation.

      “The prison screwed up the sedation protocol during the execution.” Bretta winced and turned her face away so the empathic response wouldn’t show. “When they started to inject the lethal drugs, he protested his innocence to the crime of murdering Monique Wadube. There’ve been so many deaths on that table, we needed Adam’s help to pinpoint the actual prisoner who had those thoughts at the moment of death.”

      “Why didn’t you just look up the criminal case? Surely, that would have led you to Eric Laraby far sooner.”

      D.I. Able shot her a puzzled glance, before answering, “We wanted the imprint channeled to see if the man truly was innocent.” The tone of his voice told Bretta that should have been obvious. “We burned through thirteen channelers before Adam managed to succeed in that task.”

      The wince on Bretta’s face was too large to conceal with a turn of her head. The blank stare her father greeted her with most afternoons filled her mind while a shudder of fear played with icy fingers up and down her spine.

      “I didn’t mean that,” the D.I. hastened to add. “They didn’t come to any harm—it’s just they weren’t up to the onslaught of that many imprints at once. Adam was.”

      “What’s that?” Adam said, his head raising. He’d been studying the transcript of Bretta’s channeling with a level of care that tipped into an insult. “My ears were burning.” He rubbed the tips of his right ear between his forefinger and thumb.

      “He was just telling me of your exploits in the execution chamber,” Bretta said, forcing a friendly smile onto her lips.

      Adam flicked back the drooping fringe of dark chestnut hair back from where it fell across his eyes. “Fair enough,” he answered. “Rumors of my abilities could never be overstated.”

      Bretta wished she possessed the same, casual charm that Adam exuded. He closed the file—about time—and jumped onto a desk with feline grace that left her feeling even more awkward than usual.

      “I thought it was important that you two meet,” D.I. Able said. “We’ll be working this case as hard as we can to get out in front of any court ruling, so you’ll be spending a lot of time together. We don’t often have multiple channelers on the same case, so I thought it would be best that you were acquainted ahead of time.”

      “Why do you need two channelers on this one?” Adam asked.

      Bretta resisted the urge to challenge this question. She lowered her eyes and waited for D.I. Able to explain how she was the best.

      “Because we’re trying to dig up cases where the same thing may have occurred.”

      Able stood up and walked to the window, his keen eyes scouting the ground outside before turning back to them. His back was stiffer than when Bretta had been alone with him, as though his muscles were responding to some unseen danger.

      “It’s unlikely that a killer who has an imprint under his control would stop at erasing one victim’s memories. We expect there are more imprints with the same pattern—more of Monique Wadube’s lingering memories attached to other cases.”

      Adam shrugged. “If Monique’s imprint was used to drench another victim,” he said and sniffed. “Until you prove a separate casualty’s identity, that’s still up in the air.”

      This time Bretta didn’t resist the urge. “It’s not. There’s no doubt at all that the imprint in the Black Tree Hills doesn’t belong to Monique. The whole thing is shot through with another woman’s memories.”

      “It didn’t occur to anyone that it might be the other way around?” Adam said. He smiled again, but this wasn’t the easygoing expression of before. This time, it was razor sharp.

      “Of course, it did.” D.I. Able walked back over and stood between Adam and Bretta, sensing the struggle between them. “It ‘occurred’ to the department that the victims might be reversed and it ‘occurred’ to us that the bodies may just be dumped, one on top of the other, resulting in a mingled imprint. However, Bretta’s recall tallies with the evidence.”

      The shock traveled up Bretta’s body, like a live cable of electricity had been touched to the tip of her boots. Her legs straightened, her shoulders squared, and her chin tilted upward, teeth clenching.

      She hadn’t known that they’d explored the other options. Then, of course, she wouldn’t have been told. Apart from D.I. Able informing her that the body buried in Monique Wadube’s grave would be disinterred, she knew no more about the case than what she’d experienced the week before.

      Then, she’d channeled the drenched imprint twice, winning herself a position at the Bureau and Ada a chance at identification. The case and the retrieved memories had gripped her so hard and so strong that it was easy to forget that everything was still new and fresh.

      It stood to reason that the Bureau of Imprint Invesigations—the BII—would follow up every possibility. If the courts decided that the police had bungled the Monique Wadube case before they could correct the mistakes, then every conviction using imprint evidence might be overturned.

      Murderers would be turned out onto the streets. Bretta imagined they’d have an easier time killing again than the police would with finding enough new evidence to send them back inside. How many lives would be lost while the justice system reset itself into a different gear?

      As many innocent men and women as the State had executed using imprints like yours as evidence.

      At the thought, Bretta’s stomach lurched, and she lay a hand on top of her belly to steady it. Nobody had been executed using her testimony. The execution of an innocent man couldn’t be laid at her door. Still, a part of crawled with responsibility. The weight of it stumbled and tumbled across her skin.

      While Bretta’s mind whirled, Adam shrugged. “What evidence is that?”

      “The DNA results from the burial site. The missing person’s report filed by Sabrina Wadube that showed her mother had disappeared long before the body was found.”

      “I thought with the state the body was in, they couldn’t age it correctly,” Adam persisted.

      Bretta frowned at his doggedness—why was he so interested in undermining her contribution? She opened her mouth to form the question, but D.I. Able was already there with an answer that came out more succinctly than her words ever would.

      “At the time, is the phrase you’re looking for there.” The D.I. crossed his arms over his chest and leaned one hip against the desk. “When they first uncovered the remains, the bureau didn’t have the technology to do a lot of things that it’s been able to do now. The window of time the body could have lain there has shrunk considerably, in light of the new test.”

      Adam shrugged again as though his sequence of questions were just idle chatter to pass the time. He changed tack, sailing with the wind this time instead of fighting against it. “What work did you expect us to do together?”

      “To start with, you both have an appointment tomorrow with a doctor who’ll try out a new method to retrieve memories from the imprints you’ve already channeled. If this works, then it will allow the department to leave larger gaps between using channelers, which should increase our safety levels.”

      “What sort of doctor?” Adam asked, his eyes narrowed.

      The way that D.I. Able fidgeted in response made goosebumps rise on Bretta’s arms. His answer didn’t alleviate her discomfort in any way.

      “A hypnotist. Don’t worry,”—his hand shot out as though it could forestall any concerns—“the man’s a trained psychiatrist, as well. This is a professional plan, not just an experiment run by some quack.”

      His unfortunate choice of words left Bretta feeling the second statement was closer to the truth.

      Adam laughed. “I’m willing to try anything once if it could lead me down the path of doing less work.” He slapped Detective Inspector Able on the shoulder as if they were close mates rather than his superior officer.

      What was glaringly obvious to Bretta didn’t seem to have occurred to Adam. The use of hypnosis wouldn’t just dredge up more images from the tangled imprints, it would lend a second layer of verification to what the channelers said they saw.

      A more suspicious person might believe that the experimental process was nothing more than a safety net to add a layer of protection to the bureau.
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      “I know what you did.” Bretta’s dad whispered the words with complete vehemence. He’d leaned forward to grasp her wrist as soon as she’d arrived and now gripped it so tightly that her bones ground together.

      “Please, Dad,” she said in as calm a voice as she could manage. “Let go of my arm. You’re hurting me.”

      His eyes lit up with delight. He leaned further forward until the sour tang of his breath filled her nostrils. “I want to hurt you. It’s the only way I can get you to listen.”

      “Now, then, Mr. Ariel,” a nurse said, walking up to them quickly with a voice full of false cheer. The woman laid her hand on top of Bretta’s dad’s, gently pressing against him. “Why don’t you let your daughter have a chance to grab her breath? Let go for a minute, why don’t you?”

      His eyes widened at the word daughter, seeing Bretta for the person she was for the first time since she’d stepped through the door onto his ward.

      “Bretta?”

      He dropped her arm and clasped his hands together tightly, as though scared one of them would escape to cause more harm. As a memory hit him again, his eyes narrowed into slits, but the nurse coughed, and pushed at his shoulder, snapping him back into reality.

      “I think your daughter is here for a nice, long visit, Bill. Would you like me to see if the family room is available?”

      “That would be lovely,” Bretta said before her father could get lost in consideration. “Wouldn’t it, Dad?”

      He nodded, lost somewhere in the last few sentences. The slump of his shoulders showed that he didn’t expect to catch up.

      As the nurse walked back down the corridor, sensible rubber-soled shoes squeaking on the tiles, Bretta surveyed her father.

      Since the last visit, just the week before, it looked like he’d aged six months. The sagging skin under his eyes melded into the droop of his sunken cheeks. Old. At some point when Bretta hadn’t been concentrating, her father had grown old.

      She fixed her gaze on the window behind him for a second, tracing the greasy fingerprints and built-up dust with an uncritical eye. No doubt the windows in her apartment were in a similar state. The only difference was that there, she was the one responsible. Here, she paid others to be.

      Bretta understood fully how terrible the job of caring for her father could be. If it hadn’t been for that knowledge, she might have been resentful of the substandard cleaning. As it was, she turned a blind eye, grateful that she could walk out tonight, leaving him as someone else’s responsibility.

      Given her experiences in the year proceeding the decision to move her father into care, Bretta wouldn’t trade places for the world.

      The gray, utilitarian hallway led out into the main corridor of the hospice. More gray there, and when Bretta left the confines, she’d see the gray cinderblocks that formed the primary structure.

      The residential facility had been built when the imprints first started to appear—or remain behind—with regularity. The cities had been in an uproar trying to contain the invisible damage attached to the streets, the houses, the government buildings. The hospitals were worst hit—barely a bed inside them existed that wasn’t crowded with the imprints of the dead.

      No one could be treated if they couldn’t even lay down to rest or get a CT scan or MRI. Millions of dollars of equipment and facilities useless, because of the dead.

      Places like this hospice had sprung up overnight. Literally overnight—tilt-slab walls and ceilings with bare floors and no real divisions between rooms inside. It didn’t seem to matter that they were bare bones, people had still flocked to them. No stains of old memories to catch you by surprise here. Everything was new, everything was clear.

      The patients had been given cots to lay in. The cheapest and lightest bedding, so that they could be hauled away and replaced quickly when somebody died. To ensure that nobody wandered off somewhere to die in an inconveniently permanent location, the nurses began to strap patients into their beds.

      Bretta knew this place long before she brought her father here, choking with revulsion at her actions all the way. Back when the imprints were still new, and this was a hospital, her mother had died here—strapped helplessly to the bed.

      Now, there were some paintings dotted along the walls. With the passing years had come experience—patients no longer needed to be restrained.

      Real hospitals had found their place back in the main cities. Among the wave of new construction that paved over the old, imprint-ridden city with new life and new hope.

      Bretta and her father walked into the family room, the nurse smiling as she retreated—her good deed for the day done.

      “How are you feeling, Dad?” Bretta leaned forward to place her hand over his. The skin of her palm felt rough against the paper-thin smoothness of the back of her father’s hand. The skin was stretched so thin that it reflected some of the light from the window. The reflecting surface of age. A stage that her mother never reached.

      It should have some measure of happiness in it just for that alone, that Bretta’s father had managed to stay around long enough to face the ravages of time. Still, it took her breath away to see the old man staring out with frightened eyes: a mind wiped clean by a thousand swipes of other’s imprints. Nothing left behind for him to cling to, except fragments stuffed full of fear.

      “I don’t like the food they serve here,” he replied after a long pause. “Could we go somewhere and get something to eat?”

      The question was so ordinary—and therefore unexpected—that Bretta didn’t know what to say. It was late, sure, but she still needed to get her own dinner. Of course, they should be able to head out together for a meal.

      Then a memory flashed up, chasing her father down darkened streets, him gaining in speed as she slowed. Her heart had beaten with more than just the effort of running, fear tightened a belt around her chest, pulling it so tight that Bretta couldn’t breathe.

      For long minutes, deadening fright held Bretta so strongly in its grip that she could see nothing in the future except a never-ending chase that she couldn’t hope to win. The streets would go on, one dark alley fading into another—all stuffed with the furtive men who lived their lives in the shadows because they couldn’t stand the scrutiny of day. Bretta’s father would pull away from her, almost out of sight, dancing around the edges of her clouding vision. Eventually, she would only hear the slap of his running feet—her line of sight gone.

      But it stopped abruptly instead. Bretta’s father tripped and fell on legs that were past their prime. When she caught up to him, gripping his arm so tightly that bruises formed in the shape of her fingertips the next day, he’d smiled as though it was all just a game. Like a child who’d run straight out into traffic because the point was to run away from mommy. Bretta knew she was the mom in that scenario. The responsibility would cripple her, rather than offering support for both.

      So, no. There wouldn’t be the quick and easy comfort of a shared meal at a cheap and cheerful restaurant. Bretta’s dad could cope with the same cabbage and mashed potato with mystery meat that the hospice served every day. She would head home to a meal of ramen noodles, the salty packet of flavoring all that stood between her and despair.

      When she shook her head, her dad raised his eyebrows. Already, he’d forgotten his question—not sitting waiting for an answer. As a beam of late sunlight hit him from the high windows, too far up to look out of cutting out half of their joy, he smiled and closed his eyes. All the expressions on his face relaxed into the blank canvas of a newborn. One with skin wrinkled and spotted with age, but innocent and carefree nonetheless.

      Bretta stretched out her hand and placed it on his knee, scooching closer on the couch to reduce the awkwardness of the angle. She drank in the calm visage, knowing that in a split second her father might curl into a ball of rage or explode with laughter. These were the moments that she visited for—storing up the few good memories as a counterbalance to the multitude of bad.

      “You look more like your mother, every day,” her dad said. He opened one eye, looking at her in a slow-motion wink, the blue iris glinting like a cobalt marble. “I hope, for your husband’s sake, that you don’t have her temperament.”

      He laughed, a chuckle entirely for his own amusement. Bretta frowned, one shoulder twisting toward the door while the other edged closer.

      “I don’t have a husband,” she said. When he cupped a hand to his ear, she repeated the statement, louder, enough to make her wince.

      “Pity,” he said. “I wouldn’t mind the opportunity to bounce a little one on my knee.”

      “A little husband?”

      He gave her a shove in remonstration, then stared at her long enough for discomfort to spread up in a slow stain of blushes across Bretta’s chest.

      “I don’t remember Mom having a temper,” she said, trying to ward off the intense assessment.

      “Not for you, she didn’t.” He sniffed and then shook his head, emitting a small chuckle again. “For you, she had nothing but smiles and tolerance. For me…” He whistled and rolled his eyes.

      “Maybe that’s because you deserved it.”

      “And there it goes,” her father said, smiling. “Just like Maree.”

      Halfway through Bretta’s laugh, she saw the animation leave his face. A blank stare looked right through her, focused on an image that no one else had the privilege to see.

      Grief clutched at Bretta’s chest, making her gasp for air. She tilted her head back, knowing that tears would soon follow. She cried too easily, these days. All the little tricks to ward them off were automatic.

      Bretta had wanted to share her first day at work. To talk about her nerves as she stood in front of a room, filled mostly with men, and overcame her fear of public speaking for long enough to explain her purpose in the case.

      It had been a long time since she’d stood in front of anybody with them automatically assigning her respect. The people she’d dealt with for the past decade or more, looked down their noses at her even as they paid in cash for Bretta’s skills. She’d wanted to share that with her dad most of all—being respected for performing the job that they’d both chosen as their line of work.

      But he was gone, and he wouldn’t be back, not tonight at least. Shedding tears wouldn’t hook his mind out of the memory trapping him in place. Although Bretta’s mother had died when she was a young child, she’d been aware enough that the memories of her mom’s illness were imprinted in permanent marker in her mind.

      The obvious pain of a beloved face distorted with confusion laid underneath a stream of curses and the visceral gut punch of regret and shame when Bretta smelled that her mother had soiled herself. It was hard to see her mother through the destruction of those snapshots—the reason for consciously collecting as many good mental photographs of her father as she could.

      Now, the hospice staff was kinder, and new practice guidelines meant they treated the patients as human beings instead of animals to be contained or destroyed. Although that change allowed Bretta to leave her father here and willingly pay for the care, a younger piece of her stood back in horror.

      Bretta led her father back to his room. Whatever memory held him firm in its grip, made his physical body pliable to the lightest touch or suggestion. At the door to the ward, she looked back at his wide-eyed stare and hoped the expression was one of astonishment rather than fear.
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      The hypnotist’s name was Malcolm Ackland. As Bretta sat opposite him, her hands clenched into fists beside her knees to stop them wringing together, she eyed him with distrust. The word hypnotist made her think of stage shows, people clucking like chickens, an audience amused at someone else's expense.

      Malcolm didn't look anything like that. He was a large man of Nigerian decedent, who was dressed in a casual pair of jeans, a white shirt that strained at the buttons, and an overlarge cardigan with leather patches on the elbows. A shrink down on his luck was a closer analogy.

      “I'm going to start off with some light hypnosis,” Malcolm said.

      Bretta looked about him for any sign of a dangling watch, the first thought she had of going under hypnosis, but there was nothing like that. He sat on his chair with his hands loosely joined together over his knee. As he leaned forward, he held her gaze with his eyes.

      “I want you to think of somewhere safe. A place that holds a bunch of happy memories for you. I'll give you a minute to think of it.”

      Instead of happiness, Bretta felt her anxiety creep up a level. Even though D.I. Able had insisted this was just an experiment, no pressure, it felt more as though this was a test.

      Happy? When was the last time she'd been happy?

      Getting this assignment of course but that happiness was born of desperation at the bills that kept mounting up no matter how hard she worked. It was a relief to have the money to her pay for her dad's care, but that thought alone sent her skittering into the danger zone.

      Thoughts of her dad always instilled fear into her heart.

      Bretta closed her eyes, her mind blanking of all memories just as she tried to sort through them and find the one that would fit the bill. She thought of her equipment bag, back in her locker. Inside it was a photograph of her dad pushing her on a swing when she was younger and a pink Plasticine horse that she’d named Princess because, how could she not?

      That day in the park. Bretta used the photograph because it formed an instant hit of recognition, even when she was deep in the memories from an imprint. When another person's memories flooded hers out, that was the photograph that brought her back into herself.

      She thought back to that day.

      What the photograph didn't show was that her mother was also at the park that day. Not the mother that Bretta remember clearest of all—the one trapped with cruel restraints in bed as she died noisily in pain, but an earlier version. The mom who had surprised Rita and her father both by saying, “Let's have a picnic at the park.”

      To Bretta’s child mind, a picnic was something out of an Enid Blyton story. The English countryside and wicker baskets full of scrumptious delights. They could sit and eat while nearby talking rabbits and inquisitive fairies watched from the shadows of the woods.

      Bretta had clapped her hands together with glee and run off to fetch her best pair of pink sparkle ballet slippers for the day out. She pulled a stiff tutu over her jeans and T-shirt to highlight the special occasion.

      Even more surprising, her mother hadn't sent her back to her bedroom to change.

      A family outing at the park. Britta couldn't remember the food, she couldn't remember much of what they'd done. She did remember that the grass had been freshly cut so that a sweet tang floated in the air.

      Discarded blades of grass, missed by the mower catcher, soon covered Bretta's knees and hands. When she jumped up to run to the playground, her jeans had green stains that she couldn’t brush off.

      The swings were always the best part of the play area. Even when Bretta was by herself, she could get high enough to feel like she was flying.

      “Push me harder, Daddy,” she would scream with joy. “Make me go higher.”

      Britta opened her eyes and stared at the cardigan wearing man. “Okay”—she nodded—“I've got one.”

      “Keep your mind fixed there for a moment,” Ackland said. “I want you to be able to return to it in a snap”—he clicked his fingers—“if you need to. That’s your safe place and your retreat. None of the foreign memories can intrude there.”

      Bretta sat and let her body relax to the point of limpness as her mind traveled entirely into the memory. The grass beneath her was springy, new, vibrant with color. When she swept her small hands through it, the blades were so fresh that they gripped hold for a moment before falling away.

      The sun cast warm rays of light down onto her skin, turning the top of her red-blond hair into a fiery helmet that burned to the touch. While her mother and father chatted and laughed, Bretta stood and ran across to the playground, launching her body into a swing and letting the momentum carry her in an arch. Her father ran across a moment later and pushed her higher into the air. Whoosh.

      “Now, I want you to think back to the night of the 12th of April. What were you doing then?”

      Bretta’s tongue lolled like a fat slug inside her mouth, reluctant to move at her command. It took three tries and a stern warning before she spoke. “That was the first night that I channeled the imprint up on the Black Tree Hills.”

      “Can you go back into the imprint?”

      All the calm relaxation left Bretta’s body in an instant. Her shoulders curled over defensively, hunched against an attack.

      “I’m in the boot of a car,” she said.

      “It’s not you.” A warm hand pressed down on Bretta’s forearm and gave a squeeze before moving away. “The memory belongs to someone else. Always remember that.”

      Oh, but it didn’t feel like that. The sensations flooded over Bretta until she drowned in them, gasping for air.

      I’m in the trunk of a car. It’s been so long since I last saw daylight that my eyes feel ten times larger, my pupils swelling and straining to see anything. I long to be white just so I could catch the ghostly outline of my hand. I hope my daughter is safe. This will teach her to not call for weeks.

      “Monique is in the trunk of a car,” Bretta tried again. “She’s straining to see something in the darkness.”

      “Someone else is in there, too, aren’t they?”

      Fear clutched Bretta with long, gnarled fingers. It dug into her chest and muscles until they shrieked at the pain. She writhed and wriggled in the chair, eyes closed, mouth open. Who was in here? Who was in here with her?

      “There’s no one else here,” she cried. The tone of her voice was so disturbing that Bretta raised her hands to cover her ears. “I’m alone in the trunk of the car. If I can just talk to the man driving, I know that I can get out of here. He’ll listen to reason eventually. He’ll come to his senses and let me go.”

      “You’re not in the trunk of the car, Bretta,” a man’s voice said.

      “I’m not Bretta,” she called out, wretched that he’d made such a huge error. “I’m Monique. I’m in the trunk of the car, and if I can’t get out and talk some sense into him, then the man will hurt me. More than he’s hurt me already.”

      A heavy wrench flashes in my mind, the light twinkling and reflecting off the metal like the spark in an evil monster’s eye. My hands creep to the back of my skull where the hair is sticky with drying blood.

      I can’t believe he hit me, this stupid man who professed to love me. How could he do that? How could he do that and then shove me into the trunk of his car like I was some excess trash that he needed to take to the dump?

      “I thought he cared for me,” Bretta called out in a plaintive wail. Long years’ worth of treachery crammed into the one small phrase. “I know I’m older, but that’s part of the attraction.”

      I break then, crying even though I told myself I wouldn’t—that I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. Before I’m done, my eyes stop producing tears. It’s been so long since I last drank a glass of water that production can’t keep up with demand. The thought floods me with self-loathing. I’ll die an hour sooner because I’m a cry-baby. Those tears might be the tipping point into an early grave.

      “Can you sense someone else there, Bretta?”

      The voice intrudes into my fear, a meaningless jumble of words and sounds that I can’t make head nor tail of. Of course, there’s no one else in the trunk of the car. Even with just me in here, it’s a tight squeeze, and I go to the gym every day.

      That thought grips me and shakes me like a dog wrestling a chew toy. All those hours I spent at the gym, getting in shape, staying in shape, wishing every moment I was somewhere, anywhere else. Wasted. Gym muscles couldn’t wrest open a locked boot from within. No matter how tight I’d kept my woman’s body, it couldn’t overpower a man. Even a small man.

      “What small man?” The voice was different, landed with the privilege of friendship on my ears. “Do you have a name?”

      I see the wrench twinkling in the lights of the garage, being swung back and forth above a slick oil spill, greasy and dark. Eric will never get that out of the concrete floor, but perhaps he doesn’t want to. A mechanics garage should be slippery with oil, black grease working into every nook and cranny. The air in there should be redolent of gas and diesel, fading into obscurity only to reappear at full strength after gasping a breath of fresh air.

      Gasping. Air. I’m gasping.

      But he’s not the man I’m thinking of. Just the one I wanted, even after I had him.

      “What did you do to your hair?”

      My mother is standing at the door, open-mouthed with horror. School is tomorrow, I wanted to look nice, and I hate the way my fringe always plonks ginger curls in front of my eyes. I just gave my fringe a little trim. Except, when I look in the mirror, I see the damage. Uneven, ragged. How could it look so hideous when I wanted it to look better? The girls at school will tease me to death tomorrow. What have I done?

      I’ve cried tears that will cause my early death, and my mother looks so unhappy.

      “Bretta, go back to your safe place.”

      I’m on the blanket. It’s the same rug that mom spreads on the back seat of the car to keep the sun from fading and cracking the leather. It’s some weird material that scratches and tickles the skin behind my knees. If I get too hot, the sweat will draw even more irritation from it, like coaxing a snarling dog out of hiding. Eczema, my mother calls it—a fancy name for itchy.

      My mom is teasing Dad. Her voice starts off light and lilting, but soon it warps and hits a strident note. The words pour forth from her, faster and faster. Dad waves his hand at me. “Go play on the swings, honey. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      I run through the springy grass, and when I throw my butt into the canvas sling and push back off the concrete, I look back. My mother is frantic, manic, digging her fingers into her long hair—a deeper shade than mine and the most beautiful color I’ve ever seen. Her fingernails turn into talons, drawing blood. When Dad forces her hands down, I see a clump of bloodied hair with the skin still attached.

      Blood. When she fights back against Dad’s embrace, my mom’s hands fling blood in a pink spray through the air.

      I look away and push myself higher and higher, getting into the rhythm. I slap my foot down on the concrete at each downward swing to gain momentum and because the sharp crack momentarily drowns out the wailing of my mother as she dives deep into a fit.

      Smack. Higher.

      Smack. Higher.

      I close my eyes and see the pink cloud of blood spatter down onto the travel rug like sticky rain.

      Smack.

      “It’s all right, honey. Mom’s in the car and ready to go. Do you want me to push you?”

      I nod and settle back, gripping my hands tighter around the chain. Between my current momentum and Dad’s added effort, this time I might be able to swing up and over. I could do a complete circuit like Kenny at school insists he did last summer.

      “What did you do to your hair?”

      “Wake up.”

      Bretta blinked against the sunlight streaming in through the windows. She shifted in the chair, her butt felt like it had been asleep for a week. Numb, with tiny prickles to let her know that when it came back to life, it would hurt like a bastard.

      “Did that work?”

      Instead of Malcolm Ackland answering, D.I. Able stood and moved to Bretta’s side, offering her a hand to clamber out of the chair. “We’ll try it with Adam and see how that goes. I told you it was experimental.”

      Bretta didn’t bother to ask again. The note of false cheer in Able’s voice told her explicitly that she’d failed.
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      While Bretta sat back and dwelled on her failure, Adam took his turn with Malcolm Ackland.

      “What can you see in the imprint?”

      The doctor had directed Adam back to when he channeled the multitude of memories collected in the state’s execution chamber. Bretta shuddered at the thought.

      Channeling the mixed imprint in the hills had been a challenge—she couldn’t imagine fighting her way down to a particular person through another twenty layers, or thirty, or more. It would drive her bonkers to do it once, let alone recount it all again.

      Adam sat and recited the details of the imprint with calm precision. Names and dates poured forth with the same emotive level as the intimate expression of a man’s last dying thoughts.

      The D.I. cast a worried look in her direction and Bretta forced a wan smile on her face. Her breathing had been labored straight out of the hypnosis but came easier now. With the help of the inhaler that the bureau’s doctor had given her last time, Bretta felt she had everything under control.

      Everything but the tangled thoughts and emotions from the channeled imprints.

      As she watched Adam walk the hypnotist through his experience, separating himself from the imprinted memories with ease, Bretta realized that her pride was faltering. The one thing she’d held onto over the last few years while the financial strain had threatened to break her, was that she was the best at what she did.

      Better than her mother, more accurate and less involved than her dad. When she beat out the other candidates to win a spot with the bureau, it had been proof positive of her abilities. Now, sitting crumpled in a chair, languishing in her failed efforts at this experimental treatment, Bretta lost her grip on that staunch anchor. Her pride floated away.

      Adam sat and recited details in a manner that she couldn’t begin to emulate. His ability to detach himself from the imprint showed her that clearly she didn’t understand the process at all.

      Bretta had poured her energy and her health into a career path that it now appeared she was ill-suited for. Sure, she may be better than Joe Bloggs off the street, but Adam was wiping the floor with her. Shame flushed up her cheeks, giving off more warmth than the sun.

      “I’m going to count back now, and when I snap my fingers, you’ll awaken. Ten… Nine…”

      Bretta shifted in her seat and followed suit when D.I. Able stood up. While Adam joined them in the room, she shook out her legs and ignored the continuing protest from her buttocks.

      “That was excellent, Adam,” the doctor said, leaning forward to clap him on the shoulder. If he noticed Adam’s immediate flinch away, Malcolm Ackland didn’t show it on his face.

      “What happens now?” Bretta asked.

      “Now, I’ll take Adam back over to the training center. I think Dr. Ackland might have a few different techniques for you to try.”

      D.I. Able waved Adam in front of him, and they walked out of the room. Bretta turned, feeling the shameful heat blush her cheeks even more.

      “I’m sorry that I couldn’t do a better job,” she said. Malcolm Ackland ignored her, shaking his head and waving her back into the seat opposite him.

      “There is no right or wrong job where imprints are concerned,” he said with a reassuring tone that couldn’t penetrate Bretta’s armor. “We’re all still feeling our way through, and the only thing we know for sure is that everyone experiences these things differently.”

      “Have you used hypnosis in this way a lot?”

      Malcolm laughed, showing large teeth that gleamed bright white against the darkness of his skin. “Goodness, no,” he said, shaking his head. “Didn’t Detective Able tell you this is experimental?”

      Bretta nodded, looking down at her clenched hands. They clung together so tightly that her knuckles ached at the pressure but she couldn’t get them to part.

      “I’ve tried it a few times with a few different channelers,” he continued. “Each time, I’ve achieved a different result.”

      “Adam coped a lot better than I did.”

      “He experiences the imprints very differently,” Malcolm agreed. “The amount of emotional detachment is unusual and works to our advantage in this case. It wouldn’t work so well in other circumstances.”

      He paused and looked out the small, high windows. Bretta followed his gaze and saw the first dark purple edge of a storm cloud, coming to blow the heat of the day away.

      “Your empathy and emotional attachment to the imprints are more useful in other circumstances.” The doctor turned his gaze back to Bretta. “That engagement will allow you to go deeper and explore different facets of the imprints, but it can also make the information you channel harder to control. How long does it usually take to bring you out?”

      Bretta blinked at the question. Coming out of an imprint felt like a dream being slowly washed away until a sudden jerk pulled her back into being. She used tools—her oldest and dearest possessions, the ones connected to the most cherished memories—so her companions could bring her out safely every time.

      Every time, so far.

      “Maybe a few minutes,” she said. “I’m not sure, I’ve never asked.”

      “I’ll check with the D.I. when I call him,” Malcolm said. “It’s not important at the moment, I’m just trying to gather the most accurate picture I can.”

      “What else did you want to try?” Bretta asked, her voice betraying her reluctance so blatantly that the doctor burst into laughter again.

      “I want to teach you a few self-hypnosis techniques,” he said. “That way, you can try again when you’re in a situation more conducive to relaxation. This”—he waved his hand around the small breathless room—“wouldn’t be ideal in any circumstances.”

      Panic gripped Bretta’s chest, squeezing it tight until she could barely breathe. “How will I get out?”

      “Of the trance?” The doctor raised his eyebrows, his face settling back into its normal calm expression when she nodded.

      “Self-hypnosis doesn’t put you into the same type of state as you experienced here. What I tried takes you far under—it’s a highly suggestible state, and I wouldn’t recommend it for anyone but a trained professional. What I’m suggesting will put you into a state close to sleep but still with enough presence of mind to wake yourself entirely if the need arises.”

      The panic retreated a step, head tilted and sharp teeth still bared, ready to attack again if needed.

      “Do I have to write this down?” Bretta asked.

      Malcolm Ackland gave another belly laugh and shook his head, before instructing her on what to try.
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      As the final class of the day drew to a close, Bretta felt exhaustion sapping the last of her strength. That morning, she’d woken bright and early, still excited by the prospect of work. Now, with failure weighing her down, it was all Bretta could do to drag one foot after the after.

      A taxi home would be glorious. The ability to sit down and let someone else worry about the intricacies of rush-hour traffic would be as refreshing as a good night’s sleep. If she had the money, it wouldn’t even be a contest.

      Bretta didn’t have the money. She was still in rent arrears waiting for her first week’s pay-packet to arrive in her bank account so she could stop dodging the landlord.

      Without the luxury of a car, Bretta unlocked her bike from the enclosed stand and wheeled it out to the footpath. Twenty minutes home, give or take a few light changes going for or against her. Just as quick as driving would be, given the slow-motion standstill of the evening rush, but each turn of the wheel took energy Bretta just didn’t have.

      Only the rich had the luxury of choice, though.

      Bretta swung her leg over and peddled the bike into the narrow gap beside the cars. When she was young, her bike had been the method of obtaining her freedom. Hours had been spent peddling through the highways and byways of her home city, exploring all the narrow alleyways and back roads that vehicles missed. Then, the travel had been liberating, but it now seemed restrictive. There were so many places she couldn’t visit, not without the luxury of more time. A luxury that she didn’t have.

      Still, the exercise started to enliven her body until Bretta felt halfway to human. As she turned a tight corner, her shoulder skimming the car next to her, the rush of adrenaline brought her fully alive. The pump of blood around her body rose in exhilaration as she aimed onto the footpath, skidding past startled pedestrians to nose her wheel into a back-alley shortcut that would erase five minutes of the slog from her journey.

      It was the sneakiness of the shortcut that let Bretta see the crowd assembled around her apartment building. If she’d stuck to the main thoroughfare, she would have turned straight into the middle of it.

      As she skidded to a halt, head jerking to and fro, trying to take in the view from every angle, Bretta’s heart jumped into her throat. Something was wrong. There was no real reason for anybody to be pressing against the dirty façade of her old apartment building. Nothing exciting ever happened here. Even the murders were third-rate domestics that didn’t need a detective to be solved.

      A camera flashed in the corner of her eye, and Bretta turned, watching the cameraman chase down a vehicle that had slowed but soon sped away. There were murmurs of disappointment from the group.

      Closer to where Bretta hid in the shelter of a drugstore outside display, a young blond woman straightened her hair in a hand-held mirror, then waved to a companion, who quickly raised a large camera to rest on his shoulders.

      Bretta was too far away to hear the words, but it was clear from the woman’s gestures, that the apartment building was of great interest to the clutch of media lying in wait. When another camera operator closer to Bretta turned her way, she edged further back into the shadows of the storefront before turning her bike around and peddling away.

      There was a narrow back alleyway to her apartment building. Just wide enough for the city’s refuse truck to pick up the skips that nuzzled up against the building’s rear wall. Bretta cycled in a giant loop to the stores that backed onto the building, then dismounted her bike. With a couple of quick glances to confirm no one was watching, she lifted her cycle above her head and dropped it over the fence, then climbed onto a closed skip so she could jump down to join it.

      The back exit had a large sign above it: “Fire door: No entry without triggering an alarm.”

      The sign would have given her pause if Bretta hadn’t known full well that the landlord didn’t ever bother to activate the motion sensors. Too much trouble for the dealers who used the door as their main entrance.

      Thank goodness for Isaac’s lack of care. Usually, it ignited a matchhead of concern in the back of Bretta’s mind about what would happen in the case of fire. Tonight, it was a reassurance that she could enter without being seen.

      Once the eight locks to her apartment were secured tightly against the outside threat, Bretta could turn on the television to confirm her suspicions.

      The story about Monique Wadube had been in the news off and on for the past month. Tonight, a new twist had been added courtesy of someone’s loose lips.

      Bretta Ariel is the channeler who found a mysterious murder victim in what police once believed was Monique’s grave, said the announcer before cutting to a live feed from outside Bretta’s apartment building. Shit. If they didn’t get fed some other tasty tidbit soon, then she’d be under fire every time Bretta tried to walk in or out.

      Her paycheck would be deposited on Friday, straight into her bank account. Once they deducted the outstanding fees and her father’s home took their large bite, then she’d be left with enough to cover her rent arrears. If she was lucky, Bretta might have a spare twenty bucks to carry her through to her next payday.

      When she paid Issac, he might be more amenable to helping her slip in and out undetected. Until then, he was probably just as set on catching her as the waiting media were.

      With a keen eye on the view outside, Bretta edged as close to the window as she dared. Even though the sun was sinking low on the horizon, the crowd showed no sign of abating. As she watched, a crew packed up and sped away in a van, only to be replaced by the same insignia turning up a minute later. A relief team for the night shift. They weren’t going anywhere.

      Bretta kept her lights turned off as she heated up her evening meal of ramen in the microwave.

      Three days.

      That’s all Bretta needed before her current enemy of a landlord would turn back into an ally. Once Isaac was paid in full, he’d turn back into the cheerful and carefree man who’d rented the apartment to her in the first place. Not the skulking and sulking monster that she could sense lurking in the stairwell every time Bretta walked too close to the door.

      One day, when she was rich, this stuff wouldn’t happen. Her rent could go out on a direct debit, or something else fancy that the bank would rig up on her behalf. Hell, some days she might not even know down to the cent how much was in her bank account or how many pennies had accrued in the jar in her bedside drawer.

      One day.

      Until the week was out, Bretta would just need to fend for herself.
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      “If these channelers are valid law enforcement, then why aren’t they the ones being hauled over for the Laraby case?”

      Bretta wished she could tune out Graham Wargate’s strident voice. She’d come in this morning, ready to tackle another briefing or be hauled out into the field to deal with another imprint. Instead, D.I. Able had shown her where the classes were being held and told her she wouldn’t be needed until later in the day.

      Of course, Bretta was grateful to be settling into a permanent role and learning what she needed to. It was just unfortunate that each time Graham opened his mouth, a chunk of that gratitude was hammered away.

      Biting down on her lower lip, she stared down at her desk attempting to force the nasal tones into the background. The desktop was barely scuffed except for the faints shadows from the movement of paper. In high school, the wooden top of every desk she sat behind had carvings, nicks, or rude words scratched deep into their surface. Apparently, law enforcement training schools didn’t encourage the same disrespect for property.

      “It just seems to me…”

      Bretta sighed and shook her head. It had only been three hours, give or take a few minutes, and Bretta already knew that this schooling didn’t agree with her. That was quite apart from the nuisance calling himself Graham.

      In reality, the insurmountable education wall shouldn’t have been that much of a surprise. Bretta had learned more in school hanging about under the bleachers than she ever had sitting at her desk in regular class. The hopes she’d had for a job in the department hadn’t figured in the lectures required. Either her giving or receiving them. No matter who tried to wedge it in, her brain wasn’t schoolwork-shaped.

      “The Laraby case is an exception,” Mr. Wilson said, walking down the rows of desks. “I might also remind you that as an open and ongoing police matter, it shouldn’t be discussed.”

      “How are we meant to learn about this stuff if we’re not allowed to discuss it?”

      The lecturer sighed and rubbed at the bridge of his nose. From the reddened skin there, Bretta guessed it was a habit. “We can all discuss it once it’s over.”

      “But, sir. That might take years once it goes up and down through the courts. The fallout from it will be affecting us from our first day out on the job.”

      “No, it won’t. What will affect you is if you don’t learn the crime site protocols I’m trying to teach you. Screw this up, and you won’t be hanging around long enough to have any residual effects from that case.”

      “Still—”

      The student tried again, but Mr. Wilson—the lecturer—held his hand up, palm out. The young man stopped talking, but started to chew his lip as though the words still wanted to escape.

      A yawn made a break for it past Bretta’s guard, and she raised a hand quickly to stop the class from noticing. In all of the excitement of the last few days, sleep had dropped to the bottom of her self-care list.

      Bretta was still curious about the Laraby case. After listening to Adam the other day, she’d known about how it ended for him. The beginning and how it fitted into the department had been another surprise.

      Eric Laraby wasn’t only a deathrow case gone wrong, his prosecution heralded the first official use of evidence from a channeler. The last decade, all the work of the Bureau had grown out of that inauspicious start.

      Ten years ago. That was back in the time when Bretta’s parents had first started working in the channeling field. Back when she had two of them, both sane.

      “If the Laraby verdict is overturned, I heard that it might render every judgment involving a channeling case unsafe.”

      “Look, I don’t care what you’ve heard. This class is about securing a crime scene and the next person to talk about something that isn’t related is spending the rest of the lecture outside. Three strikes, you’re out.”

      Hiding another yawn with the back of her hand, Bretta straightened in her chair. She squeezed her eyes shut and then opened them wide, trying to rejuvenate some energy.

      Three strikes didn’t mean you were out of the class, hanging about in the corridor. Three strikes would move you all the way out of the Bureau. Out of the service, out of a job.

      Given the narrow margin that let her into the role to begin with, Bretta couldn’t afford to allow her guard slip. One strike would be too many for her to feel comfortable. At the moment, Mr. Wilson wasn’t paying her any attention, and that was just how she liked it.

      He pulled out a roll of police tape and asked the class to pass it around, beginning with the right-hand side. Then, he pulled out the warning tape for imprints and sent it around, starting on the left.

      “Feel the different weights and textures of the two. When they’ve been around everybody, I want to grab your first impressions.”

      The imprint tape reached Bretta first. She felt the slick, dull surface and peeled away some of the backing to test the stickiness of its grip. A mistake. It clung like superglue, requiring the application of elbows against the desk to force it from her hand. There were skin cells from her thumb adhering to the surface as Bretta passed it on.

      In contrast, the police tape was as brilliantly colored, yellow instead of orange but eye-catching just the same. It was thinner, though. Lighter. Its grip relied more on static than adhesive.

      “So, which one is built to last? Hands up for police tape.” Mr. Wilson scanned the class. “Imprint?”

      He turned back to the whiteboard and scribbled up some figures that Bretta couldn’t decipher. It all looked like gibberish to her. Or, rather, mathematical equations.

      “The imprint tape is designed to be visible and avoidable for many years.” He held the roll up, as though any student might have a memory so weak they’d already forgotten what it looked like. “For the most part, that’s all the protection or insurance against accident that an imprint will need, or will receive.”

      “What about the lobby?”

      Bretta turned. The speaker was the same young man already cautioned about receiving a few strikes against him. He must have possessed some charm that Bretta couldn’t see as the lecturer ignored the rudeness of his interruption to answer.

      “There are special cases.” As half the room broke into a snigger, Mr. Wilson gave a wry smile. “Pun not intended. Preserving some of the imprints for future generations is important. At the same time, we don’t want the general public walking through them willy-nilly. If Officer Kilkaddy had died out in the gardens or up against the wall, the department wouldn’t have needed something quite so extravagant.”

      He pulled the class back onto topic by holding the police tape aloft. “This is a temporary warning. It disintegrates within a few weeks, so you’ll find with some out of the way crime scenes, you won’t even be required to tear it down once you leave.”

      “Why do we need to know about the channeling tape and why does she”—Graham pointed an accusing finger at Bretta—“need to know about police business? A channeler is hardly going to be securing a crime scene.”

      Mr. Wilson slapped his hand down flat on the desk. “That’s enough. In this class, you’re equal, and it’s about time you learned to respect each other’s talents. Bretta is just as likely as you to be securing a crime scene because she’s going to have the exact same training.”

      He took a step back and leaned on the aluminum edge of the whiteboard. “I think what you mean is that you won’t be stepping forward to do the channeling on top of all the other tasks required. You won’t do that portion because you don’t have the skill.”

      Another student burst into a surprised laugh, but Bretta didn’t turn around to locate the source. Bad enough to be singled out for a derogatory remark by a dickhead. Worse still, to be highlighted with a compliment. She would have slumped down in her chair, but the desk was tight enough across her abdomen as it was. Bretta settled for shielding her face with her hand.

      As Bretta fought a blush into retreat from her overly-expressive face, she heard Mr. Wilson continue to highlight the contributions that her kind made to law enforcement.

      Although she appreciated the effort, Bretta could also tell that his words weren’t doing anything to sway the opinions of the class. Most of the bevy of students were ambivalent, the others too polarized for one lecture to twist them away from their chosen direction.

      With her pale skin finally losing the rose tattoo of embarrassment, Bretta chanced a quick look back over her shoulder. She could tell immediately which members of this class were channelers and who wasn't.

      The ones there to study law enforcement and earn another notch on their freshly inked police graduate diplomas, they were straight-backed. Confident. Sure of their position and their ability to get the job done.

      Two others in the class looked like Bretta felt. A girl, three seats across and one row back, had her shoulders curled in so far that she looked in danger of folding up and disappearing altogether. Another member of her tribe sat in a seat by the door, staring fixedly down at the floor. When the boy swept the long fringe back from his forehead, the knuckles of his right hand were marred with the scars from a dozen fights.

      Neither one of them had issued the laugh. Like Bretta, they didn’t possess the confidence to do so.

      “Excuse me, sir?”

      The voice belonged to a woman who had both the confidence and the chip on her shoulder to have made them laugh. She was seated almost directly behind the male channeler, one position to the right.

      Mr. Wilson, his train of thought so derailed that he looked in danger of never arriving at his destination, waved his hand at her to continue.

      “May I ask why a class that is focused on channeling, isn’t being taught by a channeler?”

      Bretta raised an eyebrow and turned to look back at the lecturer. He hooked a finger into the collar of his shirt and pulled it away, displaying a knobbly Adam’s apple.

      “The simple answer to your question is that one isn’t available. Not with the right skillset.”

      Graham smirked and gave a quick exhalation of breath that sounded suspiciously like a snort.

      “And why is that, sir?”

      For a polite question, the voice was rough with an air of sharp cynicism. Bretta put her thumbnail into her mouth and chewed without thinking. After a second, her taste buds retracted in distress and saliva flooded her mouth.

      A nail-biter from way back, she’d painted her fingernails with a polish that tasted disgusting. It was meant to dissuade her from biting them. It worked. Bretta yanked her thumb straight out of her mouth. Unfortunately, it also left her wanting to scrape the foul substance off her tongue.

      Mr. Wilson’s cleared his throat so many times in a row that he sounded like a man coming down with a bad cold. He pulled at his collar again and looked out of the windows. The crows sitting on the tree branches, barren of leaves, can’t have offered much in the way of reassurance.

      “I believe that most, if not all of you, know that channeling is an occupation that is accompanied by certain complications.” The lecturer pulled at his collar again and then he took a seat.

      Perhaps the need for air was a real one rather than a nervous tic. Bretta’s own chest tightened in sympathy. Only days before, she’d fallen unconscious as the result of an untreated asthma attack. She reached into her pocket, relaxing as she felt the cold, hard shape of her blue inhaler.

      “Most channelers experience residual memories. Although our force now takes steps to minimize or prevent these adverse effects, it took a while to recognize the damage that was occurring.” He looked out of the window again at the bleak winter scene. “The generation that should now have been in a position to train new recruits has instead been lost to degeneration. It’s a terrible thing, and one that nobody is keen to repeat.”

      Graham gave another sharp exhalation. “If you dig around in other people’s trash, you’re bound to wind up with some foul disease.”

      “Out.” Mr. Wilson slammed his hand down on Graham’s desk, startling every student into a responsive jump. “Wait out in the corridor until this session is finished. I won’t have you disturbing this class anymore today.”

      Graham gave a disbelieving laugh. “Me?” he said, tapping his chest. “What about her,” he pointed to Bretta, “or him,” he pointed to the young man by the door. “They’re the ones who don’t belong in a class teaching law enforcement.”

      “And yet, they’re staying.”

      Mr. Wilson remained silent until Graham had stamped out into the corridor. Even with his obvious petulance, he still wasn’t stupid enough to slam the door closed.

      “I don’t know what else they taught you as cadets,” Mr. Wilson said, scanning the class of now-attentive faces. “But the most important part of your training should have been respect for the chain of authority.”

      He moved to the whiteboard again, crossing his arms and perching on the small ledge.

      “While you’re in this classroom”—he looked pointedly from one face to the next—“The only person who has more influence than any other is me.”
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      As D.I. Able’s long legs ate up the corridor in lengthy strides, Bretta struggled to keep up. After Mr. Wilson’s class broke for lunch, the D.I. had been waiting for her outside. Although his casual lean against the corridor wall was a study in nonchalance, the fact that he was there at all belied a more urgent agenda.

      “Do you have your channeling kit with you?” he said, stopping so suddenly that Bretta had to dance aside to avoid running straight into his back.

      Her brain scrambled to find an answer for the question. After the morning’s class, it was playing catch up with life in general, let alone with queries straight out of left field.

      “It’s in my locker,” Bretta finally responded. She pointed down the hall, toward the main quad, as though he might not know the location. “I can run back and get it if it’s necessary.”

      She paused and looked down at the scuffed toes of her boots, rubbing the side of her forehead where a muscle had started to twitch. Before winning her placement at the school, Bretta had been doing channeling on spec for the department. Siphoning through the muddled data of the last assigned imprint had been challenging, but it had also secured her the role.

      Counting back, Bretta got to five days. The minimum time required between channelings. However, that had only happened on the other side of the weekend, and she’d had to dive into the imprint twice to obtain the information that the police were seeking. For health and safety reasons, the department usually preferred a rest period of at least a week before she could be used for channeling again.

      “Will I be able to channel anything today, though?” she asked cautiously. With another leap in logic, she added, “Doesn’t the hypnosis count the same as a real imprint?”

      “No, it doesn’t,” the D.I. answered curtly. “That’s the whole point.” Although he’d never been friendly, Bretta had grown used to him being supportive. When he turned and stalked along the corridor again, she felt a ripple of unease shudder across her stomach. At least he didn’t mention her failure, though. That would have caved in her confidence completely.

      “We’ve found another imprint out of town, and we need someone to channel it. Congratulations, you win. What other classes did you have scheduled today?”

      “Forensics in the afternoon and then law.”

      “We won’t have you back for either of those, today,” he said, squinting up into the sky at the position of the sun. “We won’t arrive until late afternoon, so it’ll be an overnighter. I’ll square it with your instructors.”

      “Okay.” Despite her concerns, delight sparked in Bretta’s chest at the thought of no more classes for the day. It was like getting a free study period during high school, except better because she was a grownup.

      “You’ll need to catch up on those missing lessons at some point, but we can worry about that in the future.”

      Sure, spoil my fun by reminding me it’s a postponement rather than a reprieve.

      “Whereabouts did they find the body?” Bretta asked, struggling to keep up with D.I. Able’s long strides. “Was it near to Ada?”

      “In the next county over,” the D.I. replied. He whirled as he reached the door, facing Bretta and catching her by her upper arms. “When we go there, don’t look at the gravesite. The imprint is close to it but trust me, the less you see, the less you’ll need to wipe from your mind later.”

      Bretta’s stomach burned with acid. The scorching liquid bubbled up the back of her throat in a painful trail. The imprints she was used to, had been dealing with on a professional basis since she was sixteen years old. The dead bodies they accompanied in her new line of work, well… Bretta didn’t know if she’d ever get used to them.

      “How long has the imprint been there.” Focus on the job at hand, not the accompanying baggage, good girl. “Is it stuck away in the hills again?”

      “Not this time,” Able replied without further elaboration. “We’ll drop by your home on the way to the airport. Grab a couple of sweaters, it’ll be cold out.”

      As though everyone could afford a number of changes of warm clothing. Bretta’s cheeks burned with the embarrassment of poverty she lived with. A situation that she never felt too keenly herself, until another person was on hand for comparison.

      “I’ll pack what I can. Is there anything else I should take?”

      “Just a change of underwear and whatever you’ll need to wear tomorrow. We’ll try to be in and out of there tonight. The sooner we get the information into processing, the better.”

      “Will Adam be there as well?”

      Bretta asked the question innocently, but her back stiffened as the DI’s eyes flicked to the side as though seeking an alternative to answering.

      “Nope,” he said finally, but not before Bretta’s brow creased into a deep frown.

      “Why not? I thought we were working this case together?”

      “Adam channeled an imprint for us overnight,” D.I. Able said. “We won’t be able to use him for another couple of days, as per regulations.”

      Bretta knew the damn rules. It was the main enticement to join the bureau to begin with. Even more so than the steady income and the other benefits.

      Nowhere else did channelers have a health and safety program that regulated their roles, so they had the appropriate time to recover. If Bretta’s mom and dad had the same benefits, perhaps they could have avoided their terrible fates.

      “What imprint did you find last night?”

      The D.I. stopped walking again and directed a stern look at her, one that made Bretta’s stomach roll with trepidation.

      “If it was important for you to know that,” he said quietly, “then I would have told you. Until I do, you don’t need to know.”

      He walked on, back stiff and arms stuffed deep in his coat pockets. When they reached a black town car, he opened the door and waved Bretta into the back seat.

      “What about my bike?” she asked. “It’s locked up in the shed.”

      “Then it’ll still be there when you get back,” D.I. Able said. “I’ll let the office know you’ll need a ride into work when we’re finished up with the current job.”

      The drive to her apartment passed in grim silence. Each time Bretta opened her mouth to break it, she thought herself into closing it again, the words unsaid. When they turned the corner straight into the same crowd of media that had been camped out the previous evening, Bretta realized her mistake. In the whirl of action that morning, she’d completely forgotten about the brute reception waiting for her at home. Forget the embarrassment of her meager supplies of clothing—what she lacked in attire she more than made up for in gaggles of media.

      “Shit,” D.I. Able said, leaning forward to knock on the partition behind the driver. When the man lowered the Perspex glass slide, the D.I. said, “Circle around the block. We’ll need to find another way in.”

      “There’s a narrow alley runs up the back,” Bretta said. “The back door is meant to be a fire exit, but the landlord doesn’t have it alarmed.”

      “Have this lot been outside long?” D.I. Able swept his arm across the hungering crowd.

      Bretta shrugged. “Just last night. There was a news story on the TV about the case, linking it to my name. Doesn’t take much to hunt me down. In my line of work, being easy to find had always been an advantage.”

      “Shit. I didn’t realize you had this on your plate as well. Why didn’t you tell the office it was happening?”

      “I didn’t know I was meant to,” Bretta said, eyebrows raised in surprise. “They didn’t cover that in any class I’ve been to so far.”

      Able sat back in his seat, putting a hand up to his forehead to rub, as though a headache was forming.

      “Fair enough. I suppose that media engagement isn’t exactly class 101 of anything.” He leaned forward and knocked on the glass. “Pull over just up here.”

      “Why here?” Bretta asked. “These shops don’t lead anywhere near my place.”

      “This car isn’t going to be able to get anywhere near your apartment block without raising suspicions. You may be able to sneak in and out the back, but this car screams government service. Before you have a chance to open the back door, someone will have called the media, and they’ll be swooping around the back.” He paused for a second, looking over his shoulder. “If they don’t have a couple of lookouts parked back there already. Plan B.”

      “What the hell is Plan B?”

      The D.I. offered Bretta a broad smile while he sent a quick text on his phone. Finished, he put it back in his pocket. “You’ll see.”

      Although the car was out of the line of sight of the journalists, it was in the perfect position to see the exodus as they decamped, en masse.

      “What did you do?” Bretta asked, turning to follow the sudden cavalcade’s progress.

      “Called in a tip-off to everyone’s editor,” D.I. Able said. “Completely unprofessional, as it happens, but also completely false.”

      He indicated for the driver to get going again, and this time, they didn’t stop until they were pulling up behind Bretta’s apartment. “There’s always someone left behind to monitor the situation,” the D.I. explained in return to her inquiring look. “Better to be safe, than sorry.”

      Bretta sped upstairs and pulled a rucksack that had seen better days out of her hallway closet. She stuffed a layer of underwear along the bottom as lining, then crammed in her sweater and a thin jacket she used as protection on cold mornings during spring. Apart from a couple of thick socks, there was nothing else on offer. Taking her shirt off, Bretta layered two T-shirts on as added protection before pulling the shirt back over the top. She felt like a waddling snowman, but at least that should protect her a tiny bit more.

      If D.I. Able noticed her padding when she got back into the car, he was polite enough not to comment. They headed toward the airport in silence again, this time a little bit more companionable.

      “Are you okay with flying?” the D.I. asked as they pulled into the airport. Bretta guessed from the timing, that if she hadn’t been, it would be a case of tough luck.

      “I haven’t flown before,” she admitted. “I don’t have problems with any other transport, though, so I guess I’ll be okay.”

      “Never?” The DI’s expression was so openly curious that it felt intrusive.

      “No. My family lived here all their lives. Why would I have flown anywhere before?”

      The D.I. shrugged and shook his head. Bretta felt the familiar needles of judgment poking into her skin. As if being poor weren’t bad enough.

      Then Able’s face broke into another wide smile, and he opened the door, running around to get hers with a noticeable spring in his step.

      “You’ll love it,” he said. “It’s like a roller coaster but with better seats.”

      Bretta looked at the gray skies overhead and wondered why a roller coaster set way up high would be a good thing.
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      “See over there.” D.I. Able pointed at a low ridge on the horizon, a dark and lush colored green beneath the pinkening sky. “That’s where we’re headed.”

      “I thought you said the body wasn’t found on a hillside,” Bretta said.

      “Didn’t you read your information packet?” D.S. Ivy said. He and D.C. Williams had been an unwelcome surprise, already waiting in the airport when Bretta and the D.I. arrived to catch the flight.

      “The information pack didn’t have a lot to say about the site,” Bretta retorted. At least, she hoped it didn’t. She may have nodded off when it got to the third page of details regarding the history of the area they were traveling to.

      “You can’t see it from here,” D.I. Able said, inserting himself between the two of them like a parent between squabbling siblings. “There’s a large industrial site at the bottom of the ridge. The burial site and the imprint are located at a quartz quarry off to the side.”

      “A quartz quarry?” Bretta repeated. She’d never heard of such a thing.

      “Yeah,” D.C. Williams said, hefting a rucksack over his shoulder as he came to join them. With his face a curious shade of pale green on landing, he’d excused himself to go to the bathroom as soon as they were through to the baggage claim. “Quartz is what you end up quarrying when all your dreams of gold vanish.”

      “Not that it’s not valuable in its own right,” the D.I. added. “Just that it’s not the pinnacle of the mining dream.”

      “It’s in a mine?” Bretta asked, hoping that her voice didn’t contain the same claustrophobic horror crawling into her soul.

      “Open-cast,” D.C. Williams answered. “And it’s tiny compared to coal or something like that. You’ll see when you get there, but believe me. There’s nothing to worry about.”

      “I don’t understand why murderers can’t bury their victims someplace nice,” Bretta grumbled. For a split second, she thought of her first case. An old man who’d died on a cot beside his marital bed and an old woman desperate for the reassurance that he’d loved her.

      “Obviously, that’s their top priority,” D.S. Ivy said, laughing with a sneer curling up his top lip. “The comfort of the channeler who comes scuttling out to read the imprint.”

      “Don’t talk like that,” D.I. Able said. He raised a forefinger in warning. “Everybody that’s here is vital to this investigation, and nobody is worth anything more or less than anybody else.”

      D.S. Ivy colored. Bretta could have experienced a touch of empathy—after all, her own cheeks were also feeling warm—but the man deserved whatever dressing down he got. Even after years of discrimination and being put down because of her job, Bretta didn’t accept the disregard for her skills as fair. The opinion was commonplace, however. Apparently, even in places where her talent was in demand.

      “Anyone else have some vital opinions that they’d like to share before we get on with doing our damn jobs?” D.I. Able asked. He raised his eyebrows and turned in a slow circle, meeting everybody’s gaze. “Good. Then I suggest we get on with it.”

      He opened the back door of the waiting town car and waved Bretta and D.C. Williams into the back seat.

      “You travel up front with me,” the D.I. told Ivy. “And get your map out, in case I need someone to navigate.”
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      “Don’t look at the body.”

      The earlier command from D.I. Able rang in Bretta’s memory as they neared the latest victim’s burial site. No. Not the most recent victim, not necessarily. Just the most recent one the Bureau had found.

      “The points of similarity flagged it up on the system,” D.I. Able had explained further as he navigated the winding, potholed roads up to the industrial area and further on to the quarry. “There were the same memories of being held in the trunk of a car and the perpetrator being a mechanic.”

      “Not—”

      Bretta began to interrupt, but Able raised his hand and nodded. “Okay. Not the perpetrator but the man whose details made it down onto the death report, all the same.”

      Poor Eric Laraby. The state had executed him—an innocent man—and there were still new reports coming through as to his guilt. Bretta wondered if he’d managed to stay the execution, prolong it into a death sentence behind bars instead of under the needle if anybody would have bothered to take a second look at his case.

      In the end, some guilty maggot of a man was the only reason anybody gave Eric’s rap sheet a second glance. The protests that Eric made during his incarceration were meaningless compared to the testimony his imprint offered from beyond the grave.

      Ironic that an imprint sentenced him to death while another would exonerate him. Pity that the first had been carried out before the second was considered.

      The maudlin thoughts wouldn’t be of any help to her now. Bretta pushed them out of her head and tried to concentrate. The gathering dark sent a shiver down her spine and not just from the drop in temperature that it brought with it. Without a bright sky highlighting the colorful display of the small town, the quarry became oppressive with gloom.

      Even D.S. Ivy took a break from riding her as they advanced across the empty lot. The surface looked like a giant had gouged it with a toy shovel, digging haphazardly down into the earth and dropping stones that fell as giant boulders to the ground.

      “This way,” D.I. Able called out, his voice loud in the dim light. Bretta turned to follow, saved from tripping into a pothole when D.C. Williams threw out his arm to slam across her chest. Bretta only noticed the pit when she opened her mouth to object to the brazen groping. Instead of yelling, she swallowed awkwardly, her throat clutching, and offered a muttered, “Thanks.”

      “Sure,” the young detective said, falling into step beside her. “This place is a bit rough, isn’t it?”

      The shudder that ran up Bretta’s back as the cold bit deeper seemed to be all the answer he needed.

      “You been doing this stuff long?”

      Bretta looked over at his face in surprise. His question appeared genuine, but that startled her more than a look of teasing would have. She shrugged and frowned, forcing her mind away from the job in front of her back into the past.

      “Since I was sixteen,” she said.

      “What’s that? About twenty years?”

      This time, the glance that Bretta tossed his way held a sharpened edge. “No,” she said, not bothering to hide the displeasure in her voice. “More like ten, thank you very much.”

      If he was blushing, the darkening sky hid it from his face. Williams ducked his head forward, deepening the shadows. “Sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m terrible at guessing ages.”

      “No offense taken. I’m terrible at looking like mine. It used to be an advantage.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Looking older than I am. When I was a teenager, it meant I could go places and do things that I never should’ve been able to.” Bretta smiled and shrugged, though she doubted that Williams could see her do either. “Now I’m apparently paying the price.”

      “You still look good, though, no matter what age you are.”

      The way he turned his face to the side told Bretta he was definitely blushing now, even though she couldn’t see him do it.

      Say, thank you. An old echo of her mother spoke in Bretta’s head. Tears threatened. Although dozens of situations featuring her father popped into her head every day, her mother was a rare treat. Already, the feel of her was fading, slipping away into the recesses of her head until the next visit.

      The distraction of chasing those thoughts earned a pause that would have made it awkward for Bretta to follow through on her mother’s advice, sound as it might have been.

      “You two, hurry up. We need to stay close together.”

      D.I. Able’s voice made Bretta jump. She felt like her dad had just caught her canoodling in the stairwell at a party. She broke into a trot, moving ahead of D.C. Williams and deliberately moving close to the Inspector’s side so he couldn’t walk close to her again.

      “How much further?” she asked. As the last of the light faded behind the hills, Able clicked on his torch, illuminating a short path ahead.

      “Not too far. It’s over near the hill.” He turned and stared at the side of Bretta’s face until she turned to look him in the eye. “When I tell you to hold back, please do it.”

      She nodded and murmured, “Yes.” The lack of desire to see the dead body surprised her—once upon a time curiosity would easily have overtaken Bretta’s common sense. Maybe this was maturity. May as well be, since according to D.C. Williams it was written over her face.

      The dark night air continued to cool as they walked closer. A few minutes after he’d told her he would, D.I. Able asked Bretta to stand back and wait.

      She stood, stamping first one foot then the other to try to generate some warmth while she watched the others move ahead of her. Even with her hands stuffed deep into her pockets, Bretta’s fingers were growing numb. She hoped the channeling wouldn’t take too long. All she wanted was to tuck herself into a warm bed and sleep.

      “You can come on over now,” the D.I. called out. Bretta walked toward the group, their flashlights marking them out as a handy target. Her steps slowed as she approached and Able turned, “Don’t worry. We’ve disguised the remains, so you don’t need to worry.”

      In the glow of the Bureau’s standard-issue flashlights, the collected men’s faces looked haunted with shadows, haggard and mean. Bretta let her hair fall over her eyes for a second, a small reprieve before she hooked it back over her ear.

      “Where’s the imprint?” she asked, and Able turned his body at an angle so she could see the brightly colored warning tape. A bastion against any unknowing intruders accidentally stumbling across the scene and giving themselves a scare. Bretta would also get a scare, but at least she was used to it.

      At times now, late in the evenings when insomnia tore chunks from her sleeping hours and spat them back, unchewed, she ached to channel an imprint. They were like a drug. A slideshow of someone else’s life, one thousand times more addictive than reality TV.

      The cold bit into her, cutting through the thin cloth of her jersey, slicing past her layered shirts to lick at her skin, raising it into goosebumps. Bretta checked that D.I. Able was holding onto her baggie of belongings—the items to help draw her back from the foreign memories into her own brain, then she stepped forward.

      The imprint swallowed her whole.

      I need to calm down. My thoughts race too quickly to get hold of—I must stem the tide and stop new ones feeding into the maelstrom. I must gain control. I need to get a hold of myself and think. If I can’t outsmart this fucker, I’ll die.

      The trunk has air feeding into it. Even though my chest fights to drag in every weak breath, that’s because of my stupid body panicking, not because there isn’t any oxygen. It’s been long enough now, that if the trunk were sealed, I’d be dead. I can’t see any holes, but they must exist. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be lying here panicking out of my fucking mind.

      Calm, calm, calm, calm, calm.

      I’m going to remember my last holiday. The beach sand was warm between my toes. I’m going to think of how the sun felt, beating down on my head until I couldn’t run my fingers through my hair without risking a third-degree burn.

      Do they still call them that? Third-degree. I should know that. I’m meant to be a bloody nurse. I wanted to save the world from pain, and instead ended up wiping old men’s asses and sponging down kiddies’ foreheads while they threw up on me. Carrots and creamed corn, that’s what it looked like, no matter what they’d been eating. Carrots and creamed corn. I can’t eat either of them anymore.

      Focus, woman! I remember the sea and the waves that crashed up on the beach. At night, I woke up and thought it was raining. I did that over and over until I realized it was the crash of surf.

      The sand squeaks when I walk over it. The grains of silica rub against each other so they squeal like little piglets in distress.

      My watch. Did that fucker take my watch?

      If he’s got my phone up in the car somewhere, there may still be a connection. Thank the lord for Bluetooth. Sabrina’s due to call me, though she’s been a right bitch with regards to her responsibilities lately. Pretending she’s too tied up with her college life to give me the time of day. Just because she caught me flirting with a young man. Well, honey—looks like you were right. Look at the mess your slag of a ma got herself into.

      Keep calm. You need to think your way out of this one. No matter how much money you laid down for personal training with Luke, you’re not going to be able to strongarm your way out of this one.

      Calm down!

      Bretta gasped and staggered back. Her feet skidded on the gravel underfoot and slid out from under her. She almost fell, but a strong arm caught her around the waist.

      “Bretta? Bretta, you’re okay. You’re safe.”

      She drew in a deep breath, trying to fill her lungs while every cell in her body screamed that she needed more air, she was suffocating. Her hands flailed out in sheer panic, striking against the muscular chest of a nearby male.

      The killer!

      Bretta took another step back, adrenaline dumping into her body in such quantities that it went into overload, panicked nerves firing at nothing and everything.

      Calm down. You have to calm down and think!

      The thought instilled more fear into her, shuddering through Bretta’s body in a loathsome wave.

      “It’s okay, Bretta. You’re safe. I’m Detective Inspector Able, and this is D.S. Ivy and D.C. Williams. We’re the police, and no one can hurt you while you’re with us. You’re safe.”

      The man who was speaking squatted down in front of her, holding out a gift in thick, blunt fingers. Bretta studied his face carefully, not reaching to take it, not yet. His features were swarming with shadows. They could conceal anything. A lover. A killer. A friend.

      She tilted her head to one side, studying the outlines of the men standing behind him. This one was in charge, the others deferred to him. If he wasn’t trustworthy, then she was outnumbered. Bretta reached out for the small plastic item in his outstretched hand. Better to play along until the truth was revealed.

      The item was a clumsily molded horse, fashioned into a keyring. Bretta ran her thumb over the shape, feeling the ridges, tracing the bumps. “Princess,” she whispered and smiled. This wasn’t a gift from the man to her, this was an item she owned, and he’d returned it to her. The pony coming to its rightful home.

      “Your name is Bretta Ariel. You’re a channeler with the police, and we’re currently near an old quartz quarry. Do you remember coming out here?”

      A frown crept onto her forehead, wrinkling her brow. What was the expectation here? How was she meant to play this situation out?

      “Try this,” the man said and extended his hand again, this time passing across a photograph. “That’s you,” he said, pointing at a girl on a swing. “And that’s your dad.”

      The pink cloud of blood spatters down onto the travel rug like sticky rain.

      Bretta gasped and staggered back, the weight of her memories falling all at once, thumping into her body like a concrete block falling from a skyscraper.

      “Back in the land of the living,” D.S. Ivy said. Bretta couldn’t focus, couldn’t look at him, but she didn’t need to his sneer to understand that it was there.

      “Save it, Frank.” D.I. Able’s sharp voice cut through the night like a whip. After a moment, Bretta recovered herself enough to hold her hand out to him. “Do you have the baggie?”

      The D.I. handed over the plastic bag, still containing another few items not yet needed. She carefully placed in the photograph and the pink key ring and sealed her memories safely away.
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      “I’m a nurse,” Bretta whispered in the darkness of her hotel room. They’d come straight here from the burial site, Able instructing them to order from room service if they needed a meal. Bretta hadn’t been looking forward to a shared dinner, the awkwardness of four people with little life experience in common, but when D.I. Able took the option away, she felt a pang of longing.

      There was no way that she’d be able to eat tonight. Her stomach roiled and boiled with acid—it burned a path up her throat and lit a fiery trail down to her bowels.

      Every time she channeled an imprint lately, Bretta’s reward was a burning stomach. When she’d checked in with the Bureau doctor, as well as an antacid, he instructed her that it was a side-effect of extreme anxiety.

      That the anxiety didn’t belong to her, didn’t seem to matter. The imprints triggered it with their extremes of emotion, just the same.

      To calm it down, Bretta needed to relieve the fear and tension, let those negative emotions flow back out of her body and into the grave where they belonged. Easier said than done.

      She fixated on the idea of nursing. Whether she hadn’t paid attention in the past or Monique’s career simply hadn’t come up, Bretta was fascinated by the life choice. It made sense. Nursing was a career that people could enter early or late, young or old. The money required wasn’t unobtainably distant the same way that eight years of college and graduate school were to be a doctor.

      Bretta hooked her legs up onto the bed to sit cross-legged, a copycat Buddha. The baggie of possessions was already sitting on the coverlet in front of her—she opened it up and pulled out the keyring, pressing it hard into her palm.

      “Focus on one event from the imprint,” Malcolm Ackland had told her. “Take one thing that you would never do or experience yourself, and start there.”

      He’d added more, layering method upon method and detail upon detail but the finesse of that expertise could wait. Bretta wanted to make contact and delve deeper while the imprint was still fresh. She’d failed this experiment the first time. If she was going to bomb out again then it was for the best it was a private affair.

      “I’m a nurse,” Bretta repeated. The doctor had also told her to try to separate herself from the imprint as much as possible, but she knew that wouldn’t happen. The emotional memories contained in those snippets happened to her, they suffused each cell in Bretta’s body. To try detachment, she’d need to change the person she was, and good luck with that one, too.

      The smell of antiseptic rose in Bretta’s nostrils. A memory that she retrieved from her mother’s stay in the hospital. At the time, it seemed like every nurse in sight walked around spraying disinfectant in the air, or washing their hands with the pump bottles affixed to the walls.

      At her age, Bretta’s idea of cleanliness was aligned with the soft fragrance of Lux soap. It came in any color you wanted, so long as it was pastel.

      The sharp astringent smells of the ward were shockingly different. Soon after arriving, Bretta always switched to breathing through her mouth, not wanting the chemical scent to stick to the inside of her nostrils where she’d be breathing it in for the rest of the night.

      “I spend my days wiping old men’s asses,” Bretta whispered. The phrase sounded funny aloud, but the images in her mind showed a different story.

      Men, wasted by disease, their skin turned by age and illness to the same color as their gray hair. The lack of muscle tone left their skin hanging in clumps, gathering up in folds at the nearest joint. Long, thick hairs stuck out from every surface, so wiry that you’d need metal snips to do them justice.

      To get to the bathroom, the men had to shuffle forward, dragging their machinery like a reverse Zimmer frame, holding them back and making them unsteady. The IV bags would rock gently to and fro with their passage, the line dispensing its goodness into a catheter mounted in any available vein—because once you were in, you didn’t give that sucker a chance to collapse and lock you out.

      No matter what drugs the IV held, the color was always a shade matching the urine that flowed out of the same body. From the darkest rusty orange through to the palest lemon zest. In, out. In, out. When a patient got to the point they shouldn’t move, another catheter would go in, this time taking the fluids out of their body without any effort required. The bag hanging above their heads and hanging beside their hips on the bed would be an ombre display of fluids.

      A catheter dealt with the urine—pity no one had a magic bullet for the butthole. A colostomy bag wasn’t something you dicked about with, inserting and removing. If it went in, that stayed, and who wanted to intervene surgically on some shriveled raisin of a man when they’d likely be carted out of the theater on a stretcher bound for the morgue?

      So I’m in charge of wiping them up and changing their bedding when they don’t ring the bell in time for a pan. Sometimes, I wish that I could simply set them on one all day. It makes sense, after all. Until I see the faces of their grandkids or their daughters gathering around the beds.

      I have sympathy for those folks long after I’ve lost patience with the patients, ha-ha.

      When I tired of the general ward, stuffed full of the remnants of people, rather than those brimming with vitality, I switched it up and went for the young.

      The pediatric ward was a godsend for months. Young kids in and out of there, always full of curious questions and wide eyes. Their eager faces would light up when I explained a new device or showed them how the bells and whistles attached to their machinery worked.

      Far better than nursing the other end of life’s spectrum, I thought, until I joined together the absences and realized that down here, on the third floor, the beginning and end of life were one and the same. If I had to see skin grayed out to the point it seemed you could stare right through it to a person’s organs, better they be in their eighties than eight. Better they lose their hair because their cells grew tired of producing it, than because the chemotherapy poisoned them into inaction.

      The bumps and scrapes and broken arms were one thing, but they’re not what you see most of on the ward. You see the sick kids who know one day they won’t go home in remission.

      I wanted to help people get better and instead ended up just making them comfortable while they died.

      I hate nursing.

      Bretta sat up straight. A noise had brought her out of the light trance, an alarm bell cracking through the air with strident authority. It sounded just like the one she had set up on her watch for the early morning wake-up call.

      As Bretta unlocked her legs from their lotus position, feeling every day of her twenty-four years, she saw a beautiful pastel pink light outside the window. The sun creeping nervously above the horizon, peeking around to see what the new day held.

      Morning.

      Bretta looked at her watch, still disbelieving. The hands informed her it was five o’clock. If not the time to wake up exactly, certainly the time to begin that journey, perhaps by way of a light doze.

      The entire night had gone by in the space of time it took Bretta to think of a few small memories. As she splashed water on her face and waited for the shower to heat up enough to step inside, she wondered if the expression on her face mimicked her dad’s.
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      “Who even knows that places like this exist?” Bretta asked. She stood on the edge of the quartz quarry once more, the feeble morning sun still dithering over making a full appearance.

      The D.I. studied her face, staring for so long that Bretta began to shift from foot to foot. “There’s a class of people who know everything there is to know about this place”—he swept his arm across the ragged scene—“or the Black Tree Hills, as well. Just the same as there’s some folks who only know about the finest things in life.”

      “We’ve got the photographs we need,” said D.C. Williams, walking up to them. “The forensic guys in town took care of everything else, including the scene as it was when they first found it.”

      The actions taken the night before to disguise the body still resting in the pit dug out of the quarry needed to be Documented. A task nobody had wanted to do in the depths of the night and the unique difficulties that it brought with it.

      “We’ll get a move on, then,” the D.I. said. “Our flight back out leaves in less than an hour.”

      “When’s the debrief interview?” D.S. Ivy asked, nodding toward Bretta. “Since that’s the reason we all came.”

      “You all came because I told you to, and I wanted you to get a feel for the crime scene.” The same frown that lay on D.I. Able’s face through most interactions with his sergeant made its reappearance. “I’ll expect a write-up by tomorrow morning linking the similarities to the other sites and explaining the differences.”

      “The other sites,” Bretta exclaimed. “How many bodies have you found with Monique’s imprint?”

      “I’ll give you a full rundown on the case later,” D.I. Able said. “For the time being, this imprint is all we want you to think about. What new information it gave you, what differences there are, what similarities. The debrief”—he nodded with a sharp look at D.S. Ivy—“will be late this morning. I want the doctor to check you over first, as well, after last time.”

      As they walked to the car, Bretta felt a twinge of anxiety over her health. The last time that D.I. Able referred to, she’d collapsed with an asthma attack, blacking out and causing a scene. At least, Bretta presumed she’d caused a scene. She hadn’t been conscious to notice.

      She tapped her inhaler, safe in her pocket. Tapped on the items in the baggie, too. If Bretta began to have absences the same as the night before, soon they might be the only tangible memories she had.
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      “I want you and D.C. Williams to visit Sabrina Wadube,” D.I. Able said after the briefing. “That’s Monique’s daughter.”

      “I know who she is,” Bretta said. “Has she not been interviewed already?”

      D.S. Ivy gave a short laugh under his breath that he quickly turned into a cough when the DI’s stern look faced his way.

      “I don’t want you to interview her,” he said. “At least, not exactly. I think the imprint evidence you provide would be more valuable if you can sort it more quickly into memories that belong to Monique and memories that belong to other victims.”

      Bretta sat back in her chair and closed her eyes for a second too long to be a blink. “That was just a mistake.”

      D.S. Ivy’s snort told her that everyone already knew that.

      “This is my fault,” D.I. Able said. “If you’d known straight up what Monique’s career was, then you wouldn’t have thought the nursing memories belonged to her.” He waited for a moment, then when Bretta didn’t respond he added, “This isn’t a punishment. It’s an opportunity to learn more about a victim.”

      “Of course,” she said, smiling broadly. “And what is D.C. Williams’ role in meeting Sabrina?”

      “I’ve just joined the case,” Williams answered before the D.I. could open his mouth. “There’s a lot of intricacies in this one that I don’t fully understand, either. I think this opportunity will really help me out. Thank you, sir.”

      His far more appropriate response made Bretta feel churlish. She nodded and whispered, “Yes, thank you,” although her time to do so in genuine gratitude had come and gone.

      “What do you know about Monique Wadube?” Williams asked her as they walked outside, dismissed. “Have you seen her case file?”

      Bretta shook her head. “I haven’t seen anything about anyone, so far,” she said. “Not officially, at least. That part of the investigation is usually reserved for trained officers.”

      “Fair enough,” Williams said. “I guess that means the D.I. thinks you’re one of us, now.”

      They waited in companionable silence on the curb outside the bureau. The car assigned to them from the Bureau pool was running late on a job.

      “Did you ever have anything to do with law enforcement before this?” the D.C. asked when a few minutes had passed with no sign.

      “Not really,” Bretta admitted. “I worked mostly on an individual contract basis. The money’s better, but after a few years where the lean weeks pile up, I was looking for something with a steadier income.”

      “I suppose with the training they’ll put you through here, you’ll be able to do my job, too, at the end of it.”

      Bretta raised her eyebrows. “I don’t know about that. Didn’t you have to put in a few years before you came here? I’m sure that groundwork is more important than the guidelines they teach you here.”

      D.C. Williams shrugged, then stepped one foot out onto the road, signaling with a raised hand. “That’s us,” he said. “Do you want to drive?”

      Bretta bit her bottom lip and shook her head, uncertain how much to tell him. Probably the whole truth, she decided. “I don’t have a license,” she admitted. “I’ve only ever ridden in public transport or used my bike.”

      Williams gave a surprised laugh, then covered his mouth with his hand as the car doors opened to spill out two sergeants. He nodded with respectful silence while they walked away, then took his hand away and grinned at Bretta.

      “Well,” he said, opening the passenger side door and waving her in, “I guess that I’m your chauffeur for the time being, then. I hope you enjoy the ride.”

      “Oh, yes,” Bretta said. “Nothing better than being a backseat driver.”
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      Sabrina Wadube was tall and strikingly beautiful. As she walked down the front path to meet their car, Bretta realized that she’d never seen a photograph of Monique. The images that she held of her were the ones formed by the woman herself—often the least reliable judge of what was or wasn’t attractive.

      Certainly, the young woman stretching her hand out in greeting was a fair sight better looking than Monique had believed herself to be. The image of her daughter was an interwoven mural of so many different viewpoints that the only impression was bountiful love, tempered at the end with irritation and fear of being forgotten.

      “Have you lived here long?” Bretta asked as Sabrina showed them into her front room. A tray with tea and coffee was laid out with a selection of biscuits. The perfect hostess. Bretta wondered how many times police had called upon her to make the welcome so complete.

      “I moved here out of college,” Sabrina answered. She took a cup of tea for herself and waved at the officers to pour their own selection. “My aunt used to live up the road and saw this place going cheap. That was before they knew what happened to Mom and I wanted to be close to family.”

      She paused for a few moments while Bretta and Williams helped themselves and then added with a rueful shrug, “Not that anyone seems sure what happened to Mom. Not any longer.”

      “Hopefully, we’ll be further along that track soon,” Williams said while Bretta tried not to stare at Sabrina. “We have fresh information coming in all the time. It’s the top priority for the Bureau.”

      Sabrina nodded and rested her head on her left hand, the other gripping the delicate china cup by the looped handle. “I’m sure it is. From what I’ve been told, a whole lot is riding on it.”

      “Maybe a thousand cases all up,” Williams said. He paused and bit his bottom lip—Bretta wondered if that information was something he should have kept to himself.

      “I’ve been working with some of the imprints that the police have located,” she said, taking over while Williams fretted. “It feels quite odd to sit here with you now—I’ve grown to know your mother quite intimately.”

      A look of fury swept across Sabrina’s face before being brought under tight control. Bretta could see the workings of Sabrina’s facial muscles as she fought them back into her earlier, placidly pleasant expression.

      “I’d really prefer not to talk about my mother’s memories,” Sabrina said. Her tone brooked no arguments. “Detective Able told me that you’d want to ask some questions.”

      “That would be fantastic, if you don’t mind,” D.C. Williams said, leaning forward to put down his coffee cup, already empty. He opened his notebook, flipping to a blank page. “I’ve read through your mother’s file, and there are a few things that I hope you can fill in for me. It said that she was in a relationship with Eric Laraby before her disappearance, but that they’d broken up by the time she went missing.”

      Sabrina nodded. “That’s why they thought he was responsible.” She paused and nodded at Bretta. “That and what your lot told them. What a bunch of nonsense that turned out to be.”

      Although her body tilted, shoulders hunching forward, Bretta managed to fight her tongue into submission. Starting an argument about who had been right and wrong, would get them nowhere but entrenched in the past.

      “I met him a few times,” Sabrina said. She replaced her teacup on the table and poured another helping. “He seemed a nice enough guy, but I didn’t like the way he treated my mother.” She paused and turned her head away so Bretta couldn’t read her expression. “I didn’t understand what a man his age would be doing with someone as old as Mom. It would have been more appropriate if he were to date somebody my age.”

      “Did Eric give you any reason to distrust that the relationship was genuine on his part?” Bretta asked. “Did he seem to be hunting for anything more?”

      Sabrina leaned forward to pick up her cup again, cradling it in both hands. “Nothing overt, but I didn’t think the relationship would last.” She shrugged. “Mom had me so young I think she just had her head stuck at a different age. Instead of finding an appropriate man to have a relationship with, she decided on a fling with a young boy.”

      That ‘young boy’ had been eight years older than Sabrina, but Bretta decided to hold her counsel on that point.

      “What jobs did your mom do?”

      As Bretta asked the question, Sabrina turned with a knowing glint in her eye.

      “I thought you knew,” she said, her lip curling up so subtly that if Bretta hadn’t been looking for the gesture, she wouldn’t have seen it. “My mother was a nurse.”

      D.C. Williams leaned forward, licking the end of his biro as though it would help him to write. “Is that so? I thought that she’d worked in the retail industry. Could you tell us more about that?”

      Bretta reached out and tapped him on the upper arm. “Sabrina’s joking,” she said.

      His face fell, and Bretta wondered how someone with such open expression could ever be successful in his chosen field. If he interviewed a suspect, they’d know everything just by reading the young man’s face.

      Bretta winced as she realized that they were probably the same age. She was doing to Williams what Sabrina had been doing to Eric Laraby—diminishing him by pretending he was younger than he was.

      “Who else had your mom dated before she went missing?” Bretta asked. “If she’d broken up with Eric Laraby, was there anyone else in the picture?”

      “No.” Sabrina sighed and shook her head. “I’ve already answered these questions. If you don’t have anything new to ask me, I don’t understand why you came at all.”

      Bretta didn’t really know what she was doing there, either. She didn’t know the first thing about questioning witnesses or victim’s families. At this point, she hadn’t even had the opportunity to study the case file the Bureau was building.

      “Do you have a photograph of your mother?” she asked. “I’ve never seen her, except in the imprints. I imagine that the images are quite different.”

      “Seriously?” Sabrina stared at her, open-mouthed. “You’ve come all this way, and you’ve never even bothered to look at a photo?”

      To Bretta’s relief, D.C. Williams interjected, “The photographs that we have in the file are both staged. The one from her official work ID is so phony that she looks more like a mannequin. I know that the original investigating officers would already have seen them, but if you’re able to show us anything different, that would be of great help.”

      “Why?” Sabrina asked, not budging. “It’s not as though you’re looking for her body.”

      “We are,” Williams corrected her. He clamped his lips into a firm line as Sabrina turned her glare onto him, shaking his head instead.

      Although she already knew the information wouldn’t be welcome, Bretta spoke up to rescue Williams from the intense stare. “When I’m channeling imprints, it helps to have a clear idea of the person whose thoughts I’m going through. I’m not suggesting that we take those photos away from you, but a quick look would be so much help.”

      Sabrina gulped the remaining tea down and replaced her cup on the table with a shaking hand. All the calm composure she’d greeted them with had gone, leaving a devastated ruin in its wake.

      “There are some photographs on the walls upstairs.” Sabrina waved her hand in the direction of the hallway. “You can look to your heart’s content.”

      Bretta stood and nodded awkwardly, glad to escape out of the room into the cold chill of the hallway. The stairs led straight up, the landing decorated with a large mirror with corridors branching away on either side.

      “I don’t think either of us should leave the Bureau without supervision,” D.C. Williams whispered as he joined her. “Was it just me, or did we both manage to make that extremely uncomfortable in about five minutes flat?”

      Bretta chewed on her bottom lip to stop a relieved laugh from exploding out of her mouth. The tension stayed for another millisecond, then departed with her widening smile.

      “Agreed. Until we each graduate from our respective classes, neither one of us should go anywhere in the field without a superior officer. If we were any more awkward, we’d be extremely dangerous.”

      The photographs were in frames, hanging on the wall at one-foot spaced intervals starting at the fourth step and continuing up to the top. It only took a moment for Bretta to realize the point of the mirror at the head of the stairs, without it there would be almost no natural light. As it was, she had to lean forward, nose almost touching the shining glass covers before Bretta could make out the figures posed inside.

      “This is the best one,” Williams said, ducking behind Bretta to move closer to the top stair. “It’s the only one that captures a natural pose.”

      Although Bretta tried to climb the stairs quietly, the third step from the top creaked under her weight. Her back stiffened, her eyes widening as though she was a burglar, creeping around a house uninvited and about to be caught.

      Williams held a finger up to his lips in an exaggerated mime. “Shhh. We don’t want to wake the dragon lady.”

      His irreverent antics started Bretta chuckling, a response she soon quieted before Sabrina could hear.

      When she peered at the photo the D.C. was indicating, Bretta saw he was right. In the picture, Monique was standing in a relaxed pose, a wine glass in one hand, openly laughing at something the man to her right had said. Sabrina wasn’t in this one, though a woman two people over from Monique had such similar features that Bretta guessed it was the aunt that Sabrina had spoken of. She reached out a tentative finger and gently traced the outline of Monique’s face.

      The woman in the picture was far more attractive than the self-portrait Bretta had lifted from Monique’s memories. A smaller nose, more defined mouth, and a curve ran from ear to chin that would make an artist cry.

      “Why don’t people like you?’ Williams asked.

      Bretta turned, her eyebrows raised, waiting for his thought to be completed. After a moment, she worked out that was the full extent of it and shook her head.

      “It’s the imprints. Nobody likes them, even those that benefit from their presence. Imagine a total stranger knowing more about your parent than you ever will. It’s not surprising that people react badly.” Bretta stored up the image on the stairs before turning to head back down. “I would, too.”

      Sabrina had taken their absence to compose herself back into the pleasant and polite front that she’d first presented at the door. “Do you have many more questions to ask?” she said when Bretta sat down. “I have work starting in a few hours, and I’ve got a few things to tidy up before then.”

      “What kinds of people did your mother like?”

      “How do you mean?”

      Bretta shrugged. “Was she attracted to funny people or those that asked questions that make you think? Did she like to hang around with the most attractive or the ones who had their wealth on display?”

      Sabrina looked hurt and then turned to face the window, chewing the inside of her cheek as she thought. “Funny,” she said after a few minutes had passed. “My mother could never resist somebody who made her laugh. I think she would have been friends with the ugliest and poorest person on earth if they could crack a few good jokes.”

      “Did money matter to her?”

      “You tell me.” Sabrina turned back and leaned forward, elbows perched on her knees. “You’re the one who has been popping in and out of her mind, after all. Did she like them rich? Did she like them handsome?”

      “I don’t know,” Bretta said. “I haven’t been channeling your mother’s imprint at all.”

      That made Sabrina jerk back. She sat upright, placing her hands flat on top of her knees. “I thought you were the one involved in the Black Tree Hills case? That’s what the Detective Inspector in charge told me.”

      “Then he would also have told you that your mother wasn’t the victim up at the Black Tree Hills site. You know she wasn’t, we’re still searching for her remains.”

      “But…” Sabrina’s strong voice trailed away into a weak indrawn breath.

      “The women whose bodies we have found, they were drenched in your mother’s memories. It doesn’t mean that their imprints are hers, any more than mine would be. They contain a lot of detail from her life, but it’ll be filtered through their personalities. Depending on how long he kept them alive after drenching them, the results may be nothing alike.”

      Sabrina raised a hand up to her forehead, rubbing her forefinger along the right eyebrow where the muscle underneath had started to pulse and twitch.

      “I don’t understand the imprints at all,” she said. “I thought they were a direct link to a person’s memories.”

      “They will be when we find your mother,” D.C. Williams said. Bretta shot him a look of gratitude, knowing Sabrina would be a hundred times more receptive to his voice than she would be to Bretta’s. “Until then, the woman whose bodies are lying in those burial sites have their thoughts and desires mixed in, too. It’s hard for our channelers to know for sure which memories belong to what person. That’s why it’s so important that we both get a feel for your mom, outside of what the case file notes can tell us.”

      “She thought I derailed her life,” Sabrina said after a momentary pause to adjust. “My mother was far too polite and aware of my feelings to say so out loud, but I could see that in a thousand different ways. Do you mind?”

      Sabrina pointed to the door and stood up, walking Williams and Bretta through to another room.

      “This is where I keep the stuff I packed up from her house,” she said as they walked into a small room full of cardboard boxes. “I never got around to emptying them out and deciding what to do with them. If the landlord at my mother’s apartment hadn’t called to read me the riot act, I never would have gotten around to boxing them up.”

      Bretta thought of her father’s possessions, still, for the most part, lying where he’d left them in her place. On the day she finally committed him to the hospice, she’d walked back through the door into an empty apartment and decided she’d leave that job to tomorrow.

      Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow.

      “This box is comics that my mother started collecting. There aren’t more than a couple of dozen in any one line—that’s as far as she’d ever get before she’d move on to a different story.

      “This”—Sabrina pulled another box closer to her, checking the label on top—“is the wool from when my mother took up knitting. This one is unused fabric from when she took up sewing. These are recipe books, these are coloring books, this one is needlepoint with not a single canvas filled in more than halfway.”

      At that last, Bretta gave a small laugh and nodded. For the first time, Sabrina offered her a genuine smile. A thaw in the thick frost at last.

      “My mother never started something that she wasn’t completely prepared to abandon part of the way through. Money and her were fair weather companions at best. She got a pay packet at the end of every week, usually cash, and she spent it on the things that she enjoyed. When times were hard, there was never anything to fall back on.”

      Sabrina kicked the boxes back into position and turned, gesturing for D.C. Williams and Bretta to walk out in front of her back to the lounge.

      “There wasn’t a thing in her life my mother truly committed to. Even me. As soon as I was eligible to be enrolled, I was at preschool for most of the day.”

      As Bretta took her seat in the front room again, she heard the ache in Sabrina’s voice. The sadness hiding behind her brittle façade.

      “Men were the same. That’s why Eric fitted the profile of a killer so well. It wouldn’t have surprised anyone if she dated him for a couple of months, just enough for him to think it was serious, and then dumped him without a glance back. She just wasn’t the type to settle for one man. Not when the world was full of other opportunities.”

      “Had that caused her any problems in the past?” Bretta asked.

      Sabrina shook her head, then wobbled and shrugged instead. “Not ‘full-on’ problems, but there were times when she told me not to answer the phone or the door. Maybe once or twice there was a car driving by with expletives shouted out the window. Prior to her disappearing, the worst that had happened was a flaming bag of dog shit on her doorstep. It went out before she got home from her date with another man.”

      There was a pause before Sabrina continued, her voice thoughtful as though she was still linking things together in her mind.

      “She was careless with all people, though. Men and women. There were plenty of times she treated me as an afterthought, and that went double or triple for anyone else Mom knew.” Sabrina combed her fingers through her thick, dark hair. “It never took long for people to understand they were low down on Mom’s list of priorities. That could hurt.”

      From the tone of her voice, it had hurt plenty.

      Bretta leaned forward, lowering her voice. “Is that why you stopped calling her?”

      Sabrina looked up in surprise, her gaze turning from Bretta to Williams and back. “Who told you that? Is it in her file?”

      With embarrassment, Bretta realized that it wasn’t something she should know from the case file. She shook her head, too late. The words couldn’t be erased now. “I caught that from her imprint. It repeated a few times. That you’d gone off to college to make your own life and now you never called.”

      Bretta expected anger, but after a moment Sabrina snorted and shook her head. “Mom was a bloody narcissist if you ask me. Never called. If I missed a day, she’d be texting me in my lectures, wanting to know what was up. I think that I communicated with Mom more when I was away from home than I ever had sitting in her house right before her eyes.”

      “So, she missed you?”

      “Missed having an audience, more like.” Sabrina ducked her head, combing her fingers through her hair again, then sighed. “I’m making it sound like she was a right bitch and Mom wasn’t like that. If you were in her spotlight, she made life as fun as hell. That’s why it grew so cold when she moved that attention away.”

      After the back and forth of their conversation died, Bretta and D.C. Williams excused themselves. Sabrina’s formal manners reintroduced themselves, and she escorted them to the door. There, she pursed her lips and frowned as though weighing up a problem. When Bretta took another step toward the car, Sabrina stretched her hand out, holding her back.

      “My mother—” Sabrina broke off, her throat catching. She turned her head to cough and then tried again. “Why is my mom showing up in other people’s imprints? The Detective Inspector acted as though I should know, but I just don’t understand. What is it that I’m missing?”

      Bretta frowned and shook her head. “I’m sorry. Someone should have talked to you earlier.” She stopped, trying to work out how to work the explanation so it wouldn’t lessen Monique any more than it should.

      “We believe that your mother’s imprint is somewhere that the killer of these other women can easily utilize. The most likely explanation is that her imprint is in the trunk of a car.”

      Sabrina frowned. “A trunk? I thought the woman’s bodies were being found buried up in the mountains.”

      With a quick jerk of her head to indicate that Williams should continue on down the path to the car, Bretta turned to face Sabrina fully.

      “The bodies could be found anywhere he placed them. Their final burial grounds aren’t related to your mother at all. We think”—she paused and tilted her head to one side—“I think that the killer is drenching these women in your mother’s imprint before he kills them.”

      “But why?” Sabrina’s face curled up in distress, confusion, and pain.

      Bretta reached out and clutched the woman’s hands between her own. She’d grown used to thinking of Sabrina as young—younger than herself—when in reality, the ten years that had elapsed since Monique’s death meant she was older than Bretta by a couple of years. At this moment, though, her youth shone through.

      “I think that it’s to disguise their own memories about their deaths. The killer uses your mother’s last thoughts to cloud them out. Most probably, so their imprints can’t be used to identify him. If it weren't for that, the police would most likely have caught him and put him on death row by now.”

      “Instead of Eric Laraby.” Sabrina’s voice was a whisper.

      “Yes,” Bretta said. “But he’s made a mistake.”

      Sabrina’s eyes twinkled with the bright sheen of tears. “What mistake is that?”

      “He made the mistake of thinking that a strong woman can be drenched out by an imprint. Your mother’s memories are distinct, but so are the women that he’s killed. The fragments of their real selves that they retained until the end are the way that we’re going to find him.”

      “D.S. Ivy told me that you haven’t even managed to identify the women he’s killed.”

      “Not yet,” Bretta admitted, making a mental note that the sergeant was even more of a shit than she’d believed him to be. “I can tell you that we’re very close, though. We’ll find out who these women are, how they link together, and then we’ll build a case that will send this murdering bastard straight onto death row.”
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      “I got a job this week, Dad. A good one.”

      Bretta tried to hold his gaze, but it wandered into mid-air and held there, his rapt attention fixed on nothing. She clicked her fingers, a useless gesture, but one she couldn’t stop herself from trying, anyway. When it failed as she knew it would, Bretta tried giving him a poke in the shoulder instead.

      “Do you hear me, Daddy? I said that I got a job.”

      Daddy. Bretta hadn’t called him that for twenty years, if at all. For a moment, she couldn’t remember. Mommy—that word sprang easily to her mind, but Daddy. Blank. It had always been just Dad except for a notable six-month period when she was thirteen when it had been Bill or nothing at all.

      Damn it.

      He’d been lucid when Bretta arrived, and she’d wasted those few short minutes on the pleasantries of greeting him and settling down into the family room. Even though after all this time, she knew better, it did no good when she couldn’t abide by her own rules.

      She sat forward and tipped her face down into her hands. They smelled of sweat and chocolate. The sweat from the sun streaming in through the car window on the drive back from Sabrina’s, the chocolate from the lunch she’d grabbed from the vending machine after going without all day.

      Instead of going home like Bretta desperately wanted, she’d forced herself to visit. Her internal guide was that if she thought of doing it near home time, then she went. There’d be long, empty years ahead, and she didn’t want to stock them full of moments of regret.

      To add to the decision, the media had crept back since D.I. Able created whatever diversion he’d used a couple of days ago. If she visited until dark, there’d be less chance of returning home to a camera being shoved in her face. One more day to go, and she could greet Isaac her landlord near the elevator instead of slinking up the back stairs.

      “Where did you put the magazines? We need to save those photos so we can use them later.”

      Bretta murmured a reply as nonsensical as the phrase he’d just muttered. When his agitation increased, shoulders shaking, fingers tapping, she reached out and brushed his fringe back, making cooing noises like he was a baby to send to sleep.

      It worked. Her dad closed his eyes and smiled as he relaxed back into the comfort of the padded couch. Bretta snuggled up against him, tucking herself under his arm, and closed her eyes as well.

      The week had been exhausting. The lost hours from the other night leaving her a debt of sleep that she would take a week or more to pay back.

      “Did your mother put the cat out?”

      “Mm-hm.” Bretta tried to remember if she could remember a cat. Something gray and cuddly came to mind, but after a moment she identified it as her old snuggly blanket. Boy, she’d loved that thing. Once, she’d even taken it along to school for show and tell, holding it up to her face and sucking her thumb when the other kids laughed. If her mom had been paying attention, perhaps she would have put a stop to that daft idea before it got going.

      “Your mother has something to tell you,” Bretta’s dad muttered.

      She opened her eyes a crack to see if he was lucid or drowning in a memory from long ago. His face looked down at her with bright eyes, twinkling in the dying light. Bretta should respond, she should get up and turn the lights on so that she could see her dad more clearly, but instead, she just snuggled back into his side and closed her eyes to doze.
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      When Bretta woke, it took her a few moments to work out where she was. The sound of breathing was just above her head, a muffled heartbeat was underneath her ear. The light through the high window shone ghostly silver rays across the opposite wall, turning everything strange and alien.

      Then her dad snored, and Bretta’s recollection snapped into place.

      She sat up, stretching out her side and stifling a groan as a muscle screamed in retribution for long hours stretched at an awkward angle. One of her thighs had gone numb, and as Bretta stretched it out, pins and needles dished out their punishment.

      Even though it was nighttime, the hospice rang out with a variety of noises. Not just the snoring and muttered words of people asleep, but words shouted in fear or joy to individuals who weren’t there.

      As her eyes adjusted to the room, Bretta wondered if she should take the time to escort her father back to his cot where he belonged. She didn’t know the penalties he might face if the breakfast rounds discovered he wasn’t where he should be. She couldn’t imagine they’d be very high, considering that nobody had popped their head into this room to check.

      Still, it wasn’t what the nursing staff would think, but how her dad would react that should be top of Bretta’s mind. The confusion that drifted in and out of her father’s head could only be worsened by waking in a place he shouldn’t be.

      She sat beside him, studying his resting face in the scant moonlight. Even in the slackness of sleep, he looked younger and fitter now than she remembered in the revealing light of day.

      Bretta tapped her dad on the shoulder, repeating the action a minute later when the first attempt had no reaction. He shifted in the seat, slowly opening his eyes.

      He gasped, and his eyes widened. Bretta leaned forward and gave him a shoulder hug, feeling the thumping of his heartbeat against her body. She stroked his thinning hair until he calmed, the muscles in his upper body slackening.

      “We fell asleep in the family room,” she said. “It feels like one of those old stories you used to read me.”

      Stories full of boarding schools and midnight feasts and sneaking around just out of the sight of matron’s beady eyes.

      “Let me help you back to your room.”

      Bretta tugged on his hand to prompt him to rise. With the pins and needles still ravaging her thigh muscles and an ache settling into her neck, she could only presume her father would be in more pain.

      “Lift your arm over my shoulder,” she commanded. When he’d done that, Bretta tested out a few steps forward. All good.

      “Have you ever been out of your room at night before?” she asked. Her whispers in the evening offered protection against the distressed calls from other quarters. “Or do the nurses here run a tight ship?”

      “I tried to get your mother out at night,” he said. Her dad looked up and down the hallway, his eyes narrowing into cunning. “We got as far as the back corridor behind the kitchen before they caught us, but we almost got away.”

      Bretta stared at him, staggering to the left under his weight. “Mom tried to escape.”

      “They were killing her,” he said. Although the words were simple, the tonality behind them was complex. Regret, sadness, loss, anger. A myriad of emotions all wrapped up in the blue colors of mistakes made.

      “Was that true or was it just something she said?” Bretta tried for a light voice but fell short, landing on shrill instead.

      “I thought she was making it all up,” he whispered back. “Until I saw it for myself. Until she showed me.”

      They were at the door to his ward now. Bretta stopped, not wanting to advance further with the strange conversation unresolved.

      “How did she show you?”

      Her father’s eyes were black pools of ink in the silver moonlight. When he tipped his head forward the lower half of his face was engulfed in black.

      “I read her imprint,” he whispered. “When she was still alive. I saw everything they did to her.”

      “Is someone hurting you now?” Bretta asked. “Are the staff not taking care of you?”

      “Me?” Her dad looked over his shoulder as though expecting to find the person she referred to standing there. He raised his eyebrows at the empty corridor. “Nobody’s hurting me. We were talking about your mother.”

      “How do you channel an imprint if a person is still alive?” Bretta asked. The probability that the words were nonsense was clear in her mind, but at that moment her dad seemed so lucid, so clear.

      “Don’t be silly, love. You can’t have everything you want.”

      Bretta nudged her shoulder up into her father’s armpit, trying to force him to concentrate.

      “Where is an imprint if a person is still alive?”

      He turned the black pools towards her, joined now by the gaping hole of his open mouth.

      “What?”

      The moment of clarity was gone. There was no more thought behind her father’s vapid gaze than in a carwash or a vending machine.

      “Never mind, Dad,” Bretta whispered, sliding her leading foot forward. “Let’s get you back to bed.”

      [image: ]

      As Bretta left her dad in his bed and moved back out into the hallway, she tiptoed. If there was a way of getting out of the hospice without having to talk to anyone, that was the path she wanted to take.

      Don’t they even do a bed count? she wondered, then realized that a nurse could easily have seen Bretta and her dad in the family room and left them undisturbed out of kindness. She needed to stop judging everyone as though they had shady motives.

      Her nerves jangled at the strange sounds of the foreign territory. When a figure shuffled towards her out of the gloom ahead, Bretta’s heart beat so fast that she thought it would explode out of her chest. Adrenalin surged through her body, flipping the switch on every cell onto such high alert that she couldn’t move, locked into place by muscles that were rock hard and aching.

      “Excuse me,” the man said, and Bretta realized from the flat affect of the voice it was just another patient out wandering at night. Although her brain relaxed, the message didn’t go through to her body.

      “Do you know where the men’s bathroom is?” he asked, a note of fear creeping into his tone, making it high and reedy. “I’ve been up and down this hallway a dozen times, and I can’t find the restroom. I need it.”

      The desperation in his last words unlocked Bretta’s muscles, letting her move to his side. She closed her eyes for a second, using a prerecorded map of the corridor in sunlight to guide her way.

      “It’s down here,” Bretta said, leading. “Just a few doorways down on the right-hand side.”

      She stopped when she reached the room and gestured to it with her hand when the man didn’t automatically go in. He tilted his head, squinting at her.

      “You’re not one of my nurses,” he said, a strident note of accusation making his voice sound louder than it was. “How did you get in here? You’re not allowed. This is a state-run prison, you can’t just wander in and out, willy-nilly.”

      Bretta raised her hands, palms toward him, and backed up a step. She would have gone further, but she banged into the wall behind her, blocking her retreat.

      “I’m just here visiting someone,” she said. “And I was on my way out when I bumped into you. I’m leaving so you don’t need to worry.”

      The man took a step closer, peering at her in the dimness. Bretta’s breath caught as a stray beam of moonlight shone on the man’s face. His features twisted into a mask of anger, so furious that Bretta was scared he’d soon start in on her with his fists.

      “You need to go,” the man said with authority. “You don’t belong here.”

      Bretta nodded in agreement and scooted two small steps to her side.

      “I’m going, see,” she said. “Don’t worry. I’ll be out of here in a minute.”

      After sliding another few steps to the side, she turned and jogged down the corridor. Although Bretta told herself not to turn around, it would just run the risk of enraging the man, she couldn’t resist it as she reached the outside door.

      He stood exactly where she’d left him, one hand flat on the bathroom door, the other hanging at his side. He was too distant and the light too dim to read his features, but Bretta could swear she saw a frown of disapproval on his face.

      The bar to the door stuck the first time she slammed her hand down on it. After a moment spent believing she’d be trapped here until a nurse woke up to rescue her, Bretta felt the bracket give beneath her hand, releasing the door so she could escape outside.

      With it closed behind her, Bretta rested against the door, taking the time to let her breathing settle down to normal. Not a lot she could do for the heart gamboling in her chest or the jangling of her nerves, but hopefully the ride home would work off her the edges of her body’s reaction to fear.

      At least by this time of night, the media jackals would be long gone, tucked up in their beds.
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      “What do we have so far?” D.I. Able called out to the room.

      Bretta sat in the big meeting room, this time filled to capacity with every officer, every lab tech, and every channeler that the department had working on the case. Eric Laraby may be dead, but he now had a full team of personnel ready and willing to prove him innocent beyond a reasonable doubt.

      “Let’s start with the crime scenes,” the D.I. said when nobody volunteered any information. “Can somebody from forensics give us a quick rundown on Black Tree Hills, the Quartz Quarry, and the dumpsite behind Bells Industrial Center?”

      As the assembled forensic team eyed each other up in a game where the losing player would be the one to speak, Bretta drew a series of interlinking circles on her pad. The dumpsite was the one she’d missed out on—that channeling pleasure being awarded to Adam Wainwright instead. It didn’t sound pleasant, but from the photos on file, the area was now a nature reserve. Some council exchange where the open plan dumping ground had been transformed into parklands while they moved their refuse plans south, to the poorer areas of town.

      “We haven’t been able to gather much new data since the first time that a forensic team scoured the sites,” a pale and shaking member of the lab offered. “The Black Tree Hills site had such a good going over the first time that no new evidence has been found.”

      “Great,” D.I. Able said, his voice indicating the opposite. “Except the other two sites weren’t ‘scoured’ initially, so what have you garnered from those?”

      “At the dumping ground, the original surrounds have been lost to extensive landscaping.” The man speaking was so tentative that Bretta had the pleasure of feeling sorry for him. Long may it last, it would be her turn to speak soon enough.

      “And the quarry?”

      “Trucks drive over the burial spot a dozen times a day,” the man answered, his voice growing more confident with the less information he offered. “The body is in the same state as the others. Anything not destroyed by the original fire has degraded over time.”

      “So, we have three bodies and three burial sites and no DNA on any of them,” D.I. Able stated with Germanic precision, “is that what you’re telling me?”

      “We’re still trying to extract samples from the remains,” the lab tech said in a voice that shook with a resurgence of his earlier trepidation. “So far”—he shrugged in a manner that looked more like a muscle cramp than a meaningful gesture—“we’ve not had any luck.”

      The D.I. leaned forward and slapped his hands down on the table. Bretta was so used to his usual calm demeanor that the abrupt change sent a spike of fear up her backbone.

      “We have the bodies of three women and so far, no ID. We need to do better, people. There are hundreds of cases lined up, ready to dissolve if we don’t get these things right.”

      An officer to Bretta’s right, half-hidden behind the hulking shoulders of D.S. Ivy, raised his hand.

      “Sir, when are the courts going to make their ruling?”

      Bretta held her breath as the room turned in unison to fix D.I. Able in their gaze. The ground underneath her chair grew unstable, ready to open and swallow her newfound job security whole.

      “They've reserved their decision, but we can expect that they’ll be issuing their written summary shortly. Maybe a week, certainly not more than a fortnight.”

      The D.I. stood back up, his shoulders squaring to their full breathy, his back straightening to display his full height.

      “If we don’t have this case sorted by then, the Bureau can expect that the decision won’t be in our favor. If they issue the ruling overturning the use of Channeled imprint evidence in court, then we have nine hundred and eighty-seven cases set to explode.”

      He paused and turned to meet the eyes of every officer seated in front of him.

      “That will mean that every convicted felon will waltz straight out of prison and be free to get into any mischief they like until we can find alternative evidence to convict them again. If you think this”—Able tapped his forefinger down hard on the table—“is hard, then imagine what it would be like to process another thousand cases. We need to lock this down. We need a killer that we can safely lock away.”

      “The courts will never decide to let them out,” a man to Bretta’s left said. He sounded so assured that she turned to him in surprise. “If they decide that the imprint evidence isn’t acceptable any longer, then they’ll be the ones with blood on their hands. I can’t imagine any judge wanting to spend the rest of his or her life hearing about the murders committed by the monsters they let go free.”

      D.I. Able stalked across to the whiteboard and picked up a marker. He began to list a series of Supreme Court decisions in capital letters. By the time he reached the third one, his point had been made.

      “The courts aren’t interested in the gritty reality of patrolling the streets and keeping the public safe,” Able said, giving his final line an extra flourish. He turned to look at the room again. “That’s not their job, and it’s not their purpose. They exist to ensure that what we all do”—he pointed his marker at each person in the room for emphasis—“is legal and doesn’t overstep the boundaries of other citizen’s rights.”

      “Surely, the prisons won’t just release—”

      Able cut the new speaker off with a raised hand. “I don’t want anyone in this room believing that it can’t or won’t happen. An innocent man has been murdered by the state, and it’s our work that let that happen.”

      He paused for a moment and took a step back, frowning.

      “Not even let,” he said. “It’s our work that ensured that would happen. Our confidence in the evidence presented at the time killed an innocent man. The courts aren’t going to care about the calls of doom and gloom if they do or don’t do something. They’re interested in justice. We have to show them the Laraby case was a one-off, an anomaly that we’ve taken steps to ensure never happens again.”

      The D.I. moved to the center of the room, pausing so that everyone gave him their full attention.

      “To them, we’re the murderers, and it’s their job to stop us from killing again.”

      D.I. Able stepped back, leaning against the whiteboard. He pointed to the lab tech who’d long ago stuttered to a stop.

      “Now, do you have anything at all?”
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      “Okay,” Dr. Reinham, the Bureau’s chief female doctor said. “You can get dressed now.”

      Bretta buttoned her shirt up and bent over to retrieve her pants from the nearby chair. Her chest had cold spots where the stethoscope had touched it, but they were worst on her back. For a while it had seemed like the doctor would keep her trapped forever in the small room, calling out, “Breathe in. Now cough,” until Bretta passed out.

      “Your lung capacity has improved since the last time I saw you,” Dr. Reinham said. “But there’s a spot at the base of your left lung that still has severe congestion. Do you still have your blue inhaler?”

      Bretta patted her trouser pocket where it was safely stored, and nodded.

      “Good. Keep using that if you get breathless during the day and I’ll write you out another prescription for a preventative inhaler. Use the brown one in the mornings, and hopefully, that will stop you needing the blue one at all.”

      Bretta finished tying up her shoes and stood upright. Her heart increased in speed as she thought of what she wanted to say.

      Just spit it out! If you hold off any longer, it might be too late.

      Bretta desperately wanted answers about why she was losing time, but in the end, she snapped her mouth shut, the words tumbling back down her throat, unsaid. The risk was too great. If she admitted how bad the side effects of channeling were, then Bretta might not have a job left, come tomorrow. If she didn’t have a job, that was her last bastion of protection against what was happening to her, gone.

      It’s not protecting you unless you tell the doctor!

      The logical thought died before it could gain any traction. Bretta needed the Bureau to survive—not just by way of her health. This morning’s paycheck had covered her rent arrears and did so after she’d paid out for her dad’s care. A few more months and she’d be completely solvent, maybe even with some cash squirreled away. To lose her job before that would leave her back at square one.

      No. Worse. It would leave her back there, but also snatch away the hope that things could ever get better. She’d watched her mother die, and her father’s declining health—Bretta needed the Bureau if she was to prevent the same fate.

      Not if you don’t tell the doctor what’s going on.

      She shook her head. Nope. Next time, maybe. Not today.

      “Is there anything else that’s worrying you?” Dr. Reinham said as though reading her tangled thoughts. “Your blood pressure is a tad higher than last time.”

      Bretta wasn’t surprised. The last time had been a week before after she fainted during a debrief. At least today her pressure was enough to keep her upright on her feet.

      “I had to go to another burial site,” Bretta admitted. She didn’t need the doctor reporting back to anyone about her reluctance to talk. Not that she thought the doctor would do that, or be required to share, but caution never hurt anyone.

      “We did one at night, and it freaked me out a bit. I’m still getting used to the differences in emotions—the way these women died.”

      Dr. Reinham stared at her for a few seconds, studying her as though she were prep for an exam.

      “I did receive a report through from the psychiatrist you saw for the hypnotherapy trial,” the doctor admitted. “His opinion was that you channel almost entirely through an emotional palette. It’s unusual, most of the channelers work from arm’s length. They stick to logic and facts.”

      Bretta shrugged. Beyond her parents, she’d never actually discussed her channeling work much with someone before. It felt strangely more intimate than it had for her exposed chest to be listened to—a harsher invasion of her personal space.

      “I don’t know any other way,” she said, her words stilted and slow. Bretta frowned. “Is there a way to train to do it differently?”

      Dr. Reinham shrugged. “Not that I know of. From what I gather, you step in, the imprint floods you, and your brain takes out of that whatever it can.”

      “Oh,” Bretta said, disappointed. “I suppose I thought you’d be an expert, working here.”

      The doctor smiled, a grin with a helping of cheek in it. “Everyone here would like to think of themselves as an expert, but we don’t have nearly enough data to justify saying that. We’re still learning, every day. The best we can do is protect you against what we know is dangerous. Other than that.” The doctor shrugged. “Your asthma on the other hand…”

      “Yes, doctor,” Bretta said, feigning meekness. “I’m to take the brown inhaler in the morning and the blue inhaler when I’m breathless.”

      “And make sure that you top up when they’re running low. I’ll send you a reminder at four weeks, but until I know the pattern of your attacks, that’s a guess, too.” Dr. Reinham leaned forward and touched a hand to the back of Bretta’s. “All your care here is free, so be sure to take advantage of it. There’ll be enough stress around here with the Laraby decision hanging over our heads. Don’t let your health decline as well.”

      Tell her!

      Bretta’s mouth opened at the final cry of rational thought, but she closed it again, so firmly that her teeth snapped together.

      I’ll tell her next time. Definitely. When things are stable enough to be worth the risk.
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      “We need more details on the other women in the imprints,” D.I. Able said. They were back in Dr. Malcolm Ackland’s office, but everyone had grimmer expressions than their last visit, early in the week.

      “I’ve prepared a list of detailed questions that we’d usually try to get out of eyewitnesses. Nobody is expecting either of you to be able to answer everything on there, but we need something to start with. The clock is ticking, and we need to find these victims sooner rather than later.”

      Bretta had already scanned through the list. Mentally, she’d crossed off each one with a big, fat no.

      “How are we meant to know these things?” she asked. The new tone behind D.I. Able’s words made her fearful of asking, but she didn’t understand how to provide the answers he wanted.

      “Dr. Ackland is going to put you into a trance again and take you back through the imprints. This time, instead of sticking with the emotional aspects, I’d like you both to concentrate on where you are, what you can see, the things you can remember.”

      “The things the victims can remember,” Dr. Ackland corrected. His voice was gentle, but when Bretta looked up at him, his face was sad. Malcolm wouldn’t meet her eyes.

      “What happens if we can’t find these things in the imprint?” Bretta asked. “What if we missed them when we channeled them the first time?”

      “Then we’ll take you back to the imprints so you can go through them again properly.”

      Bretta’s hands were shaking as she lay the papers on the table in front of her. She clutched them together so the tremor wouldn’t be apparent.

      Able’s voice and tone today sounded exactly as D.S. Ivy’s had a week before. Like everything was her fault for not knowing it or getting it right the first time.

      “I’m not due to channel again—”

      “I’m well aware of the rules and regulations regarding safety protocol,” D.I. Able said. “I’m also mindful of the fact that this entire department is currently devoted to chasing up the ghosts that you’ve conjured. If we need your help to discover more details about them, I expect you to willingly comply.”

      Bretta cast a pleading glance at Ackland, but he was still resolute in not meeting her gaze. She turned to Adam for help instead, but he sat in his chair, placidly considering the list, apparently undeterred by any of it.

      “Shall I start?” he suggested, then flicked his papers at Bretta. “Don’t you think that it might work better this time if we were to try it alone? No offense”—he smiled so wide that his lips parted in the middle, revealing bright, white teeth—“but I’m sure we’d both be more comfortable without an entourage staring.”

      “Fine with me,” Bretta said, standing and moving to the door. “Are you leaving as well?” she asked D.I. Able, who apparently didn’t want to. When Malcolm tipped a nod at him, then at the recording device mounted on a tripod in the center of the room, he sighed and nodded. Able followed her out into the waiting room, then plonked down into a chair, dropping his face into his hands.

      “Sorry if I'm abrupt today,” he said. “There’s a lot of things coming to a head now and no progress being made.”

      “I understand,” Bretta said. His mood certainly wasn’t the worst thing she’d ever encountered, not by a long shot. “I’m just concerned that the recollections won’t be accurate enough to help you out. The man who drenched these women knew what he was doing.”

      “Wouldn’t that be enough to make you shit the bed,” Able said and laughed—a hollow sound even in the close space of the tiny room. “If we’ve managed to cock up this severely on a case that’s genuinely unsolvable?”

      “Will the court decision really let all those felons back out onto the streets?” Bretta asked. The idea was so foreign and distasteful to her that she couldn’t convince herself it was real.

      “Oh, yeah. The justice department would do it in a heartbeat, no matter the consequences.” The D.I. rubbed his hands vigorously over his face before pulling them away, revealing thick lines and dark shadows speaking volumes about insomnia.

      “The court system can’t allow an evidence chain that’s so fallible. Has your class gone over the original test cases yet?”

      Bretta had been pulled out of class so often this week, she didn’t have a clue what they’d covered, so she shook her head.

      “The Bureau went to great lengths to point out the fallibility of other evidence sources that were allowed. They cited the multiple instances of eye-witness testimony that was a complete fabrication, even when the people on the stand believed they were telling the truth. The fingerprints that are just a visual guessing game as to whether they match, and the DNA extracted from samples so small that they could be contaminated from anywhere. At the end of the day, I’m surprised we didn’t just stop prosecutions right then and there.”

      “If all the other evidence is so untrustworthy, why are they picking on just the imprints?”

      “Because they’re new. Because they make people feel icky.”

      When Bretta raised her eyebrows in amusement at his choice of words, he shook his head.

      “It’s true.” He laughed. “I know it sounds stupid, but at the heart of everything else, that’s the nub of it. People don’t trust the evidence, but not because they’re right to doubt, it’s because imprints make most everybody recoil in disgust.”

      “Maybe the state should stop executing people,” Bretta said. She was affronted by the DI’s words—not because they were a lie but because they were one hundred percent accurate. She encountered the disgust every day. The same shudder of revulsion that ran through a person confronting the memories, transferred to the person who’d sacrificed their own comfort and health to read them for others.

      Instead of gratitude at the discomfort channelers went through on others’ behalf, they were met with revulsion.

      What a life. What a career. What a horrible thing to be.

      “The state’s not going to stop executing prisoners until the people stop demanding they do.” He shrugged. “We’ve enough cases to show the damage it does without adding outliers like Eric Laraby into the mix.”

      He smiled, though the expression wasn’t shot through with amusement but despair.

      “If the courts do make the decision to overturn those verdicts as unsafe, there’ll be a public outcry. I’ll bet you any amount of money you like, right now, that it won’t be to stop executing folks. If anything, it will be to push their death sentences through quicker.”

      The door opened, and Adam came out. His face was noticeable paler, but he appeared otherwise unscathed. Bretta stood and walked over. She would have offereda pat of solidarity on Adam’s shoulder, but he flinched away before she reached him, striding instead to the outer door.

      “Wish me luck,” Bretta said, following Malcolm Ackland inside.
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      “Now, your safe place didn’t work so well last time,” Malcolm said, sitting down in his large office chair and gesturing for Bretta to take a seat opposite him. “Do you think you can find another?”

      Bretta’s mind immediately went back to the night before—snuggling in next to her father as she fell into a deep sleep.

      “No problem. I’ve got something else lined up.”

      “Good.” Malcolm pulled a small table toward him, the pages of D.I. Able’s questions already laid out on it. “So, this time, as you heard, we’re trying to find specifics about dates and places. The memory it relates to doesn’t matter so much as the surrounding facts that we can glean.”

      “I’ll try.” Bretta frowned as she leaned back in the chair, her right hand squeezing the fingers of her left in quick pulses, mimicking her heartbeat. “I’m not very good with dates, will that matter?”

      “I don’t know,” Malcolm said. “At a guess, I’d say that since the problem is specific to you, rather than the victim, it shouldn’t matter. However, since the memories are filtering through your brain, there’s every chance that could affect them.”

      “Can my brain affect them in other ways?” Bretta asked. The thought hadn’t occurred to her before, the imprints always seemed such an alien thing, a parasite briefly clinging to her body before falling away. Now, though, she thought of D.I. Able’s caution about eyewitnesses. “If I had strong prejudices against someone, for example. Could that color the memories from the imprint?”

      Malcolm shrugged, but his face lit up with interest. “I don’t know. These are the types of questions that I’d love to spend time delving into. The testing for that would be reasonably easy—set up one person with bias, and the other without and see what they recalled from the imprint.”

      “But it hasn’t been done yet?”

      Ackland shook his head and shifted his weight to his left-hand side. “We’ve been using imprints for ten years in court cases, far longer in civil disputes, but no one has done much testing at all. At least, not up to rigorous scientific standards.”

      He leaned forward, waggling a warning forefinger in Bretta’s face.

      “And don’t think for a moment that I don’t realize that you’re stalling for time, Miss Ariel. I understand that you may be scared, but you’re in good hands. We’ll take this nice and slow and see what factual tidbits we can drag out of your brain.”

      Bretta laughed although the image his last sentence provoked made her feel uneasy. To stall for any longer, though, would just be to prolong this uneasy stalemate. Bretta drew in a deep breath and nodded her head.

      “Go on.”

      “So, we’ll start again the way we began last time. I want you to go to your happy place and settle in there. Map it out so you can return there in the blink of an eye.”

      Bretta settled into her chair while in her mind’s eye she snuggled deeper into the family room sofa next to her father. The crook of his elbow formed a safe barrier around her upper body. The side of his chest created a human pillow for her head. “I’m there.”

      “Now, I want you to travel back a week’s time, to the imprint you channeled on Black Tree Hills. Can you tell me what you see?”

      “It’s raining,” Bretta said. “And the men ahead of me are walking too fast. They know the way, they’ve been here before. Something’s going on that they don’t want to tell me.”

      “What else?”

      This felt natural. Bretta relaxed further into the sofa in her father’s care home and thought back to that night.

      “It’s raining. Well, it’s drizzling, anyway. Out in the open it wouldn’t be too bad, but in the woods the moisture collects on the tree branches. When I brush up against them, it wets me through to my skin. My stupid blouse is see-through. Chiffon. As soon as I get a job with the Bureau, I’m spending money on real clothes. I want to dress well, so people take me seriously.”

      Talking to her dad had never been this easy before. It had been too many years since his attention span lasted long enough to get through any long story.

      “The imprint is a dark one. Blacker than the others. I thought that I’d seen everything but this one is sucking me deeper than I’ve ever been. For a moment, I’m drowning. I can feel the essence of my mind being overwritten with the brain of another. I’m scared.”

      “You’re safe, here,” a voice coaxed her. “It’s okay to continue.”

      “I’m a black woman, and my daughter is in college. She never calls. I’ve spent so many nights on my own lately that I’m growing sick of my own company. I thought that when Sabrina left the house, I’d have so much freedom that my life would be one non-stop party. Instead, I’m sitting in and watching the TV like one of those sad retired women in Florida.”

      “What time of year is this?”

      “It doesn’t matter. Spring, summer, fall, winter. They’re all the same. I sit at home and listen to my body growing older. The only place I go to regularly is the gym. I thought it would be a good place to pick up men, but instead, it’s like a showroom where I go to parade my body in front of other women. Damn it. I spent more than I could afford on that membership, too.”

      “When is the next bill due?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t care. There’s no way I’m going to pay it. I’ll spend the money on ice cream instead, and sit on my couch getting fat. That’s the American thing to do now, isn’t it? Sit at home and get fat.”

      “Why don’t we leave Monique there now, Bretta, and move on, deeper into the imprint. Is there someone else that you can feel?”

      Bretta slumped further down in the sofa, pooching her lower lip out like she was sulking. Not really, though. She wasn’t sulking. Inside, Bretta was overjoyed at the attention. No one ever noticed her. Even her dad never asked her how she was.

      “I’ve upset my mother,” she suddenly remembered in a blinding flash. When she looked down at her hands, long ginger strands of hair were in one, and the sharp metallic glint of scissors was in the other. “I’ve cut my hair!”

      “What is your mother saying?”

      “She’s not talking to me. Her mouth is just hanging open like she can’t believe what she’s seeing. I’m such a bad girl. No matter what I do lately, I always disappoint someone. The girls at school are going to tear me apart for this one. They’re already mean, they already follow me around every recess calling me names and push me over when I try to play skipping ropes with them.”

      Bretta paused for a moment, hitching in a shaking breath.

      “They’re going to crucify me.”

      “What’s the name of the school that you go to?”

      “St Catherine’s. I don’t want to go anymore. A friend of mine was taken out by her mother to be home-schooled because it cost far too much. I want my mom to take me out of the school too. I already asked her to, but she just laughed and said we had plenty of money, what she didn’t have was enough time.”

      “How old is your mother?”

      “I don’t know. Mom lies about her age and says that she’s twenty-one going on twenty or sixteen with a few decades practice. A woman doesn’t reveal her age, it’s uncouth. A woman doesn’t swear. A woman does not CUT OFF ALL HER HAIR. The school photograph is tomorrow—I must stay home, otherwise no one will ever let me forget it. I hold my stomach and pretend to be ill, but my mother is so angry that she wants me to be punished, to be ashamed. When I tell her that I don’t want to be in the photo tomorrow with my cut hair, she screams in my face that I should have thought of that beforehand. Maybe it’ll teach me to have that photograph in the album for the rest of my life.”

      The tears were coming through so thick and fast that it was hard to breathe and speak. Bretta broke off, trying to catch up on one so she could once again do the other. The air that she gulped into her snotty nose and dribbling mouth was thin, lacking oxygen. Her heart beat so fast that she was close to passing out.

      “It’s my first grown-up photo. The first time that I get to sit in the chair and have my solo taken as well as pose with the rest of the class. I’m only in third grade, and now I’m going to have to live with this photo for the rest of my life. And when I’m on my deathbed my mother will still be in my head shouting that it’s all my fault. How could I do this to her?”

      “Don’t worry about it. Your mother isn’t angry any longer. This is just a memory, and I want you to go to your safe place. Do you remember your safe place?”

      “Yes, Daddy,” Bretta mumbled, snuggling in further under his arm and breathing in through her nose to inhale the delicious tang of her father’s sweat. He smelled like nobody else on earth.

      “Now, I’m going to count back from ten, and when I get down to one, you’ll be back in the room with me. Ten…”

      Bretta’s eyes shot open. She saw Malcolm sitting across from her, an excited expression on his face. She rubbed her hands across her face, it felt numb. Her legs hurt. For some reason, she’d slumped so low into her chair that her back had twisted into an s-bend. It hurt like hell and yelled with even more pain when she straightened it out.

      “What’s happening. Did I muck it up again?”

      “No, you did well. Just sit there a minute to recover, and I’ll call in D.I. Able.”

      The room felt strange. It was both bigger and smaller than Bretta remembered. The air was stuffy, and sweat started to bead along her forehead while a wheeze built up in her chest.

      Bretta reached for her inhaler and took one puff, only managing to hold it in for a split second before she had to breathe. She panted, then tried again, this time getting all the way to ten.

      The constriction in her chest lessened, and the temperature in the room settled back down to a comfortable level.

      “What do you have?” D.I. Able said, eagerly walking inside. “You were such a long time. Please tell me you’ve got something.”

      “Ada attended St Catherine’s School in Reginald County.” Malcolm’s voice was so excited that Bretta sat up, paying more attention.

      “What use is that?” she asked.

      Malcolm laughed and clapped his hands together. “Nothing yet. But we can look back through the records to find a ginger-haired girl with a bad haircut, and we’ll have a match.”

      D.I. Able gave a whoop of triumph and pulled Bretta to her feet to give her a quick hug.

      “Finally,” he said. “We’re going to track down our first victim.”
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      As they closed in on their destination, the drive to Ada Muldy’s house began to look more familiar to Bretta. There was the low-hanging tree trunk where Ada had spent one summer swinging on an old tire until a responsible parent cut it down and warned them away. There was the fragrant hedge where she’d hidden on the way home from school when Melody had whispered vehemently on the way out of class that she was going to “get her.”

      As each different scene triggered a new memory, Bretta wondered how much of the random detritus that layered her mind each day actually belonged to her. The objects and people that flicked in and out of focus could just as easily belong to others. It could be from the old man whose widow wanted to know if he had a hidden will. Maybe it belonged to the war widow who begged to know if her husband would have headed back home to her if only he’s escaped becoming a casualty in the war.

      If all the imprints she’d ever channeled left behind their own baggage, then how much of the filter she saw the world through was actually hers. How many opinions were shaped by the experiences that Bretta had lived through, rather than the rent payment she’d channeled a year before.

      Perhaps that’s a better question for your doctor, she scolded herself. If only you were brave enough to ask.

      “Nearly there,” D.I. Able called out. D.S. Ivy grunted in the passenger seat, while D.C. Williams offered a watery smile from next to Bretta in the back.

      “Did anyone find out why they hadn’t filed a missing person’s report?” Williams asked. “Since it could have saved us a lot of bother.”

      “They did,” D.S. Ivy said. “It’s just been sitting with Interpol all this time, instead of us. The last they saw of their daughter, she was on her way overseas on a working visa. When she didn’t return home, they assumed she was still there.”

      “Poor people,” Williams muttered. “Imagine finding out after all this time.”

      Bretta’s mild enjoyment of the day evaporated entirely. The thought hadn’t even crossed her mind up till now. She’d still been feeling the pleasure of having done something to help advance the case, but Williams was right. After a decade, someone was finally going to turn up on Ada’s parents’ doorstep to tell them their daughter was dead.

      The knowledge coursed over Bretta like a bucket of ice water. The skin on her arms and back rose in lumps.

      Suddenly, she wanted to be at home. Maybe sitting in the bath and waiting for the knotted muscles in her spine to unclench, perhaps just sprawled in bed, waiting for sleep. There’d been too many days in a row full of misery alternating with excitement for her to relax fully. The memory of her father’s warm arms around her shoulders was the closest she could get.

      D.I. Able pulled the car over to the side of the road and brought it to a slow stop. Bretta didn’t see anything familiar in this street, unlike the others, but she started to unbuckle her seatbelt.

      “The Muldy’s house is around the next corner, so I want us all to be prepared. There’s too many of us to go in all at once. I think that would overwhelm them.”

      He looked from one of them to another, although Bretta imagined that the plan of action was already formulated in his mind.

      “Ariel and Williams, you stay in the car while Ivy and I go in first. You might have a long wait but better that than have Ada’s parents shut down altogether. Everyone okay with that?”

      Before Williams and Bretta could respond, he’d turned back to face forward and started the car again. He pulled back out into the flow of traffic and drove another two blocks before turning into a cul-de-sac and turning into a driveway three houses along.

      “Ready?”

      The D.I. was addressing D.S. Ivy, but both Bretta and Williams nodded, as well. They turned to follow the senior officer’s progress up the front path, then craned to see as they were welcomed indoors. Bretta caught a flash of red hair almost swamped with gray, then the door closed, shutting her and Williams out.

      “Do you think it’s the right family?”

      Bretta settled back in her seat and pursed her lips. “Yeah, that’s Ada mother. I recognize her.”

      “How does that work, then?”

      She looked over at Williams, frowning. “What do you mean?”

      He shifted uneasily in his seat, removing the safety belt so he could turn to face her. “When you remember something from an imprint, is it the same as if it had happened to you, or does it feel different?”

      “Have you never stepped into an imprint before?”

      Bretta was astonished when Williams shook his head. Usually, people would try them out at least once. On a dare, if for no other reason.

      “It’s more like the memories you have after a night of hard drinking,” she explained. “They’re floating around upstairs, not really tethered too tight to anything, and for the most part they seem like something that happened to another person.”

      He smiled at that and shook his head. “Are they really as nasty as people make out?”

      Bretta shrugged. “Sometimes, yes. It’s an odd feeling, even once you get used to it. Have you been on a roller coaster?”

      This time, thank goodness, he nodded.

      “So, some people like the ones that go fast and twirl them about every which way but they turn green if you plonk them down on the old pirate’s ship, or seat them in a spinning teacup. That’s what the imprints are like. They’re exhilarating if they’re a good match for what you enjoy. If not”—she shrugged—“then you’ll feel sick no matter how many times you try it.”

      She stopped talking and looked back over at the house, trying to see any signs of action through the lace curtains. Bretta imagined what they might be doing in there now. If the parents had been told or if D.I. Able was still hedging, coming around to the conclusion no parent wanted to hear.

      “When I said they’re exhilarating,” she continued, looking back to Williams, “that’s the part that people don’t understand. The imprints contain all the memories of a person, but I only ever see a tiny fraction of what’s there. The stuff on top, the ones that are easy to catch and channel, they’re the memories that are bursting with emotion.”

      Bretta stopped and rubbed the side of her face where her jaw was tensing up. A headache had started its familiar beat at her temples.

      “If you think of the most joyful you’ve ever been, and the saddest, and the angriest—that’s what a channeler receives. The highs and the lows all bundled together in one single package. It’s like the same rush as a drug addict gets when all that dopamine and serotonin flood their brain.”

      And just as addictive, she didn’t say.

      “When this is over,” Williams said, jerking his head toward the Muldy’s house. “Would you be able to take me through an imprint. I’d like to try, just the once, so that I know what I’m missing.”

      She laughed and nodded. Bretta thought it would be fun, after just one week on the receiving end of training, to be the instructor for a change.

      “Have you seen the boxed imprint in the main hall?” she asked. “Of Officer Kilkaddy?”

      D.C. Williams nodded, which wasn’t much of a surprise to Bretta. The Perspex in the middle of the entrance was hard to miss. The officer whose imprint was protected in plain view had been gunned down nearly fifteen years before.

      After having worked undercover for over a decade, in some cases so deep that she wouldn’t return home for years on end, Officer Kilkaddy had only been back in uniform for a couple of weeks. The information in her brain that once would have died with her was preserved instead. Forever protected inside a carefully constructed case.

      “Have you ever channeled her?” Williams asked.

      Bretta shook her head. “I’ve heard it’s quite an eye-opener,” she said. “How would you like that for your first trip into channeling?”

      A shy smile broadcast his return answer before he opened his mouth. “I think I’d like to try something a bit lower-key, if you don’t mind,” he said. “Perhaps somewhere where all of my colleagues can’t gather to watch.”

      “Fair point,” Bretta said. “Here we go.”

      D.I. Able was standing at the newly opened door, gesturing for the two of them to come inside. As Bretta walked toward the entrance, she felt her heart beat in a strange pattern. She paused, unsure of herself, then connected the sensation.

      It felt like coming home.
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      No matter how helpful you feel on the inside, Bretta thought, how helpful you are depended entirely on the other person. After sitting in the presence of Ada Muldy’s parents for a few minutes, she understood that she would be no help at all.

      “You’re the channeler,” Mrs. Muldy had greeted Bretta with, at the door. When she nodded, the woman’s perfectly formed button nose tilted up and she didn’t make eye contact again.

      Your superiority complex is showing, Bretta thought but would never say. Instead, she sat in silence while the men talked, stealing glances at Mrs. Muldy beneath downturned lashes.

      The image that Ada had formed of her mother, was that of a perfectionist—not a hair out of place. No wonder her shock at what her daughter had done far outweighed the actual crime. If that had been the only memory Bretta was privy to, her heart would have hardened. What the imprint had left of Ada held other secrets, though, like the time her mother played hide and seek after two glasses of wine and her hair fell down around her face. The way she’d sometimes lifted Ada up, even when she was school age, and blew raspberries on her belly.

      In a way, Bretta was glad that Mrs. Muldy wasn’t relying on the word of a stranger to tell her more about her daughter. Let what her heart and mind had captured during Ada’s life be enough—just as it once had been.

      “They’re open for more,” D.I. Able said later, leading his small team back to the car. “I just don’t want to push them at this stage. Let their shock settle and their grief dull down, and I’m sure that there’ll be more they have to say.”

      “Bretta?”

      She’d been half in reverie when the DI’s voice pierced through and made Bretta turn her head. “Hm?”

      “I’ll need you to type up a report tonight,” he said, not for the first time if his face was anything to go by. “We’ll be briefing the other officers first thing tomorrow, so I want everyone squared away.”

      “A report on what, sorry?” Bretta frowned, unsure if there’d been something more that she’d missed.

      The D.I. sighed while Ivy snickered. “A report on your hypnotherapy session and the new details that you recovered. The digital recordings from Malcolm Ackland’s session have been transcribed—use those as your starting point.”

      Bretta opened her mouth to protest, she had another visit planned with her father tonight, and it was already late, then closed it again. She nodded instead. With the investigation on thin ice, she’d be better off following all instructions.

      Getting the job was one thing, a big one, but keeping it was quite another.

      As D.I. Able steered the car in a three-point turn, nosing it back out of the cul-de-sac into the increasing traffic of late on a weekday, Bretta turned to look over her shoulder.

      The house wasn’t quite as she remembered through Ada’s eyes, but that was probably more to do with the girl’s age at the time. Everything looks bigger, feels bigger, in your memory. Especially your childhood home.
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      “I’m sure by now all of you have heard the good news,” D.I. Able said. The difference in atmosphere between this briefing and the last was palpable. The mood had changed from dour to light, full of determination and hope.

      “Thanks to the work of our channelers, we have located the first victim from a mixed imprint—Ada Muldy. Her parents have been interviewed and will continue to be available for further questioning. Ladies and gentlemen”—the D.I. leaned forward onto the front desk—“congratulations. We actually have a case.”

      The room exploded into applause that would have continued unabated if Able hadn’t raised his hand.

      “We’re not all of the way there, not by a long shot, but this is the first opportunity we have to compare evidence between victims and try to find a pattern. After having worked this case for so long as a serial killer with only one known victim, I have every confidence that the new findings will give us the opportunity for a breakthrough we’ve been seeking.”

      Bretta sat at the back of the room, her legs starting to cramp up from being in one place for too long. The excitement in the room was partly contagious and a broad smile sat upon her face like it had every reason to be there, but she also felt doubt.

      Were they any further ahead. Two parents were now able to grieve the loss of a beloved child and visit the site where she died, but apart from that? No similarities were there. If the serial killer had a type, then it was a human female, not much help for narrowing things down.

      It had felt so good the day before, winning at the game of hypnosis, sifting through to find the information to locate Ada. The excitement had her fully in its grip then.

      Today, not so much.

      Ten years had gone by with no one establishing Ada’s whereabouts. No one knew exactly which day she’d gone missing, or where, or even if she’d been in the country at the time.

      One step forward but the killer had been running for ten long years.

      “Hey”—D.C. Williams leaned over with a smile, jerking his head at the DI—“This’ll probably be the extent of the thanks you get, so congratulations.”

      Bretta nodded and returned his smile at a measured equal wattage. “Thanks. Are we still on for breaking your imprint cherry?”

      “Once this case is put to bed, you’re on.”

      Given the way Bretta’s thoughts were headed, that might translate into never.

      “We also have some new forensic evidence from the third burial site,” D.I. Able continued at the forefront of the meeting room. “Some of the stones buried with the victim are different from those in the surrounding area. They match to Black Tree Hills, so we have a physical link between the two crime scenes.”

      This time, Bretta joined in with the applause. The more tangible the evidence, the better.

      “For each team, coordinate your movements with your sergeant and be ready to change your plans at any time. We’ll catch this guy by being nimble and moving quickly in the direction the evidence leads us. He may have a long headstart, but he’s now got all of us on his trail.”

      The door opened, and a clerk from the front office poked his head through, making a signal to D.I. Able that he could apparently decipher. He moved across and held a quick whispered conversation. When he turned back to the room, his face had closed, not giving anything away.

      “The supreme court has issued its judgment.”

      Bretta sat up straight, snapping fully awake. Her heart skipped a beat, then started to pitter patter at ever-increasing speed.

      “The good news is that the tried and sentenced cases containing imprint evidence are safe.”

      The room exploded into another round of furious clapping and exultations. Bretta sought to crack a smile again, but her eyes were fixed on D.I. Able. That was the good news. What was the bad?

      “There’ll be a new appellate court set up to deal with any required reviews of the imprint cases. They will hear any conflicting evidence and make decisions where needed.”

      The cheer subsided, but the mood of the room stayed healthy. Bretta didn’t have a firm grasp yet on the justice system from start to finish, but she knew enough to understand that appeals took time and evidence. No court or judge liked to undermine the opinion of those that had gone before them. Chances were good that any tribunal the justice department set up would be a sop to public opinion rather than an opportunity to reverse the sentence for a crime.

      “Now, for the bad news.”

      D.I. Able tilted his head up, searching for Adam and then Bretta in the room of officers. Her heat stopped its silly pattering and sank like a stone into her stomach. Her hands squeezed into fists with the dread anticipation.

      “From this point forward, imprint evidence is under full review by the courts. Until a determination is reached, prosecutors will not be able to present it in a court of law. The Bureau has determined that unless or until a decision is reached that imprints are once again admittable, there is no gain to be had by having channelers as specialists on the payroll.”

      Bretta’s cheeks flushed with blood. Warmth spread out and up, reaching crimson-stained fingers down onto the pale skin of her chest and up to the tips of her ears. She scrambled in her pocket for the blue inhaler as her throat closed. She couldn’t breathe out. She couldn’t breathe in. The puff from the inhaler sat in her mouth, the sharp chemical taste melting on her tongue.

      A squeal started in her ears and colors pulsed in her eyes. She tried the inhaler again, this time, managing to inhale some of the contents—a tiny sip of breath that immediately blew back out.

      “Are you okay?”

      The kindness in D.C. Williams’ voice made Bretta feel like weeping. Why was he even talking to her? She wasn’t part of the team, not any longer.

      For close to a year, Bretta had fought tooth and nail to get a position with the Bureau. Two weeks later and they were kicking her to the curb.

      This can’t be happening.

      But, of course, it was. Bad things always happened to Bretta. The crappy apartment she lived in would soon be a luxury she couldn’t afford. Her dad’s care had already eaten up the best part of her cash jobs for a couple of years, not to mention, devouring every cent she had in savings.

      She pumped the inhaler into her mouth again. Better commit the frozen chemical taste to her memory because she wouldn’t be able to afford the prescription again.
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      The journey home took a long time. Not just because of the shame and defeat permeating through every cell of Bretta’s body. Although her breathing had returned to some semblance of normal, to jump onboard her bike and pedal was too much to ask of her protesting lungs. She chose the slow and steady method of walking, instead. With the extra hour, it added to her trip, by the time she arrived at her apartment building the sky above her was dark.

      Isaac gave her a friendly wave from his office as she passed by. Bretta raised one limp hand in return. The change in her landlord now that he’d been paid was incredible. The knowledge it would soon descend back to previous levels, unbearable.

      The empty apartment felt like a mouth yawning open to eat her up. Bretta didn’t have a job to go to tomorrow or next week or next month. She didn’t even have her standard Craigslist ad listed to drum up new business because—haha, get this—she didn’t need it anymore.

      She closed the door and pulled across the chain, not bothering about the other locks. If someone wanted to break in and burgle her, good luck. There was nothing in the apartment of value to steal.

      For the first time in a while, Bretta’s solitary lifestyle cut through her with a keen edge. She didn’t know her neighbors or have any friends living nearby. Probably didn’t have any friends at all left, the way she’d ignored them lately.

      It was too early to have forged relationships with her colleagues that would allow her to go and drown her sorrows in company. Bretta had a brief thought of reaching out to Adam. Surely, he was in the same boat, then she thought of his precise mind, filtering out the details while throwing aside the emotion. She needed someone to empathize, not sort through the details to determine what went wrong.

      D.I. Able had pulled her aside for a quick chat before she left, but Bretta hadn’t retained very much information. The Bureau’s contract meant she’d receive pay until the end of the month. Her medical and dental were suspended immediately.

      Should have asked the doctor all your embarrassing questions while you could.

      One thing that had lodged fast in Bretta’s brain was that Adam Wainwright had a job. The clear embarrassment on D.I. Able’s face as he explained the difference in her colleague’s circumstances had hurt more than knowing someone meant to be on an equal pegging had done so much better than her.

      “It would have been a changed proposition in a year’s time, or maybe two, then you would have been able to transition over to become a straight law enforcement officer while we waited out this decision.”

      Except it wouldn’t have been different, not for her. Adam had a logical mind that retained information, recalling facts and figures to his heart’s content. Bretta was an emotional wreck who couldn’t keep a lesson straight in her head, even for the duration of the hour she spent ‘learning’ it.

      Bretta clamped down on her inner voice, there were long years ahead during which she could pick apart her stupidity. Long nights where insomnia would examine each and every mistake. For now, she needed solace.

      The image of her father sprang to mind, and at the same moment, the phone rang. Bretta turned and stared at the receiver, standing to attention in the cradle.

      Bad news, don’t answer it. Crawl into bed and pull the covers over your head instead.

      But that was stupid advice. After all, how much worse could Bretta’s day be?

      “Ms. Ariel? This is Matron Emery calling from the Restful Hospice. It’s about your father. I’m afraid I have some bad news.”

      Bretta turned and leaned her back against the wall as information she wasn’t yet ready for—would never be prepared for—came buzzing through the phoneline to lodge inside her ear.

      “Your father died this afternoon.”
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      When all was said and done, Bretta’s father’s life amounted to shoebox of possessions and a few scant memories. If the progression of her own disintegration mimicked his, then Bretta would soon lose those, and just the objects would be left.

      Not much to show for a entire life.

      The nurses were sympathetic, but also efficient. Another messed up patient lay in wait for her dad’s position on the ward. Once his cot was taken outside to be burned—destroying his imprint—and his body forwarded to the crematorium for the same, there wasn’t anything left at the hospice for Bretta.

      She wandered through into the family room and saw the man from a few nights before, sitting on the couch. All she needed was to refresh her last memory of her father. With that ambition thwarted Bretta didn’t want to look as though she’d walked in by mistake. Even worse, she didn’t want the patient knowing she was leaving because of him. She continued in and sat in one of the overstuffed chairs to the side.

      “I thought I told you that you had no business being in here,” the man said. His beady dark blue eyes fixed on her, and a scowl expanded like an angry storm across his face. “I thought I told you to get out.”

      “Barry!” A nurse stood at the door, casting an apologetic look Bretta’s way. “That’s no way to talk to the visitors who drop by. I’ve told you before, if you can’t be nice to people, don’t say anything.”

      Barry glowered and crossed his arms in a tight shield in front of his chest. He muttered something under his breath, but Bretta couldn’t catch it. She stood and moved over to the nurse who was already turning away.

      “Do you know why he’s like that?” she asked. Her tact seemed to have departed the moment Bretta heard her father had died. Being polite took time, bluntness got the same questions posed in a fraction of the time. It was evident to Bretta now that time was a luxury that members of her family weren’t afforded.

      “He’s one of the nuns,” the nurse said as though Bretta should immediately know what that was. When she tried to move away, Bretta had to stretch out a hand and touch her on the shoulder to stop her.

      “What does that mean?”

      The nurse looked over Bretta’s shoulder and then took a couple of steps down the hall, so Barry was no longer in sight.

      “I thought you were in law enforcement?” she said.

      “Only for the past few weeks,” Bretta replied. “Is this something I should know?”

      She’d missed so many classes and now would never have the opportunity to catch up with them later.

      “There was a bright spark in the Prison Department fifteen or more years ago. He thought that if they drenched the prisoners in the imprint of a truly good-hearted person, then they’d become model citizens.” The nurse shrugged. “Instead, most of them ended up in places like this, completely bonkers. The most that can be said of the program is that we learned a lot about what not to do from it.”

      “And the imprint they used was a nun?”

      The nurse nodded and jerked her head along the ward. “We get other types in here, but the nuns make up a good percentage of every local hospice’s inmates.”

      Her face paled as she realized the word she’d used, but Bretta just nodded as though the faux pas hadn’t happened.

      “Of our clients here, we have about ten percent of the male patients as nuns. Most of the rest are made up of accidents—people whose partners die in the night and they roll into their imprint while they’re asleep—teenagers who took the wrong dare for the much longer than they should have, things like that. The usual. For the female patients, we have two Moniques but the rest of them are mostly channelers like your dad.”

      Bretta stared at the woman, icy fingers creeping up the knobs of her spine, one vertebra at a time.

      “What did you say?” she whispered.

      “Your dad was unusual,” the nurse said, reaching her hand out to cover Bretta’s. “We don’t often get male channelers in here—they don’t work at the job long enough to be affected.”

      Bretta’s lips felt numb, and her tongue languished like a dead thing lolling in her mouth. The nurse tilted her head to one side and nodded, about to head back to whatever duties she had been performing.

      “What did you mean, you have two Moniques?”

      The nurse raised her eyebrows and gave an awkward smile. “Sorry”—she shrugged—“I’ve worked here so long I forget the correct terminology. I don’t mean to be rude.”

      “Who was Monique?”

      The nurse must have picked up on something in Bretta’s voice. Her brow furrowed and she started to bite her bottom lip.

      “It’s another nickname, like the nuns.” She waved her hand in a semicircle. “The care facilities around this area have quite a few—maybe a dozen all told. We have two.”

      “How were the Moniques created?’ The nurse took a step back, but Bretta’s hand flew out and caught her by the upper arm, drawing her closer. When the woman winced, Bretta let up her grip but only a bit.

      “How are the Moniques formed?”

      “I don’t know.” The nurse was shaking under the intensity of Bretta’s stare. “They’re just around this area. Probably woman who get drunk and channel the original woman’s imprint on a dare or something. They’re all the same. ‘My child went off to college and never calls’ type of thing. I don’t even know for sure that they’re from the same imprint.”

      Bretta’s voice charged ahead with urgency. “And you have two of those patients here?”

      She must have loosened her grip as the nurse pulled her arm back, out of Bretta’s grasp, rubbing it where a light bruise was already forming.

      “I think that if you want to talk about a particular patient you should see the matron.” The nurse stepped back and walked around Bretta. Over her shoulder, she added, “And leave my name out of it.”
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      It took Bretta three tries to get D.I. Able on the phone. She didn’t want to leave a message. Not with the stakes as high as they were, and the delicacy of her employment situation. When he finally called her back, late that afternoon, Bretta understood that she needn’t have bothered.

      “You’re not on the case any longer, so it’s not your concern.”

      The D.I. sounded so far past the realm of tired that even exhausted didn’t fit. The walking dead summed it up best. Bretta’s sympathy flared a moment before her anger at his words.

      “But, sir—”

      He cut her off. “I mean it. You’re being paid out to the end of the month, but apart from that, we can’t afford for you to have any contact with the Bureau. That means no leads, no interviews, no channeling, and no phoning me to discuss the case.”

      “I didn’t call you to discuss the case,” Bretta spat out, her fury a thin disguise for the deep hurt cutting into her body. “I wanted you to know that there are others. They’re alive.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” D.I. Able sighed, a sound strangely close to a sob. “Anything that has to do with channeling is tainted. Even if you called in a tip anonymously—if there’s a chance the defense could trace it back to you, then it’s out.”

      “Can’t you follow up and just find a way that you would have come across it, anyway?” Bretta’s hand hurt, and she looked down to see the crimson half-moons that her nails had drawn in her palm. “These women are related, and the nurse says they’re—”

      “Stop!”

      “I can’t. What if the murderer is holding someone else right now? What if tomorrow there’s a new victim only this time it’s not ten years old or even ten days? What if he’s killing someone—”

      The phone clicked in her ear, and after a pause, the dial tone sounded. Bretta threw the receiver across the room, howling in frustration. The cheap phone banged against the wall, the case popping open and spewing out random electronics from inside.

      She sobbed, a choking sound that rose up from her gut like vomit. A second sob shuddered up her trachea and then Bretta couldn’t stop.

      A fortnight beforehand, she’d sat in her same apartment with a future in front of her, brighter than she’d ever dared hope. Now, it lay in tatters, as useless as the dismembered phone lying scattered on her stained, industrial grade carpet.

      Ada’s memory came screaming up in her mind, Monique’s laying on top of it, smothering.

      I’m trapped. I can’t breathe. Ginga rhymes with ringer. He’s going to kill me.

      The wrench swung back and forth under the garage lights, reflecting back the yellow glow as silver shards.

      I became a nurse to help people, and all I ended up doing was wiping old men’s asses. Better that than watching those children die, day by day. Their eyes get so big in their faces, by the end you can’t see anything but skulls, and there’s nothing I can do to help them. They die no matter what I try. So, I’ll wipe up your vomit and empty out the bag that collects your urine and wipe your ass just as long as no one ever makes me watch a child die in slow motion again. I can’t take it. I won’t take it. I can’t breathe. Please help me, Mommy. Why doesn’t my daughter ever call me? I need to calm down. I can’t breathe.

      The floor slid out from under Bretta’s feet as a rising tide of voices swept her conscious mind away.
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      It was a warm day in the park. The sun was bright, the rays so sharp that Bretta’s eyes stung too much to keep open. Instead, she watched the world through half-closed lashes, a cross-hatch of black penciled in over every scene.

      The newly-cut grass was as springy as a mattress under the picnic blanket. Bretta stared as an ant climbed to the top of one sharp blade then wriggled its antennae in the air.

      I can’t breathe.

      Your inhaler. You need your blue inhaler.

      Bretta turned to watch her mother scolding her father. He’d forgotten to put something in the basket for their lunch, and now the drink was warm instead of cold.

      It didn’t matter. Bretta knew it was raspberry cordial in the container and that was her favorite drink apart from pop, which she was only allowed on special occasions. If it were warm, then the sugary taste would just be heightened, and that was A-Okay with her.

      I can’t breathe. I need to calm down.

      Her mother’s tone changed. The words turned from lancets of accusation into smatterings of gibberish. A soft thumping sound told Bretta that her mom was hitting herself in the head again.

      She didn’t know why her mom did that. Bretta had tried the same action to see what smacking your skull was all about, and all that happened was her hand and head hurt.

      A spray of crimson flew in a pink puff across the picnic spread. Cordial had done that once out of Bretta’s nose when she’d taken a sip, and then her mother told a joke so funny she couldn’t help but laugh. There’d been scolding then, too, but in a voice interrupted by chuckles, so Bretta knew that it was really okay.

      This pink cloud was from her mother’s hair, though. That didn’t look like something to chuckle over later.

      She ran for the swings, getting out of breath on the way. She couldn’t breathe, and it was so dark in the trunk, and she needed to calm down, calm down, take the blue inhaler, take a deep breath, and everything would be alright again.

      Bretta drew in a deep breath and opened her eyes.

      The morning sun reflected off the pieces of broken phone scattered over the floor. Bretta’s ass was aching. She must have sat in the same place all night. Although she’d been dreaming of not breathing, her ability now to inhale was okay, unimpeded. In reaction to the remembered sensation, she drew in another breath, deeper than the last, and the dizziness of too much oxygen flooded her head.

      With a night spent resting against the wall, Bretta’s shoulders had flattened out. She stretched them and stood up, feeling a host of aches and pains run through her body.

      She was getting too old to be sleeping on the floor.

      A glance at the clock told her she was late for work, then another look at the floor informed her otherwise.

      No job. No dad. No reason for her to get up off the floor at all.

      Monique.

      The same sad old images swept across Bretta’s mind and she pushed them wearily away. So what? The woman had died in the trunk of a car, and there wasn’t any bringing her back. The police didn’t care, why should she?

      A glass of water did nothing except incite the craving for another. Bretta stood and drank three in a row, knowing her bladder would curse her out for that later. She’d always had a tiny bladder—always been the one dancing cross-legged, waiting for the class to come to an end so she could run and pee.

      A new day, a new dawn. She needed to put things in place today if she were to stretch out the money the Bureau would keep depositing into her bank account beyond the day they dumped it in there.

      An ad in the paper first, the internet second, then maybe a call around a few of her old clients. The ones who turned up regularly in dive bars, always with another in a line of scams.

      Surely, she still had the old advertisement wordings filed away somewhere in the apartment? Her brain didn’t feel up to creating new copy—ringing to place them would tax her strength enough.

      You should have told the doctor while you had the chance.

      Bretta flicked the thought out of her mind like an annoying fly and riffled through the papers she kept near what used to be her phone. Shit! Bretta paused mid-action, her mind close to breaking down into misery as she tried to work out what to do.

      There wasn’t the money spare this week to finance a new one, and there wasn’t a shop in town that would let her walk out with something on tick. Even something as cheap as a new phone. She still had her old mobile, but the phone company had long ago cut her off, deciding they like to be paid more regularly than Bretta could manage.

      Maybe Isaac would lend her a phone. Bretta snorted before the thought fully formed in her mind. Isaac might perve if she bent over in front of him, but that was the largest contribution she could reasonably expect.

      Fair enough. Bretta didn’t like not getting paid, either. At least with her dad gone the bills wouldn’t mount up—

      Bretta collapsed back onto the floor, her chest wrenching with sobs. She covered her face to shut out the world and spiraled down into misery.

      When crying caused her throat to hurt worse than a case of tonsillitis, Bretta stopped. That was enough self-indulgence for the morning.

      Life goes on and all that crap. There were other things she had to accomplish today.
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      Isaac laughed at Bretta’s proposal that she use his phone in exchange for nothing but did give her a tip on where an operating public phone could be found. As Bretta let herself into the reinforced steel box, she wrinkled her nose at the stench of urine. While another generation’s users walked by chatting on their mobiles, it seemed the local homeless had repurposed the small space.

      At least her landlord had been right, and the phone was operable. Bretta pulled her sleeve down as a makeshift glove as she picked out the number on the faded keypad.

      After committing the last of her coins to her endeavor, Bretta gratefully stepped out of the cloying box and stood in the street, uncertain of what to do next.

      With the sun burning the last of her sleepiness away, she realized that there was a bright side she’d been missing. Yes, the work would go back to her old clientele, but there wouldn’t be the pressure on her that there had been. When the Bureau paid out the last of her short contract, she’d have three week’s pay stored in her account. It wouldn’t take many appointments on top of that to stay afloat and even restart her savings account again.

      Maybe the horrors of the day before had been the break that Bretta had waited for all these years. The headache currently thumping at her temples might be the last of her worries leaving her body.

      Bliss.

      As she crossed the road back to her apartment, Bretta saw a flash of ginger hair. A woman walking out of sight around the corner, her hair a shade of orange so different from Bretta’s own strawberry-blond yet classed within the same brand—red hair.

      A twinge pulled in her chest, like a muscle cramping. Before she could stop herself, Bretta emitted a quiet sob, clapping her hand over her mouth to stop the sound escaping out into the world.

      How could she be arranging for her life to go on when someone else’s had so violently ended? A key to the murders sat at the hospice, two keys, with more scattered across the county.

      We have two Moniques.

      A phrase the shoved the commonplace into the center of a murder investigation. So what, if the police who should be following up the lead chose instead to sit in their office with their hands tied? Someone needed to put a stop to it. If Bretta could, she should.

      Could she?

      Last night came back to her. The flood of memories jostling for space in a head that felt three sizes too small. If she channeled again this week, it might be for the last time. Her mind was straining at the seams.

      But you won’t need to channel anything, her brain spat back at her. These women are alive and sitting at the care home.

      Perhaps they wouldn’t be capable of answering even the simplest questions. Bretta had sustained experience of that, first her mother then her father. If these ‘Moniques’ couldn’t give her any further information, then she could leave it. The debt she owed existed solely in her imagination. If her morals were satisfied, Bretta could leave and never look back.

      A day. She wasn’t doing anything else. Bretta could afford to give it a day.

      For the women who jostled for space in her head, she would do it. One last try to avenge them. One last attempt to stop another falling victim just the same.
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      “We found Gretchen wandering out on the highway one day,” Nurse Phillips said as she led Bretta to the woman’s room. “Near the bend where the overpass takes it over the Raleigh River. She was sheltering near the turn-off ramp.”

      “Did the police call you?”

      “Yeah.” Nurse Phillips shrugged and shook her head. “There’s no use calling anyone else in a situation like that. The local hospices have a roster to spread the joy.” She shot a quick, tight grin at Bretta. “Sometimes, we all still end up being called out on the same night.”

      Bretta raised her eyebrows but didn’t say anything. The corridor was in a different part of the building than her dad had been housed. Although the hospice wasn’t strictly segregated along men/women lines, there were certainly more women down this way.

      “Here you go.” Nurse Phillips opened a door and held it while Bretta walked through. “Would you like me to stay and get you acquainted?” Her feet were already pointing down the hall.

      “No, you go on. Thanks.” By the last word, Bretta was speaking to an empty doorway.

      She turned and studied Gretchen. Her stare was long enough that it would have been rude, except that the woman was too lost to realize anyone was there. Lost in her conflicting memories, just like Bretta’s father. She wondered how long it had taken the hospice to get a name out of her, besides Monique.

      “Hey there, Gretchen. My name is Bretta Ariel, and I’m just going to sit with you for a while, okay?”

      Gretchen turned her head, cocking one ear toward the sound like a dog. For a brief second, her eyebrows raised in surprise then settled back into blankness.

      How on earth was Bretta meant to bring her out of this state? She’d never succeeded with her father, his moods and alien memories had invaded and been vanquished on a whim.

      She reached forward, touching her fingertips to Gretchen’s upper arm, then gently cupping her hand around it. “I have some questions for you when you’re ready,” she said. “I’d like to ask you about the time you were locked in the trunk.”

      As though her statement had been a key that unlocked a myriad of expressions, Gretchen’s face sprang into motion. Her eyes widened in fear, and her lips parted, her pupils shrink to tiny pinpricks and color flushed into the top of her face while draining to white along her jawline.

      Gretchen’s hands scrabbled along the edge of her bedding, relief relaxing the solid line of her shoulders when she found the side of the coverlet and squeezed it into a bunch.

      “I don’t like being in the trunk,” she whispered.

      Bretta leaned closer, rubbing her hand up and down on Gretchen’s arm. “Nobody does, and I’m sorry to take you there, but I need to know more about it so I can stop the man who put you there.”

      The woman shook like she had Parkinson’s—her head, her spine, her legs trembled against the side of her cot. “I don’t…” she trailed off, her eyes opening so wide that Bretta wondered if she’d broken something in Gretchen’s brain.

      “Think of a beautiful place,” Bretta said with urgency, leaning further forward still and grasping Gretchen’s hands tightly between her own. “Where’s the one place where you felt the safest and happiest that you’ve ever been?”

      Gretchen’s eyes shifted and swayed, opening wide and relaxing as she considered Bretta’s question. It was like looking at a woman flicking through old photographs, remembering things long relegated to the past.

      When Gretchen settled down, her face calming back into rest, Bretta squeezed her hands to get her attention.

      “Do you have someplace nice?”

      Gretchen nodded. “Swimming. One day my family went swimming in the lake and it was the best time ever.”

      “I want you to hold onto that, okay?” Bretta said. She tried to hit the same level, hypnotic notes as Malcolm Ackland had, but her vocal cords wouldn’t comply. They were so tensed up with anxiety that her voice sprang up the scale instead of staying in the deeper register that she wanted. It would have to do.

      “I want you to fix that scene firmly in your mind so that it’s waiting there for you when you need it. If I tell you to go back there, I want you to bring that memory up instantly, do you understand?”

      Gretchen nodded. The color flushing her cheeks and the purpose sparkling in her eyes made her look pretty. Her hair was a shade of brown so dark it was almost black, offset against her olive skin.

      She looked nothing like Monique. Nothing like Ada. If anyone ever tracked down a photo of the woman that wanted to be a nurse until the moment she hated it with a passion, Bretta presumed that she’d also look different from the group. Whatever pulled these women together in the mind of their killer, it wasn’t physical similarities.

      Except, he’s not Gretchen’s killer.

      Bretta frowned and blinked the thought away. “Now, I’d like you to think back to a time when you were trapped. Can you do that for me?”

      The immediate tensing of Gretchen’s body language showed clearly that she could.

      “Where are you?”

      “I’m trapped in the trunk of a car. I don’t know how I got here. There’s something in here, covering me, infecting me. It’s awful. I can’t stand it. I feel like I’m drowning in someone else’s family album. All my memories are floating out.”

      “Can you grab onto one of those memories for me?”

      Gretchen wriggled on the bed, and one of her hands broke free of Bretta’s grasp. She snatched at thin air, tried again, then shook her head.

      “I don’t know what’s happening. I can’t breathe. I need to stay calm, so I can think my way out of this situation, but my heart is racing so much that it’s impossible. When I try to relax my body, it feels like I’m forcing it closer to death.”

      “Go to your happy place,” Bretta commanded. Gretchen’s color was so vibrant in her cheeks and nose now that her blood pressure must be blowing sky high. The visible pulse in Gretchen’s neck was racing—reflecting a heart rate so quick that Bretta could barely tell there were individual beats.

      “Are you back there, yet?”

      “I can’t—”

      Gretchen’s voice cut off, her mouth snapped shut. She wrenched her remaining hand back from Bretta’s grasp and wrapped her arms tightly around her chest.

      “I can’t get out of the trunk,” she said, each word issued in a gasp as though her breath was failing. “I’m going to die in here.”

      “You’re not going to die in there, do you hear me? Air is getting in. Otherwise, you wouldn’t still be able to breathe.”

      The words came out of Bretta’s mouth, she couldn’t remember where they’d originated from.

      “You have air, and you haven’t been in there long enough to need water. There’s a way out, Gretchen. You found a way out, can’t you remember?”

      “I’m not Gretchen, I’m Monique.”

      Bretta moved to the cot and wrapped her arms around Gretchen’s shoulders.

      “I know it feels that way—honestly, I do—but you’re not. Tell me a Gretchen memory. Tell me all about that day at the beach.”

      “We went swimming?”

      The voice was unsure, hesitating between words as though to chance on the wrong one would mean a terrible punishment.

      “The sun was scorching. We had to count down an hour after lunch before we could go swimming. Mom made us do it. If you went into the water before then, you’d get cramps and drown.”

      Bretta smiled. She remembered those old wive’s tales being broadcast on the TV. When had that been? Gretchen looked to have a few decades on her, had it been when she was a little kid?

      “How does the sun feel on your skin?”

      Gretchen laughed. The tension in her muscles started to dissipate, going from stone to wood.

      “It burns! Momma says that I can’t get sunburned with my skin, but it feels like I’m on fire. My hair is so hot I can’t touch it. I headbutt my brother's belly and he yelps with the pain.”

      Now her muscles were plastic, softening back into flesh.

      “In a moment, I want you to go back to the bad memories”—muscle tightened into stone again, and Bretta hugged her tighter—“but I want you to tell me what happened before you woke up in the trunk.”

      “I don’t know what happened,” Gretchen cried out, struggling against Bretta’s embrace. “I woke up in there. My daughter never calls from college anymore, but she’ll be sorry. When I turn up dead, they’ll all be sorry!”

      “Go back to the lake. What was the water temperature like? Was it warm?”

      “It’s freezing. I poke my toes in first, and they go numb while I try to convince the rest of my body to go in. I wanted so much to jump straight in and cool down, but it’s so cold. I believe I can see a polar bear float by on an ice cap!”

      Bretta laughed and slowly eased Gretchen into a rocking motion. The cot creaked under their combined weight. “You said your daughter went to college. Did you go, too?”

      Gretchen nodded. “I went to community college. My boyfriend told me that it didn’t count—he’d gone to Harvard for two years and dropped out. Even when I graduated, he still thought his partial attendance was better than my degree.”

      “Did you stay with him, the boyfriend?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Bretta could feel Gretchen tensing under her arms again. She kept on rocking her, back and fro.

      “How did you get into the trunk of the car?”

      “The mechanic. There’s a mechanic with a wrench. He put me in.”

      Bretta closed her eyes and saw the silver flash of a wrench, swaying under the garage lights.

      “How did you get out of the trunk?”

      Gretchen began to cry. “I can’t do this. I want to go home. I’m going to ride down to Sabrina’s college and surprise her. That way, she’ll never forget to call again.”

      “How did you get out of the trunk?”

      “He let me out. We got somewhere, and he let me out. There’s a house, and I lived there happily ever after until I woke up here. I lived in the trunk forever.”

      “What do you mean?”

      But Gretchen was lost. She rocked harder than Bretta’s gentle back and forth, pulling away and tucking her feet up under her. Gretchen tucked her arms in, tucked her head in, became a tight ball with no one peeking out.

      “Go back to swimming,” Bretta said. “Go back to the lake.”

      Gretchen abruptly unwound, staring straight ahead with the blank expression of catatonia.

      Gone. Both Gretchen and Monique were gone.

      Bretta reached out her hand to touch Gretchen’s shoulder, then drew it back. A heavy weight felt like it was pressing down on her chest, dragging at her hips, turning her feet to lead.

      One interview down. One to go.

      [image: ]

      When Bretta swung her leg over her bicycle to leave the hospice, she felt like she’d gone ten rounds in the boxing ring—beaten and bruised.

      The interview with Joanna hadn’t gone anywhere. Monique was all that was left in her mind—during the questions she’d alternated between high indignation and deep distress.

      Bretta hadn’t learned anything new.

      The difference in the women struck her again as she turned into a back alley cut through to Main Street. If she swung a left halfway up, she could approach her apartment building from the back. Even with media interest dying down, Bretta wasn’t in the mood for cameras and questions.

      She’d had quite enough of questions, even though Bretta had been the one asking.

      Joanne was strikingly small, under five foot, maybe even under four foot ten. It was hard to tell where her natural height ended and the springy curls of her hair began.

      When Bretta had been young, her favorite doll had possessed the same tight blond curls as Joanne. Bretta had laboriously colored them in pink one day for a change of hairstyle, then cried on and off for weeks afterward when no one in the family could work out how to change them back.

      Blond, blue-eyed, tiny. Dark brunette, brown eyes, five foot six. Black, ginger, white, olive, brown. It was almost as though the killer picked them out to be absolutely different from each other.

      Stop calling him the killer. He didn’t kill everyone.

      Bretta brushed the thought away. He’d killed enough for the label. Just the first would have been enough.

      She needed to put all that out of her mind, though. Tomorrow Bretta had to get back to her old grind. The ads would begin to run, and she had to make enough from them to pay the account at the end of the month. Her rent too, if she could. The Bureau money could then stack up in her account, a buffer against hard times.

      “You tried,” Bretta whispered to herself as she wheeled her bike in behind the shops and up against the fence. She lifted the weight up and over, getting a tire smack in her face.

      If the media kept hanging around, Bretta would need to invest in one of those folding bicycles. Given the sharp drop over the back fence each day, her bike woldn’t last too much longer, anyway.

      On top of the dumpster, ready to swing her leg over the wall, Bretta stopped. The thought was back again.

      He didn’t kill all of them.

      She stood with her hands pressed on top of the wooden barrier while her mind tried to chase the thought down to the end.

      How can you call him a killer if he didn’t kill all of them?

      The obvious rebuttal sprang to her mind, but Bretta ignored it, following the thought further down the other path. A killer was a killer because he killed. Why then, did he leave some women alive? Not just some, perhaps most. Moniques piled up in care homes all over the county.

      The killing is accidental, incidental. The killing is not the reason.

      Bretta pushed her forehead against the top of the fence, pressing the hard, splintered wood to the soft skin of her face.

      What did he do, if not the killing? What else did Bretta know about him?

      He put woman after woman in the trunk of his car. Some, he let go free. Some, he killed. What else did he do? Why would he do any of that?

      He’s making Moniques.

      The simple thought landed in her brain, and Bretta circled around, poking at it warily.

      Of course, he made Moniques. He had her imprint in the trunk of his car—the easiest way to cover his tracks. No one could hunt down a killer if their victims all had the wrong man in their minds.

      But he’s not a killer.

      Bretta opened her eyes and stared down at her bicycle, awkwardly positioned in the alleyway after the drop from fence height. She was lucky the chain hadn’t come off. It would do that one day soon. Then she’d be covered in grease, trying to fit the damn thing back on.

      If you were in her spotlight, she made life as fun as hell. That’s why it grew so cold when she moved that attention away.

      “He’s not hiding his tracks,” Bretta whispered to herself. She looked up, eyes widening with her sudden realization. “He wants them to become Monique.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 23

        

      

    

    
      Bretta sat for over an hour on the bus stop seat across the road from Joe’s garage. When movement inside the office or workshop indicated an employee might be on their way outside, she’d duck in behind a movie poster—a work of art in marker graffiti covering it despite being sandwiched between two plates of glass.

      She didn’t know why she was here or what she was looking for. After the revelation earlier, her body had been awash with excitement. Bretta had wanted to do something, go catch someone, shout her discovery from the rooftops.

      She couldn’t even phone the D.I. to tell him her suspicions.

      Instead, Bretta had come halfway across town to sit down outside the only place that had ever been a point of reference to the killer.

      No. Not the killer. To the man who so desperately wanted to recreate Monique that he was prepared to sacrifice multiple women in his pursuit.

      Sabrina’s statement echoed again inside her head. If you were in her spotlight, she made life as fun as hell. That’s why it grew so cold when she moved that attention away.

      The joy of revelation had slowly seeped out of Bretta, leaving her stuck in her earlier despair. It didn’t matter what she worked out, nothing would bring her closer to solving this case. Even if she did, D.I. Able had forbidden her from telling anyone.

      She imagined catching the man responsible red-handed and the Bureau just sadly shaking its collective head.

      It had been a while since Bretta felt as infectious as she did now. Her grimy channeling fingers were enough to ruin any Bureau pie.

      So, she sat in the fading daylight and watched a garage winding down in the late afternoon. The custom had slowed over the time Bretta had watched—some of the office staff had even packed up and left.

      The row of cars out front spoke of desperation rather than intelligent purchasing decisions. Beaten up cars that looked like they’d drive off the lot and then never move again.

      $100 bargain, one sign read. If you wanted someplace to sleep at night, maybe. Bretta didn’t drive, didn’t even have a license, but her eyes worked.

      A man walked out of the workshop, dressed in greasy overalls. Bretta hadn’t caught his movement in time, to duck behind the poster now would draw attention, so she sat and boldly stared. Just another passenger of the city’s mass transport system.

      The man looked to be in his fifties. His grizzled face was topped with thinning, gray hair. Bretta’s eyesight wasn’t up to the task of forming any further conclusions, but she jumped up and crossed the road before her nerve could depart.

      He was old enough to have been working here when Eric Laraby was arrested. Perhaps even old enough to remember Monique from when she dropped by.

      At the edge of the lot, Bretta lost her nerve. She couldn’t walk up to a stranger and start firing questions. This wasn’t like the hospice where her interview subjects weren’t capable of raising a fuss.

      She turned and pretended interest in the car she was standing next to. The  bargain that had more rust than paint job and looked ready to give up.

      “It’s a good one,” the mechanic said, walking over.

      Bretta took a step back, surprised. It wasn’t just her guilt over her fake reason for being there, she hadn’t met a dealership—even for second-hand cars—that had its mechanics sell the cars instead of the salesmen sat inside.

      “Don’t worry,” he said, maybe catching her expression. He jerked his head toward the office. “That lot would happily sell you anything you set your mind to, but they don’t know what’s what. I do.”

      He walked a few steps closer, eyes fixed on the car rather than Bretta. His hand reached out to stroke the side beneath the window as though it were a dog waiting to be petted.

      “I re-tuned the engine myself on this one. She won’t last forever, not unless you had a lot more to invest than she’s worth, but she’ll get you where you need to go for a few years yet.”

      He turned back to Bretta, one eyebrow raised. She hastily broke the glance and looked in through the side window, shielding her face against the lowering sun to see inside.

      “You’d need a good seat cover,” the mechanic continued. “Come across here, and I’ll sort something out for you.”

      “Oh,” Bretta said, taking a step back. “I’m not planning to buy anything today.’

      “Now, did I mention a word about buying?” the man said with an easy grin. He rubbed a finger up the side of his head, leaving a streak of grease along his temple. “But since you’re looking, it’s best you see old Thelma in her good dress.”

      He winked, and Bretta found herself smiling back at him. As she followed him into the garage, she wondered how much she could actually afford.

      Although she didn’t have a license and her last lesson had been when she was sixteen before her father’s mind stuttered to a halt, Bretta considered if the bargain basement price was enough to get her started back on the road to driving.

      There’d be gas and maintenance, too, she reminded herself as though the purchase was something she might go ahead with.

      “Here we go,” the man said, pulling a stack of covers closer to him. Then he raised his hands and stepped back, jerking his head toward them. “You’d better have a look through these. My hands’ll just make a mess of ‘em.”

      Bretta laughed and stepped forward. “What ones are you looking for?”

      “There’s an original set in there,” the mechanic said. “Not from this car, mind, but from similar. It’ll fit her nice and tight.”

      His voice dropped low and guttural on the last phrase and Bretta turned, her back stiffening. The man stood between her and the door, his left hand scratching at the nape of his neck, the right shoved deep into his pocket.

      “Never mind.” Bretta forced a broad smile on her face and stepped away from the shelf. “As I said, I’m not looking to buy.”

      When the mechanic stayed where he was, not moving to let her past, Bretta jerked her head at the bus stop across the road. “I’ve got to go before my bus gets here.”

      “You’ve let five buses go by while I’ve been watching you,” the man said. His voice held a sharp, knowing edge that made Bretta flinch.

      Dumb girl. And here you were, thinking you were invisible.

      “You don’t want to buy a car, and you don’t want to catch a bus. Tell me, little lady, what exactly is it that you want?”

      Bretta took another small step to her left, trying to edge out past him, so she had a clear run to the door. Of course, she was being stupid, overreacting. Since he’d asked, there was no harm in answering his question honestly.

      “You looked like you’ve worked here for a long time,” Bretta said while her eyes calculated the distance to the door. She needed to get closer. Running wasn’t her forte. “I wondered if you’d known Eric Laraby?”

      His eyebrows shot up, and the man’s face crinkled into genuine amusement.

      “Eric?” he said and laughed. “He’s long dead, love. There’s no use in talking about him.”

      Bretta shrugged. “I do some freelance work for a local paper,” she lied. “They’re interested in a story on what he was like”—she looked into the mechanic’s eyes—“now that they know he didn’t kill Monique Wadube.”

      He winced, and Bretta took another step to her side. Still too far away to make a run for it. He’d hook his long arm out and catch her if she even tried.

      “Did you hear about that?”

      The mechanic pulled his right hand out of his pocket. A wrench was clutched in his hand. A hand that he’d wiped free of grease for added grip. Bretta looked at it, catching the last weak rays of afternoon light and reflecting it back as silver shards. The man swung the tool back and forth, a lazy semicircle, the motion hypnotic.

      Bretta looked up into his face and tried to find the fake smile again. It faltered and fell back off her lips, leaving them parted, her jaw dropping as the muscles in her body loosened in terror.

      Bretta feigned right, a quick jerk, then ran to her left, pumping her thighs as hard as she could. Three steps and the wrench came down on the back of her head, the force driving her to her knees. She skidded forward on a patch of oil, unable to find a grip with her hands, unable to stand. Bretta heard the whisper of fabric as the mechanic raised his arm again. There was no line of sight to the office. Her chest was too tight to breathe, let alone scream.

      The wrench came down once more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 24

        

      

    

    
      Bretta couldn’t breathe. She reached for her inhaler on the nightstand, wondering why the difference between opening her eyes and keeping them closed was none at all, and them her hand whacked into the wall an inch from her face, and she knew where she was.

      In the trunk of a car.

      She sat up, banging her already aching head on the roof of the confined space and screaming from the resulting pain. When she touched her hand to her hair, it came away sticky and wet.

      Blood.

      The mechanic had hit her on the head hard enough to draw blood.

      Bretta rolled over, trying to feel out the confines of her vehicular prison and landed straight in Monique’s imprint. The same images flooded through her only now they were brighter, not filtered through another person’s experience. The sense of loss over her daughter’s move to college, the terror that her chance had come and gone, they pulled at Bretta, drenching her more than ever before.

      But she knew this game.

      Bretta moved back to her original position. She carefully felt with her hands in all directions, scoping out an internal map of the trunk. As the tide of Monique’s memories flooded and abated, Bretta formed an image in her mind of the imprint too. She put up the bright yellow police tape to rope the area off, and crammed herself hard back into a corner, as far away as she could go.

      Luck had landed her in a position that left her dry rather than drenched, but Bretta needed more than luck if she was to get out of this. What had Gretchen said that morning? A morning that seemed like a year ago. “He let me out.”

      Bretta wasn’t counting on the mechanic letting her out, she needed to escape.

      As her fingers once again trailed across every inch of the inside of the trunk, Bretta saw flashes on the mechanic in her mind. He stood in the background of one of Monique’s memories, in the shadow cast by her young, hot love, Eric Laraby. In another, she caught a glimpse of his aging body in the corner of her eye as she and Eric drove away.

      Then the memory of the wrench, swaying back and fro.

      Finding nothing the second time, either, Bretta forced her fingers into a deeper exploration. She dug the tips into the edge of the carpet and lifted it up. It took her minutes to find a position where she could keep the side high without spilling her straight into Monique’s imprint, but she finally found it. Her greedy hands reached out for a weapon and found only the space for a spare tire.

      If he had a tire, there’ll be something down there to change it with!

      An excellent assessment, but not one that managed to make the needed tools materialize. Bretta let the covering fall back into place, panting in the stuffy, confined air.

      No. Not panting. She was wheezing.

      Bretta reached for her inhaler again. This time, not on the nightstand back in her safe little apartment. She plunged her fingers into the narrow pocket of her jeans instead. Nothing.

      Awkwardly squeezing herself into the side of the boot, Bretta twisted her arm until she could feel the outline of her back pocket. It too was flush against her skin.

      Damn it. The blue inhaler was probably sitting somewhere where Bretta had stupidly left it. On a sink top. Back at the bus stop. Why was she so careless?

      In her increasing panic, Bretta’s foot slipped, and she slid into the danger zone.

      I can’t breathe.

      I need to calm down.

      No! I don’t need to calm down. I need to shove myself out of here.

      Bretta bore down with her full weight on her boots and exited the imprint gasping. The wheeze as she breathed out sounded like a teakettle. An old-fashioned one. Where had she heard one of those before?

      Bretta shoved her heels into the trunk floor again, this time moving back into the corner so hard she struck her head on the roof. A sharp drill bit bore into her skull, her brain swelled up to twice its normal size.

      “I’m Bretta Ariel,” she whispered. In her hand, she felt the ghostly outline of a pink horse, fashioned into a keyring. While waiting for the pain in her head to subside, Bretta focused on that image. There weren’t even any keys on it, what had the keyring been for?

      “I’m Bretta Ariel, and a man is holding me hostage in the boot of his car.”

      The words soothed her. Bretta could feel her muscles starting to loosen. When she breathed the stuffy air out of her lungs, they let go in a full exhalation.

      The car stopped.

      Bretta’s mind exploded in a bright orange fireball of panic. She needed to hide. If the man caught her here, he would douse her in Monique. He would bash her brains out with the wrench and burn her body so that the stupid lab techs in their white coats couldn’t get a DNA sample, no matter how superior their intellect.

      She lifted the edge of the carpet flooring, feeling once again the metal outline in the shape of a spare tire. A door opened and then slammed.

      Coming. He’s coming!

      In desperation, Bretta rolled to one side, briefly dipping into Monique’s memory of naming her baby daughter after a teenage witch, white as her baby was brown. She continued to push, easing her body underneath the flooring, shoving her thin legs into the curl of the recess, pulling the carpeting up over her body as Bretta thought herself thin.

      Footsteps. Walking away from the car. Bretta sipped in shallow breaths through her nose, trying to make as little noise as she could.

      Where was he going? Was the mechanic walking away and leaving Bretta trapped in the boot to rot? He wouldn’t do that, would he? Wouldn’t leave the imprint of his life’s obsession to be written over with Bretta’s own pathetic memories?

      The steps came again, returning to the car. The front door slammed, and Bretta tensed every muscle in her body. Was he about to drive away again? Had he stopped just to relieve himself by the roadside?

      The footsteps were right by the boot. He wasn’t back in the driver’s seat, he’d just slammed the door shut. Nice and tidy. A key fob beeped twice and a latch released.

      If Bretta was stronger, she could jump out and overpower him. She could run away to freedom.

      No one could mistake her for superwoman, though. Bretta took in another tiny sip of air as the mechanic lifted the trunk lid up.

      “What?” His puzzled voice sounded like music.

      Bretta could imagine him staring into the trunk of the car, seeing empty carpeting where he’d expected a woman’s body. An illusion that would withstand no scrutiny at all.

      Now. You have to do something now.

      Bretta threw the carpet back, reaching out with clawed fingers and hooking them into the front loops of the mechanics overalls. Before her eyes could adjust to the light enough to see, she pulled him forward, dragging his torso into the boot.

      The mechanic jerked back. His leverage was greater. Bretta gave one last tug, adrenaline spiking her muscles into a display of strength. She pulled his head into the edge of Monique’s imprint.

      I can’t breathe.

      Bretta felt hands on her body, touching her, clawing at her. She fought back. Her outstretched fingers found hair, and she pulled, yanked, tore it out by the roots.

      A howl of pain was met by her cry of triumph.

      Why doesn’t she ever call?

      Stop it. You’re in the park, it’s a lovely day. The grass has just been cut. You’re in your safe place.

      Her mother pulling out her own hair, tossing blood into the air in a pink spray.

      I can’t breathe.

      Bretta’s hand clung to an edge. Why was there an edge here? She stretched her arm further, her shoulder shrieking with the effort. Her hand felt nothing but thin air.

      There’s a man. A man was touching her!

      Bretta kicked out, her head hit a wall behind her and exploded in pain. Sparks shot across her vision, yellow, white, red. Am I bleeding? Why am I bleeding?

      She couldn’t breathe. When Bretta tried to exhale all that came out was a wheezing sound. No air could make it through. She needed her inhaler. She reached out. If she could just stretch far enough, she would reach the top of her bedside table and have it in her grasp.

      Too short. Her lady-arms were too short.

      Bretta heaved her torso up over the strange ledge and felt gravity steal her body and pull it down into a strange new place. Her face thumped hard into soft mud, clogging her nostrils. Clumps of grass tickled her ear. She rolled onto her back. Above her were stars. Real stars. Sky stars. Not, ‘my head is sore and I can fucking see stars.’

      The air outside was sweeter, contained more oxygen. As Bretta concentrated on her breathing, exhaling as much as she could so her next breath had some space to refill, she felt her heart slow into its regular pattern.

      I could lie here forever, she thought. Then she snapped upright, her pulse spiking. Not with a fucking killer in the boot of the car, you’re not!

      Bretta struggled to her feet, terrified that she’d lain on the road for hours while the mechanic escaped to freedom. She staggered, the road mud sucking at her heels as she walked forward. The extended period spent cramped into the boot dragged her muscles into strange contortions, making her legs behave in odd ways.

      The mechanic was in the boot.

      Bretta stared at him, wide-eyed, waiting for a retaliatory attack without the means to defend herself. Then she saw the blank stare, the slack facial muscles, and understood.

      The man was drenched. The imprint had swept him far away.

      Bretta leaned forward, cautious, her eyes alert for any change in his position. The keys were sitting near his leg where he’d dropped them as she’d pulled him into the trunk.

      One quick snatch and Bretta backed up a step, reaching for the lid and slamming it closed. She leaned her forehead to the cold metal, closing her eyes and listening out for any sounds.

      The only noises came from the forest around her.

      As Bretta backed up and looked around her, she recognized the view. They were on one of the winding service roads that led up the side of Black Tree Hills. For a moment, the ghost of Ada danced across her mind, then blew away in a gust of wind.

      Ironic. The mechanic was trapped in the same boot where he’d forced so many women to lose their minds. He was parked on the side of the hill where he’d burned and buried at least one of them. The woods were so extensive, and there were so many different trails in that it could be years before anybody in the Bureau determined if there were more.

      Poetic justice. A phrase Bretta’s dad had taught her when she was young and they both had the capacity to learn new things.

      Well, fuck that. Bretta turned the key fob over in her hand and thought of other things instead.

      The man in the boot of the car had killed Monique, murdered Ada, been responsible for the unidentified nurse found in the quarry, and the imprint Adam had channeled the day before she was found.

      Gretchen and Joanne would spend the rest of their lives not knowing who they were, caught in the crossfire between the person they’d been and Monique’s overpowering memories. Not just them, more. A dozen, maybe, from what the nurse at the hospice had said.

      Bretta thought of her dad, his mind twisted and bent out of shape by the crowd of alien thoughts that he’d allowed to enter it, never realizing they wouldn’t all leave. She thought of the hospices full of people like him and her dad. Like she probably would be one day.

      Fuck that. A serial killer didn’t get to suffer the same weak punishment dealt out routinely in their society. He should be strapped to the same injection chair his actions had condemned Eric Laraby to die in.

      They wouldn’t do that, though. The state couldn’t prosecute someone insane. They couldn’t wreak vengeance on somebody who didn’t know what they’d done wrong.

      Bretta didn’t have the same high standards, though. After spending half her life scrabbling on the fringes of society, Bretta barely had standards at all.

      She stood and walked back to the trunk, pressing her ear up against the metal and concentrating. Bretta couldn’t close her eyes. She couldn’t shake the feeling that even though she knew the mechanic was in the boot, he might come up behind her if she wasn’t on-guard.

      A breath. No, not a breath. A whimper. The distraught sound of an adult who’d got himself caught in a jam.

      Bretta pushed back from the trunk and pressed the release. Two beeps, and it was open. Five minutes and she was done.
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      “But I don’t understand why he’d come after you.”

      Bretta gritted her teeth and shrugged. She was used to being an underdog, but the suggestion that she wasn’t even worth the time of a serial killer was a new low. Nothing that Chief Inspector Moresby had done so far throughout the interview had been complimentary, though. Even though she’d saved the entire Bureau the problem of a troublesome prosecution.

      “I’ve been under a lot of media scrutiny, thanks to a leak from this department,” Bretta said. “Journalists have been camped outside my residence for days. That might have tipped him over the edge, I don’t know.”

      “Did you report this ‘media invasion’ to your superior officer?”

      “No,” Bretta said. She let the smug git crank a smile on his face before she added, “I didn’t think I needed to ‘report’ my ‘media invasion’ to him”—Bretta resisted the urge to do the air quotes—“since he’d seen them outside my apartment and had to take avoidance measures on my behalf.” She paused and tipped her head to one side, smiling sweetly. “Should I have informed him in writing, as well?”

      Chief Inspector Moresby’s lips pressed into such a thin line they practically disappeared.

      “I’ll check his reports, to make sure,” he said. “Now, can you take us through the events of last night again.”

      Bretta yawned, not bothering to cover it with her hand. With the amount of attitude inbuilt in the Chief, she wasn’t going to convince him she was worth anything much at all. No need to act couth when he apparently classed her as scum.

      “Am I still free to go?”

      “What’s that?” Moresby looked behind him at the clock on the wall. “We’ve barely had a chance to get started.”

      “Oh,” Bretta said. “I thought you were finished. You’ve already had me go over the events three times, and now you seem to be asking me to guess what was in my abductor’s mind.” She paused again. “It’s very tiring.”

      The Detective Inspector seated next to his chief cast a worried glance at his boss. Officer Little had been silent for most of the three-hour interview so far, but now he was prompted into speech. When he turned to Bretta his forehead was creased into a deep frown.

      “You did commit a homicide yesterday,” he said. “We do need to get these details on the record.”

      “Am I under arrest?” Bretta pressed. She tipped her head to the side, resting it on her hand. “I just found out a few days ago that I no longer have a job here, and I really do need to find something to replace it. I don’t want to get kicked out of my apartment, especially not when a member of the Bureau possibly leaked my whereabouts to the killer to start with.”

      “Abductor,” D.I. Little corrected her.

      “Can I go?” Bretta repeated.

      The story she’d told had contained a lot of accurate details. Some from her own experience, some lifted from the other women she carried in her head. Bretta hadn’t been faking her tiredness, though. If she continued on with the circular questioning, she might end up saying something off-script.

      “Interview suspended at 11.47 a.m.” DCI Moresby said into the recorder. “Fine, you’re free to go.”

      As Bretta stood to leave, stretching her legs out to return feeling where the chair had dulled her muscles into numbness, he added, “Just don’t leave the county, okay? We’ll need to bring you in for questioning again.”

      Bretta shrugged and nodded. She couldn’t afford to take any trips, so it was no skin off her nose. D.I. Little escorted her through to the station house desk, officially signing her out.

      “It’s a bit rough, this questioning,” he said. To Bretta’s surprise, he seemed genuinely pleasant outside of his master’s circle. “I can promise you unless we absolutely need to bring you back in for clarification, you’ll be left alone.”

      Bretta raised her eyebrows at that, uncertain of whether to thank him. She settled for a nod before she turned and walked out the front door of the Bureau, tapping officer Kilkaddy’s Perspex box on the way.

      “Bretta,” a voice called out behind her.

      She paused, one of her hands on the exit bar, trying to sort out who the familiar tone belonged to.

      “Phew,” D.C. Williams said, coming up beside her. “I thought I’d missed you.”

      Bretta frowned at him and then offered a crooked smile. “What do you mean, you thought you’d missed me? I wasn’t aware we were meeting up?”

      He smiled and shook his head. “Oh, no. You don’t get away from it that easily.”

      Bretta shook her head, staring at him nonplussed. His face was red from the quick jog across the foyer, and she wondered how on earth he’d managed to pass the physical and secure his position in the first place. He raised one finger and looked behind him to check if anyone was watching.

      “You’re all clear,” Bretta said, amused. “Nobody can see you talking to the big, bad channeler.”

      “The badass channeler, from what I heard. Three weeks, I’ve been pouring my heart and soul into that case, and then you sort him out when I’m not even there.”

      After a second to read his face, Bretta burst into laughter. “Yeah, I’m so sorry that you weren’t there, Williams. That’s what I thought while he bundled me into the trunk of his car and drove into the Black Tree Hills. I wish Williams were here.” She paused for three seconds, and finished off, “I wish he was here instead of me.”

      “D.I. Able is out on a field trip,” Williams said with a large smile. “Otherwise, I’m sure he would have wanted to say goodbye properly.”

      Bretta shrugged. “I think he said all he needed to when he escorted me off the premises the other day.”

      Watching the dismay creep across Williams' face, Bretta felt that perhaps she should dial back on the bitchiness. The poor D.C. was like a puppy having his nose rubbed in another dog’s mess.

      “Well, you can tell him goodbye on my behalf,” she said and jerked her head at the door. “I’ve gotta go, though. There are killers out there who need to be stopped.”

      When Williams’ eyes widened, Bretta couldn’t help herself from laughing. It trailed off into a coughing fit until she sagged against the door.

      “You all right?”

      The question would have sounded flippant except for the tone of concern in Williams’ voice. Bretta nodded—until she got her breath back it would have to be a suitable stand-in for answering.

      “We had a date,” the D.C. said, surprising her.

      Bretta frowned and shook her head, puzzled. Williams jerked his head at Kilkaddy’s box. “You promised to shepherd me through my first channeling,” he said. “I hope you’re not reneging now that you’re big and famous.”

      “Big, famous, and unemployed,” Bretta amended. “But sure, I haven’t forgotten.”

      Williams seemed to realize for the first time that he was holding her up. He pushed through the door and walked her across to the bike sheds. Bretta had never told him that she cycled, it was just something he must have noticed about her. She smiled.

      “So, where and when did you want this momentous event to take place? Name a time, and I’ll be there.”

      “Saturday, two o’clock in the afternoon, at the Gilbert’s Museum.”

      Bretta laughed in shock. “Not that you were planning ahead, or anything!”

      D.C. Williams smiled, a dimple creasing in on his left cheek. She’d never noticed that before, or the way the sunlight caught at his blond curls and turned them strawberry, just like hers.

      “Saturday, eh?” Bretta unlocked her bicycle and wheeled it out of the stand. “I suppose you think I’m the type of girl who doesn’t have any plans for the weekend.”

      D.C. Williams blushed and shook his head. “Sorry,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I should have realized you’d have something on.”

      “Do you know what?” Bretta started, her voice filling with astonishment. “I don’t even know your first name.”

      Williams’ eyes widened, and he issued a short bark of laughter. “It’s Sebastian,” he said. “Or Seb, for short.”

      She raised her eyebrows and looked at him, grinning in the sunlight. Williams’ held his hand out, as though they’d just been formally introduced.

      Well, perhaps they had been.

      “Okay, Seb. I’ll see you at the Gilbert’s Museum on Saturday for your first lesson. You might need to bring your big-girl panties.”

      He blushed, the color contrast delighting Bretta.

      “I’ll be sure to remember that,” he said. “Although, I’ve heard that your first time isn’t so bad, so long as you have a good teacher.”

      “Oh, yeah. That’s what she said,” Bretta replied, throwing her leg over and scooting the pedal into position. “Anyway. You’ve got that covered. Never forget, Seb. I’m the best anyone has ever seen.”

      

      
        The End
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      Fans of Sara Shepard will adore Wildenstein's suspenseful MASTERFUL series.

      

      ROMANCE. SECRETS. LIES.

      Seventeen-year-old Aster Redd is convinced her mother is hiding a gun. But no one--neither her love interest Joshua Cooper, nor her twin sister Ivy--believes her.

      Until her mother fires a gun one dark night.

      A gun she claims Aster planted on her to make her look evil.

      With Joshua's help, Aster sets out to prove her innocence, but how can she when the gun is registered in her name?

      

      A stunning, fast-paced mystery that will keep you on the edge of your seat.
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      Age is not a one-size-fits-all number. I’m seventeen, but there isn’t a single seventeen-year-old out there to whom I can relate. Not even my twin sister, Ivy.

      She enjoys being seventeen. She says it’s not something you can change, so you might as well accept it. Even though I have a fake ID that says I’m older—which I made when I was fifteen so I could go see R-rated movies without a chaperone—there’s no forging my real age.

      I’m dying to be older, to be done with high school, to leave home for good, to get out of Kokomo. Ivy says she wants to live in New York, so I guess that’s where we’ll head when school’s over. I don’t really care where we end up, as long as it’s far away from Mom, and as long as Ivy and I are together. We can’t live apart, the two of us.

      Just as I think about my twin, she bursts into the house, shaking spring rain off her umbrella. Ivy’s not a fan of rain, but that’s because it ruins her shoes and makes her hair frizz.

      “I saw Dr. Frank today.”

      I lower my gaze to the bolognaise sauce. It makes a strange gurgling sound as it cooks, like a live animal drowning, but it’s only ground beef. Ground beef isn’t alive. Besides, there’s more tomato than meat, because meat is too expensive. “Why did you see her?”

      “I passed her in the street, Asty. On East Markland Ave. She stopped by Jo-Ann’s to buy yarn for a scarf she’s knitting.”

      I put down the wooden spoon. “What did she tell you?”

      “She didn’t tell me anything.” Ivy shivers and dries her hands on a kitchen towel. “Do you like her?”

      “She’s nice.”

      Ivy’s wet blonde locks glint under the cone-shaped ceiling lamp. “Do you feel like she’s helping you?”

      I shrug. “Sure.” My twin is convinced I need help, so I keep weekly appointments with Dr. Frank, after which I swallow pills she prescribes. Not every day, but often enough to appease Ivy.

      “She said you were more forthcoming than at the beginning of the year.”

      “I thought she didn’t tell you anything…”

      Ivy narrows her blue eyes that are a deeper shade than mine. “She didn’t give me any specifics, Asty. Anyway, I’m so late. I hope Mom won’t be mad. The salesclerk took forever cutting the samples.”

      “When has Mom ever been mad at you?”

      Ivy winces. I smile to lessen her guilt. Mom likes Ivy; she doesn’t like me. It’s one of the only things that’s not a secret in our family.

      My twin retreats toward the veranda where Mom works around the clock, sewing quilts based on pictures customers send her. They’re well made—I’ll give her that much—but I don’t understand how people can pay a couple hundred bucks for fabric copies of photographs. They should blow up their pictures and frame them. It would make more financial sense. I suppose most people don’t have much financial sense.

      Through the closed door, I hear my sister and mother speak, but I don’t hear what they say. I put a lid on the tomato-meat sauce, turn the heat to low, and go take my shower while no one’s occupying our only bathroom. I spend extra long under the hot spray, letting the water rinse away the scent of dried sweat from this morning’s PE class. Some girls take showers in school; I don’t. I always keep my gym clothes on underneath my school clothes, so I don’t have to parade around in the nude.

      Wrapped in my towel, I pad back into the kitchen to check on the sauce, which has thickened. Sometimes I feel like a witch, like cooking is magical. I throw together all these different ingredients and they bind in the most extraordinary fashion to create something new.

      I put the pasta to boil, cross the small living room toward the adjoining veranda, and knuckle the closed door. “Dinner will be ready in five.”

      I don’t know if they hear me because an audiobook is playing inside. They’re always listening to books on tape. I wonder if it’s to mask their conversations or if it’s because they don’t have much to tell each other.

      I try the doorknob. I’m surprised when it gives. Mom usually locks her door. I peek inside. “Dinner will be ready—”

      Mom shuts the bottom drawer of her sewing table with her foot. The soft bang echoes against the glass walls of the veranda.

      Ivy glances up at me, blue eyes wide. The waning evening light cuts a gilded path across the bright room, making Ivy’s hair shimmer gold and Mom’s gray hair shine silver.

      “Dinner’s almost ready,” I say.

      “I’m not hungry,” Mom says. “Besides, I need to finish this for Friday.” She gestures toward the fabric pooled at her feet.

      Disappointment fills my stomach. I’m not hungry either, but I want us to sit at the table like a normal family. Even if it’s merely pretend.

      “Ivy?” I ask hopefully.

      “I really should—”

      My face crumples.

      She folds what she’s working on in half and then folds that half into more halves until it’s just a tiny square of blue satin. Over the metallic drone of the sewing machine, she says, “I really should eat.” She walks out and pulls the door shut behind us. “Want me to set the ta—” She stops in front of the small wooden table I’ve already set for three. I even clipped a couple branches from the buttonbush outside the veranda and put them in a water glass. The glossy green leaves give the table a splash of chicness. Ivy loves chic things.

      “This is…lovely,” she tells me.

      Her words penetrate and linger in the tomato-and-garlic-scented air long after she’s spoken them.

      Steam blasts my face as I drain the pasta. “What does Mom keep in that drawer?”

      “What drawer?” Ivy grabs a carton of milk from the fridge and pours herself a glass. She sniffs it before drinking, then searches for the expiration date. “Wow. This is a week old.”

      “Does it smell bad?”

      “No, but it’s a week old,” she repeats as though I didn’t hear her the first time.

      Mom doesn’t want us throwing out food until it smells. It’s one of the few things we agree on, one of the few things she and Ivy don’t agree on. This shared value hasn’t brought Mom and me closer though.

      “They put so many preservatives in stuff today. It’s probably still okay to drink,” I reassure my twin.

      “Not taking that risk.” She pours the milk into the sink, nose still wrinkled.

      As the ribbon of white vanishes down the drain, I hear the nickels and dimes it cost clatter down along with it. I remain silent. I don’t want to sound like Mom, always nagging Ivy about being wasteful.

      I set two steaming bowls on our placemats. “So, what’s in Mom’s bottom drawer?”

      Ivy drags her hand through her straightened curls. I rubbed some serum on mine like my sister taught me, but it did nothing to tame the frizz. I probably didn’t put enough in, but I don’t like putting unnatural stuff on my body. Taking medication for my mood swings is poisonous enough. I only take it every other day, but Ivy doesn’t know that. She’d be really angry if she knew.

      “Rolls of fabric,” she answers.

      “Then why does she lock it?”

      She wraps a gigantic mouthful of pasta around the tines of her fork and shovels it inside her mouth. “This is really really good,” she says after swallowing.

      Pride inflates my chest and satiates my hollow belly better than food ever could. But then I think of Mom’s eternally locked drawer and suspicion supplants pride.

      “Is it really only fabric?”

      “Yes.” Her voice sounds like an eye roll. “Aren’t you going to eat?”

      Pensive, I pick up my fork and dig into the gloppy red mess that feels like my life. This mess, though, I can make disappear. The turmoil inside me, that won’t go away until Mom does.

      Or until I do.
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      The sun feels so damn good. Classes should take place on the quad.” I nudge Ivy, who’s sitting cross-legged next to me.

      “That’s an idea,” she mumbles, not paying attention.

      “Vitamin D’s good for the brain.” I glance at my friend, who’s bent over her phone. “It also makes facial hair grow. Did you know that?”

      “Uh-huh. Yeah. Totally.”

      “Stop checking your Instagram feed and listen to me, Redd.”

      Ivy puts her phone away. “I wasn’t checking my Instagram feed. I was reading about the new reality TV competition that’s starting this summer. The Masterpiecers.”

      “What are people competing for?”

      “Getting a free ride to the art school.”

      “Is that the place you want to go to?”

      “Yeah. But unless I get a scholarship, there’s no way I can afford it.” She rolls onto her back. “I can’t believe you’re already done with your second year of college. That’s insane.”

      I smile, feeling a quick rush of satisfaction. “One more year to go.” I’m taking a bunch of summer credits to finish in three years, so I can apply to become a cop.

      “Officer Cooper.” Ivy makes a face. “Still sounds weird.”

      “Why?”

      “Because. You’ll be a law enforcer. You’ll have a badge, and a gun, and stuff.”

      “Which will come in handy to get you out of trouble.”

      She snorts. “Like I ever get into trouble.”

      “Um. Have you forgotten the time you stole a pack of watermelon bubblegum from under the cash register of the CVS, and the salesclerk caught you?”

      “Because Mom wouldn’t buy it for me.”

      “And then Aster took the blame.”

      She rumples her forehead. “That was horrible of me.”

      Silence stretches between us as we both recollect the shopping expedition that started as an excursion to the movies—her mother wasn’t actually taking us to see a movie; she was dropping us off for the afternoon because she had stuff to do—and ended with a slap that sent Aster skidding sideways and collapsing onto the sidewalk. I didn’t have a cell phone back then since I was only nine, but I told their mom to leave before I had a passerby call the cops.

      Mom was away at a baking conference in New York. She’d been planning that trip for so long that I hadn’t called her, but I’d phoned my dad from a concerned bystander’s cell. He came to pick us up and took us home.

      Mom returned that night too—Dad had called her even though I’d told him not to—and she’d stormed off to pay Mrs. Redd a visit. To this day, I’m not sure what happened, but Ivy and Aster ended up staying with us for ten days.

      “Shouldn’t have brought that up,” I mutter.

      Ivy bites her lower lip.

      “At least we got a prolonged sleepover out of it.”

      The bell rings in the squat rectangular building behind us, signaling Ivy’s lunch period is over. “Man, that felt quick.”

      “Time flies when you’re with me.”

      She stands up and dusts the back of her jean cutoffs. “Why are you here anyway? Don’t you have sun on your campus?”

      “I’m taking Aster to the DMV to get her driver’s license in an hour. Wanna come?”

      “In New York, no one drives.”

      “This is Kokomo, not New York.”

      “But one day, I’ll be in New York. You just wait and see.”

      Ivy is stubborn, ambitious, and overflowing with talent, so I don’t doubt that one day she’ll get what she wants. Everything she wants. I don’t think she’d ever settle for anything less. We’re kindred spirits in that way.

      She readjusts the red bandana she’s sporting to keep her hair back. “Bye, Joshy.”

      I roll my eyes. “Gotta stop calling me that. I’m not twelve anymore.”

      “You’ll always be twelve to me.”

      “Go away. You’re gonna get detention.” I lie back down. “Plus, you’re blocking my sun.” We grin at each other.

      She leaves, and I plug my earphones into my phone to listen to music while I wait for the other twin.
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      I must’ve fallen asleep, because when I look up, Aster’s crouched beside me, her incredibly light eyes roaming over my face.

      “How long have you been laying out here?” she asks, prodding the skin on my jaw with her fingers. “You’re lobster-red.”

      I heave myself up. “It’ll turn into a tan.”

      “Burning is really bad for you, Josh.”

      “Thanks for the heads-up, Mom.”

      “I’m serious. I don’t want you to get cancer.”

      “I don’t want to get cancer either.” I smile at her and take out the now-silent earphones. “Ready?”

      “I think so.”

      As we walk over to my car, which I parked in the school lot, I notice her narrow shoulders are pulled tight, and her lips are squeezed into a line straighter than the markings of my parking spot. “What’s up?”

      “Remember that Pac-Man game I programmed for Ivy at the beginning of the year?”

      Back at the beginning of the school year, Aster impersonated Ivy during an IT test. She’s really good with computers, unlike Ivy. If she’d kept the code simple instead of adding cool features, the girls would probably have gotten away with it. Long story short, they got caught.

      “The principal doesn’t want to remove the low marks from our GPAs.”

      “That sucks.”

      She clicks her seatbelt on. “It especially sucks for Ivy. Her GPA’s not that good. She spends too much time sewing with Mom instead of studying.” She sucks in a breath and twists toward me, cheeks flushed. “Maybe I should record our classes. She loves listening to stuff when she sews. Then at least she could keep up with the curriculum.”

      I squeeze Aster’s hand once before gripping my steering wheel. “You’re so considerate.”

      Her cheeks become beet-red at my compliment.

      “Look at that…our skin tones match,” I tease.

      She doesn’t laugh. Instead she faces her window.

      I didn’t mean to make her feel bad, but I don’t apologize because it’ll fluster her more. Instead, I pump the volume of the stereo up until Jay Z’s killer rhythm rocks the car and drowns out the awkwardness.

      After three songs, I turn the volume back down and ask, “So who you going to Junior Prom with?”

      She looks over at me. “I’m not going.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because.”

      “That’s not a good answer.”

      She picks a piece of lint off her baggy jeans. I don’t know if it’s her new medication, but she’s lost weight. My forearm is larger than both of her thighs put together. Maybe I’m exaggerating, but she’s definitely too skinny. After she passes her test, I’ll take her for a celebratory donut run at Mom’s bakery. She’ll like that.

      “Why aren’t you going?”

      “Because I don’t have a dress.”

      “I’m sure Mom has a dress you could borrow.”

      She shoots me a horrified look.

      “Oh, come on, Mom has great taste.”

      “I can’t wear one of her dresses. What if someone pours punch over it? Or—”

      “Sounds to me like you’re making excuses.”

      “I’m not. Besides, Ivy’s going with Sean, and I don’t have a date.”

      I brake in the middle of the street. Thankfully there’s no traffic. I pull over to the curb.

      Aster frowns. “Aren’t we a little far to park?”

      I get out of the car, jog around the front, and sweep open her door. And then I get down on one knee. “Aster Redd, will you take me to Junior Prom?”

      Her expression goes from shocked to crazy shocked. Even her mouth gapes.

      I add, “Please?”

      “Josh, you don’t have to—”

      “Redd, I want to! Come on. I promise to make it fun.” When she still hasn’t said anything, I add, “And I really do miss high school dances. It’s the only part of the high school experience I miss.” I don’t, but Aster will go if she thinks she’s doing me a favor.

      She smiles. “Okay.” Her full lips part wider over her perfect white teeth. “Okay, I’ll go with you.” A woman pushing a stroller passes by us. “Better get up before someone thinks you’re proposing,” she whispers.

      When Aster smiles, she really is the most beautiful girl ever. She morphs back into the pigtail-wearing girl I chased through my granddaddy’s sunflower field, the girl who shrieked when her sister asked to go higher on the tire swing, the girl who pressed a palm against her mouth when she laughed.

      I almost forget she’s like my sister, and I also almost forget she was diagnosed with schizophrenia five years ago.
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      Moments like the afternoon I went to the DMV breed fragile dreams. Dreams of love and a blissful future bursting with exquisite reds, sunny yellows, and cobalt blues.

      For the millionth time since Josh asked me to prom, I close my eyes and replay his proposal. I shouldn’t read too much into it, but what if—

      Ivy barrels into our shared bedroom.

      I sit up in bed.

      She’s holding something behind her back.

      When she doesn’t say anything, I ask, “What’s going on?”

      “I heard you’re going to the dance.”

      I imagine Josh told her. I wonder if he told her how he asked me. The thought makes a blush crawl over my jaw. I toy with my hair, twisting it into a long, coarse rope. “Yeah.”

      “I’m so glad because I made you this”—she pulls out something from behind her back—“and I would’ve hated to see it to go to waste.”

      The loveliest dress hangs from her outstretched fingers. It’s fluid, sky blue, and shiny, like Springhill Lake on cloudless days.

      “You made that for me?”

      She grins even wider and nods.

      I peel myself off my bed and walk around the brown sandals I kicked off when I came into my bedroom.

      “Try it on.”

      I hesitate to take it from her. I’m afraid to soil its beauty with my indelicate fingers.

      “I’ve been dying to see it worn.”

      I turn around to pull off my T-shirt. Ivy doesn’t mind stripping when I’m around, but I don’t like being naked or in my underwear in front of anyone.

      “Hands up,” she says.

      I raise my arms, and she drops the floor-length dress over my head. It trickles over my skin like warm water. I wiggle out of my cargo shorts once the dress settles.

      Ivy opens the closet door so I can glimpse my reflection in the long mirror. My eyes heat up.

      My sister’s smile transforms into a frown. “Do you hate it?” she asks softly.

      Hate it? I spin around toward her. “Are you kidding?” I whisper hoarsely. “It’s the most beautiful dress I’ve ever worn.”

      She rolls her eyes, but a pleased blush pinks her cheeks. “Wait till I get really good.”

      “You’re already really good. You’re way better than really good.”

      She doesn’t say anything for a while. Simply observes the satiny sheen of the fabric and the way it drapes over my light brown skin and jutting bones. “You could be a model.”

      I let out a soft snort. “Please.”

      “I’m serious, Asty.”

      I watch my reflection again. The girl in the mirror seems unfamiliar and yet completely familiar. It’s Ivy; not me. The girl in the liquid dress is confident and stylish, the sort who would capture a boy’s attention.

      Trapped butterflies flutter inside my belly. Whoever said hearts were in chests never truly felt nervous and excited.

      I squeeze my sister tightly against me. And then I cry because it’s the nicest thing she’s done for me in a long time. Not that she’s ever unkind, but this is the pinnacle of kindness.

      “Wait. What will you wear?” I ask, pressing away.

      “I made the same in red.”

      The butterflies perform backflips. She doesn’t mind looking like me. For some reason that makes me even happier than the prospect of Josh seeing me in such a stunning dress.

      “And if anyone asks, they’re BCBG originals. I sewed labels into them.”

      I don’t know what a BCBG original is, but it seems important to Ivy, so I commit it to memory. In case someone asks. Although I doubt it.

      No one ever talks to me in school.

      [image: ]

      Although I never wear makeup, Ivy adds mascara to my lashes and bright pink lipstick to my mouth. She’s even relaxed my hair so that it falls in supple curls over my bare shoulders. Hers is blow-dried completely straight and dips down her spine in a swath of gold.

      Between the shininess of her dress and the glittery oil she’s rubbed over her collarbone, she resembles a bronze statuette of a goddess. Plus, she has on these high-heeled silver pumps worthy of one of those shops I would never dare enter at the mall because there are too many zeros on the price tag.

      “I found them at Goodwill and spray-painted them silver.” She grimaces. “Can you tell? Do they look cheap?”

      “Nothing looks cheap on you.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” She swats my arm, shakes her head. “What shoes are you wearing?” She starts rifling through my half of the closet. It doesn’t take her long to discover that I only own two pairs of shoes: my beat-up Converses and the pair of brown sandals that are a size too small.

      “Should I wear my sandals?”

      Ivy bites her lower lip. “You know what, let’s be fashion-forward and wear Converses.”

      “But…but your shoes are so pretty.”

      “Yeah, but they’re not comfortable.” She slides her feet out. “Want to try them on?”

      I shake my head. I could never wear heels. I’d trip and fall, and I don’t need more people pointing and staring.

      She sets them neatly on the closet floor and pulls out her Converses. They’re identical to mine, except hers are black instead of cream—the shoes were a Christmas present from Josh’s parents.

      When we make our way into the living room to wait for our dates, Mom’s on the couch watching TV, fingers moving instinctively over patches of fabric. Sewing is second nature to her, like computer keyboards are to me.

      “We won’t be home late.” Ivy walks toward the kitchen and grabs a carton of orange juice. She pours out two glasses and hands one to me. “What do you think of the dresses?” Holding her drink out so it doesn’t spill, Ivy twirls.

      Mom looks away from the TV screen, takes in my sister from head to toe. She doesn’t speak for a little while, merely runs her light blue eyes up and down and across my sister as though checking for a foiled stitch or an uneven hemline. “It’s beautiful on you, Ivy.”

      “Isn’t the blue stunning on Aster?”

      As though remembering there are two of us, Mom’s gaze surfs over to me. Her milky forehead crinkles like parchment paper. “Would look better if she actually ate something.”

      She often talks to me in the third person. I think she believes it’ll offend me less if the criticism is delivered indirectly. A tiny frown clouds my twin’s face. I lay a hand on her forearm.

      Gaze stuck to my salient collarbone, she adds, “But the color’s nice on her.” Her eyes crawl up to mine and linger. Sadness gusts though them and sparkles like the dust motes suspended in the sunset light slanting through the living room window. Sometimes, I feel like there are a million things Mom wants to tell me but doesn’t dare, or simply can’t. Like two magnets, we repel each other.

      The doorbell rings.

      “Sean taking both of you?” she asks.

      “No. Josh’s taking Aster.”

      “Josh asked you?” Her translucent eyebrows arch.

      I nod as Ivy pulls the door open.

      “Is his mother making him?” Mom asks.

      Josh stands on our doormat in a fitted navy tux that seems barely able to contain his pecs.

      My heart gallops as his eyes meet mine.

      “Hi, Mrs. Redd,” he says tightly. “Ives.” He saves my name for last. “Aster.” It rolls off his tongue like a deep gasp, like a prolonged heartbeat.

      “Can you even breathe?” Ivy asks him, patting his stomach.

      He unbuttons his jacket. “Barely.” He winks. “The rental shop was out of suits, so I borrowed my cousin Vinny’s wedding suit.”

      Headlights ignite our street, and then a red Toyota parks next to Josh’s Camry.

      “Whoa!” Sean gasps when he spots Ivy.

      Sean has greasy blond hair. Every time I see him, I want to wash his long bangs or chop them off. But who am I to give tonsorial advice to anyone? Most of the time, I can’t be bothered to style my own hair.

      “Lookin’ hot, girls.”

      Girls.

      I blink.

      He means me too.

      “Eyes off my date, Braxton,” Josh says, wrapping an arm around my waist.

      “Bye, Mom,” Ivy yells right before shutting our front door.

      Some mothers would be snapping pictures or doling out unwanted sexual advice, but not our mother. I think she’s glad when we get out of her sight, out of her house. When I menstruated at eleven, she told me to avoid getting knocked up, but that was it. No birds-and-bees conversations. No dating guidance. Not that I would’ve wanted any from her—after all, she wasn’t able to keep our dad around—but advice would’ve shown she cared.

      Josh opens the door for me, and I get in. When we pull away from our street, he says, “And by the way, Mom is not making me take you.”
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      I really don’t like Mrs. Redd. She isn’t fit to be a mother.

      I’ve thought that since the first time I met the twins in the McDonald’s jungle gym. While my parents ordered me a McFlurry—I still ate those back then—I dove into the ball pool. Instead of landing on squashy plastic, I landed on something sharp and trembling. I dug through the balls, sending them shooting against the net, until I unburied this tiny body with a shock of wild blonde curls and tears streaming down her cheeks.

      That was the first time I laid eyes on Aster Redd.

      I remember thinking her tears were my fault, that somehow, I hurt her when I landed on her. At eight, I weighed as much as a thirteen-year-old. Once she calmed down, she explained she was crying because she couldn’t surface from the balls. Her eyes had been so red that her blue irises appeared radioactive.

      A second later, her lookalike trundled down the slide, waded through the multi-colored balls in a panic, and heaved her sister into a sitting position. I blinked a bunch of times, then muttered how much they resembled each other, and identical huge grins slashed their faces.

      We played together until my parents said it was time to go, and then, as I was putting on my shoes, I asked Aster and Ivy if they were leaving too. They said they were waiting for their mother to come back. Mom asked when that would be, and they shrugged their knobby shoulders.

      Their mother had up and left them there all by themselves. “They’re five-year-olds!” I remember Mom telling Dad, puffing her cheeks out, way more furious than when I’d used my sled to glide down our stairs a month before.

      Dad bought the twins and me Happy Meals as we waited for their mother. By nightfall, my parents packed us all into the suburban, excusing themselves for not having booster seats. The twins stared at Mom as though she’d sprouted a jetpack. They didn’t know what booster seats were.

      After sticking us all in front of the TV—Ninja Turtles was on—Mom called the cops. They arrived soon after. Even though I found them intimidating at first, they showed us their badges and let us touch them, and the woman cop, Jackie, told us about a robber they’d just caught trying to shoplift a gumball machine.

      That was the day I decided I would become a cop. For the badge, but also because capturing bad guys stealing gumball machines sounded like fun.

      From that day on, Mom, along with a bunch of appointed social workers, visited the Redd household regularly.

      The girls know they can run to my mother with their problems. But they run to me instead. They know I would do anything for them. Same way I know they would do anything for me.

      I glance over at Aster, who’s toying with the blue silk of her dress. She looks like a siren tonight, like a movie star, like one of those flowers that bloom only after sundown. Guys will be checking her out. I clasp the steering wheel tighter.

      Aster doesn’t fare well with attention. Maybe I should suggest we go hang out at my place or something. “You sure you want to go in there?” I ask, as I park next to the gymnasium.

      She spins her head toward me, eyes wide, panicked. “Y-you don’t want to take—”

      I gather her hand in mine. “I want to take you, but I don’t want you to be uncomfortable.”

      “As long as you’re with me, it’ll be okay.”

      “We can go home whenever you want.”

      I let go of her hand, and we get out of the car. Dozens of students are hanging out outside. Red dots glow in the darkness. Cigarettes.

      As we walk past them, the looks start.

      I latch on to Aster’s hand. She tips her head up toward me. I’m usually good at reading her, but her emotions are muffled tonight. Or maybe I’m paying too much attention to everyone else to focus on what she’s feeling.

      I get a few heys and a couple of fist bumps. I’ve been gone two years, yet people remember me.

      Gazes slide up and down Aster’s body. I tuck her closer to me.

      “Nice dress, Ivy,” Luke says, sidling up to my date. Luke and Ivy dated millions of years ago. He’s still into her, but the feeling isn’t mutual.

      “Aster,” she corrects him softly.

      “What?” he asks.

      “I’m Aster. Not Ivy,” she murmurs.

      Luke does a double take. “Serious?”

      “Yes, Luke, serious.” It’s Ivy who says this. I didn’t even notice she’d caught up to us.

      Sean wears a trace of lipstick on his jaw.

      Ivy grins at Luke, who’s still standing there dumbstruck, eyes volleying between the two sisters.

      Ivy smiles at his bewilderment. Or maybe it’s swapping spit with Sean that’s made her smile. Aster, though, has become rigid as a log. She’s never been a fan of attention, especially since it was almost always negative. I know a thing or two about being bullied, since I was the butt of jokes during my chubby days. It was a long time ago, but the sting and the nickname—Hamster—never went away.

      “Say the word, and we go home,” I whisper in Aster’s ear.

      She shivers, combs a lock of hair back. “It’s okay. I’m okay. Let’s go inside.”

      “We don’t have to.”

      Determination tightens her features. “I want to.”

      The enormous room vibrates with the sound of drums, electric guitar, and the high-pitched voices of the three girls on the makeshift stage. The school hired a band, like they usually do, but unlike at previous events, these chicks rock. They play a song from One Republic, but they’ve tweaked the rhythm, and it’s catchy.

      Ivy and Sean make a beeline toward the dance floor, where they melt into the crowd.

      “Is Ivy dating Sean?” I ask Aster over the sound of the music.

      “I don’t think so, or if they are, she hasn’t told me.”

      “Or it started tonight,” I say. “Ivy tells you everything.”

      “Does she?” Aster looks up at me.

      “Yes. She does.” The mashed bodies remind me of the last time I partied on that dance floor. I feel like such a different person now. Confident and chill. I have college to thank for that.

      “Are you jealous?” Aster’s voice sends my gaze soaring back to her.

      “Jealous? Of Sean?”

      She bites her bottom lip and nods.

      “I’m not jealous. Ivy’s like my sister.” I almost add like you are. But I don’t.

      I’m not sure why.

      I spot a group of guys standing by the bar, ogling Aster. I narrow my eyes at them, but they don’t look away. Instead, they whisper among themselves.

      “Want to dance?” I ask her.

      “Sure.”

      I lead her onto the dance floor and twirl her, and then I let her go. Aster has awesome rhythm. I’m actually surprised by how good she is. “Have you been taking dance lessons?”

      “What?” she asks.

      Her hands are in the air and she’s swaying to the new song. I dip my face closer to her ear and repeat my question.

      She shakes her head.

      “Well, you’re really good,” I say.

      She spins her face, probably to tell me I’m being too nice. That’s her usual line when I give her a compliment. Before she can get the words out, before I can tell her to stop putting herself down, our lips brush. Startled, she pulls away, and so do I.

      For the next half hour, although we remain on the dance floor together, the gap between our bodies stays as wide as the tube slide in the MacDonald’s jungle gym.

      I bridge some of the distance to tell her my parents are thinking of putting a Jacuzzi in our backyard. “Wouldn’t that be awesome?”

      Her eyes are a little red, which makes her irises stand out.

      “Aster, are you okay?”

      Her lashes lower. She nods, but there’s no weight to her nod. I grip her hand and lead her off the dance floor. Her fingers are lax in mine. When we’re away from the crowd, I tilt her head up.

      “What’s wrong?”

      She closes her eyes. “I want to go home.”

      “Okay. Let me tell Ives we’re going. Wait for me here okay?”

      She nods, then folds her arms in front of her. I don’t want to leave her alone, but I need to find Ivy, and I’m pretty sure she’s sandwiched in the crowd. I don’t want Aster to get locked between bodies and feel as though she’s floundering again, stuck.

      I find Ivy slow-dancing with Sean to a song that definitely doesn’t warrant a slow dance, faces squished together. I tap her shoulder.

      “I’m going to take Aster home. She’s tired.”

      She angles her face to the side. “Did someone say something to her?”

      “No.”

      “You promise?”

      “I promise.”

      “Okay. Tell her I’ll be home soon anyway.”

      “Not too soon,” Sean says.

      She smiles even though her face is full of concern. “Thanks for taking her home, Josh.”

      I rake my hand through my hair. “Of course.”

      She gives me a hug. “I mean it.”

      Before I let her go, I add, “Be good.”

      “Don’t worry.”

      “I always worry.”

      “Well don’t. At least not about me.” She winks and turns back toward Sean.

      I walk back to where I left Aster, but she’s no longer there. Panic stirs in my gut. I check the bathroom and ask a couple of girls waiting in line if they’ve seen her.

      One of them asks, “Who’s Aster?”

      “The weird twin,” another one says.

      My fingers jam into a fist.

      One of her friends must feel my anger, because she adds, “Chill out. She’s not here.”

      I run back into the gym and scan the dark crowd for blonde hair and a blue dress. I see a lot of blonde and blue, but I don’t see Aster. Crazy thoughts catapult through my mind. What if a dude forced her to dance with him? Or maybe someone made fun of her and she’s hiding in a corner of the gym?

      After one last sweep of the room, I push out the doors into the warm Kokomoan night. My eyes snap to my car. A slender figure is standing rigidly next to it.

      I sprint over to her. “Why are you out here?”

      “I…too many people were staring at me.” She’s wringing her hands together.

      I want to catch her hands and squeeze them in mine and tell her that everyone was checking her out because she was the prettiest girl in the gym tonight, but I don’t do or say any of these things. “I think I’m too old for high school dances.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Why are you sorry?”

      “For making you go.”

      I step closer to her. “You didn’t make me go; I made you go. If anyone should be sorry it’s me.” Her head is tipped toward me, and her wide blue eyes shimmer. “Are you crying?”

      She blinks, and one of her hands comes up and presses against her eyes, smudging her black eye makeup. I bet Ivy put it on her, because Aster doesn’t usually wear makeup. “No.”

      I know she’s lying, and yet I don’t ask her why or who made her cry, because deep down I’m aware of the answer.

      Me.

      I made her go to a dance she didn’t feel comfortable attending.

      I thought I was doing her a favor when I offered to take her, but favors should make people happy. Coming tonight did not make her happy.
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      “There’s something wrong with Mom,” I tell Josh in a low voice when I stop by his mother’s bakery.

      It’s been three weeks since he kissed me. He hasn’t mentioned it; I haven’t either. I think he’s afraid to start something with me, afraid it might complicate our friendship if it doesn’t work out. Deep down, I’m afraid too. I can’t lose Josh. He’s everything that’s right in my life. Like Ivy. Although she’s also a reminder of everything that’s wrong with it. It’s not her fault that she’s perfect and smart and beautiful. Just like my imperfections aren’t any fault of mine. They come down to genetics and love. We might be twins, but we didn’t receive the same number of good genes or the same amount of tenderness. I made my peace with this inequality a long time ago.

      “What do you mean there’s something wrong with her?” Josh asks.

      I look down at the plate of mini donuts he’s placed in front of me. There are three. The glazed, golden buoys of dough remind me of Josh, Ivy, and me. “The world isn’t fair,” I say, thinking about my faulty genetic predisposition.

      “Aster?” His voice is so sharp I look up into his tanned, chiseled face. He turned twenty not long ago and has a man’s face now. “What do you mean there’s something wrong with your mother?”

      “I think she wants to kill me,” I whisper this so as not to alarm his mother, who’s serving some customers a few feet away.

      He jerks up straighter. “What?”

      I press my lips together. “Inside her sewing room, she has this drawer she keeps locked. Yesterday, I was clipping the buttonbush when I saw her open it, pull something hard and black from inside. It looked like a gun.”

      “A gun? Why would she have a gun? Is she afraid of someone?”

      I bristle at his suggestion. “I would never harm her.”

      His long dark lashes repeatedly sweep up and down over his dazzling green eyes. “I didn’t mean to protect herself from you. I meant to protect herself from someone else.”

      “You think someone’s after her?”

      “Have you asked her?”

      “I was afraid to bring it up. Afraid she might move it if I mentioned seeing it. I’d rather she didn’t know I’m aware of it.”

      “We have to ask Ivy.”

      I shake my head slowly. “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Ivy and Mom are close, Josh.”

      “Don’t you trust your sister?”

      “Of course I do. I trust that she’s protecting me. I trust that she’s controlling and monitoring the situation. You know Mom’s not always there, right?”

      His forehead ridges, either in surprise or in concern. Maybe it’s both.

      “She’s schizophrenic,” I whisper across the small round table. “But don’t tell your mom. I don’t want to worry her.”

      He glances at his mother. For a second, I think he’ll tell her, but his mouth doesn’t open, his lips don’t shift. Everything in his face tightens. “I won’t tell her.”

      “Thank you.” My gaze dips to his lips, and my pulse swarms and hums inside my veins. I close my eyes to harness the desire to lay my lips on his. “I need to get some groceries. I’m making pizza tonight. You want to come over?”

      “I can’t tonight.”

      I probably scared him with my talk of guns and schizophrenia. What sane person would willingly enter a house with an unbalanced, weapon-toting woman? Even though Josh wants to be a cop, he’s not one, yet. I start to push away from the table when he says, “You didn’t eat anything, Aster.”

      I stare at the donuts. “Right. I forgot.” I’m not hungry, but I pluck one off the plate and bite into it. I swallow without chewing, then gulp down the second half. In seconds, I make the remaining two donuts vanish as well. I don’t want Maggie to think I’m ungrateful for the free food she’s always giving me.

      I kiss Josh’s bristly cheek and fill myself with his warm, liquid citrus scent. He smells like grapefruit juice and sunflowers, like rainstorms on a summer day. I smile at him, and then I smile at Maggie and leave the small bakery, holding the door open for a little girl with uneven pigtails. She darts in on a purple scooter, wispy hair ribboning behind her. Her mother ducks in behind her, thanking me for holding the door. She has kind eyes and a gentle smile. She must be a good mother.

      Déjà vu gels inside my brain like the foam spray I used in our bathroom last month to suppress an ant infestation. But it can’t be a déjà vu because I’ve never seen this little girl or her mother. It’s a vision of my future. One day I’ll have a little pigtailed girl. I feel it in my gut.

      I gaze back at Josh.

      His eyes are on me.

      Did he experience the same déjà vu? I dare to wonder if he’ll be her father.

      His gaze skims the top of the little girl’s head, which doesn’t quite reach the marble countertop, then returns to mine. Something gleams in his eyes.

      He feels it too.

      I want to stay with him, but I have to take care of my sister and mother. Someone has to do the grocery shopping. Our cupboards and refrigerator don’t magically replenish themselves. So I leave, the baby-pink awning of Little Cakes fluttering over my head like a swaddle cloth.

      I stare up. At its pinkness. And then I stare beyond it, at the pieces of blue sky visible behind the gray and white buildings of Kokomo, and thank whoever’s up there for giving me visions of better things to come.

      The name Violet forms inside my mind like a delicate soap bubble.

      I don’t know anyone by that name, which leads me to guess that it’s another sign, another vision.

      Violet will be my daughter’s name.

      Violet.

      Violet.

      Violet.

      It plays on a loop inside my mind like a lullaby. It beats against my eardrums like a heartbeat.

      Her heartbeat.

      Clinging to the fragile gift bestowed upon me, I fill a basket with dry pasta and a few fresh items. I don’t go overboard in the produce aisles because vegetables and fruit are expensive, but I grab a few peaches for Ivy. They’re her favorite. I pick up some bananas for Mom, making sure they’re still streaked green. She hates when they’ve ripened and bruised, even though she’ll still eat them.

      After paying, I return to my new car. It’s a third-hand Honda with rattling suspension and shedding paint, but it’s mine, which makes it the most precious thing I own. When I’m behind the wheel, cruising down roads with air conditioning licking the tip of my nose, I feel like the luckiest girl alive, like my new purchase was the first step toward success and change, like I can escape Kokomo. But I can’t. I could never leave Ivy and Josh.

      Stopped at the traffic light, I swivel and imagine a car seat strapped behind me. I love babies, but never considered having one before. Now, I can’t stop thinking about Violet. I can’t stop wondering if she’ll have a little mole over her upper lip like I do. Are moles genetic?

      A car honks behind me. I twist back around and find the light has changed to green. I press on the gas pedal and shoot through the intersection. A few blocks from home, I spot a woman exiting a shop. What snags my attention is the strawberry-blonde-grayness of her hair and the wispy texture of it. This woman has the exact same hair as Mom. When she turns around, I realize it is Mom.

      I pull up by the curb and am about to call out to her and offer her a ride home, when I get sidetracked by the name of the place: PSYCHIC READINGS BY DONNA. It’s written in pink neon lights set against a beaded curtain. Outside, two squares of AstroTurf have been laid out and topped with flashy orange furniture: two chairs and a small table.

      Mom’s laid her bag down on the table and is rifling through it. She hasn’t spotted me yet. If I leave now, she might not even see the car.

      But I’m a good daughter.

      Even if she’s not a good mother.

      I lean over the passenger seat to roll down the window. “Mom!” I call out.

      Her face jerks up, and her eyes, like laser beams, settle on me.

      “Do you want a ride home?”

      She walks over to the car, bends, and peers through the window. “Were you following me, Aster?”

      I’m taken aback. “No. I was on my way home.”

      She grunts. Her mental disease makes her distrustful.

      I gesture to the grocery bag in the backseat. After scrutinizing it lengthily, she opens the door and gets in, placing her enormous purse on her lap. I wonder if the gun’s inside. I try to glimpse the contents, but she pulls it tighter against her.

      I zip my gaze back to the road and pull away from the curb. “Did Donna give you some good insights into your future?” I don’t know if she’ll answer me, but it beats the stale silence. I should be used to it after seventeen years.

      “I didn’t ask about my future.”

      “Oh.” I glance at her.

      “I inquired after Ivy’s. She’s going to have great success one day. Lots of money. It’ll pour down over her. And she saw twin towers.”

      “You mean like Ivy and me?”

      “I mean like the twin towers.”

      “Mom, they crashed down during 9/11.”

      “I’m not an idiot.” Her blue eyes have soaked up the shadows of the car. “Of course they crashed down back in 2001, but they still represent New York to a lot of people. The fact that the psychic saw them means New York is in Ivy’s future.”

      Mom’s always dreamed of living in the Big Apple, and she almost did, but then she got pregnant with us. She reminds us that we ruined her dream at least once a year. Usually, it’s on our birthday, which is four days before Christmas. Her sorrow colors the rest of holidays in various shades of dull gray.

      “And me? Did the psychic say anything about me?” I dare ask.

      Mom blinks, which blunts the sparkle. “I didn’t ask about you.”

      I suck at my teeth. I don’t want to care, but I do. Sadness coils through me, laces around my belly and squeezes it like butcher twine.

      “I always felt Ivy was going to do well for herself, but having confirmation is reassuring.”

      I’m so tempted to say She’s a psychic, Mom. Psychics are not higher beings. They’re money-grubbing, cunning people who possess an affinity for human psychology. I don’t say any of this though.

      During the rest of the car ride, while Mom drones on about Ivy’s magnificent future, I think of my unborn baby girl.

      Of my little Violet.

      The sweet girl whose smiles will erase all the badness from my world.
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      I call Ivy the minute Aster leaves the bakery and ask her about the gun. Mom’s standing next to me. She keeps one eye on her seated customers and the other on my drumming fingers.

      “Gun?” Ivy exclaims. “Aster thinks Mom has a gun?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why would Mom have a gun?”

      “I don’t know, Ivy.”

      I hear her walk around the apartment. “Where did Aster say she saw it?”

      “In the sewing room. In your mother’s locked drawer.”

      “She only keeps fabric in there.”

      “Under lock and key?”

      Mom’s bright red lips are pursed in worry.

      “Only reason someone would lock anything up is to keep it away from others,” I say.

      “I know it sounds weird, but”—I hear something scrape and swoosh on her end—“Mom’s weird. Look, I don’t have the key, but when she gets home, I’ll ask her to open it so I can check.”

      “You think she’ll open it?”

      “If she has nothing to hide, yeah.”

      The door chimes, so Mom bustles back behind the marble countertop to serve her customer.

      I shove my hand through my hair, tugging at the short roots. “Ives, is it me or is Aster acting a little strange?”

      “Strange how?”

      “Distracted. Apprehensive.”

      A long pause. “Yes. Ever since the dance. I thought something might have happened between the two of you, but I didn’t want to pry.”

      “Nothing happened.” I sigh. “Has she been taking her pills?”

      “Let me check.” Her footsteps echo through the receiver. “Seems like she has. But maybe she’s been flushing them down the toilet.” She exhales a whistling breath. “What am I supposed to do, Josh? Grind them up in her food and feed them to her?”

      “You need to talk to her. Maybe she has been taking them, but they’re losing their effect. If that’s the case, you need to get her on new ones.” She doesn’t say anything for such a long time, I add, “Or I can get her new ones. You’re not alone, Ives. I’m here too. Never forget that.”

      She breathes. Just breathes. “Sometimes, I really want to leave this place. Hit the road and go somewhere. Anywhere. Preferably New York, but really, I’d take anywhere.” Her voice wobbles. “I want to run away from both of them.” Her low, gravelly voice sends a shiver up my spine.

      “How about you stay at my house for a few days? You and Aster both?”

      “That’d be nice. Are you sure Maggie wouldn’t mind?”

      “Mom’s fine with it. She’s giving me a thumbs-up.” She’s actually plating a brightly frosted cupcake, but I know she’ll be okay with my impromptu invite. The girls have stayed over often in the past twelve years. “Call me later okay? After you check the drawer…” I remind her in case talking about her sister’s and mother’s conditions has made her forget about the gun.

      I spend the next few hours helping Mom clean the bakery. As we lock up, Ivy calls me back.

      “There’s no gun,” she says in a hushed voice.

      I hold my eyes closed for a second. “You’re sure?”

      “Yes. And Aster confessed to having stopped her meds.”

      I squeeze the bridge of my nose and sigh.

      “Yeah,” she says softly.

      “You want me to come over?”

      “I think it might be overwhelming. Let me talk to her.”

      “Okay.” I finally open my eyes.

      Mom’s staring at me, keys still dangling from her hand. Worry tracks concern into her laugh lines. She always complains about having wrinkles, but then Dad reminds her that not everyone gets to have them, that it’s a great privilege to age, and she becomes okay with them.

      “Is Aster okay?” Mom asks me.

      I lower my phone and murmur back, “She will be.”

      Ivy and I will make sure of that.

      [image: ]

      As Dad fires up the barbecue, I sit on the porch swing next to Ivy. She has her legs tucked underneath her and is staring at the screen of her cell phone. An old guy is revealing the identity of the contestants on the televised art competition she was telling me about.

      Aster’s in the kitchen with my mother. They’re frosting Mom’s world-famous blackout cake.

      “Did you secretly apply?” I nod toward her screen.

      “You have to be eighteen. So next year.”

      I watch the pictures of the nominees appear on her screen, but it’s really boring, so I get off the swing and join my apron-clad father at the grill. He’s talking with Jackie, the responding officer on that long-ago night who told us about the gumball machine theft.

      At the beginning, my parents’ and Jackie’s interaction revolved around the twins’ well-being. Then Jackie started joining our post-church Sunday brunches and over-the-top Thanksgivings.

      I dig a bottle of water out of the cooler and gulp half of it down. It’s late, but still so freaking hot. I run the bottle over the nape of my neck to cool down, then discuss Dad’s latest construction projects. He runs a concrete finishing company started by my grandfather. He’d like me to take over, which is one of the reasons I’m getting a business degree, but I’d still rather be a cop.

      “We landed the Discoli landfill commission,” he tells me.

      The Discolis own the largest private trash-collecting company in Indiana. There are rumors that trash isn’t their only line of business. But their other line of business isn’t legit, and thus no one talks about it.

      “You don’t say,” Jackie says, sipping her beer.

      “Don’t start, Jackie.”

      She lifts one palm and holds it out in front of her. “I didn’t say anything.”

      “Are they looking to cover dead bodies with cement?” I ask.

      Dad’s eyes grow as wide as the Portobello mushroom caps laid on the grill. “Joshua Cooper!” he exclaims, gaze zipping from Jackie to me.

      “What?”

      “That’s not nice.”

      The Discolis are mafia. Everyone knows it.

      Jackie grins at me. “That’s my boy.”

      “I can see you’ve been rubbing off on him,” Dad grumbles.

      “How are they paying you?” I ask him.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Cash? Wire transfer? Gold bars?”

      “Ha ha. By check.”

      “Uh-huh.” Jackie winks at me. “You’ll show me those checks, right? And you’ll let me know if you find any bodies below the cement?”

      I chuckle.

      Dad sets the long metal tongs down on a mound of raw sausages and marinated lamb chops. “The checks will be certified. I would never accept anything else.” He stares between Jackie and me. “It’s a big project, which means a big paycheck. One the company could use right now.”

      I frown. “Are we in the red?”

      “We’re okay, but there are a lot of salaries and the market’s been slow. I couldn’t turn down the deal.”

      No one says no to the Discolis anyway. Either the money’s too good to refuse or your life is too valuable to give up. There is no dream death, but ending up face down in a landfill is pretty much the worst conceivable kind, and that usually happens when you turn that family down.

      “I’m not judging,” Jackie says. “I’m simply wary of that bunch. Comes with the job.”

      “Did you tell Mom?” I ask.

      Dad’s cheek dimples as though he were biting it. He probably is. Although he and Mom discuss everything, and I mean everything—full-disclosure-no-secrets-everything—Mom fears the Discolis, like most Kokomoans. When she found out I was enrolled in the same summer camp as their son five years back, she told me to stay the hell away from him. Mom never curses, so using the word hell really marked me. Not that I would’ve hung out with the dude. He’s a conceited prick who buys alliances with wads of dirty cash.

      Dad’s eyes dart behind Jackie. “I’m going to tell her. Eventually. Don’t—”

      “I won’t say anything, but tell her,” Jackie says.

      I nod my agreement.

      He runs a hand through hair that’s the same brown as mine, but longer. He used to wear it in a ponytail, but thankfully chopped it off when I hit thirteen. “Not tonight,” he says.

      Mom crosses the lawn toward us, clutching a cake stand topped with a monstrous chocolate creation. There must be close to ten thousand calories in that thing.

      “And people wonder why I used to be fat,” I say, as she puts it down on the table, filling the humid air with the heady aroma of cocoa and butter.

      Mom swats the back of my head. “You were never fat.”

      I snort. “Right. I was pudgy.” I was fat.

      Arms braced around a bowl of salad, Aster walks over to us.

      “I think just smelling that thing is adding pounds to my waistline,” I joke.

      “I’ll eat your share,” Aster says, grinning up at me. “I’m starving.”

      “Glad to see you got your appetite back,” I tell her.

      I’m not really talking about her desire to eat cake though; I’m talking about her desire to live, to indulge. Ivy managed to get her back on her meds forty-eight hours ago by promising to get rid of their mother’s “gun.”

      Already, Aster’s a different person. Happier, almost serene. Her eyes are as cloudless as the dusky sky above us, and her smile as shiny as the sun poking through our picket fence. I want to freeze this moment, store it for the days that aren’t as clear and bright.

      If only her pills were a cure instead of Band-Aids, but there is no cure for schizophrenia.
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      Today is Mom’s birthday.

      She hates celebrating it, yet every year, Ivy and I make it a point to do something special for her. This year, we’re taking her out to a fancy restaurant. It’s Ivy’s idea. I wouldn’t have dared set foot in La Finestra otherwise. I wear the blue dress Ivy made me for Junior Prom.

      When Mom walks into the apartment, both Ivy and I spring off the couch and sing Happy Birthday.

      She claps her hand over her heart—well, over her handbag that she carries against her torso. “You scared me!”

      Ivy smiles. “Sorry, Mom.”

      “Are you going somewhere?” she asks, brows knitting on her freckled forehead.

      “Yes. And so are you,” Ivy tells her. “We’re taking you to dinner.”

      “Oh.” Mom’s eyes are so wide, I can’t tell if the idea is shocking or appealing.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” I tell her, pushing a strand of unruly hair off my face and locking it behind my ear.

      “Okay.” She eyes us again. “Why is Aster dressed like she’s about to attend a red-carpet event?”

      I suddenly feel self-conscious about wearing a floor-length dress.

      “It’s a nice restaurant,” Ivy says.

      “You’re not wearing a gown,” Mom comments.

      “I felt like a skirt tonight.” Ivy darts a glance my way. “But I’m probably underdressed.”

      “I don’t have anything fancy to wear.”

      “What about the Diane Von Furstenberg wrap dress we bought you last year?” Ivy suggests.

      “I sold it.”

      My sister’s disappointment leaches the pinkness from her cheeks. “Oh.” She swallows hard. “You didn’t like it?”

      “It was nice, but I owed someone money.”

      She probably had to pay that Donna lady or another psychic. “You can wear my dress, Mom,” I offer. “I’m sure I have something else—”

      Mom grimaces. “You’re a size minus zero, Aster. Besides, I like pants better.” Still holding her bag close to her chest, she walks through the living room and disappears down the corridor.

      When I hear her door close, I whisper, “Is it me, or was she holding on to her bag awfully tight?”

      “She sold our present,” Ivy mumbles.

      I sigh, then wrap my arms around my sister and hug her gently.

      “Promise you’ll never sell the dress I made you.” Her voice is hoarse.

      “Are you kidding me? Never! It’s the most beautiful thing I own!”

      She hiccups.

      I hold her tighter. “I solemnly swear to keep it forever and ever.” When I sense her breathing has evened out, I release her. “I should probably go clean up the backseat of my car before we head out.”

      “I’ll help.”

      In the time it takes Mom to get ready, Ivy and I have rid my backseat of two empty pastry boxes and vacuumed the dried crumbs stockpiled in the groove between the seat cushion and the backrest.

      “You look really pretty, Mom,” I say.

      For once, she’s put on makeup, tinting her diaphanous lashes black and her pale lips mauve.

      A blush highlights her freckles, adding another layer of color to her features. “Thank you.”

      During the drive over, Mom and Ivy discuss a new idea for a quilt while I focus on getting us to the restaurant.

      The radio purrs a Christina Aguilera song in the background. I want to turn up the volume but am afraid to disturb the ongoing conversation. In my head, I sing along, and the music fills me, making me feel as light as a dandelion floret.

      It was the song playing in the gym when Josh and I kissed.

      We still haven’t discussed it. I’m waiting for him to mention it, but maybe I’ll have to bring it up. I wonder if I should do it over the phone or in person. I weigh the pros and cons of both. When we reach our destination, I still haven’t made up my mind.

      Mom presses her lips together before entering the dimly lit Italian restaurant. I feel as nervous as she does. The only one who seems perfectly at ease in our fancy surroundings is Ivy. I swear, my sister was born in the wrong family, but by God am I happy she was born in mine. I don’t know how I would’ve survived if it had only been Mom and me.

      Dripping candles are the main source of light in the small eatery. The effect is sultry, even though it makes scoping out diners’ plates near impossible. I can’t tell mozzarella from chicken. I rely on my sense of smell, and inhale the air that’s flecked with paprika, fresh herbs, fried dough, and melted cheese. My stomach growls.

      We are shown to a small table against a wall covered in flowery wallpaper. It reminds me of the butterfly print on our bedroom walls. The familiarity slackens the tension in my shoulders. I slide into one of the chairs and take the tendered menu.

      As Mom and Ivy decide what to order, I slip my hand inside the little knit bag and discreetly count the twenties I peeled out of my pillowcase. Ivy contributed one and Maggie another—her present to my mother. I count five. I was sure I’d brought six. Could one have fallen out?

      Cold blood prickles my face as I search the floor next to my feet for a folded green bill. I find none. And then I remember…

      I used it to fill my car’s fuel tank.

      The realization tumbles on me like the Olympic bar Josh lifts at his gym, crushing, embarrassing, worrying.

      Most entrées are priced between fifteen and twenty dollars so I wait for Mom and Ivy to order. My choice will be based on what I can afford.

      Our waitress comes over with a pitcher of iced water, which she pours generously into our long-stemmed glasses. “Are you ready to order, ladies?”

      Ivy nods. She selects the lentil soup—$9—followed by the spaghetti carbonara—$19—while Mom asks for the buffalo mozzarella—$13—and the truffle linguini. I gulp when I notice the twenty-seven-dollar price tag.

      “I’ll have the chocolate soufflé for dessert,” Ivy says. $6.

      “And I’ll take the tiramisu.” $7.

      Twenty-nine dollars left.

      “And I’ll have a glass of Prosecco,” Mom tells the waitress. I quickly scan the price of Prosecco by the glass. $7.50. “And one glass of the Pinot Grigio with my pasta.” $5.

      I factor tax and tip. That leaves me with five dollars.

      I don’t see anything for five dollars.

      “How much is a green salad?” I ask.

      “Five-fifty.”

      Her answer crushes me all over again. With trembling hands, I hand the waitress my menu, blink, lashes sweeping back hot tears. “I’m not really hungry,” I mumble.

      “Aster, you have to eat,” Ivy says.

      Ivy must not realize I used one of the twenties to buy gas. Because I don’t want to make her feel guilty, I repeat the line of not being hungry, and add, “I’ll just have some bread.”

      “Bread is extra.”

      I wince. “A lot extra?”

      “Two-fifty.”

      “Great,” I say.

      “She’s struggling with anorexia,” Mom tells the waitress.

      A lump forms in my throat. I seize my sweaty glass of water and drink heavily.

      “Mom,” Ivy whispers, but Mom tells me how unhealthy it is, that it’s a real disease. She enumerates all the effects it will have on my body.

      I’ll lose my teeth and hair.

      My brain will be damaged.

      My muscles will deteriorate.

      I’ll become infertile.

      The vision I had of my baby girl settles over me like a balm. I focus everything I feel, everything I am on my precious progeny.

      [image: ]

      Ivy insisted on sharing her spaghetti carbonara with me. She must have remembered our stop at the gas station, must have done the math and realized my refusal to eat had nothing to do with anorexia.

      It was the best pasta dish I have ever eaten. My taste buds are still swimming in the richness of the sauce, in the saltiness of the crisp bacon pieces, in the creaminess of the Parmesan. I spend most of the ride home recreating the recipe in my mind so I can make it tomorrow. By the time we pull into our driveway, I have the list of ingredients etched inside my brain.

      Cream.

      Peas.

      Parmesan.

      Bacon.

      “Watch out!”

      Mom’s shriek startles me out of my grocery list. Startles me, period. Something thuds underneath the car’s front left tire.

      I brake.

      I don’t dare move. None of us move. For long seconds, the only sound inside the car is our heavy, shuddering breaths.

      I hit something.

      Something soft.

      Small.

      I hope it’s not one of our neighbor’s children. I pray to God—if there is one—that it’s not a child. I will die if I killed an innocent human being.

      After an excruciating eternity, I click my seatbelt off. It releases me in slow motion.

      I close my eyes, take three deep breaths, then push my door open.

      Slowly, I lower myself to the ground. The pavement digs into my palms and bare knees. Soft mewing makes bile rise in my throat.

      I crane my neck, spot a tiny form writhing in the shadows.

      Not a child.

      The crumpled body shudders, the fur shivers.

      I catch the glint of glow-in-the-dark eyes and silver fur. It’s a cat.

      “Shit,” Ivy says, crouching down beside me.

      Sweat trickles down the nape of my neck, soaks into the blue silk of my dress. Her curse word doesn’t begin to describe the horror of the situation.

      “That’s Mr. Mancini’s cat,” she adds.

      “Is it still alive?” Mom asks, coming around the car.

      “Yeah,” Ivy says, “but I don’t think for long. Shit.”

      I’m going to be sick. Vomit rises up my throat. I jolt out of my crouch and rush to the buttonbush plant and hurl my delicious meal. I taste the cream; it’s bitter now. I taste the bacon; lumpy. I taste the pasta; bland and slimy.

      “We have to put it out of its misery,” Ivy says.

      Rubbing my mouth against my bare forearm, I walk back toward the scene of the crime. “I’ll go”—my throat clenches—“I’ll go get Mr. Mancini.”

      “I got it,” Mom says.

      For the first time in my life, I look upon her with gratitude. She’s going to help me. She’s going to make this moment less terrible. She’ll take care of my cruel error. Fix it.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, at the same time as Ivy says, “How?”

      I gape at my bleak-faced twin, then gape at my mother. Right. How? Mom pulls something out of her bag.

      Something dark and sharp.

      Something that goes bang in the black night.
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      I don’t think I’ve ever run so fast.

      “Stay with me,” I tell Aster over the phone as I jump over a curb, legs and arms pumping like karate chops. I lent my car to a buddy, and my parents drove over to a friend’s house in the next town over, so there was no vehicle in my driveway. I thought about calling a cab, but didn’t want to wait, so I started running the two miles separating me from the twins.

      “She shot it.” Aster’s voice is a horrified whisper.

      A loud voice barks through the phone.

      “Our upstairs’ neighbor is threatening to call the cops,” she whimpers.

      “It’s going to be all right,” I reassure her.

      From what I gather, Aster ran over their neighbor’s cat, and then her mother put it out of its misery with the gun Ivy told me she didn’t own. Aster was right. Her mother has a gun.

      None of us took her seriously.

      “Is Mr. Mancini still there?” I ask through labored breaths. I thought I was in good shape, but I can barely breathe.

      “He’s talking with Mom,” she murmurs. There are tears in her voice. I can hear them. They coat her vocal cords in something hot and thick.

      “I’m almost there. Where’s Ivy?”

      “She’s talking to the neighbors.”

      “Okay. Hold on. I’m around the corner.” I skip over a low hedge and hang a sharp left on Mulberry Street.

      Moonlight outlines six dark figures.

      Aster clutches her phone with one hand and hugs her waist with the other. Sobs make her dress tremble like a ribbon.

      I lower my cell phone, then crush her against me. She soaks the collar of my already-damp T-shirt with tears. I rub her back, and then, when I feel she’s calmed down, I pull away. Tucking her hand in mine, I guide her toward the others.

      Mr. Mancini’s hunched over a small, curled form lying in a black puddle.

      “Hey,” I tell Ivy softly. Then, I nod to the middle-aged couple who lives over the Redds’ apartment. They stand in matching navy bathrobes and matching white slippers. The man’s arms are folded tightly over his chest, while his wife just looks spooked with her wide eyes and half-open mouth. She’s holding her phone in her hands. “Did you call the cops?” I ask them.

      “Not yet, but this crazy woman has a gun.”

      Mrs. Redd spears him with a look. “Which I used to fix a dire situation.”

      “Do you even have a license to carry?” the man asks.

      “Of course I do.” A nerve ticks in her freckled jaw.

      “I don’t feel safe knowing you have a gun,” he says.

      “Oh, come on, everyone on this fucking street has a gun,” Mrs. Redd says.

      “Where is it?” I ask.

      Ivy points to her mother’s right hand. It’s a Glock. Those don’t come with safeties—Jackie taught me about guns. And Mrs. Redd’s index finger is still dangerously close to the trigger. So as not to alarm anyone, I ask if I can take it from her.

      She jerks her hand up. I take an involuntary step back. Actually, it’s totally voluntary. After all, she’s aiming a gun straight at me. I raise my palms.

      “Take it.” She all but throws it at me.

      Releasing Aster’s hand, I rip it from Mrs. Redd’s fingers and eject the magazine, then stuff both inside my pockets. Not that I think it will accidentally fire but why risk it?

      “We should call the police, Steve,” the wife tells her husband. “I’m going to call them.” She starts typing numbers on her phone.

      “Please…please don’t,” I say. “There’s no more threat. I’ll take the gun to the precinct—”

      “Who says she don’t have another one stashed away?” the man asks.

      “I don’t have another one.” Mrs. Redd’s voice is angry. A little wobbly.

      “Please don’t involve the police?” Ivy pleads. “Please. They’ll take her away. Please.”

      Her series of pleases rattles their resolve. “Mr. Mancini, you want us to call the cops?”

      Mr. Mancini lets out a wheezing sound. “No. It’s all right. Thank you for your concern.” His gaze brushes over them, then over me, then returns to the crumpled mass of fur at his feet. “Bullet,” he whispers, his voice hoarse. I think he’s telling me how the cat died, but then he says it again—“Oh, Bullet”—and I recall it’s the feline’s name.

      The neighbors finally return upstairs, grumbling loudly.

      Ivy releases a sigh of relief while I contemplate how I can help Mr. Mancini. I spy a cardboard box in the neighbors’ trashcan. I wrestle it out and bring it over.

      The old man straightens and lifts slick, perplexed eyes toward me, then toward the box. I put the box down and, trying my hardest not to flinch or gag, I slide my fingers under the cat’s weightless, broken body.

      Sticky, hot blood coats my hands, runs through my fingers, drips over the gray pavement. As delicately as possible, I place the cat in the cardboard box.

      I breathe through my mouth to avoid smelling the blood that’s everywhere. “Mrs. Redd, could I use your sink to wash my hands?”

      She makes no move to open her front door. Aster leads me inside. As I step over the threshold, Ivy asks Mr. Mancini if he’s going to press charges. I don’t catch his answer.

      Could he press charges? He could probably ask for money, but they don’t have any, and he knows it. Crap. I rush to the kitchen sink and use a heap of soap. Way more than necessary. My hands still don’t feel clean when I dry them against my sweatpants.

      I grab an upturned glass from the cupboard over the sink and fill it with cold water that I gulp down. And then I pour a second glass for Aster and force her to sit on the couch and drink it.

      “I’ll be right back. Stay here.” I jog back out.

      Mancini’s crossing the street toward his apartment. The box is no longer there, so I assume he took Bullet with him.

      “What did he say?” I ask Ivy.

      “He says it was an accident.” Her blue eyes are wide, but neither red like her sister’s, nor vacant like her mother’s. “It was an accident.”

      The car was; the bullet wasn’t. I don’t bring this up. Besides, I doubt the cat could’ve survived the weight of Aster’s car. Even if it really had nine lives.

      Ivy rubs the arms of her bobbing mother. “Mom, it’s okay.”

      “Get her inside, Ives,” I say softly. “I’ll go see Mr. Mancini.”

      “I need to clean up the blood.”

      “I’ll do it after. Go.”

      She leads her mother inside.

      As I walk across the street, the weapon bangs against my thigh.

      Mancini’s door is ajar. Still, I knock. On his dining room table rests the box. I can’t see Bullet from my vantage point—not that I want to. “Mr. Mancini, can I help with something?”

      He’s half-in, half-out of a closet. Things crash and thud inside. He mumbles curse words. Finally, he turns around, a shovel in his knobby fingers. “Let me do that,” I offer, walking over to him. “Where do you want the hole?”

      “In the backyard,” he croaks. “Under the lilac tree.”

      I extricate the shovel from his trembling hands, then stride out and around the house to his small backyard. There is only one tree back there, thin-trunked and loaded with white blossoms that suffuse the night air.

      Lifting weights three times a week makes shoveling the soft earth swift. In ten minutes, the hole is deep enough for the box. I return to the house to get Mancini. He’s sitting at his kitchen table, fingers intertwined, forehead lowered. Maybe he’s praying.

      I clear my throat so I don’t startle him. “It’s ready.”

      “Thank you.” He presses away from the table, folds the flaps of the cardboard box, then reverentially gathers it in his arms and carries it out. I follow him with the shovel.

      He sets the box down in the little hole, tears a cluster of white blossoms from a branch of the lilac tree, and lays it on top of Bullet’s final resting place. “He was my daughter’s cat. Never liked the thing at first. But then she left, and he stayed, and”—his voice snags—“and well, I grew attached to the mangy fur ball. He was loyal as hell. Mark my words, Josh, animals are better than people. They’ll like you with all your goddamn flaws, and they won’t leave…” The old man makes a noise that sounds like a choked howl.

      I sniffle. I’m not sure if it’s the tree or Mancini’s emotional eulogy. Maybe it’s both. I rub my eyes with the back of my hands, then ask if he’s ready for me to pack the earth around the box.

      “I’ll do it, Joshua. Thank you. Now go see to the women. They need you more than I do.”

      The twins’ old neighbor always struck me as a hardened widower who cared more about his NRA membership than about real people. Tonight, though, I see another facet of the man: kindness.

      “Thanks for not pressing charges.” I give him the shovel.

      He nods and wraps arthritic fingers around the wooden handle. “Wasn’t premeditated.”

      I let out a heavy breath and leave the man alone with his lost friend.

      When I step back into the twins’ house, it’s quiet. Ivy’s making tea in the kitchen while Aster and her mom sit on opposite ends of the L-shaped couch, gazes cast downward. None of them speak. Shell-shocked. Lost in thought.

      “She did have a gun,” I murmur to Ivy. The electric kettle gushes, drowning out my voice. I don’t mean to sound accusing, but I realize that’s exactly how I sound.

      She twists a long lock of blonde hair over and over around her finger. “I know.”

      “Does she really have a license to carry?”

      Ivy shakes her head no just as the kettle clicks off.

      “Where’d she get it?” This comes out louder than intended.

      “I found it in the pocket of one of my coats,” Mrs. Redd answers, her voice ringing through the quiet apartment.

      I spin around like a swizzle stick.

      Aster once told me their mother had a passion for coats: fur, trench, leather, wool. She had several of each. Winters in Kokomo are glacial, but does a person need that many coats? Surely not. Especially when her daughters can barely afford one good one.

      “I was cleaning my closet”—she’s bobbing forward and back, forward and back—“when I felt a bulge in a pocket.”

      “Where did it come from?”

      “Don’t know.” Her voice shakes in time with her swaying body. “Someone must have planted it there.”

      Ivy walks out of the kitchen gripping a mug of tea. She sets it in front of her mother on the coffee table, then grabs her hands and whispers words I can’t hear.

      “Why would someone put a gun in your closet?” I ask, coming to sit next to Aster, who seems frozen in place. She hasn’t looked up once since I walked in.

      “To frame me.” She stares at Aster. “Someone must want to frame me.” She’s no longer bobbing. She’s suddenly calm. “Maybe it’s been used in a murder.” She says this so flatly it makes my back snap straight and trails cold fingers of fear up my spine.

      I lay a shaky hand on the gun concealed in my sweatpants. What if it is a murder weapon? It has my prints all over it now. I shove the thought away. Jackie would believe me when I tell her I never fired it. “Have you checked who it’s registered to?”

      “No. I didn’t want to go asking too many questions,” she says, still fixing Aster with a dead-eyed stare. Does Mrs. Redd know her daughter told me about the gun?

      Aster’s head jerks up. “Then why were you carrying it around?”

      “Because I couldn’t very well leave it here. Social services are already crawling up my ass. If they found a gun, they’d haul me off to the nuthouse.”

      Ivy gasps; Aster doesn’t make a single sound.

      “But perhaps that’s what you want, Aster.”

      Aster’s body stiffens until she is only a stack of bones, no more soft flesh.

      “Mom!” Ivy drops her mother’s hands and stares at her in horror.

      “What? You don’t think your sister’s capable of that? Don’t you see how she’s always watching us? Always listening to us?”

      A tear courses down Aster’s gaunt cheek. And then another. And another. I wrap an arm around her shoulder and pull her in close.

      I’m shaking now, but out of anger. If my mother heard this accusation, she’d wring Mrs. Redd’s scrawny, pasty neck. “Your daughter would never do that to you.”

      She snorts. “You should be careful who you trust, Joshua.”

      I tighten my hold on Aster, then whisper in her ear, “Go pack a bag.”

      Aster squeezes her lips together, squeezes her lids closed, squeezes my hand. And then she gets up and walks to her bedroom.

      I meet Ivy’s gaze. She stands up and follows Aster. I hear them talk quietly.

      “My daughter’s not right in the head. And she has it out for me. I bet she planted that weapon in my closet.”

      “She still wouldn’t do that,” I repeat.

      “She has money to pay for a fancy dinner. She probably has money to buy a gun. You have any clue where she’s getting all that money?”

      “Tips from waitressing jobs. Aster’s a hard worker.”

      “Waitresses don’t make that much money. Unless they’re offering additional services.”

      Her insinuation raises my hackles. “Aster’s never prostituted herself,” I hiss.

      “And you would know that how, Joshua? Are you always with her? Don’t you have a life?”

      Blood pumps furiously in my veins. I stand up, curl my fingers into fists, lock them at my sides.

      “Are you going to hit me?” she asks.

      “I would never hit a woman.” Right now, I’m willing to make an exception.

      “Are you screwing my daughter, Joshua?”

      I’m too startled by her question to answer. Besides, it’s none of her business.

      “’Cause if you are, and you knock her up, you’re in charge of her and the baby.”

      I hope the look I give her is as cutting as the pocketknife Dad keeps in the glovebox of his car.

      “I’m ready,” Aster says softly.

      I hold out a hand, praying she didn’t hear her mother’s last comment.

      Aster hoists her backpack over her shoulder. It looks heavier than she does. I pluck it off her arm and carry it. “You want to come too?” I ask Ivy who’s standing in the little hallway.

      She shoots me a longing look. “Mom needs me.”

      Trapping Aster’s icy hand, I head out the door. I feel bad leaving my friend behind with this monster, but I know Ivy can control her mother. She’s like a horse whisperer, but for schizophrenics. She’s one of the only people who can soothe Aster when she goes off her meds.

      Her meds.

      I don’t ask her if she took them. She doesn’t need me reminding her of the only connection she has with her mother.
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      I don’t want to go home. I want to stay with Josh, Maggie, and Stewart forever. But I miss Ivy. And I don’t want to impose on this kind family. I make up the guest room after I wake, tucking the sheets in, shaking out the flowery comforter, and fluffing up the pillows until the bed looks pristine.

      I take my backpack into the closest bathroom—Josh’s. The mirror’s still foggy from his shower, and the tiled walls smell citrusy like him. I fill my lungs with his soothing scent, let it envelop my skin like a silken robe.

      I rub the fog off the mirror. My lids are puffy and my under-eye circles are almost purple, as though I’ve been punched. In a way, Mom’s blame was a jab. A jab to the heart, not to the face, but emotions always leak into faces.

      I hate her so much.

      And yet, all that hatred has never funneled into the Machiavellian scheme I’m accused of. All I would have to do to have Mom taken away is show up in a hospital after one of our feuds. She stabbed my hand with a fork once. I still have four tiny, white scars under the knuckle of my right middle finger. She’s locked me in the hallway closet more times than I care to remember. Once, she left me there the entire day. I ended up peeing myself, which won me name calling after she let me out.

      I bet she bought the gun herself. To play the victim.

      I need to find whom it’s licensed to, that’s what I need to do. Today.

      I forgo a shower, but wash my face and tie my hair up. I dig through my backpack for my clothes—a white T-shirt and a pair of khaki drawstring shorts that I have to tighten so much they bunch unflatteringly around my waist. Thankfully, the T-shirt is long enough to hide the bunched effect.

      I find my phone in the zippered pocket of my bag. It has six percent battery left, enough to read Ivy’s many messages asking me how I am, how I feel, how sorry she is Mom took it out on me, how Mom’s calmed down, how she’s willing to apologize.

      I can’t forgive her, Ivy, I type back. Not this time. I’ll come back, but I’ll only come back for you. Not for her.

      Seconds later, Ivy texts me: You forgot your medication.

      I stare at her words.

      I’m done taking drugs. It clouds my judgment. Besides, I don’t really need it. I’m depressed sometimes, but it’s because of Mom. If my home life was like Josh’s, I wouldn’t need to take happiness pills; I would simply be happy.

      I turn off my phone and toss it back into my pack. When I get out of the bathroom, bag slung over my shoulder, I head downstairs but stop before reaching the landing. I hear Josh and his mom talking softly. He’s telling her about last night. I hear the word gun.

      “We have to call the authorities, Mom.”

      “They’ll be eighteen in five months. If we call the police now, they might separate the girls, place them in worse homes.”

      No home can be worse than mine. They might be as terrible, though. Mom doesn’t sexually abuse us, but what she does is also abuse.

      “They might even send them to other towns, other states. They have one more year of high school. Uprooting them now would rattle their studies.”

      Why can’t Josh’s parents act as our legal guardians? I’ve never dared ask Josh or his mother because I didn’t want to impose.

      They stop talking so suddenly I worry they know I’m listening. I descend the last few steps to the landing. Maggie is grabbing her car keys and purse from a hook on the foyer wall.

      She smiles at me, and I freeze in my tracks. Her kindness makes me regret eavesdropping. “Did you sleep well, honey?”

      “Very well.”

      “I’m so glad to hear that. I have to get going, but Josh is in the kitchen.” Right before leaving, she asks, “Want to help me make sole à la normande tonight?”

      “Yes!” I hope my enthusiasm doesn’t come off as desperation, but the thought of cooking, learning something new, is enthralling.

      She chuckles. “Great. I’ll see you later. Have a great day, hun.”

      When the door clicks shut, I head into the kitchen, where Josh is drinking tea. “Hey.”

      His eyes run over my face a mile a minute. He’s trying to guess how I feel by my appearance. I look worse than I feel. “Mom let me off work today,” he finally says.

      “I need to buy something for Mr. Mancini.” I twist my lips up. “I’m not sure what though. I kind of suck at guy gifts. Can you help me?”

      He nods. For a while, the only noise comes from the AC vent blowing cool air over our heads. The tips of his short brown hair flutter.

      “Aster?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I ran the serial number of the gun last night on this website.” His Adam’s apple bobs in his freshly shaven throat. “The ATF—”

      “The what?”

      “It’s an electronic tracing system for weapons.”

      “Oh.”

      “Anyway, the response came back a few minutes ago. It was bought in Noblesville at Gus’s Guns.” He pauses. Probably to give me a second to come to terms with the fact that Noblesville is the next town over. “I called them to find out if they were open, and they are. I was going to head there—”

      “I’m coming with you.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “You don’t want me to come with you?”

      “I don’t want to pressure you. You’re under enough stress.”

      I smile to appease him. He worries about me too much. “I want to come with you.”

      He swallows, and his Adam’s apple joggles again. “’Kay.”

      “Should we leave now?”

      “I made you French toast.”

      “You…?” The rest of my words become suspended when I spot the plate of golden brown triangles.

      Josh made me breakfast.

      He cooked for me.

      “Yeah. Mom supervised the whole thing though.” He gestures toward the white marble dining table in the corner. It sits underneath an enormous silver lampshade that seems to have been salvaged from a ship. When I still haven’t moved toward it, he says, “I ate some, and I didn’t die, so you should be all right.”

      I laugh.

      I walk over to the table and dig in, lifting large forkfuls into my mouth and chewing quickly, but savoring each morsel. I taste egg, maple syrup, and love. “Don’t tell Maggie, but you might just cook better than her.”

      Josh joins me at the table with his tea. “Flatterer.”

      “Honest.”

      “Uh-huh.” The intensity with which he observes me makes me blush. “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you.”

      I shrug. “It’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not okay.” His eyes are as green as moss this morning, and his brown hair gleams copper in the sunlight inundating the eat-in kitchen. “Ivy wanted you to call her.”

      I drop my gaze to my plate. “My phone died.”

      “You can use mine.” He slides his cell toward me.

      I eye it reluctantly. “I don’t feel like calling her right now.”

      For a long moment, he stays silent, and I eat.

      Everything vanishes from my plate into my mouth.

      Josh cocks an eyebrow. “Are you mad at her for staying with your mother?”

      “No. She needed to stay with Mom.”

      I take my plate to the sink and wash off the sticky remnants. My stomach burbles. I can’t tell if I’m still hungry or if I ate too fast.

      “You never told me how dinner went last night,” Josh says.

      I’m happy I have my back to him. “It went great.”

      “Really?”

      I squeeze my eyes shut. “Yes.” Even though my plate is clean, the water’s still running. I’m afraid that if I turn off the tap, he’ll hear my heightened pulse.

      A hand settles gently on my shoulder and squeezes even more gently. In spite of the softness of Josh’s touch, I jump. And then, I shiver. He doesn’t raise his hand. He keeps it right on my sharp joint, bleeding delicious heat into my cold skin.

      “Ivy told me you didn’t order anything.”

      I don’t answer, because if I do, he’ll pity me, and that might change the way he’s been looking at me since the dance.

      The water stops gushing.

      His other hand traps my free shoulder and spins me around slowly. “Aster?”

      Slowly, I lift my lids. His tea-warmed breath tickles the tip of my nose. “I wasn’t hungry last night.”

      He sighs, and it rumbles in the air between us. I lick my lips. His gaze drops to them, but then he releases me and turns away, his jaw pink.
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      What am I doing? What the hell am I doing? I glance at Aster sitting in the passenger seat of my Camry. She’s staring out the window. I sit up straighter. I’ve been having lots of indecent thoughts about her recently. She’s starred in several dreams. I know it’s her and not Ivy because the girl in my sleep has a small mole over her mouth like Aster. And Cindy Crawford. But the girl in those dreams was definitely not Cindy. Cindy does not have kinky blonde hair. Nor does she have lagoon-blue eyes.

      I wonder if Aster knows how pretty she is.

      My guess is no.

      If she did, she wouldn’t be hiding behind frumpy clothes.

      She wouldn’t be hanging out with me. The Hamster.

      Sure, I’m not fat anymore, but she probably remembers me like that. And that memory must stain the way she sees me now.

      She catches me gaping. Like a juvenile idiot, I blush.

      Real men don’t blush.

      I try to think dampening thoughts. Mancini and his cat pop into my head. That cools me right down. It even propels a shudder down my spine. “You could get him a book about trees and flowers. He seems to like trees.” He knew what type of tree grew in his backyard.

      Old people like horticulture, don’t they?

      “Who’s him?”

      Right. “Mr. Mancini.”

      “That’s a good idea. Maybe I can get him a landscaping book and a thriller. He has so many guns. I’m sure he likes thrillers.”

      “Good idea.”

      We drive the rest of the way in silence, both lost in our respective thoughts. I pump up the music and roll down my window. Sunny air licks my bare forearm, soothing after my crappy night. We arrive in Noblesville around lunchtime. The pavement wobbles from the humid heat.

      I follow my phone’s GPS to the firearm shop on 16th Street and park in the reserved lot.

      As I click off my seatbelt, Aster asks, “What if it’s stolen, Josh? Or what if it was used in a murder? Will they arrest us?”

      I grab my nylon gym bag. I stuffed the gun in there this morning. “They wouldn’t have any grounds for an arrest.” That’s a lie, though. We should’ve taken the gun to a police precinct. We shouldn’t have kept it, much less driven around the state with it. I touch Aster’s hand. It’s stiff and feels as cold as the air spitting out of my AC. “It’ll be all right, Asty. I promise.”

      Finally, she takes her seatbelt off and joins me on the other side of the car. Together we walk into the shop.

      I suspect the owner is a big-game hunter. Every inch of the back wall is covered in rifles—from stainless synthetics to heavy wooden ones to automatics. But it’s not as much the array of guns as the row of animal trophies—from heads to full bodies—cluttering the entrance. Even though the beasts are stuffed, their glassy eyes seem to follow us as we make our way to the glass counter that houses the handguns.

      One other customer’s in the shop. He’s got his cap on backwards and his face is scruffy with a curly, red beard.

      “Lydia!” the salesman showing him the rifles yells.

      A woman scurries out the back, ruminating a wad of chewing gum. “Hiya. What can I help you kids with?”

      “I ran an ATF trace on a gun in my possession, and the serial number matched a sale that came from this shop,” I say.

      “Come again? You have a gun but ran an ATF trace?”

      “Her mom found a gun, and I ran a trace on it to figure where it came from.”

      The store’s gotten awfully quiet.

      “If it ain’t yours, you need to take it to a precinct,” Lydia says.

      Aster shifts next to me.

      “And we will,” I say in a crisp voice, “but first, we were hoping you could tell us who you sold it to. That’s all.”

      Lydia splays both her palms on the glass countertop. “Why?” The tips of her nails are sharpened to a point and lacquered purple. She could gouge someone’s eye out with those.

      “Because her mother isn’t fit to carry a gun, so if she managed to procure herself one, she could probably procure herself more. And that’s damnright frightening.”

      “Downright,” Aster whispers.

      “Huh?”

      “Downright. Not damnright. Forget it,” Aster mumbles.

      “Did she threaten you with it, dear?” Lydia asks Aster.

      Aster’s bottom lip quivers. “She did.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” The woman sighs, presses off the counter. “Can you kids show me some ID?”

      I dig my driver’s license out of my wallet and hand it over.

      “I left mine in the car,” Aster says. “I’ll go get it. Josh, the keys?”

      I give it to her, and she walks back through the forest of dead animals.

      “Your girlfriend really got threatened by her mom?”

      First instinct is to correct her—Aster isn’t my girlfriend. She is my girl friend though. In the scope of things, it doesn’t matter. “Yeah.”

      “Have you told the police?”

      “Not yet.”

      “You better do it quick, son. I’ve seen these situations, and they can turn nasty. Sometimes fatal.”

      Silence fills the store. I shoot my gaze to the cap-wearing customer. He looks down fast and asks the salesman to see the lightest rifle they carry.

      “Can I see the trace?” Lydia asks, dragging my attention back to her.

      I dig the print-out from my bag, careful to keep the gun out of sight, and slap it on the counter. Blowing a humongous pink bubble, she picks up the printout, squints at the serial number, then enters it into the shop’s computer.

      Aster’s back, driver’s license in hand. “Here.”

      Lydia reaches for Aster’s ID, glimpses at it, then whips her gaze back up toward us. Or more precisely, toward Aster.

      I frown. “What?”

      “The gun’s in her name.”

      “What?” Aster cranes her neck to see the computer screen but it’s one of those that’s dark from an angle.

      Color drains from my face. “Her name?” I pivot toward Aster. The wheels spin in my head, as fast as a gun barrel. And like a gun barrel, each chamber contains some harmful thought. “It’s registered to you?”

      “To another Aster. Not to me.” Beads of perspiration form on her small nose. That happens when she’s frightened or when she’s stressed out.

      Which is it at that moment? Fear or anxiety?
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      Josh gapes at me in a way that makes the hair on my arms rise. He thinks I bought the gun. Tears scald my eyes. I don’t blink because I don’t want them to drip out. Instead, I tilt my face toward the beige popcorn ceiling so the tears slide back in.

      Lydia smacks the gum around in her mouth. “Well it says here the gun’s registered to Aster—”

      “Lydia!” the rifle salesman says sharply. “That’s enough.”

      It startles her so much that she swallows her gum and starts coughing.

      “I’ll take over from here. You take care of Mr. Conrath.” He stalks over to us. “Do you have the gun with you?”

      “No.”

      I gape at Josh. He never lies! It’s a great sin in his family. It’s even worse than cursing.

      “We’re not stupid enough to drive around with a stolen weapon,” Josh adds.

      “Where is it?”

      “I locked it up in my parents’ safe.”

      I study my brown, too-small sandals. I’m not a good liar. I’m not even a good co-liar. If the salesman checks my face, he’ll understand Josh is being deceitful.

      “Then I can’t help you.”

      “Super customer service you guys got here,” Josh says.

      “We respect our customers’ privacy”—he glares at Lydia, who starts wheezing. Maybe the gum got stuck in her airway—“so yeah, I agree, we provide excellent service, young man. Now, if you please. We have actual customers who need our help.”

      Josh and the salesman have a staring competition while Lydia chugs a bottle of water in great, wet gulps.

      “Do the last names match?” Josh tries.

      “Look, kid, I remember who bought the gun, and it wasn’t her.”

      Knuckles whitening around the handle of his nylon bag, Josh swipes our IDs off the countertop and springs out of the shop. I rush out after him.

      He waits for me by the car. I walk to the passenger side and tug on my door handle but it’s still locked.

      “You have the keys, Aster.”

      I pat my back pocket. Find the mini dumbbell keychain. I beep the Camry open, then get in and drop the keys in the drink holder, next to a half-eaten tube of Mentos.

      He twists the key in the ignition but doesn’t move the gearshift out of park. His eyes are closed and his nostrils flare. He must be trying to calm down. “Did you have someone buy it?”

      “What?”

      “The gun, Aster. It was in your name. Did you ask someone to buy it for you?”

      My molars grind at his harsh accusation. I lock my arms in front of my pulsating chest and angle my body away from his.

      “Aster.” He tries to touch my arm, but I shift away before his hand can settle.

      “I can’t believe you would think that.” My voice sounds flimsy, weak…like me.

      “The gun’s registered in your—”

      “It’s registered to someone called Aster!” I shake my head.

      He drags his hands through his hair and pulls at the roots. His biceps bulge in his Metallica T-shirt.

      “I’m not the only person named Aster in this world,” I add, although I shouldn’t have to.

      He sighs, releases his hair. “You think your mom used your name to buy it?”

      “I. Don’t. Know.”

      Tension and regret writhe within his jade irises. “I’m sorry.” Josh cups my cheeks. Makes me look at him. “Please forgive me.”

      I swallow hard. “You hurt me.”

      He presses his forehead against mine. “I’m so sorry.” His words vibrate against my nose. With his thumbs, he whisks away my tears. “I hate myself right now.”

      “You know I could never stay mad at you, but you—”

      He hushes me with a brush of his finger against my lips.

      A shiver shoots all the way down my throat and creates concentric ripples inside my heaving chest. “…hurt me.” I’m surprised I manage to finish my sentence when Josh’s mouth is so close to mine. If I tilt my head up, our lips will meet.

      I don’t move, though, because his accusation pulses inside my mind like a bee sting.

      I slide my face out of his warm palms. The air vents cool my cheeks. “Why did you lie about having the gun?”

      “Because they would’ve taken it away from us.” He studies his gear shift. “And I’m holding out hope that the police can tell us who this…other Aster is.”

      [image: ]

      After Josh drops me off on my street, I cross the road and ring Mr. Mancini’s doorbell. He comes outside in a pair of olive-green cargo shorts and a black T-shirt that has several small holes along the collar and in the hem. Perhaps I should’ve gotten him mothballs instead of books.

      He stares at me without saying a word, his eyes swollen and pink like rosebuds.

      “I got you this. It won’t bring Bullet back, but it might help ease your pain.” I hand him my giftwrapped present.

      He doesn’t take it from me. He must hate me. Hate my entreaty. I’m so ashamed I drop my gaze to his doormat that reads: The neighbors have better stuff. I doubt he picked it. He doesn’t strike me as humorous. Plus, on this street, no one has better stuff.

      When he still doesn’t take the gift from me, I crouch and place it on the word neighbors and flee. He’s still standing outside, motionless, when I let myself inside my house.

      I’ve decided to confront Mom.

      Her studio door is closed. A husky man’s voice trickles out through the thin wood door. I listen, wondering if Mom has company. It’s been a long time since she’s brought home a man.

      The voice takes a high-pitched tone.

      Audiobook.

      I knock softly. “Mom?”

      The sound shuts off with a click.

      I try the doorknob but it’s locked.

      Footsteps resound on the other side.

      The door creaks open.

      Mom’s haggard eyes fix on me. “What?”

      I jerk backward from the crispness of her voice. “You registered the gun in my name.”

      Her pupils pulse against their light backdrop. We have the same eye color, except hers is a crueler shade than mine. “Are you testing my patience?”

      The key she wears around her neck swings against her shapeless white blouse. It’s the key to all her secrets. Sometimes, I think it’s the key to her heart, but then I remember she doesn’t have one.

      “The gun was registered to Aster. Why did you put my name—”

      “I didn’t buy a gun!” She jabs her index finger against my collarbone repeatedly. “Are you thick?”

      I jerk backward.

      “Have you called child services yet?” she asks, breathing hard.

      “What?”

      She slaps her forehead. “Of course you didn’t. You’re not eighteen yet.” She gives me an ugly smile full of pretty teeth. “I’m not a perfect mother, Aster, but you’re not a perfect daughter either.”

      I recoil.

      “Thank God we have Ivy,” she says.

      I try to peek behind her to see if my sister’s there, but the gap’s not wide enough. And it’s getting narrower. I place my palm on the door to keep it open so that my last words can penetrate. “You are so mean.”

      She snorts softly. “The world’s a mean place, Aster. Get that through your head. Everything it gives, it takes back. You’re not too young to understand that. Learn it. It’ll hurt less.” And then she shuts the door in my face.

      The air whooshes against me.

      I’m too shocked to cry.

      On autopilot, I walk toward my bedroom and grab clean clothes because there’s no way in hell I’m staying in this goddamn house. After I repack my backpack, I write Ivy a note to tell her I’m okay, that I’m going back to see Josh, and that I love her. I text Josh to tell him I’m ready. He answers right back: Still at the precinct. Be there in fifteen.

      Since I don’t want to breathe the same tainted air as my mother, I sit on our front stoop to wait.

      I look up at the stars twinkling in the purpling sky and wonder what my father could’ve seen in my mother. I bet she was nice with him at first, and then, when he saw her true face, it drove him away. Even though she loves to tell us it was her pregnancy that made him run. I think she’s lying. I think Dad wanted us. Who wouldn’t want innocent babies?

      As I take in my sleepy neighborhood, I stroke my abdomen and think of baby Violet.

      A dog barks in someone’s backyard.

      Will my daughter like dogs?

      Simmering tomato sauce and sautéed onions flavor the dusky air.

      Will she enjoy my cooking?

      A TV blares from a living room.

      A cartoon.

      Headlights from a shiny Jeep splash the low hedge lining our front yard and then Mr. Mancini’s doormat.

      My present is no longer there.
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      “Can I subpoena information from a store?” I ask Jackie, dropping into the chair across from her desk at the precinct.

      “Come again?”

      At this hour, the precinct is almost empty.

      “Say someone bought something, and to buy it, that person needed to give some personal information, can I subpoena that information?”

      Her penciled-in eyebrows shoot upward. “Have you been accused of something, Josh?”

      “No! Why would you think that?”

      “Because subpoenas are used in court cases.”

      I lock my fingers together, lean forward, balancing my forearms on my thighs. “I’m not facing any accusations or anything.”

      “Then why are you talking about subpoenas?”

      “I just thought…” My shoulders tense up. “I just thought I could compel someone to give me information legally.”

      “What information do you need?”

      “I can’t tell you.”

      “Josh, you’re scaring me, and I’m a cop. I’m tough to scare. What information do you need?”

      I chew on my bottom lip. I can tell her? Right? But then, this tiny part of me yells, What if Aster bought the gun? Even Jackie won’t be able to protect her then. “Forget it. I’ll look it up online.”

      “You know you can trust me.”

      I nod as I get up.

      “If this was dangerous, you’d tell me, right?”

      My jaw prickles. “Yes,” I lie.

      She stares into my face a good, long while. “You’re a good kid, Josh, but a bad liar.”

      She’s right. I suck at lying.
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      On Whitepages.com, I look up people with the name Aster. I’m not sure whether I’m supposed to be looking at last names or first names. I add Indiana in the location tab. Only seven Asters left, including Aster Redd.

      I start calling the numbers listed below the names. I don’t start by asking if they have a license to carry. I ask if they know a woman named Rose Redd. The first guy I phone asks me if this is a prank call. I tell him, no. Rose Redd? he repeats incredulously. Yeah, Rose Redd, I repeat abrasively.

      Even though I’m not the one who picked Mrs. Redd’s first name, I take his mocking tone personally.

      “Nope,” he says. “Don’t know any Roses.”

      I try the next ones. Call each of them up. Two don’t answer, so I leave voicemails, and the two others have never heard of a Rose Redd, or been to Noblesville or Kokomo.

      The following day, I call the two who didn’t answer. This time I reach one of them. A woman. Rachel Aster. A ninety-seven-year old nursing home resident. She apologizes for not returning my call, but a rectal exam had her feeling woozy. I grimace, tell her I’m sorry for her pain, I hope she recovers quickly. There’s no recovery at her age for colon cancer, but heck, because her cells are so old, the disease is spreading slowly. Doctor told her it could be months before she dies. I pace around my bedroom as she tells me about how her grandkids don’t come visit often and asks if I visit my grandparents often. I spent a week in April with them. And I’m planning another trip soon. And then they’re coming up here for Thanksgiving, and—

      And then I stop talking. I’m supposed to be finding the owner of a gun, not discussing my family relationships with a complete—albeit friendly—stranger.

      Unable to hang up on someone, I keep talking to Rachel for another fifteen minutes until she finally tells me she’s late for her game of euchre. Before disconnecting, she makes me swear to call my grandmother today. Never know if they’ll be there tomorrow. I promise I will.

      I take a breather after that. Go eat two bananas. Chug down a diet Red Bull.

      A half hour later, I try the last Aster again. The only other Aster who carries the name as a first name: Aster Colson.

      She doesn’t answer so I text her, Hi. My name is Joshua Cooper. Do you know a woman named Rose Redd?

      I type the name in Google. Find out Aster Colson owns a security firm in Indiana. I click on the Bio tab of the webpage. A picture of a man with a shaved head, light brown skin, and a thick neck materializes on my monitor. I know it’s stupid, but the fact that he’s a man stuns me more than the fact he’s ex-military.

      Soft rasping at my bedroom door startles me.

      I shut down my browser. “Who is it?”

      “It’s Aster.” She cracks the door open. “They want me to come back tomorrow. They liked me.” She was filling in for a waitress at the old diner on Fulham Street.

      I rub the heels of my hands into my eyes. “That’s great.”

      “Yeah. I made all of eighteen dollars in tips today. I can almost take you to a movie tonight.”

      “Take me? I do the taking.” Her reddening cheeks make me realize how it sounds. Like I’m asking her on a date. My palms are moist, so I rub them against my pant legs. “Want to go to a movie with me tonight?”

      Her gaze drops to my beige carpet that’s whiter in spots where I used bleach to get dirt stains out. I thought Mom would applaud my initiative, but I ended up damaging it instead of fixing it. Although proud of me, she advised me to check with her next time I felt like housekeeping.

      “Sure. Should we—” Aster fingers a little hole in her black leggings. “Should I ask Ivy too?”

      “No.” I whip the word out way too fast. Desperate much? I’m tempted to slap my forehead but clutch the chair’s armrests instead. “I want to make it up to you. You know”—I shrug—“because of my assumption yesterday.”

      Her mouth bursts apart with the softest gasp. Maybe I shouldn’t have reminded her. Maybe she’s already put it past her.

      “We’re the Millers looks good,” she suggests.

      “Yeah it does. Let me see what time it’s playing.”

      I check the local movie theater for showings.

      “Did you find anything?” She sits cross-legged on my bed and tips her pointy chin toward my monitor.

      “It’s playing at seven-thirty.”

      “I meant about Aster?”

      I’m tempted to show her Colson’s picture. Ask her if she’s ever seen him. For some reason, I shake my head.

      She sighs. “Maybe we should go back to the gun shop. Maybe if we give them the gun, they’ll give us the person’s full name.”

      “What if it’s your full name?”

      “Then we’ll know for sure it was Mom who bought it.” She taps the floor with the rubber sole of her Converse. “The police really ran the serial number and found nothing?”

      “Yeah. They got directed to the same website where I ran the ATF trace.”

      Aster thinks I showed Jackie the gun because that’s what I told her. But if I’d shown it to Jackie, and she’d traced it back to Aster…my Aster— I shudder just thinking about it.

      Even though Aster blames her mother, a tiny part of me still wonders if Aster commissioned someone to buy it for her. She doesn’t have many friends—just me really—but she told me she met a girl in her shrink’s waiting room. A girl with hairy legs and a nose piercing who never speaks. What if it’s a lie though? What if she does speak? What if they’ve had conversations? About guns, for example?

      Aster stretches her neck to the side. It cracks. “You’d think the police would have their own database.”

      “You’d think.”

      “Explains why gun control is so crappy in this country.”

      “Yeah.”

      She sighs. “My feet are killing me, and I smell like stale fries. I’m going to go shower and lie down for a bit.” She rises from my bed, but pauses in my doorway. “We are going to the movies, right?”

      “Yeah. I mean, if you want to.”

      Her eyes linger on mine. “I want to.”

      A small current passes between us, zaps me, zips up my spine, stiffens my neck. We’ve gone to the movies together hundreds of times, so why does this time feel different?
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      I spend a long time in front of the mirror, attempting to smooth my curls with the coconut butter I found in the Coopers’ pantry. It’s greasy, but it makes my hair shiny and gives it an exotic smell, as though I’ve frolicked on a sandy beach full of sunshine. I twist in front of the mirror, my glossy locks clumping together. I probably put on an insane amount, but it’s too late to take a shower and shampoo it out.

      If only Ivy helped me. She’s so good at all this. But I haven’t even called my sister today, and she hasn’t called me either.

      I finger-comb my hair some more, then screw the lid back on the glass jar of the nut butter and exit the bathroom, hiding the tub underneath the uneven hem of my T-shirt. It wasn’t always uneven, but Ivy did the laundry once and hung it to dry with a clip, which stretched out the fabric. It’s not unwearable, but then again, what do I know of fashion?

      Maybe I look awful. I wish I could ask Ivy…

      I’m about to go downstairs when I hear Josh talking with his parents. I double back to my room and stuff the glass jar underneath my pillow. Then I head down, trying to push out the nervousness fueling the thunderous pounding of my heart.

      “I’m ready to go.”

      All three Coopers stare at me.

      “Don’t you look pretty tonight,” Josh’s father tells me.

      “And you smell so good,” adds Maggie, sniffing the air. “Like coconut. Hmm. That gives me an idea for a pound cake.”

      “Honey,” Stewart says, “you’re off work.”

      She leans over the table and pecks his lips. “You’re never off work when you work for yourself.”

      “I work for myself.”

      “And the Discolis.”

      The shells of his ears glow bright red. “They hired me.”

      “I was teasing you. My work is just so much more fun than yours.” Maggie leans over, but before she can place another kiss on her husband’s lips, Josh’s voice halts her.

      “Guys, I’m right here.”

      Maggie grins wickedly. “Aren’t the people who made you allowed to express their love for each other?”

      “Yeah, but in private. Yeesh.” Josh rolls his eyes.

      If there ever was an ideal couple, the Coopers are it. Perfect and loving and responsible. They never left their five-year-old behind at home while they ran errands. They never told him how inconvenient his birth was to their career. They never used cruelty to harden him.

      “We gotta go. Movie starts in fifteen.” Even though Josh complains about his parents’ PDA, I don’t think he actually minds it.

      “I love your parents,” I tell him as we make our way out to his car.

      His hands are stuffed in his track pants. “Yeah. I got lucky.”

      “I want what they have.”

      He glances at me. “What? You don’t want what your parents had?”

      “That’s a paltry joke, Josh.”

      “Paltry?”

      “Mean.”

      “Yeah. I’m sorry.”

      As he starts driving, he repeats the word paltry a couple times. That’s how he teaches himself things. He has to say them a couple times, and then they’re cemented in him. I usually only need to read or hear something once to learn it.

      “I’m sorry, Asty. That was really poultry of me.”

      My mouth splits into a smile. “Paltry with an A. Not poultry.”

      He clucks, then winks. “I know. Just wanted to see you smile.”

      [image: ]

      We find seats easily in the nearly empty theater. A large bucket of popcorn rests on my lap. Every now and again, Josh’s hand sneaks into the bucket, and like one of his dad’s diggers, scoops popcorn out.

      The trailers begin. I love trailers. I like anything that’s exciting and forthcoming. It’s not that I don’t appreciate the present—like right now, sitting in a dark movie theater with the boy I’ve had a crush on for ten years: that’s pretty amazing—but I live for the future. I know it’ll be better, because it can’t possibly be worse.

      My hand collides with Josh’s in the popcorn bucket.

      He doesn’t pull his hand out, even though his fingers aren’t ploughing through the puffy kernels. Something must be distracting him.

      My gaze climbs up to his.

      He’s staring straight back.

      The bright glow of the screen makes his eyes sparkle like black emeralds shimmering in a forgotten pirate chest. Before I can ask him why he’s looking at me, his hand arcs out of the bucket and settles on the nape of my neck. Grains of salt transfer from his palm to my skin.

      Without hesitation, he brings his lips down on mine, and stars shoot around me. His mouth is soft and warm and tastes like salt and butter. His tongue, though, is not soft. It prods my lips open and slides in, seeking my own tongue hungrily.

      I’ve been holding out for this kiss forever, and yet, instead of reciprocating, I become stiller than a mummy. And then the moment is over, and Josh is saying, “I’m sorry,” but I’m the one who’s sorry.

      If I don’t reach out now, if I don’t bridge the space between our faces, if I don’t let him know that kissing me is fine, better than fine, he will never do it again, and I can’t live in a world where Josh doesn’t kiss me anymore.

      I lay a hand on the hot band of skin above his T-shirt collar and pull him to me. And then, breaking out of my tight, hard shell, I kiss him. I touch my tongue to his. I knock my teeth into his.

      This time, he’s the one who doesn’t respond, yet I keep stroking his tongue, his teeth, his lips, because I want a reaction.

      I need a reaction.

      I press my mouth against his harder, crush my fingertips into his skin, then rub them gently over the downward peak of silky, shorn hair that dips toward his spine.

      Finally, as though I’ve found the correct combination, he comes alive and reacts with more heat and tenderness than I could ever have wished for.
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      I hold Aster’s hand tight throughout the whole movie. And I kiss her again.

      My heart is scrambling to beat normally. That girl. I don’t know what it is about her, besides the fact that she’s hot, but I’m so attracted to her. Maybe it’s the way she makes me feel: needed. Or maybe it’s our shared past.

      After the movie is over—a movie that I’ll have to watch again because I have no clue what went down—we’re still kissing. The lights are bright now, and the room is almost empty. Two staff members walk in with brooms and standing dustpans.

      I shift away from Aster, let go of her hand. Her cheeks are flushed and her mouth is taillight-red. She stands and waits for me to stand too, but I need to readjust myself before I rise. I don’t want her to notice the bulge in my jeans.

      I focus on the cleaning crew to quiet down.

      It takes a couple seconds but it works. I stand up and walk behind Aster, my gaze drifting from the ends of her hair to the dimples in her lower back that peek out of her lopsided T-shirt.

      I ask if she wants to grab a kebab at the Turkish place next door. It’s crowded, so we get ours to go and walk through the flowery alleys of Highland Park. When we reach the deserted playground, Aster sits on a red plastic swing. She’s still eating her kebab, while I’ve finished mine and balled the aluminum foil. I toss it into a bin, pretending it’s a free throw. My aluminum missile sinks right into the center of the bin.

      Swinging gently, Aster seals the aluminum edges around her kebab and lays it in the sand at her feet.

      I latch on to the chains of her swing and steady her. Her giant blue eyes climb up to my face. A tiny glob of tahini is stuck to her upper lip, right next to her mole. I lean down and lick it off.

      And then I’m kissing her again.

      I tug her up, take her seat on the swing, then pull her down onto my lap.

      Slowly, I dig my sneaks into the ground and push, giving the swing momentum.

      “You think Ivy”—Aster swallows—“you think she’ll mind that we…we…?”

      “Made out?” I finish for her. “Why would Ivy mind?”

      “She might find it weird.”

      “So what? We don’t need her permission.” Her hair curtains off half her face, yet I still see her reddened cheeks. “We don’t need anyone’s permission.” I tuck the wall of hair behind her ear, but it springs back out. I gather it in my hand, all of her hair, and twist it away, and then I apply light pressure to the back of her head to bring her face closer to mine. “Kiss me again.”

      Her mouth curves into a dazzling smile that floods her eyes. They shine, brighter than the moon overhead.

      Aster isn’t my first kiss, but she’s the first girl I’ve kissed whom I know inside out.

      She blinks and a tear tumbles down her cheek.

      My heart holds still. “Are you crying?”

      She nods.

      “Why?”

      “Because…I didn’t think you felt the same way I did.”

      “Aster Redd…I—” I’m about to say the L-word, but that’ll scare her. It scares me. “I’ve always liked you.”

      She sniffles. Smiles. But she’s still crying.

      “Don’t cry.” She’s always been sensitive, but she seems especially emotional tonight. I can’t help but wonder if she’s taking her mood stabilizers. Then again, she’s a girl, and girls are emotional. “I don’t want you to cry every time I kiss you,” I say softly.

      “Every time?”

      “You didn’t think this was a one-off, did you?”

      More tears traipse down. I let go of her hair to whisk the wetness off her cheeks with my thumbs, and then I kiss her forehead and pull her close, until her head is resting in the crook of my neck.

      “Aster Redd, if it’s okay with you, I’d like to kiss you every day from now on.”

      She sniffs again. “You don’t have to ask permission.”

      “Men should always ask a woman’s permission to kiss them.”

      She grins, then whispers, “Okay. You have my permission.”
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      Tonight is one of those times I wished I weren’t living with my parents anymore, but it makes no financial sense to pay for room and board when I live a couple miles from campus.

      Holding onto Aster’s hand, I lead her up the stairs of my quiet house—Mom and Dad always go to bed early. I should probably part ways with her in front of the guest bedroom, but I don’t.

      I sit down on the bed and pat the spot next to me. She lowers herself, as stiff as a knitting needle.

      “I don’t want to have sex with you,” I blurt out, so she’ll relax.

      She blinks, lets out a soft gasp. “You don’t?”

      “Tonight. I mean, tonight. I didn’t take you in here to…you know, take advantage of you”—I rub the nape of my neck—“or anything.”

      Whoa. I sound like such a loser. I squeeze my eyes shut and massage them with my balled fingers, wishing I could rub the stupidity right out of me. Aster scoots closer to me, her sharp hipbone digging into my thigh. “As long as you want to make love to me someday, then I’m okay with waiting.”

      Wait, what? Did I just ask her to wait for me? I don’t want to wait. I haven’t had any action in months. I’m more than willing and ready to go. I’m about to tell her all of that—well, except the part where I haven’t had sex in so long—but I bite my tongue.

      Literally, I bite it.

      This is Aster. Not some random girl I picked up next to a beer keg at a frat house party.

      I want our first time to be special.

      Before I can make more of a fool of myself, she lays one hand on my jaw and nudges my mouth open with hers. And then she’s straddling me, and I fall backward on the bed. My breath rips right out of me for two reasons.

      One, that was hot. Her taking charge.

      Two, my head hits something hard that’s not the headboard. I reach beneath the pillow and pull out a glass jar.

      “Coconut butter,” I read out loud. “Why do you have coconut butter under your pillow?” Aster is a messy person, but food—well not food, a condiment—in bed is a bit weird, even for her.

      “I tossed it there before leaving. It must’ve rolled underneath the pillow.” She’s so flustered, her words tumble out and her face floods with color.

      Smiling, I place it on the nightstand, brush away the black leggings that hang half on half off the comforter, then pull her against me and remind her of what we were doing. She’s gone stiff again, and it takes my hands running up and down her spine several times to loosen her, to make her forget about the interruption.

      My phone vibrates in my jeans. I don’t want to stop, but I yank my phone out of my pocket. I’m about to pitch it onto the nightstand when I read the text message: Never heard of Rose.

      Aster Colson’s finally answered me. Great timing, dude.

      Aster slides off me. “Who’s that?”

      Instead of lying, I tell her about my furtive investigation, about my lead. I look for disappointment in her eyes but find none. She’s not mad. But our conversation has definitely killed the mood. She’s thinking about the gun.

      “You think my mother knows—knew—another Aster than myself?” she asks.

      I pull her against me, kiss her forehead. “It’s possible, right? I mean, you’re not the only one with the name.”

      But it would be quite the coincidence.

      A pretty major coincidence.

      The wheels spin inside my head so hard and fast I’m afraid an actual grating sound is coming from my ears.

      To show Jackie, or not to show her?

      To return to the gun shop, or not to return?

      “How’s that friend of yours from the doctor’s office? You know the girl with the hairy legs?” I murmur into Aster’s coconut-y curls, hoping it can spur a memory…or a confession.

      She doesn’t answer me. I press her lightly away so I can see her face.

      She’s fast asleep.
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      The day after Josh and I start dating, I return home.

      I do it for Ivy.

      She took the bus over to Josh’s house. Told me that Mom’s psychiatrist readjusted her meds. That Mom is doing better. Has become calmer.

      “She woke up asking if you’d died,” Ivy tells me as I drive us to a place that should feel like home but doesn’t.

      Home has never been a place.

      Home has always been people.

      Home is Ivy and Josh.

      Ivy is the hearth that warms the walls my arms form around us, and Josh is our roof, our floor, the one who keeps us sheltered and grounded.

      “Asking or hoping?” I ask.

      “What?” Ivy’s hair is twisted into a bun atop her head and wrapped with a piece of gold silk that matches her hair color. The sun always burnishes her hair in the summer. I don’t like to sit in direct sunlight, but Ivy does. She takes real pleasure in laying out.

      “Nothing.”

      I take a right on our street. Although a great rainstorm washed over Kokomo this morning, blowing rubbery leaves off thick branches, gluing them to car windshields, our driveway still seems blemished with Bullet’s ruby-black blood. The stain is in my mind, indelible, however much rain falls over my town and over my body.

      “How’s Mr. Mancini?” I glance over at his front door.

      “Haven’t seen him.”

      “I’ll go visit him later. Want to come?”

      “Sure.”

      I turn the car off, but stay inside.

      “Asty, Mom loves you. In her own way.” Ivy clasps my hand in hers. “She would never hope for your death.”

      So my sister did hear me.

      “Besides, I forbid you to leave me. What would I do without my better half?”

      My eyes heat up. “I did leave you. The moment things got hard, I left.”

      “Asty, I’m not mad at you for going with Josh. You needed space to process all that happened, and so did Mom.” Ivy bites her lip. “Can I ask you something, though? Mom mentioned that the last time you talked, you asked her about someone called Aster?”

      “I wasn’t asking about myself, if that’s your question.”

      Ivy studies the mold-speckled wall of our apartment building through the windshield. “You didn’t take your medication with you to Josh’s.”

      I yank my hand out of hers. “You all believe my world will start spinning out of control if I stop gulping down my pills, but all they do is numb me. Make Mom’s abuse sufferable. Make the world a little shinier.”

      Ivy’s copper skin pales.

      “The gun’s registered to an Aster, and that Aster isn’t me. Josh asked Jackie to run the serial number through the police database.” I lie because I want Ivy to stop looking at me like I’m some sad lost puppy. “I’ll bet you anything Mom stashed that gun in her drawer and has been keeping it there.”

      Ivy’s mouth slackens.

      “You said you saw rolls of fabric in there. Who locks up fabric? Want to know what I think? I think she hid the gun inside the rolls of fabric.”

      Ivy sucks in a breath. “You think?”

      “Why would she lock up fabric?”

      My twin’s gaze shifts downward. Is there something she’s not telling me?

      Perhaps there’s no fabric at all in the drawer.

      Perhaps my sister lied to me.

      I study her hooded eyes and pressed lips in silence. “Show me what’s inside.”

      Her eyes sweep up to mine. “You don’t believe me?”

      “Do you ever believe me?”

      She clicks her seatbelt off and pushes the door open. “I’ve just been through hell with Mom. Don’t you put me through hell too.” She gets out and shuts the door.

      Reluctantly, I step out of the car and follow her. “You’re turning this around.”

      She spins on her wedge sneakers, throws her hands in the air. “You turned it around first!”

      All I want is a glimpse into Mom’s damn drawer. If she isn’t hiding anything, why am I not allowed a peek? “I’m sorry. I believe you.”

      After a moment, she says, “Okay,” and walks into the house. I wonder if I should’ve told her about Josh. He’s her friend too after all. But part of me is keeping this secret tucked away. What if she’s against our relationship? What if she’s disgusted? Josh and I are close, almost like siblings.

      Or worse…

      What if she’s jealous? Has she ever thought of Josh that way?

      I double back to the Honda and pop the trunk open to grab my backpack. As I hoist it out, a forest-green Jeep parks in front of Mancini’s house.

      Did he buy a new car? No one comes out. I squint to make out the driver, but the glass is tinted. Maybe it’s his daughter. Maybe she heard about his loss and came down for a visit. Or up. I’m not sure where she lives.

      “Aster?” Ivy calls out. She stands in the open doorway of our house. “Are you coming?”

      “Yeah.” I shut the trunk of my car and brace myself to enter the place I hate above all others, to see the person I fear above all others.
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      It’s been a week since I kissed Aster. A week since she kissed me back. A week during which we’ve kissed a lot. But never in public. At least not in front of people we know like my parents, Ivy, or my college buddies. Neither of us have told anyone about what we’re doing. When I ask Aster if it bothers her, she says no. She likes keeping things to herself. Frankly, so do I.

      As I wait in front of her school with a foil-wrapped BLT from the deli—Aster’s favorite sandwich—I text Jackie to tell her I’ll be a little late. I asked her to meet me at Mom’s bakery. I didn’t tell her why I wanted to see her. Just that it has to do with my visit to the precinct the other day and my question about subpoenas. I’ve decided to tell her about the gun. She’ll know what to do.

      I spot Ivy first. She’s walking arm-in-arm with Felicity Suell. I feel a pang of dismay that she’s friends with Felicity. I know for a fact that the chick bullied Aster back in middle school. Granted, people change, but Felicity, with her high-pitched giggles and dramatic hair flipping, acts exactly the same as she did back then. She lost the braces but not the attitude.

      The second Ivy notices me, she walks over. “Hey!”

      “Good first day?”

      “Yeah. Best ever.”

      I arch an eyebrow. “Best ever?”

      “I’m a senior. This is the beginning of the end.”

      “And there’s a party at my house this weekend,” Felicity shoots in. “Wanna join, Josh? We’d love to have some real men around.” Her hand skims over my bicep. “Plus, you could bring some of your friends. Preferably of the male gender.”

      I shrug her off. “Is Aster going?”

      Ivy scrunches her nose. “Probably not.”

      “Is she invited?” I ask her, but it’s Felicity who answers.

      “Whole senior class is invited. I’m even letting some juniors in on the fun. I have a big house. But you know that.”

      Felicity’s mansion is the second largest estate in Kokomo after the Discolis’. While the latter live in a palace surrounded by a moat and castle-worthy gardens, the Suells own four acres of land with a private tennis court and a grotto-style outdoor pool.

      I hooked up with Felicity’s French cousin in that pool.

      Aster chooses that moment to pop out of the school doors. I shove the memory as far away as I can. I shouldn’t be thinking about other girls. The second her gaze alights upon me, her tense features smooth out and she smiles. But then she sees Felicity, and Aster’s face falls a little. Cautiously she approaches us, fingers wrapped tight around her backpack straps.

      “We were just talking to Josh about the party at my house this weekend,” Felicity tells her. “Anyway, I gotta go. I have cheerleading practice in twenty minutes. You should totally try out, Ivy. I’ve seen you dance. You’ve got moves, girl.”

      Ivy blushes and smiles. Felicity smacks a kiss on Ivy’s cheek, then starts leaving but spins around. “FYI, Manon will be there, Josh. Apparently schools in France don’t start for another two weeks.” She winks and leaves, putting me in a really uncomfortable situation.

      “Was that the girl you had sex with in Felicity’s pool?” Ivy asks.

      I tug on the neck of my wife-beater that seems made out of chainmail. “I didn’t have sex with her.”

      Aster’s studying her brown sandals. Her toes poke out over the sole.

      “Sorry. You made out with,” Ivy says, emphasizing each word.

      I jerk my head back up. “Can we not discuss my exes?”

      Ivy’s eyebrows slant on her forehead.

      Aster still hasn’t looked up, which is starting to worry me.

      I offer her the foil-wrapped sandwich. “I got you a BLT.”

      She raises her head. Relaxes the death grip she’s exerting on her backpack. She still doesn’t take my offering though.

      I pluck her hand off the strap and place the ball of warm foil inside her palm. I keep my hand on hers, hoping it will get her thinking about something other than my hook-up with Felicity’s cousin. Hoping it will remind her that Manon means nothing to me. Nothing compared to what she—Aster Redd—means to me.

      “Asty, you don’t need to go to this party,” Ivy tells her, misunderstanding her sister’s sudden tension.

      Aster smiles at her twin. “I know. I might have to work on Friday anyway…”

      Ivy smiles back, and then becomes distracted. “Hold on a sec. I just want to ask Stephanie if she managed to switch into my AP Math class.” Ivy trots over to a girl with auburn hair and a mask of freckles that gives the impression she’s always tanned.

      “Are you going to the party?” Aster asks me.

      “I’d rather take you out to dinner. Unless you really are working.”

      Patches of flushed skin burn on her cheeks and neck. For a moment, she looks like one of her mother’s quilts, made of various silks and cottons and threads. “I’d rather have dinner with you.”

      My heart thumps as we gaze at each other in silence. “BLT’s still warm,” I remind her.

      Her crystal-clear eyes drop to the forgotten ball of foil in her hand. She unwraps it as though it were some delicately packaged present, and then she lifts it to her mouth and takes a large bite. I watch her lips move. When her tongue darts out to lick her lips, a ton of fantasies spiral through my mind.

      Most of them do not involve a sandwich.

      Most of them involve her and me and darkness. Semi-darkness. Not total darkness. I want to see her body, not simply feel it. I want to see those transparent eyes of hers rake me in while the rest of her takes me in.

      Whoa.

      Dinner.

      It’s only dinner.

      From the corner of my eye, I spy Ivy heading back our way. I plunk my hands into my sweatpants’ pockets and push the fabric out so she doesn’t notice the effect my dirty mind just had on my body.

      “Can we stop by Goodwill on our way home?” Ivy asks. “I want to see if I can dig up something to wear to the party.”

      Aster nods. “Want half my sandwich?”

      “You’re not hungry anymore?” Ivy asks.

      Aster shakes her head, so her twin snatches the sandwich and scarfs it down. The girl can eat. I’m pretty sure she eats more than me. But she’s never had weight problems.

      “I should get going. I have a meeting with a study group in twenty at the campus library.”

      “Thanks for coming,” Aster says, her voice as soft as the flower she was named after.

      “About that, why are you here? Not that I’m not happy to see you,” Ivy says.

      “Just wanted to check up on my two favorite girls.”

      Ivy grins. “No wonder you can’t find a girlfriend. Who’d want to be third best? Actually fourth best. Maggie’s third, right?”

      “Maybe I have a girlfriend,” I interject.

      Ivy’s eyes become as wide as the rims on my car. “That you haven’t told us about?”

      Shoot. I glance over at Aster for help, even though I’m not sure how she can dig me out of the hole I flung myself into. “I said maybe,” I mumble.

      “I think I’m being followed,” Aster says suddenly, gaze on the parking lot beyond me.

      “What?” Ivy blurts out, shielding her eyes to see the object of her twin’s attention.

      “What makes you think that?” I ask, spinning to scan the rows of cars.

      “The forest-green Jeep over there. It was in front of our house last week. Well, in front of Mr. Mancini’s house. And it was also in front of the diner when I got off my shift a couple days ago.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask, adrenaline spiking through my veins.

      She nods.

      Without a second thought, I take off toward the parked Jeep.

      “Josh, stop!” Ivy yells. “Come on. Let’s not do anything brash—”

      I don’t stop.

      A hand wraps around my forearm, tugs me back. The manicured nails tell me it’s Ivy. Aster never polishes her nails. “Slow down a sec.”

      Aster hasn’t moved. She’s still standing in the spot where we left her.

      “Why would anyone be following her?” Ivy asks in a hushed voice.

      “Because of the gun.”

      “How would they even know she has it? And how the heck would they know where she lives?”

      “We took the gun to the shop where it was purchased. We had to show them some ID.”

      Ivy chews on her lip. Her fingers loosen on my arm but stay put. “Okay. So there’s an actual possibility that my sister’s not being paranoid…?” Ivy half-asks, half-states.

      I hadn’t even considered this. I think back on the time she was certain one of her mother’s exes was trying to kill her. She hadn’t reacted when he’d choked on a piece of meat—neither had she performed the Heimlich maneuver nor had she phoned 9-1-1—which had led him to call her a psychopath. Which in turn had led her mother to shake her so hard, it had left bruises on her upper arms.

      By the time she told me the story, the asshole—God knows I don’t use curse words lightly—had left, and so had the twins’ mother, who’d gone after him to salvage their effed-up relationship.

      Again, the twins had stayed with my family for a prolonged time. Thirteen days.

      For weeks after that, Aster was certain the man was tailing her. Both Ivy and I took her seriously at first, never left her alone, but it turned out the guy had been sent to jail for racketeering shortly after the break-up.

      That was around the time Aster was first diagnosed with schizophrenia.

      One of the symptoms is paranoia.

      “Well, it can’t hurt to see who’s inside the car,” I mumble.

      But no one’s inside the car.

      A cross dangles from the rearview mirror and a Baby on Board sticker decorates the bumper. Even though the glass is tinted, I make out two car seats and various toys. This does not strike me as the car of a vengeful gun-owner.

      As I think this, a woman in heels teeters toward us, holding one infant in her arms and dragging another by the hand. She has a dinosaur sticker stuck to the hem of her dress.

      “Can I help you?” Her tone tells me she’s not looking to help us; she’s looking to find out what we want with her car.

      “Sorry, ma’am. My cousin has the same car. I thought he’d come to pick us up.” I hate how easily lies are coming to me.

      She shrugs. “Happens. Jeeps are popular.” One of her kids screeches. “Since you’re standing right there, mind getting the door?”

      She beeps the car open, and I draw the door wide. She all but tosses the infant into the car seat, loops all these different straps around his flailing arms and legs, then kicks the door closed with her heel and goes around the car to get her other kid settled.

      “Is it five o’clock yet?” she asks.

      “No, ma’am, it’s three-thirty.”

      “Must be five o’clock somewhere,” she rambles, getting inside her car. And then she’s pulling out of her spot so quick, Ivy and I have to jump out of the way.

      “What happens at five?” I ask Ivy.

      “Beats me.”

      As the Jeep exits the parking lot, I think of the man who almost choked on his meat. “Has Aster been taking her pills?” I ask.

      “I don’t think so. You know she hates it when I check.”

      “Can you check?”

      “I’m going to have to.” A rush of air escapes her lungs. “I hate playing bad cop all the time.”

      I touch Ivy’s shoulder.

      “Why can’t I have normal worries? Like what I’m going to wear to school tomorrow, and who has the hots for whom?”

      “’Cause you’re exceptional. Not normal.”

      “That was super cheesy.” She rolls her eyes.

      “Cheesy’s my middle name.”

      “I thought it was Hamster.”

      “Shut up.”

      “No, you shut up,” she says, laughing.

      I crack a grin. “I never thought it would make me laugh someday.” But then I look back at Aster, and my glee wilts.

      How am I going to tell her no one’s following her? That it’s all in her head? I ask Ivy this before returning to Aster.

      “We’re not going to tell her anything,” she answers.

      “I don’t want to lie to her.”

      “And I don’t want to hurt her. Sometimes, going along with someone’s imaginings is kinder than challenging them.”

      Sadly, she’s right.

      “We need to get her back on her pills,” Ivy adds with a sigh. “She’ll be all right then.”

      On my way back to Aster, I text Jackie that I’m going to have to meet her some other time. I don’t give her a reason because the reason scares the hell out of me.

      I stash my phone back into my jeans. Aster’s become chalk-white. I squeeze her hand, search her blue eyes.

      I want to tell her she can stop making things up.

      I want to tell her I’ll keep her secret.

      I want to tell her I understand why she did it.

      I want to tell her I’m not mad at her for lying to me, for making me believe the Aster who bought the gun was someone other than her.
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      While Ivy browses through the shelves of Goodwill, I stand by the shop window, peering out onto the parking lot.

      “What do you think of these?” she asks me.

      I glance at the pair of sandals clutched in her hands.

      “They’re nice,” I say distractedly. At least I think they’re nice. Why is she asking me? I’m not good with this sort of thing.

      I go back to watching for the green Jeep. I can feel it’s there, somewhere. Ivy and Josh saw a woman with two kids getting into the one in front of school, but I bet that was a ploy to lead me astray…to make me feel safe when I’m not.

      “I’m ready to go. You want anything?” Ivy asks.

      I finally turn away from the window and meet her at the cash register.

      “That’ll be twelve dollars,” the salesperson says.

      I start peeling money out of my Velcro wallet when Ivy’s voice stops me.

      “What are you doing?” she asks.

      “Paying.”

      “I can see that, but why?”

      “Isn’t that—” I was going to say, why I’m here, but it might hurt my sister’s feelings, so I rephrase it. “As a back-to-school present?” I fish out twelve singles.

      “Aster,” she says, pushing my hand away, “I got this.”

      “How?”

      “I sewed some curtains for Miss Norbert over the weekend. She paid me two hundred dollars.”

      I blink. “You made two hundred dollars?”

      “Yep.” Ivy smiles proudly.

      I’m too shocked to smile.

      When we walk out of the shop, Ivy hands me the shopping bag. “They’re for you.” She tips her head to my feet.

      Again, I blink. “You bought shoes for me?”

      “One day, when I get famous, I’ll buy you super nice ones…like, from Coach.”

      Her generosity stuns me into silence. I take the shoes out of the bag and really study them this time, run my fingers over each gold grommet and each black strap. Slowly, I crouch and take off the ones I’m wearing.

      My feet are streaked with red indentations and blisters. Ivy winces at the sight, while I breathe a sigh of relief. I put the new ones on, tugging up the back zippers, waiting for them to pinch or press on some tender bone in my foot, but they don’t. Instead of digging into my flesh, the leather straps are smooth and supple.

      “I don’t know what to say, Ivy.”

      “Just say you like them. You do, right?”

      As I stand back up, my eyes brim with tears that end up spilling over.

      Ivy pulls me into a hug. “I didn’t mean to make you cry.”

      I sniffle. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, sis. Now let’s go home. I promised Mom I’d help her hem her new quilt.”

      During the entire walk back home, I stare at my shoes.

      While she tells me Sean asked her out on another date, I stare at my shoes.

      While Ivy recommends I take medication I don’t need, I stare at my shoes.

      While I take said medication, I stare at my shoes.

      Afraid they will vanish if I take them off, I keep them on to sleep.
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      Keeping my car key wedged between my index and middle finger, I walk into Dr. Frank’s office building. Ever since the Jeep started tailing me, I’m careful. Jackie once told me you could do serious damage with a key, so that’s my weapon of choice.

      The afternoon light is muted from the thick cover of clouds hanging over Kokomo. I wish it would rain already. I hate the stillness, the mugginess, the wait. The imminent storm reminds me of the stalking Jeep.

      I ring the doctor’s doorbell—because a little plaque on the door says ring before entering—then draw open the unlocked door. I’m early, so I sit on the brown corduroy couch by the window and scan the row of parked cars below. There’s no Jeep, yet I feel as though I’m being watched.

      I don’t put my car key away. Instead, I inspect its sloping, jagged edges, and it makes me think of the key hanging around Mom’s neck.

      I slide my phone out of my backpack, open up a search page, and type: Easy way to copy a key at home.

      I find a tutorial video that uses a lighter, clear packing tape, scissors, and a box of Tic Tacs. I watch it three times. By the third, I have it memorized. I put my phone away just as Dr. Frank’s office door opens.

      She ushers a young boy with severe acne and greasy black hair through the waiting room. I wonder what’s wrong with him. Perhaps nothing. Perhaps he’s like me and a concerned parent or sibling believes he needs someone to talk to.

      “Aster, you can go inside. I’ll be right there.” Dr. Frank smiles that mouthful of ochre teeth that always makes me cringe.

      She’s pretty nice otherwise, but her teeth…

      I put my phone and car key away in my backpack, then sling my bag over my shoulder. As I walk toward the gaping door, I pass the girl with the hairy legs. She stares unblinkingly back at me.

      Sometimes, I want to ask her what’s wrong, because—unlike me and the boy who just left—there’s definitely something wrong with her. It’s written all over her face.

      I lower myself into the crackled, leather La-Z-Boy across from the flowery armchair Dr. Frank always sits in. Once she made us switch seats, and it really threw me. I wonder if she’s made the boy switch seats yet. And then I wonder what chair the girl in the waiting room favors.

      Dr. Frank returns, short, gray ponytail swooshing around the back of her head like a feather duster.

      “What’s wrong with her?” I ask.

      “Her?” Dr. Frank takes a seat, pulls her yellow notebook out.

      “The girl with the hairy legs in your waiting room. Why doesn’t she shave her legs? Is it a fashion statement or is she afraid of sharp blades?”

      “Oh…her.” Dr. Frank nods. “Perhaps she wants to be different? What do you think?”

      I arch a brow. Diagnosing is your job, not mine. “I think she might be afraid of sharp blades.”

      “Are you afraid of sharp blades?”

      “Me? No.”

      “Have you ever used any to harm yourself?”

      I tried cutting myself once. To let out the darkness Mom filled me with. But nothing came out except blood. I don’t tell Dr. Frank because I would never do it again, so there’s no point in worrying her about it. I simply shake my head.

      “How have you been feeling lately, Aster?” she asks.

      I show her the new shoes Ivy bought me. Tell her that Josh kissed me. I don’t tell her about the gun or the Jeep.

      “These are wonderful occurrences.” Dr. Frank flashes me that yellow smile of hers.

      I try not to wince. It’s rude to make people feel self-conscious. If my mother were the one sitting across from the doctor, she would already have made a comment. I pride myself on being nothing like Mom.

      Dr. Frank dips her head toward the wall mirror behind me. Each session, she makes me stand up in front of it and tell my reflection five things I like about myself, external or internal. I usually get stuck at two. But she doesn’t like it when I stop, so I always make three things up.

      I stand up, letting my backpack tumble to my feet, and walk over to the wall. “My eyes. My beauty mark.” I always say those two because I really do like my eyes, and Josh likes my beauty mark, so it must be nice. “I like the way my sandals fit on my feet.” I stare at my reflection, at my blonde corkscrew curls that puff up around my cheekbones. I’ve already mentioned them in sessions, even though I’m not crazy about them. I bite my lip, observe my straight, white teeth. So unlike Mom’s crooked ones. Thinking about my mother reminds me of the video tutorial I watched back in the waiting room. “My industriousness. And I like that I’m proactive.”

      Five. There. Done.

      I return to my seat, fold one leg underneath me, and sit. “Those last two are new.”

      “The sandals too.”

      “The sandals too,” she concedes, “but let’s talk about those last two. How have you been industrious and proactive?”

      Since I don’t care to divulge my plan, I tell her I’ve been collecting recipes and testing them out regularly, and the results have been delicious.

      Dr. Frank takes notes. At some point, she stands up, walks to her hang window, pulls it up, and lights a cigarette. She blows a cone of smoke through the side of her mouth.

      The glowing embers remind me of the lighter I’ll need to buy at CVS, along with Tic Tacs, sharp scissors, and clear packing tape. During the rest of my session, these four items scroll through my mind on a loop.
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      A dark green Jeep idles outside my gym.

      Right next to my Camry.

      Heart blasting, I stare around me, but the street is deserted. I walk around the Jeep. Take in the bumper sticker, the car seats, the messy backseat. What are the odds that the mother with the dinosaur sticker glued to her clothes is a member of my gym?

      I jog back inside the gym. Few people are working out right now, and she’s not one of them. Maybe she’s in the locker room?

      I burst into the women’s changing room. One woman is unclipping her bra but stops when she spots me in the doorway. She stares at me, horrified. I take in the corridor-like space, listen for the sound of a shower or of a toilet flushing. It’s quiet.

      “Is anyone else in here?” I ask the flushed lady.

      She snatches a towel from the bench to cover herself and shakes her head.

      I mumble a quick apology, then head back out, scanning the room again. The woman I met in front of the twins’ school isn’t here. When I walk back out of the gym, I almost punch the hood of my car.

      The Jeep’s gone! It’s freaking gone. Poof. Gone! I grab onto the roots of my hair, yank hard. How could I be so dumb? I should’ve waited. Stupid. That’s what I am. Stupid.

      The nape of my neck prickles as though I am being watched. My gaze zooms over the darkening street. Sure enough, I spot the Jeep’s receding taillights. I leap into my car and crush the gas pedal, reversing out of my spot way too quickly.

      Tires squealing, I take off in the direction of the Jeep. I turn the corner at full throttle. The car almost tips over, I’m pushing it so hard. I don’t even care if I get fined for speeding. Jackie won’t let a ticket stick once I explain my reason for burning rubber.

      The Jeep turns left at the next intersection.

      The left lane is clogged with cars, so I careen up my lane, then spin my wheel to the left just as the turn arrow becomes yellow. The car I cut off honks at me. Whatever. I made the light.

      I’ve almost caught up with the Jeep, but it’s weaving in and out of lanes. The woman knows I’m on her tail. She makes a sharp right, wheels biting into a curb. That’s sure to destroy her rims.

      I go after her.

      The road ahead is a dead-end. I have her cornered.

      But suddenly, the crazy woman starts backing up, at full throttle no less. Before she can convert my car into an accordion, I drive into the nearest yard, crushing an abandoned tricycle. The Jeep rockets back onto the main road, then lurches out of sight.

      “Fuck!” I punch my steering wheel with an open hand. I owe my mother’s curse jar another quarter.

      I wrench my seatbelt off my chest and get out of the Camry to pull the squashed trike out from under my suspension. I don’t want to roll over it a second time. Deep down, I’m also sort of hoping it’s not totally broken, but the handle is bent parallel to the seat.

      I let out a sigh that sounds an awful lot like a growl. I get back into the car and pull off the grass before returning to assess the rest of the damage—the lawn is ripped and bruised and will need to be reseeded, and there’s a dent in the hedge lining the owner’s walkway.

      Still fuming, I walk to the front door and ring the doorbell. I hope the people will be reasonable and accept my offer to fix their yard myself. If they press charges, it’ll cost me way more than the stupid chase was worth.

      I still can’t believe she got away!

      It’s a young girl who answers, a toddler sitting on her hip like a koala. I explain my little mishap. She explains she’s the babysitter, that the parents aren’t home yet. I leave my phone number with her.

      I am an orb of nervous energy, overheated like the bare lightbulb that popped in our garage yesterday. The worst part though, is that I’m starting to doubt my cop potential. I should’ve been able to handle that car. Instead, I got out of its fucking way—ping.

      I stop walking.

      I still have the gun—this is what she’s after.

      She’ll be back for it.

      And this time, I’ll be ready.
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      The sky turned a burnt orange tonight, tinting the gray pavement the color of desert dunes and the hedges the color of molten chocolate. I wonder if Ivy saw it. She loves sunsets.

      When I walk into the house, I find Mom in front of the TV, fingers laying listlessly on her lap, eyes wide open, zombie-like. My first thought is that she’s dead. I check for a bullet wound, but remember Josh has the gun. Then again, if she procured herself one gun, she could probably buy another.

      She doesn’t turn toward me, and her chest isn’t rising.

      Maybe she overdosed.

      I get this sick feeling inside my stomach, like I’ve swallowed a bag of nails and the pointy tips are embedding themselves inside the fleshy lining. I’ve always wished my mother would go away, but I never wished for her to die. I—

      “What?” she huffs.

      My heart kicks around in my chest.

      She’s not dead.

      I should be relieved but I’m not. I’m—

      “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      I shut my gaping mouth, then slowly open it again to form words…a sentence. “I’m just surprised you’re not working.”

      “I deserve a break sometimes.”

      I painted my toes bubblegum pink. I thought I used Ivy’s nail polish, but she told me all her nail polishes are on top of our dresser, not in the bathroom where I found the pink one. I was going to rub it off before Mom noticed I borrowed something of hers, but there was no nail polish remover.

      I squeeze the CVS bag in my hand. Pink acetone sloshes in its plastic bottle, clinking against the Tic Tac box, the scissors, the lighter, the roll of packing tape.

      I should’ve used the nail polish remover before entering the apartment, but I assumed Mom would be in her studio, working, not on the couch, vegetating.

      The ceiling light isn’t on, so I doubt she can see my painted toenails. Still, I step toward the couch and tuck my feet underneath its base.

      “Do you know where Ivy is?” she asks me.

      “I thought she’d be here.”

      Mom frowns. “Well, she isn’t.”

      I try moving but my bones feel like they’ve fused together. “Want something to eat? I was about to make dinner…”

      Mom tilts her head down. “Sure, but don’t make anything too fancy. I know Maggie loves her complicated, unpronounceable French dishes, but you should be able to pronounce what you eat.”

      I walk briskly to the fridge and pull it open to see what’s inside. Grated cheddar. Half a carton of cream. Half a head of lettuce. Orange juice. “Penne with cream sauce?”

      “Okay.” Making sure Mom’s attention is on the lit screen again, I edge back out of the kitchen and walk down the narrow corridor to the bathroom. As soon as I’m inside, I ball some cotton, soak it in the remover, and strip my nails of their pretty pinkness. I place the bottle on one of the shelves and am about to close the mirrored door when I spy a bottle of sleeping pills. I shake out a few, then screw the lid back on and replace the bottle. I toss the used cotton in the toilet and flush it down, then stop by my room to stow the rest of my purchases inside my underwear drawer.

      Pills stuffed snugly inside my jeans’ pocket, I return to the kitchen to make dinner.
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      “You like it?” I tip my chin toward Mom’s almost-empty bowl.

      The tines of her fork scour the thick ceramic, scraping up the last lumps of congealed sauce. “You put in too much cheese, but I was hungry.”

      I want to ask why she can’t simply say yes it was good, or thank you for making dinner, Aster. How hard is it to say something nice? Does she think it will make her appear weak or soft? Or does she think it will weaken me? She’s wrong. Kindness makes people stronger; it makes people believe in themselves; it makes them feel necessary and important—and I don’t mean conceited, I mean useful.

      “I wanted to speak to you about the gun,” she says suddenly.

      My spine tautens. Is she going to accuse me again? Ask why I did it? Will she listen when I tell her…again…that even though my name was on the registration, it wasn’t mine?

      She shuts her eyes, rubs her forehead, massages her temples. “I bought it.”

      I gape at her. This feels like an apology. Mom never apologizes.

      Her lids come up. She looks at me, then beyond me at the door. “If you tell Ivy, I’ll deny it.”

      I’ve managed to wedge my mouth closed even though the aftershock of her words lingers. “Why?”

      “Because I felt unsafe. We live on the ground floor. We’re only women—”

      “I didn’t mean, why did you buy it? I meant, why did you pin it on me?”

      She takes a deep breath, wipes the back of her hand across her eyes. “I thought I was losing Ivy to you.”

      I don’t tell her, it’s not a competition, Mom, because I’m acutely aware that it is…it always has been. Mom and I have constantly jousted for Ivy’s affection and attention, because winning them gives us purpose and importance.

      I toy with a loose thread on the hem of my T-shirt. “How did you get them to put my name on the registration?”

      She sucks on her bottom lip and glances over at the TV. “I asked a friend to buy the gun.”

      “And her name happened to be Aster like me?”

      “Funny, huh?”

      She’s lying. I feel it in my bones. She must’ve found my fake ID and used it.

      She yawns. “Why do I feel so tired?”

      My cheeks flush with color that I pray she doesn’t spot.

      Over the next five minutes, her lids lower as though tiny weights were attached to her translucent lashes. I think about the sleeping pills I ground into her sauce and the handful of cheese I added at the last minute, worried she would detect the chalky flavor or powdery texture.

      When she falls asleep, I don’t feel an ounce of regret for what I have done or for what I’m about to do.

      I carry our empty bowls of pasta into the kitchen, pour scalding water over Mom’s to erase all traces of the pills. The sound of the tap running doesn’t bother her sleep. What if she never awakens? What if I put too many pills?

      No. She’ll be fine, I reason. I only used three. Four at the most.

      After I set the bowls to dry on the rack, I go collect my supplies from my bedroom. With shaky fingers, I empty the orange Tic Tacs right into my drawer, then cut out one of the sides of the box. I bring my makeshift tools into the living room and lay them out on the coffee table like a surgeon about to operate.

      Drool leaks out of Mom’s mouth. I scoot closer to her.

      My breathing stills, but not my heart.

      The key is tucked inside her blouse. I hoist the string up. When the glare of the TV screen glints off the metal, I suck in my breath. I carefully liberate it from the blouse. I cut a piece of clear packing tape, but because my fingers shake, it folds on itself. I crumple it and cut off another piece, this time more carefully.

      I stick it to the edge of the coffee table, then cut out two more strips—backups—and tape them to the table also. Next, I grab the lighter. Praying the scent of fire won’t wake Mom, I hold the key away from her flammable shirt and warm the metal. It heats up so quickly, it singes my index finger and thumb. I almost drop the key, but if I drop it now, it’ll wake Mom, so I endure the burn. Once the metal has blackened, I toss the lighter on the cushion next to me and wait for the key to cool down.

      Sweat drips down the sides of my face, beads on my nose. I don’t wipe it away. After enough time has passed, I seize one of the pieces of tape and press the sticky side against the metal.

      Like in the tutorial, a blackened imprint appears on the clear tape. I set the key down against Mom’s rising chest, then carefully glue the tape on the section of Tic Tac box. Latching on to the scissors, I reverentially swipe the square of plastic from the table and return to my bedroom. I don’t have a lock on my door, so I keep my back against it as I cut out each crenellated edge.

      More perspiration forms on my face, drips into my mouth, salty and wet like tears. I barely breathe as I incise the plastic. Closing one eye, I hold my creation up to the ceiling light to inspect my handiwork. I snip off a tiny piece of excess clear plastic, then inspect my intricate design again. This time the plastic shape matches up to the black imprint perfectly. How I managed this with shaky fingers is an absolute miracle.

      My heart leaps against the ramparts of my chest. Mom will never be able to hide anything from me again. Not a gun, not anything.

      I set the scissors aside on the bookshelf, on top of a pile of dog-eared Western romance paperbacks I recovered from a trash bin, and open my bedroom door, wincing when it creaks.

      I ball my fingers, making a protective fist around my plastic key. The grooves and indents bite into my skin. Heart pumping madly, I creep back into the living room. Mom’s eyes are still shut, her chest still rising evenly, the key still resting on her cheap blouse.

      I tread quietly to her studio and am about to let myself in when Mom makes a loud snorting sound.

      I drop my hands back to my sides, lurch away from the door like a ballerina. Panic rises, tangy like vomit, in my throat. Mom stirs, moves her head from side to side. I wait for her lids to spring upward; I wait for her pallid gaze to set on me; for her thin mouth to pinch.

      My fists feel like rocks against my hips, hard in spite of their wobbliness. Mom’s lids remain shut, and then she’s immobile again.

      For long seconds, all I do is breathe. Try to return some oxygen to my depleted lungs before they shrivel like the first strip of packing tape. When I feel calmer, I edge toward the studio again.

      With clammy fingers that no longer feel attached to my palms, I turn the doorknob, and press the door open, then slide my quivering body inside and shut the door softly behind me. I don’t spin the twist lock because it always makes a sharp grating noise, like a bullet.

      I tiptoe across the room and kneel in front of the drawer. And then, whispering a little prayer, I fit the piece of plastic into the lock.

      It slides right in.
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      The sweat on my temples has turned icy by the time I pull out of the dead-end street. I lower my window to let the warm night air dry the frosty dampness. I’m also hoping it will ease my nerves. Thaw me out like a microwave defrosts frozen stuff.

      My knuckles are bone-white. My fingers too. I relax my death grip on my steering wheel, but I don’t unsquash my lips. I drive to Aster’s. I need to tell her I trust her. That I never meant not to trust her.

      No, I won’t tell her that. It will only hurt her.

      I try calling to tell her I’m coming over, but she doesn’t answer her cell. So I dial her home number. It rings and rings.

      Scenarios start spooling through my mind.

      Wild scenarios.

      The crazy lady in the green Jeep went to Aster’s house. Driving me off the road was a diversion. She’s going to hold Aster hostage until I hand over the gun. She must be working with Rose. Maybe she’s another patient of Rose’s shrink, because who drives someone off the road? Who stalks teenagers?

      I think about her kids. Pity them. Cracked people shouldn’t be allowed to raise children.

      Yet they do.

      Everyday.

      Everywhere.

      I think of Aster and Ivy and all they’ve endured.

      I call Aster’s phone. Nothing. I call Ivy.

      “She’s at home, Josh. Why?”

      I don’t tell her why. I don’t want to worry her.

      “Just looking for her.”

      “Okay. Well I need to get back to studying. I’ll see you later?”

      “Yeah. Maybe.”

      I hang up, then phone the Redds’ home phone again. Still no one picks up.

      Heart thundering, I speed down the shadowy roads toward Mulberry Street.
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      Mom’s standing in the doorway of her studio, one hand on the knob, the other on the doorframe. Even though no light is on, her eyes blaze in the obscurity.

      Ivy always jokes the ringtone of our house phone is loud enough to wake the dead. I don’t know about the dead, but it woke Mom.

      I slam her special drawer shut and rip the plastic key out of the lock, and then I stand to face the retaliation that’s sure to be vicious.

      My gaze darts to the big pair of scissors tucked into a shelf on her sewing table. I don’t take them, but make sure they’re within reach.

      Mom sways into the room, woozy with sleep.

      I feel like I have a sharp blade inside my chest instead of a heart. Mom’s hand comes up and arcs through the air toward my cheek. When it comes down, my face flies sideways. My skin smarts and prickles and burns.

      I don’t cry.

      “How dare you, Aster? How dare you!” She grabs my wrist, forces my fingers open, then rips the serrated piece of plastic out of my fingers.

      In the moonlight, she studies it. And then she hits me again.

      This time, I fold like a chopped tree trunk. My knees and palms hit the ground first. And then my head knocks into the hard and cold five-star base of Ivy’s chair. The world turns ghost-white, then chrome-yellow, before crackling back to its hushed blueness.

      “I’ve always respected your privacy. Always. I never pried. Never went inside your bedroom. Never looked through your stuff. But if that’s how you want to play it, then that’s how we’ll play it.”

      She takes off toward the living room, spidery legs no longer affected by the drugs. I scramble to my feet and run after her. She makes it to my room before I do. She pulls open the dresser’s top drawer, yanks out handfuls of clothes, and throws them around. Orange Tic Tacs flutter out like confetti. She closes her fingers around the little porcelain box containing my milk teeth. I grab onto her arm before she can lob it at the floor.

      “Mom, stop! I didn’t see anything! I didn’t see anything!”

      She doesn’t stop. Wrenches her arm out of my grasp and throws my keepsake box. It soars through the air and lands on a pile of dirty clothes I planned to wash later.

      Mom yanks open the next drawer. Ivy’s candy-colored clothes spray around us like the cool water from the sprinklers we used to run through on sticky summer days. Rooted to the ground, I watch as Mom sweeps her arm across the dresser top, sending all of Ivy’s nail polishes crashing to the floor. A framed baby picture of Ivy and me sails down next. The glass fractures, falls in big shards around the silver frame.

      When Mom edges toward my bookcase, I stand before it, like a warrior guarding her soldiers. I extend my arms. Yell for her to stop. She advances toward me, fury burning in her narrowed eyes.

      “Mrs. Redd!”

      I fling my attention to the doorway.

      Josh is here.

      I blink to make sure my mind isn’t playing tricks on me.

      He’s really here.

      Josh has come to help me.

      “How—” I croak. I want to ask how he knew I needed him, but the words die when Mom’s hands jerk me aside. I collide into the wall like a ragdoll. Josh lunges toward me, catches me while Mom wreaks havoc, tossing my books, ripping pages, shredding them.

      Though my head is swimming, though my eyes burn, though Josh is trying to shelter me behind his broad body, I keep my eyes on my ravaged possessions.

      Mom’s eyes meet mine over Josh’s shoulder. They gleam with surprise? Fear? Understanding? “You are not worthy of his name,” she says, voice as thick and tense as the air pulsating between our three bodies.

      Without looking away from my face, she picks up the fallen scissors, shreds my plastic key into tiny, clear slivers, and flings the shards at me, but they hit Josh’s chest instead.

      Flit down to his feet.

      “Let’s go,” he says roughly.

      Rivers of tears course over my cheeks, drip off my chin.

      I stop putting up resistance and let Josh guide me out of my devastated room.

      “You betrayed me, Aster,” Mom bellows, following us into the living room.

      I wince. I want to answer, “You betrayed me first,” but my lips tremble too much to form words. I keep my eyes on my shuffling feet, on the flashing grommets of my sandals, as I walk.

      “How?” I ask him once I’m sitting in his car. “How did you know to come?”

      Green eyes fixed on the road, he says, “I just felt it.”

      I smile. In spite of the horror of tonight, in spite of my tumbling tears, I smile.

      Josh felt me.

      He felt me.
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      After Aster falls asleep in the guest bedroom, I head downstairs to where Mom and Jackie are having a glass of wine.

      When I thundered into the house, cradling Aster against me, when they took in her bloated, tear-streaked face, the green bulge on her forehead, they fell terribly quiet. They didn’t try to intercept her and sit her down for questioning.

      They knew.

      They just knew.

      The years have connected us in wordless ways.

      “She needs to be placed in an institution. She’s a danger to her children and a danger to herself,” I tell them, grinding my fingers into fists. “Aster can’t go back there.”

      Mom’s placed her hand over my shoulder. She’s trying to soothe me, but her effort is wasted. I am beyond manic tonight. Like a pressure cooker, I’ve reached my boiling point. Anger spews from every pore on my body.

      “Six months, Josh. Six months,” Mom’s saying.

      “Did you not see the bruise on Aster’s forehead?” I’m shaking. “That woman is crazy! She needs to be interred.”

      “Interned,” Jackie says quietly. “I’m pretty sure we’d get arrested if we buried Rose.”

      I stare at her. “What are you talking about?”

      A laugh erupts from Mom. She claps her palm against her mouth, but it only mutes the bubbling sound. “I’m sorry. Nerves.” And then she’s crying laughing.

      And I still don’t get what’s going on.

      Jackie bites her lip. “Josh, does Aster want to press charges?”

      “I didn’t ask her.” After a beat where the only sound is my mother’s dying laughter, I ask, “Can she?”

      “Does Rose have a gun?” Jackie asks.

      “What?” I go still. “How—” My words die out when she flicks her gaze to Mom. “How do you know, Mom?”

      She wipes her eyes, smudging some of her mascara. “The phone call in front of the bakery. You asked Ivy if Rose had a gun, and then a couple nights later, Aster’s at our house and I guessed something was going on. So I called Ivy and she told me about Mr. Mancini’s cat.”

      “You knew all along?”

      Mom’s sober again. She nods.

      “And you?” I ask the cop in street clothes nursing a glass of wine.

      She takes a deep breath, pushes her glass of wine away, leans her forearms against the white marble kitchen island. “I guessed something was going on when you dropped by the precinct, but I didn’t know it had to do with a gun until right now.”

      “Ivy says the gun’s registered to her sister,” Mom adds.

      “Yeah,” I answer, “but Aster didn’t buy it.”

      “Are we sure of that?” Mom asks.

      “’Cause if she did, Josh,” Jackie putts in, “then she must’ve forged an ID to fake her age, and, well, that’s not going to help once we get the twins in front of a judge.”

      “She didn’t buy it!” I repeat, hating that they don’t trust Aster.

      “How can you be sure?” Jackie asks.

      “Because I am.” Maybe they’d stop asking questions if I told them that a car drove me off the road tonight, that it’s been tailing Aster ever since we stopped by the firearms shop. But what’s the point in panicking Mom? Besides, I don’t want to get the police involved.

      I started this mess when I ran the trace; I will finish this mess. Even if it means running down my street, waving a gun in my hand. If the crazy Jeep lady knows where Aster lives, she knows where I live too.

      “Does Rose still have the gun?” Jackie asks.

      “No.”

      “Where is it?”

      “I gave it back to the shop.”

      “Why’d you do that?” Jackie says, springing away from the countertop. “You should’ve given it to me, Josh. It’s evidence.”

      “Evidence? There was no murder…” I say. Besides Mancini’s cat. Poor creature.

      “But if Rose used it to threaten her daughters—”

      I interrupt Jackie. “It’ll be her word against theirs.”

      Suddenly, the door bursts open. I expect to see my dad but it’s Ivy. She careens into the kitchen, skin pasty and mouth gaping open. “What the hell happened at my house? Where’s Aster?” Her voice is so harsh I’m afraid it’ll wake up her twin. “Why’d she trash our room?”

      “She didn’t. It was your mom.”

      She jolts back, blinks. “But Mom said…”

      “That it was Aster?” I finish for her. Shake my head. “Your mom blames your sister for everything that’s wrong in her life.”

      “But—” Ivy gapes at Jackie and Mom. “Why would she do that?”

      “Aster wouldn’t tell me what happened.” I tried to get her to talk but she was too stressed out to utter a single word. “I’m surprised your mom didn’t tell you.”

      “She said Aster flipped out.”

      “I was there, Ivy. It was your mom who flipped out.”

      My friend mulls this over, then asks, “Where is Aster?”

      “Upstairs. Sleeping.”

      Ivy fords across the kitchen. I’m about to stop her but think Aster will be glad to see her sister.

      “She’s not going back there. I won’t let her.”

      Ivy freezes.

      “And you shouldn’t go back there either. You’re not safe.”

      “What are we supposed to do? Get tossed into the foster care system for six months?”

      “You can move in with us,” Mom says. It’s not the first time she’s offered them refuge.

      “We can’t, Maggie. You’ve been more than kind over the years, have done more than anyone has ever done for us, but we can’t just abandon our mother. She’s not well. She wouldn’t survive without us.”

      “Aster won’t survive with her,” I say.

      “I never forced Aster to come home with me. Never.”

      “Yet she comes back each time for you.”

      “But I don’t ask her to.”

      I snort. “She cares about you more than she cares about anyone!”

      “Calm down, Josh,” Mom says.

      I toss my hands in the air. “How am I supposed to calm down?”

      Mom, Jackie, and Ivy exchange a look. And then Ivy turns the corner and heads up the stairs. Her light footsteps resonate against our carpeted pine floors and then fade once she enters the guestroom.

      “I’ll stop by their apartment on my way home,” Jackie says in a low voice, tugging her coat from the hook by our front door.

      “Will you arrest her?” I ask.

      She lowers her gaze to the umbrella stand, thanks Mom for the wine, then leaves without answering me.

      “Have you had dinner yet, honey?” Mom asks after Jackie leaves.

      I shake my head.

      “Do you want me to make you a plate?”

      I drag my hands down the sides of my face. “Yes. No. I don’t know.”

      Shoulders pinched, she opens the oven door, scoops roasted meat and carrots onto a plate, then places it in front of me. “You mind if I wait for your dad? He doesn’t like eating alone.”

      I shake my head, shovel down the food that tastes hot.

      Ivy comes down a few moments after I finish eating. She hasn’t regained much color. If anything, she seems more gray than white. “She won’t tell me what happened,” she says softly, then sighs as she takes a seat next to me. She places her hand on top of mine, squeezes it. “Thank you for bringing her here. I don’t know what we would do without you in our lives.” She bumps her shoulder into mine.

      And for the first time since I left the gym, I breathe a little easier.

      “It might be the new meds,” Ivy says. “That made Mom act”—she swallows—“the way she did.”

      I don’t believe it has anything to do with her medication.

      “She said something strange tonight,” I suddenly say.

      “Who?”

      “Your mom.”

      “Mom? Say something strange?”

      It’s a paltry attempt at a joke, but I smile a little. “She told Aster: you are not worthy of his name. What does that mean?”

      “God’s name?” Mom suggests, dipping her lips into her glass of wine.

      “Rose isn’t religious.”

      “It’s weird, but not the weirdest thing she’s ever said. Recently she told me I was going to marry a man who’ll live among horses and chickens.”

      “What?” I ask.

      “Yeah. Apparently, her psychic told her I’m going to get hitched to a farmer.” She grins widely, and it gives her cheeks some pinkness. “Me. The girl who dreams of living in a big city. Who dreams of fame and fortune.”

      I chuckle. “You’ll just be fortunate if you can find a man who can deal with your passion for sewing.”

      “Hey!” Ivy flicks me.

      I laugh now.

      A wide grin splitting her face, Ivy continues telling stories we already know. Stories of the strange things her mother has done and said over the years. And it humanizes that hateful woman, but it doesn’t spark any forgiveness in me.

      Broken people shouldn’t try to break others.
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      Josh’s scent is everywhere. I pull in a lungful of air from my dark bedroom. I swear I can smell him, and yet, when was the last time he laid in my bed?

      My bed.

      My bedroom.

      Mom.

      My lids slam up in time with my upper body. Sitting, I blink to make out my surroundings. I’m not in my bed, not in my house. I find Josh lying on his stomach, head on the pillow next to mine, wearing gray boxers and a Metallica T-shirt.

      Heat snakes through me. Like a belly-dancer, it writhes and fills each corner of my soul with warmth and love. Gently, so as not to wake him, I lie back down and snuggle against him.

      Visions of the evening file through my mind. They feel surreal. Half dream, half nightmare. Even though my audacity was punished brutally, squashed and shattered, it thrills me. I’ve never felt so strong and cunning, able to accomplish anything. Yes, I have no more key, but deep down, I know that if I ever have doubts about what Mom hides inside her drawer, I can make a new one.

      I’ve done it once. I can do it again.

      Besides, tonight, I learned one other thing.

      A thing of vital importance to me.

      Ivy didn’t lie to me. Inside Mom’s drawer, there really were only rolls of fabric. Glittery, soft, crinkly, beaded. I’m not sure why she locks them up, but then again, I’m not sure why my mother does most things.

      Well, besides to drive a wedge between Ivy and me.

      She failed.

      She will always fail at that.

      Nothing could ever separate Ivy and me.

      You can’t chop one person in two and hope one half stays alive and not the other. Human bodies don’t work like that. Ivy and me, we’re one. She cannot make us two.

      Audacious and victorious.

      I trail my fingers over Josh’s bent arm, over the fine hairs bleached by the sun, over the soft skin burnished by the long hot summer. I touch the smooth, tanned planes of his face next. And then I get bolder and press my lips against his.

      His mouth softens against mine. His lips move against mine. Soon, his breathing intensifies, and his hands skate over my skin. He shifts onto his side, opens his eyes.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey,” I whisper through tipped-up lips.

      He touches my forehead lightly, and it smarts. The memory of the base of Ivy’s chair flashes through my mind then back out.

      Thank you, I mouth. And not simply for tonight but for the last four thousand three hundred and eighty days of our lives.

      I don’t say this out loud, but I think it as I press him onto his back and straddle him.

      The butterflies have returned in numbers tonight, and they are performing backflips inside my belly. Tonight, I am made entirely of butterflies. There are no more contemplations and emotions inside of me, no more considerations and decisions.

      Only instinct and need.

      Only the man I’ve landed on.

      Or rather the one who landed on me twelve years ago.
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      Aster and I have decided to tell Ivy about us. She’ll do the telling while I drive the gun over to the precinct. I plan on handing it over to Jackie and letting her investigate its provenance. Hopefully it will lead to the arrest of psycho Jeep-lady.

      As I take the street that leads to the precinct, I catch a glimpse of dark green in my rearview mirror.

      “Unbelievable,” I whisper. The woman just won’t stop.

      I ogle my phone. It would be a good time to call Jackie. She’d come out and arrest Jeep-lady right then and there.

      Instead, I keep driving. When I turn right on South Lafountain, and the Jeep turns right, I know I’ve got it hooked to my bumper. Exhilaration throttles through me.

      I know exactly how I’m going to trap Jeep-lady.

      Even though I detailed my car three days ago, I hang a left in the middle of the block and pull into Mason’s Drive-Through Car Wash. The Jeep slows to a crawl further down and enters the Walgreen’s parking lot. It’s no longer in my field of vision, but I’m pretty sure it won’t be going anywhere until I go somewhere.

      The white Toyota in front of me enters the car wash. I go ahead and purchase a token from the drive-through attendant. From the looks of his pimply skin and sparse chin hairs, I assume he’s sixteen, give or take a year. The guy eyes my car, frowns—he must notice the Camry doesn’t need a wash—but takes my money anyway. Maybe he thinks I’m OCD or something.

      I drive onto the automated rails, then jump out, hauling my gym bag.

      “What are you doing?” the dude asks, wide-eyed.

      I jerk my chin toward Walgreen’s. “I’m working undercover, and I need your help.” I haven’t put in my token yet. “Drive my car through the wash, then head into the Walgreen’s lot and park it. I’ll meet you there.”

      “You serious, man?”

      “Yeah. I called for backup but they’re fifteen minutes out.” Surprise and doubt mash on the attendant’s face.

      “Can I see your badge?”

      “No time for that. Here.” I shove the keys in his hands. “This is a matter of national security.”

      He blinks.

      I lay a reassuring palm on his scrawny arm. “You got this. Just stay in the car, all right?”

      Finally, he moves. Straight for the open door of the Camry. After he gets in and shuts the door, I insert the token and then run around the large white building.

      I edge around the side until I can see the back of the Walgreen lot.

      I watch the Jeep.

      Detect a presence inside.

      I feel like Led Zeppelin’s drummer is inside my chest, beating my heart like he used to pound his drums.

      I text Jackie: Rendezvous Walgreens on South Lafountain. I toss the bag and the phone on the ground, and dig out the gun, sliding it into my jeans’ waistband.

      And then I wait some more.

      My nostrils pulse with furious breaths.

      I see the front hood of my car pop out of the car wash, and then, exactly like I asked, the attendant drives onto South Lafountain and takes a sharp left into the adjacent lot.

      Knowing Jeep-lady’s attention will be on my car, I race across the concrete field toward the back end of the lot like a running back and slide-lunge behind the first parked car. Ducking, I dash from one car to the next until I’ve arrived next to the Jeep.

      With slick fingers, I grab the gun from my waistband, and slurping in an insane amount of air and courage, I jerk upright and point the gun at the passenger window.

      The person at the wheel startles, but not as much as I do when I make out the face of my stalker through the tinted window.
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      There are so many things I want to tell my sister. And in time, I’ll tell her everything, but some will have to wait until we no longer live under Mom’s roof.

      Ivy picks a piece of crumble off the top of her raspberry muffin. We are sitting in Maggie’s bakery that’s overrun with pudgy-limbed toddlers and their legging-clad mothers. We should be in school, but we spent our morning picking up the debris inside our bedroom and salvaging our possessions after Mom locked herself in her studio.

      Ivy told me Mom felt bad about what she’d done, that she’d panicked because she couldn’t find her key and thought I’d taken it. But then she’d located it. It was wedged between the couch cushions.

      I’m not sure why she lied. Perhaps she did it because she felt guilty about the gun she pinned on me. Or perhaps she didn’t mention my plastic key because she thought it undermined her authority.

      “She told me she asked a friend to buy her the gun for protection,” my twin says.

      “She used my fake ID,” I say.

      “She said her friend was called—”

      “You fell for that?”

      Ivy gapes at me. Slowly, she wipes the astonishment off her face with a sigh. “I’m sorry, Asty. I wish she’d used mine.”

      When I made my ID, I made my sister a matching one. She doesn’t use it to sneak into R-rated movies, though; she uses it to buy beer and get into clubs.

      I raise a stiff smile. “I’m glad she didn’t involve you.”

      Ivy smiles back, and it’s like peering at a mirror, because her smile is as strained as mine, and her eyes are as puffy as mine, and her skin is as sallow as mine. Neither of us slept much last night.

      Funny thing is though, last night was possibly the worst and best of my life.

      “I need to tell you something,” I say, nibbling on my nails that are already bitten to the quick.

      “You’re going to press charges?”

      “What?” When I get that she means Mom, I look down. “I haven’t decided yet.”

      I haven’t decided because I feel like I owe Mom for her discretion. I never thought I would owe my mother for anything besides giving me life.

      Ivy’s forehead is creased. “I don’t think she would survive losing us.”

      “Losing you,” I correct.

      Ivy doesn’t correct me. She takes a bite of her muffin instead and chews slowly, pensively.

      I feel Maggie watching us from behind the counter. I give her a quick smile to reassure her that everything’s okay. Her brightly painted lips bend upward in response. When her attention drifts back to the customer pointing to the tray of red velvet cupcakes, I lean across the small round table so the next thing I tell my sister will reach her ears and hers alone. “There’s something else I need to tell you.”

      Ivy’s gaze detaches from the moist, flecked confection in her hands.

      “Josh and I, we’re…we’re together.”

      The half-eaten muffin tumbles out of her fingers and onto the plate. After a beat, she blurts out, “Like a couple?”

      I nod.

      Her blue eyes widen and fix on my identical ones. She gapes at me so long without saying a word that I think she’s mad.

      My stomach flip-flops. “Are you angry?”

      “Angry?” She straightens. “No. Just…surprised. How long has this been going on?”

      “Almost two weeks.”

      “Two weeks!” she squeaks.

      I nod.

      She makes a face. “That’s why he’s been acting so bizarre lately. Coming to school with BLTs and—”

      “I really love him, you know?” A blush creeps up my throat, splatters my jaw, paints my cheeks red.

      For a moment, she doesn’t say anything, and no emotion registers on her face. “I know. I do too. Not in that way, though. Don’t worry.” She catches my drumming fingers in hers and squeezes them hard. “I’m so happy for you guys. This is the best news I’ve had in a while.”

      I scrutinize her face to make sure she’s not lying to reassure me. There is true joy in her gaze.

      She leans over, whispers conspiratorially. “Have you told Maggie?”

      “Not yet. We wanted to tell you first.”

      She grins. “I’m happy you did. It means a lot to me.”

      Just like her approval means everything to me.

      “So…how did it happen?” she asks.

      I’m about to tell her about the movies, when I spy an abandoned magazine on the table next to ours. It sits beside an empty porcelain mug marred by lipstick-stains. I reach over and pick up the magazine.

      On the glossy page, staring wide-eyed back at me, hairy legs pulled into her chest, sits the girl from Dr. Frank’s waiting room.

      “Aster?” Ivy says, trying to catch my attention.

      I point to her. “I know her. She goes to see Dr. Frank too.”

      Ivy’s gaze roams over the page and a small groove appears between her eyebrows. “Are you sure?”

      “How many girls with hairy legs do you know?”

      “Not many, but this looks like an advertisement. Which probably means she’s a model.”

      Being different is okay is written in a pretty yellow font over the girl’s troubled face.

      She sits the same way at Dr. Frank’s waiting room. With her legs pulled up underneath her chin. “She must be a spokesperson.”

      My sister frowns. “Maybe. Anyway, tell me about your first date.”

      I flip the magazine over, replacing the girl’s sad eyes with my sister’s happy ones.
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      I gape at the man in the driver’s seat as he lowers the passenger window. Keeping my gun trained on him, I search the backseat for the crazy mother who ran me off the road. Only thing back there are the two car seats. “Where’s the…where is she?”

      “Can you put the gun away, Joshua?”

      I swing my gaze back to him, squeeze the gun tighter, put my finger on the trigger. He knows my name.

      “I’ll explain, but not at gunpoint. You either lower the gun and get in, or I will back out of here, and you’ll stay in the dark.”

      “I have a gun. You don’t. You don’t get to make the rules.”

      Out of nowhere, he points a pistol pimped out with a long cylindrical silencer at me. “Get in the car before your friend over there calls the cops.”

      “They’re already on the way.”

      “Then I’ll be on mine.”

      He reverses the car. I jolt backward. Before he can roll off, I lunge toward the passenger door. “Okay. Okay. Let me get my car keys.”

      “No time.”

      The distant wail of sirens pierces the quiet afternoon.

      Shooting the drive-through attendant an apologetic look, I jump into the Jeep. Although the dude’s face isn’t completely unfamiliar, I can’t place him. He’s put his gun down, but I haven’t. I glide one of my hands over my jeans’ back pocket to grab my phone, but it’s not there.

      I left it in my gym bag!

      Heart banging, I curse my stupidity, then wrap my hand back around the gun. “Do we know each other?” My voice rings in my ears.

      “Put the gun away,” he says, his voice a low rumble.

      “Hell, no.”

      He spins the wheel of the Jeep so hard the velocity pins me to the door and unbalances my aim. He seizes the gun from my clammy fingers with such little effort I wonder if I was even holding on to it.

      “Kids shouldn’t play with guns.”

      “But psycho stalkers should?”

      One side of his mouth hitches up. “Psycho stalker?”

      “You’ve been following us with your sidekick. You even used children to lure us into thinking—”

      “My wife isn’t my sidekick, and my kids aren’t bait.”

      “But—”

      “I’ve been using her car while mine’s in the shop.”

      It hits me why he’s familiar. “You’re that security guard! Aster Colson!”

      “Private agent, not security guard.”

      Even his voice sounds familiar, but that’s impossible. And yet—

      I’m jerked around in my seat. Snapping out of my trance, I look around. We’re in the middle of a deserted construction site. He slides the Jeep underneath the metal foundations of a building as huge as my old high school.

      Cold sweat beads on my upper lip.

      He’s brought me here to kill me.

      Instead of thinking up ways of escaping, I think of my mother, Aster, Ivy, and Dad, and hope they’ll think I was kidnapped. If they know I willingly jumped into a car with a madman, they’ll be so disappointed. On the upside, it might make my death easier on them.

      I can already hear my eulogy: “He wasn’t very bright, but he was kind.”

      I blink away my macabre thoughts. I’m not dying today. Nope. Not ready.

      I run through what Jackie taught me about criminals. The best way to distract them is to keep them talking. Hostage negotiation was her specialty back in the day. “The owner of the gun shop called you and told you about me and Aster?”

      He puts the car in park, then glances at me. His hand is on the Glock. He’s stroking the barrel as though it were a woman’s thigh.

      He doesn’t seem to be listening to me, so I continue, “Why did you chase us around instead of simply asking us for your gun back? You out of jobs or something?”

      “You ask a lot of questions.”

      “You said you’d explain.”

      He stops stroking the gun, looks up. His eyes are startlingly blue in contrast to his light brown skin. He reminds me of that baseball player. What’s his name again—

      “I’ve been searching for this gun a long time,” he says, interrupting my straying thoughts.

      This is so not the time to think about who he reminds me of.

      “I thought I’d lost it but…” His gaze lands on something beyond me.

      I shift around in my seat, relief and fear warring inside my torso. Has someone come to help him, or help me?

      There’s no one there.

      Anxiety crawls up my throat like a worm on Ritalin. “But what?”

      “But now I know it was stolen from me. By a woman no less. Not that I have anything against women.”

      “You mean Rose stole your gun?”

      “Rose,” he repeats softly. “Can’t believe she’s the one who stole my gun….” A wan smile settles over his lips.

      “How do you even know her?”

      He tilts his head down, studies me with his intensely bright eyes. I blink because I think I’m seeing Ivy. She always makes that face when she’s considering something. “We had a thing almost twenty years ago,” he finally says. “I was on leave back then, so it didn’t last long. Two weeks.” He lowers his eyes to the gun, studies its lines and contours. “And I didn’t ring your doorbell, Joshua, because I needed to understand what two kids were doing with my gun. Especially since one of them had my name. So when my buddy gave me Aster’s address—Mulberry Street—I drove out there. And then you text me asking if I know a Rose Redd. And everything falls into place.” His gaze locks onto mine. “I didn’t mean to scare you kids, but I didn’t want to leave my gun in some stranger’s possession. I’d never declared it lost or stolen, so if it was ever used, it would’ve been one hell of a shitfest.”

      “Rose never mentioned you,” I say.

      “I don’t think I was worth mentioning.” Something akin to regret makes his eyes murky. “You see, I lied to her. Told her I sold fabric because that’s what she liked. I even bought her all these colorful rolls of satin and beaded silks to make myself feel better about lying.” He snorts, even though a small smile plays on his lips. “And how does the woman repay me? She steals my gun. She was cunning, that one.” He rubs his hand over his closely-cropped hair. “Have I answered all your questions, Joshua?”

      A realization squirms into my brain. Rose said, You don’t deserve his name. Could his refer to the man sitting across from me? As though I’d been sleeping and someone poured a bucket of iced water over me, I wake up.

      Like, really wake up.

      “You’re their father,” I whisper-yell-gasp.

      “What?” He shakes his head. “No.”

      “Yes!” This is why he looked familiar! Not because of his website photo, not because he resembled a baseball player, but because of the color of his eyes, the angles of his jawline, the shape of his mouth, the shade of his skin.

      “Those twins aren’t mine.”

      “One of them even has your name!”

      His pupils throb. “Rose would’ve told me—”

      “Not if she was scared of you.”

      “Scared of me?”

      “What sort of fabric salesman carries a gun?” I say way too loudly, but it’s hard to contain my excitement. “When Rose found your gun, she must’ve freaked, and when she got pregnant, well, she probably thought she was protecting her daughters by not involving you.” The tension that’s been oozing inside me for the past few weeks finally diffuses. “There’s no doubt in my mind that you’re their father!” I declare, feeling more winded than when I lift for two hours straight.

      This time, he doesn’t contradict me. He merely sits there, mute and dumbfounded.

      The sky darkens outside. Jackie must be wigging out. I hope she hasn’t called Mom. I can’t bear to think what state my mother is in if she believes I was abducted.

      “We should get back,” I say.

      Aster doesn’t react. Aster…Not sure what weirds me out more, the fact that he’s named Aster too, or the fact that he’s the twins’ long-lost father.

      “They’ll be so excited to meet—”

      “No.”

      “What?”

      “No, Joshua. I can’t.”

      “Can’t what? Be their father? It’s not a choice…it’s a fact.”

      “I already have a family.” His voice sounds as shrill as Ivy’s when she freaks out over something.

      “But they need you. Their mother, she isn’t…well.”

      “Not my problem.”

      I feel like he sucker-punched me.

      “Besides, I bet Rose slept with a lot of men back then. They could be someone else’s girls.”

      I toss my hands in the air. “They look like you!”

      “They look like their mom.”

      I frown. Out of all the reasons not to claim paternity, that is the dumbest. Rose is pale and freckled and has limp hair. “They look nothing like their mother. Run a genetic test. You’ll see.”

      His nostrils pulse. “I’m not running any genetic tests.”

      “So what? You’re just going to drop me off by my car and disappear? You have a website. I know your car’s—well, your wife’s car’s—license number. I know your phone number.”

      “Are you threatening me? Because I don’t do well with threats.” The sleeve of his black nylon jacket lifts an inch and reveals a streak of blue-black ink on his wrist. I bet the man’s covered in tattoos.

      I shift in my seat, suddenly uncomfortable sharing air with a gun-toting, tattooed ex-soldier. I bet he was a SEAL. “All I’m saying is if I can find you, they can find you.”

      “They’d have to know where to look.”

      He raises the gun, points it at me. The tendons in his hands shift underneath his skin.

      I keep my shoulders squared and force the panic off my face.

      He dips his head down again. “I also know where you live Josh. I know how much you care about your mom. I know your dad’s working on a project for the Discolis.” He pauses. “It’s real easy to make death appear accidental.”

      The blood drains from my face.

      “Now, you’re going to forget you ever saw me. You’re going to wipe our conversation out of that lively mind of yours, and you’re going to tell everyone you tossed this gun in Wildcat Creek.”

      “Or what—you’ll kill me?” I square my shoulders. “I wonder what your wife would think if she knew you refused to even meet your daughters. She’d probably take your kids—you know those two, sweet little boys you deigned to recognize—she’ll take them away. What woman wants a man without balls?” I’m pushing him hard. With a gun in my face, it’s a dangerous move. But the twins have wanted to find their father for so—

      Aster’s arm locks around my neck, and the gun presses against my temple. The metal tip is cold, and pulses. Or maybe it’s my forehead that throbs. Air trickles sluggishly through my throat, tacky like cough syrup, and soon I start gasping. I try to move, but he jams the gun harder. It’ll probably leave a bruise. Unless he pulls the trigger. A bruise will be the least of my worries then.

      “Going to shoot me to shut me up?” I wheeze.

      “It would be a good solution, but I have a better one that doesn’t require reupholstering yet another car.”

      When he mentioned his car was in the shop, I imagined he meant it was banged up, not soiled with blood and guts.

      Chills fire up my spine and spread to my arms. I think of Mrs. Redd, of how brave and smart she was to keep her daughters a secret from a man like him. Not that one right erases the sum of her wrongs, but at least now—if I ever make it out of this car—I’ll be able to share air with her without wishing her dead.

      Aster speaks to me slowly, or maybe his words sound slurred because of how little oxygen is hitting my brain. “If anyone ever comes knocking on my door…be it the police or one of the Redd women…then I’ll pay one of your parents a surprise visit.”

      I stare at the man holding me at gunpoint, and the knot of feelings untangles until only one sentiment is left: disappointment. “You don’t deserve them.”

      Keeping the gun leveled on my face, he relaxes his grip on my neck and reaches over me for my door handle. He clicks it open, then shoves me out so hard, I stumble out and flop to my knees. I cough, retch, cough some more. The door swings shut, and then the car swerves out of the construction site.

      I twist my neck, massage it. I spit. Hatred and anger thicken inside me, restoring some of my dignity.

      Finally, I stand up.

      I have no clue where I am, yet I know I can find my way back to the twins just like I knew I could uncover the origin of the gun.

      As I walk, I kick Aster Colson out of my head.

      Rid myself of his voice that sounded too much like Ivy’s.

      Purge my mind of his face that looked too much like Aster’s.

      I kick a pebble out of my way, and it arches and plummets noiselessly back down, vanishing in a sea of other upturned rocks. Like everything else in this life, what comes up must go down. I’ll forget Aster Colson like I’ve already forgotten that stupid pebble.
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        December 21, 2013

      

      Josh and I have been dating for four glorious months.

      I used to wish time would move faster, but not anymore. Now I wish each minute lasted a month.

      I stand beside him in Maggie’s candle-lit bakery, rubbing my clammy hands on the white-and-gray ombré dress he bought me for my birthday. He gave it to me merely an hour ago and instructed me to wear it right away. I told him it was too nice, too much for me. He shut me up with a kiss.

      Stephanie, who’s waiting for Ivy next to a little group of my sister’s friends, glances my way. She smiles. She probably feels like she has to. After all, this party is for me, too.

      “You think she’s coming?” I ask Josh, tearing my eyes away from the hot-pink tulle eyesore Stephanie’s sporting.

      “Your sister? Miss a party? Especially a party in her honor?” He rolls his eyes. “Of course she’s coming.”

      “I’m not talking about my sister.”

      He steals my hand from my side and clasps it between his soft, warm palms. “It’s your birthday.”

      “She’s missed a lot of them.”

      Ever since I discovered Mom’s hidden treasure—a bunch of fabric rolls—she has avoided me. Not that I’ve set foot inside my home since the incident. I always idle out front in my car as I wait for Ivy.

      I drive my sister to school every morning and drive her back every afternoon so she never has to take the bus or hike the now-frozen, blustery streets.

      For months now, the only contact I’ve had with Mom is visual—through the veranda window. She sits in front of her sewing machine while I sit in front of my steering wheel. We watch each other until Ivy appears. I think Mom regrets alienating me. Or at least I hope she does. I don’t dare ask Ivy because what if I’m wrong? What if Mom appreciates my absence?

      Sometimes, ignorance truly is bliss.

      “There they are,” Josh murmurs.

      I stiffen as Maggie parks in front of the bakery, then peer through the darkness to make out the number of bodies in the car.

      I only see two.

      Mom didn’t come.

      Josh wraps an arm around my waist and pulls me tighter against him, but I press him gently away because his parents are here. They know we’re dating, but I’m still squeamish about PDA around them.

      As my sister enters the glowing bakery, Stephanie, Sean, and her other friends squeal her name and capture her in giant hugs. They act as though they haven’t seen her in days, as though they weren’t just sitting next to her in class hours ago.

      Finally, Ivy makes it to me. She takes in my dress and her mouth gapes a little. “Where did you get that?”

      I try to answer her, but my emotions have tangled around my vocal cords.

      Josh must have answered her question because Ivy says, “You have really good taste for a man.”

      “Not sure whether to take that as a compliment or not.”

      Ivy winks at him. “Definitely a compliment. I doubt my farmer husband will give me such pretty dresses. He’ll probably give me overalls or cowboy boots.”

      “What farmer husband?” I ask.

      Ivy and Josh exchange a conspiratorial look.

      I feel left out, and it hurts. “Did you get married?”

      “Of course not!” Ivy tells me about Mom’s fortuneteller.

      A prickling sensation bubbles behind my breastbone. Does Ivy know Mom never asked about me? “Why didn’t she come?”

      My question leeches the rosiness from my sister’s skin. “She had to finish a project.” My twin tucks a long, silky strand of hair behind her ear. “Christmastime is always busy for her.”

      Her lie vibrates in my bones. She’s making excuses for Mom. I blink away tears. Why do I even care? I’m eighteen. As soon as tomorrow, I can emancipate myself from this woman.

      Josh’s father arrives with a platter full of rainbow-colored glasses. “Who wants to try one of my sparkling mocktails?”

      Ivy pouts. “What? No champagne?”

      “Not until you’re twenty-one, young lady. Three more years to go,” he says loudly. He tips his head toward Jackie who’s helping Maggie light the candles on our cake.

      When we turned fifteen, Stewart let us try beer. Sometimes, when Maggie’s not paying attention, he’ll sneak us a sip of his wine.

      Ivy rolls her eyes, then goes for a pink glass, but he says, “Take the blue.” And then he tells me, “Yours is the green, Aster.”

      I frown. Ivy wears a matching expression.

      “Yellow for you, Josh.”

      Ivy picks the blue glass off the platter and takes a sip. Her frown transforms into a smile.

      He whispers, “I added a splash of champagne to yours, but don’t you dare tell your friends. Or Jackie. I don’t feel like being arrested tonight.”

      “You’re the best,” Ivy quips.

      “Happy birthday, sweethearts,” he says, kissing Ivy’s cheek, then mine.

      I think he’s been sampling his “mocktails,” because his jaw is ruddy and his eyes shiny.

      He waltzes away, distributing colorful glasses to the people who’ve come to celebrate our birthday. Well, Ivy’s birthday. If it had only been mine, none of them would have come.

      I dip my lips into my glass. The bubbles burst against my palate, then descend like pop rocks down my throat. I don’t really taste the champagne because of all the fruit juice mixed into it, but halfway through my glass, I feel it.

      I’ve become as light as a soap bubble, and Mom’s absence doesn’t irk me anymore.

      The room breaks out in song as Maggie carries a blazing sheet cake decorated with tiny purple marzipan flowers and green buttercream leafy vines. Our namesakes.

      Ivy sidles next to me and links her arm through mine while Josh holds his phone out to take pictures.

      Everyone’s still singing.

      “Did you make a wish, sis?” Ivy asks.

      I look over at Josh, then back at Ivy.

      I wish for us to be together forever.

      I nod. “You?”

      She nods, after which we blow out the candles.

      Everyone claps.

      While Jackie and Maggie start cutting up the cake in even squares, Ivy hands me a small, giftwrapped present.

      I blink up at my sister, flushing. “I didn’t get you anything.”

      “You don’t need to get me anything, Asty.”

      “I do.”

      “Open it.”

      I tear the paper open to find a glossy paperback. I suck in a breath, trace the title with my fingertip.

      Hopeless.

      “The bookstore lady said it was a really good love story,” Ivy says as I flip to the back matter and devour the synopsis.

      “Thank you so much.” My voice sounds strangled. “Tell me something you want. Please.”

      She bites her lip. “There is one thing.”

      I hope I can afford it. Ivy likes pretty things.

      “Can you promise not to file charges against Mom?”

      The book slides out of my fingers.

      Neither Ivy nor I move to pick it up.

      “Please, Asty. Don’t have Mom taken away because you can now. School will be over in six months, and then you can leave…”

      Ivy says more words, but they’re flushed out by the loudness of the ones she’s just spoken.

      You can leave.

      Not we.

      You.

      I’ve never felt lonelier in my life. “She didn’t even come tonight. She doesn’t care about me.”

      Ivy touches my shoulder. “She had to work.”

      “Don’t lie for her! If she’d shown up, I might’ve…”

      “Might’ve what?”

      I was about to say forgiven her, but that’s not true. I could never forgive my mother for her cruelty. “Might’ve reconsidered,” I finally say.

      Ivy’s nostrils flare. “Asty, she said she’d kill herself if they tried to take her away.”

      More than her cruelty, what I can’t forgive her for is turning me into someone cruel, someone who wishes death upon another human being, someone who can drug a person to uncover their secrets without feeling guilt.

      That is not who I want to be.

      “Maggie said you could stay with them until the fall,” Ivy says, “and then you’ll live on a campus somewhere. You’re so smart, you’ll get a full scholarship. I’m sure of it…”

      I chose not to apply to colleges—something I haven’t told either Ivy or Josh—because I want to start working. I want to make money so I can afford my own place. And then I’ll go back to studying.

      Josh is suddenly next to us. “Your entourage requests your presence,” he tells Ivy, nodding in Stephanie’s direction.

      Ivy studies me a long time, awaiting my answer. I don’t give her one because I don’t want to lie to my sister.

      Not on her birthday.

      She turns her attention to Josh, and silent words travel between them. Or maybe they speak. My ears are buzzing.

      When Ivy goes to her friends, I walk toward the door of the bakery and step out into the freezing night. I hug my arms around me to keep the cold air off my bare skin.

      The door chimes a second later. A heavy coat falls over my shoulders.

      “What happened?” Josh asks.

      I pull his coat tighter around my shoulders, but still I shiver. “Mom won.”

      A crease appears between his eyebrows.

      “Ivy asked me not file any charges against her.”

      He takes this in slowly, thoughtfully. “You don’t need to press charges. You can emancipate yourself now.”

      “But what about Ivy? Mom could hurt her…”

      “Ivy’s a big girl.”

      “I don’t want to do this alone,” I croak.

      “I’m right here.” He pulls one of my hands away from my arm and twines his fingers through mine, then repeats the motion until both my hands are trapped in his.

      Warmth flashes through me.

      I love this boy so much.

      If only his declaration could wipe away the pain of Ivy’s wish.

      Blinding headlights flood the street and then a car drives slowly by the bakery.

      A dark green Jeep.

      I inch toward Josh. I wish I was fearless, but I’m full of fears. “Mom’s friend is back.” My whisper curls like smoke through the frigid air.

      Josh, who had his back to the road, spins around.

      Mom made a friend in her shrink’s waiting room, a friend whom she paid to buy a gun in my name. Jeep-lady swore to Josh she’d helped Mom because, being a single mother herself, she understood Mom’s fears of living in a ground floor apartment unarmed.

      “Why is she back?” I whisper again.

      He shields me with his body until the car has vanished in the dark night. “Wasn’t her.” His voice is hard. He turns back toward me. “It wasn’t her, Aster.”

      I run my gaze over his face a great many times to figure out if he’s telling me this to reassure me or if it’s the truth. “Maybe she doesn’t believe you tossed the gun.”

      “I swear it wasn’t her. I know the license plate by heart. It was another Jeep.”

      He pulls me into his arms and nestles his nose against my hair.

      “No one’s going to hurt you anymore. No one. That’s my birthday present to you. To always protect you.”

      I lay my cheek in the crook of Josh’s neck and smile. “You know, when I dream of my father, I dream he says those exact words to me.” Josh’s quick pulse nips my ear. “You think he would’ve protected me if he’d known about me?”

      Josh doesn’t say anything for so long I wonder if he’s heard my question. I’m about to ask him again when he says, “You don’t need a father. You have me.”

      Underneath the flapping pink awning and the canopy of stars, without caring who’s watching us, I kiss him. “You know what I wished for before blowing out my candles?” I ask him once I’ve pulled away.

      “Don’t tell me or it won’t happen.”

      Even though I burn to tell him, I swallow down my wish and lock it deep inside of me.
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        Continue the Masterful Series with book two, The Masterpiecers.

        http://oliviawildenstein.com/front/
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        Want news and special deals from me. Sign up here:

        https://landing.mailerlite.com/webforms/landing/o0m9m1
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        One special agent  --  One chance  -- And time is running out

      

      Jana Baker assumed a new identity and thought she had escaped with her life.

      But when a CIA agent goes missing on Antigua and the agency does nothing to save him, she is forced out of the shadows.

      Now within the grasp of an international drug ring, Baker must navigate the murderous drug cartel and a deadly CIA plot to pull him out before it’s too late.

    

  


  
    
      On February 7, 1985, a DEA agent named Enrique Camarena Salazar was abducted while working deep cover in Mexico. To his friends, he was known simply as "Kiki." Agent Camarena had been the first to propose that in order to stop the drug cartels, the US should go after the money, not the drugs. President Ronald Reagan, upon hearing of the abduction, became infuriated. He phoned Mexican President Miguel de la Madrid and threatened that if Agent Camarena did not resurface, immediately, he would order the US State Department to issue a code-red travel alert—the US-Mexican border would be sealed. The action would have destroyed Mexico’s economy.

      At the same time, the CIA was covertly involved in an all-out effort to finance the Contra rebels of Nicaragua. The Contras were attempting to overthrow the Sandanista government, and the United States was all too happy to assist. Secret funds were raised on two fronts. The first was in Iran. At the time, Iran was under an arms embargo, yet the CIA orchestrated the sale of Hawk and TOW missiles to the Iranians. It was an all-cash deal. The second involved CIA-protected shipments of cocaine from Mexico into the United States. Between the two sources of funding, the CIA secured the resources necessary to oversee the toppling of the Nicaraguan regime. But before that could happen, the scandal broke. It became known as The Iran-Contra Affair.

      When Agent Camarena followed the money trail in Mexico and discovered the CIA was running drugs into the United States, they orchestrated his abduction. His horribly tortured body was uncovered a month later.

      This story is dedicated to the memory of Special Agent Kiki Camarena and all those who would risk their lives to make the world a better place.
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        Royal Police Force, American Road, St. John’s, isle of Antigua.

      

      “You’re not going to fingerprint me!” Jana yelled.

      The uniformed officer repeated his command. “Miss, you are going to be fingerprinted. You have no legal basis to refuse. If you do not comply, we’ll force you.”

      She backed into a corner of the police station’s intake room and then lunged for a door handle, but the steel door was locked from the other side.

      The officer pressed a button on the wall and spoke, “I need a team in here right now.”

      Within moments, three officers entered and instinctively grabbed her by the arms. “Having a little trouble here, Charlie?” one said.

      Jana thrashed against their viselike grips.

      “Calm down, miss. Calm down,” one of the officers said. But Jana slammed her heel into his foot. It impacted the lateral dorsal cutaneous nerve. He buckled under the blow but held tight.

      Charlie, the arresting officer, lunged to take the man’s place as a third officer circled behind and put a thick forearm around her neck then wrenched it tight.

      “Assaulting an officer? Well, that’s going to cost you another six months inside. Let’s get her into the chair. We’ll print her once she’s secured.”

      “No!” she screamed against the choke hold.

      The trio of officers yanked her into a rolling, metal chair, then strapped her arms, hands, feet. The officers stood back a moment and caught their breath. The struggle had been brief but exhausting.

      “She’s strong as an ox,” one said.

      “Good God,” another officer said as he removed his boot. “That hurts like hell. Hey, lady. What is wrong with you?”

      “I’m not going to be fingerprinted,” Jana returned.

      “Well, I’m afraid that’s not your decision.”

      She looked at them through eyes of steel. “I do not consent to this!” The bindings on her hands and feet brought back visions of her ordeal the year prior. The memories began to flicker and pop in her mind.

      “Again, not your decision.” He looked at the other officers. “Let’s roll her to the table. She’ll be printed alright.”

      “No!” she yelled as she thrashed against her bindings. Though the officers could not tell, Jana’s right hand had begun to shake.

      One said, “What’s her problem? It’s not like we’re trying to hurt her. What did she do anyway?”

      Charlie replied, “Busted a guy up pretty bad. He’s headed to the hospital. Never seen anything like it. I’m not even sure he’s going to make it. And she won’t even tell us her name. Must not want us to know who she really is.”

      An officer said, “Tighten that wrist restraint. Good, now let’s get the digital pad underneath one finger at a time.”

      She struggled and thrashed but could not prevent her fingerprints from being taken. Her chest heaved and the edges of her vision began to darken.

      “Good work, boys,” Charlie said. “Get her into solitary for now. And leave her in the chair. She needs a little time to cool down. I think the detectives are on their way.”

      “Hey, is she alright? Miss?”

      Jana’s eyes rolled into her skull until only the whites showed. Her body began to convulse.

      “Oh, shit!” Charlie yelled, “She’s having a seizure or something. Quick, call an ambulance and tell them to expedite!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2 The Devil Within

        

      

    

    
      When the young woman opened her eyes, her head hurt. She could see nothing in the pitch blackness. She was disoriented and groggy, like one awaking from a drugged stupor. At first, she was calm; the drugs still coursed through her system.

      She tried to move but her limbs did not seem able. She dozed off for what seemed like only a moment, but when she awakened everything felt different.

      The drugs had left her body, and she found herself lashed to a hard surface. Her breathing accelerated in earnest. She began to scream but found her mouth taped shut.

      Just outside the room she heard muffled voices. “Where is this one from?”

      “The homeland, Signor Rojas, as instructed. Villa de Leyva, to be precise. She has been prepared according to your instructions.”

      The door swung open and light cast into the room, illuminating the table where the woman lay. Rojas stopped and his eyes flared. Only then did the girl realize she was completely nude. She began to thrash and scream but to no avail.

      A sickening grin peeled across Rojas’s face. “Ah, yes. Villa de Leyva,” he said with a distant gaze, “just north of Bogotá. The women there are beautiful.” He walked into the room and closed the door. As it slammed shut, the room again descended into blackness. “We will get to know one another quite well.”

      The girl thrashed at her bindings.

      His eyes widened further and his words sliced the air.

      “Yes, we will get to know one another quite well.”
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      As a CIA operations officer, Kyle MacKerron was still green in terms of years of service. But as a former special agent with the FBI, he was allowed more than a little latitude. The typical two-year training window for new ops officers, which teaches clandestine operational tradecraft, had been shortened to eight months in his case, and after multiple successful assignments, Kyle was on his own.

      He hadn’t understood the reason for the assignment at first. To gather intelligence on a drug cartel setting up shop on Antigua didn’t fall under the typical CIA purview. But he accepted the assignment without hesitation. During training, his CIA handlers had practically beaten the charter into his brain. Clandestinely spot, assess, develop, and recruit. It had become like a mantra, but here on an active field assignment, the mantra was almost comical. Nonetheless it reverberated in his head.

      But waking up tied to a chair, reciting it was hardly comforting. The shroud over his head was thick and hot and made breathing difficult. Not a sliver of light penetrated and carbon dioxide had trouble filtering out. Kyle knew the excess CO₂ had resulted in a condition called hypercapnia, and he experienced the full brunt of it: flushed skin, muscle twitches, and reduced neural activity—and these were just the early stages.

      Kyle struggled against his bindings, and between decreased brain function and sleep deprivation, he had trouble processing rational thought. The fear started as a trickle, but had grown to an immeasurable state.

      Muffled sounds were audible and Kyle struggled to decipher them. Where am I? he thought. His only defense was to joke with himself, We’re not in Kansas anymore, Toto.

      He tried to stay calm, but when a heavy metal door scraped open across the gritty cement floor and slammed into a wall, he startled. Two sets of footsteps approached. The first sounded like those of hard-soled boots, but the second were different. They sounded more like leather-soled dress shoes. The door slammed closed with a heavy bang that reverberated through the tiny room. Someone pulled at the base of the shroud and yanked it off.

      Kyle gulped at the air but a hand grabbed his hair and yanked his head back, exposing his neck. He squinted in the low light at the man in front of him. He looked to be of Latin descent and was dressed in a double-breasted business suit. Kyle’s head began to clear, but he still felt an overwhelming sense of heaviness, as if someone was standing on his chest.

      “Welcome to my humble estate,” the man said in an accent heavy of Central America.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Kyle said, though his voice was hoarse. He coughed.

      “My name is Diego Rojas, and yours is Agent Kyle MacKerron.”

      Kyle’s heart rate soared as the terrifying realization struck home. They know who I am.

      Rojas clasped his hands and walked a slow circle around Kyle.

      “You have been very busy,” Rojas said. “Very busy indeed. And that is what brings you here.”

      Kyle craned his neck to follow the man but feared a blow might come at any second.

      “You’ve gotten yourself in deep, haven’t you?” Rojas continued.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Kyle said through a cough.

      Rojas laughed. “How very in keeping with the United States government. Always sticking its nose where it doesn’t belong.” Rojas squared off in front of Kyle. “You have been very busy penetrating the Oficina de Envigado cartel. Yes, very busy indeed.”

      Oficina de Envigado was the largest and most aggressive cartel in Colombia, and had been the subject of Kyle’s investigation. His brain raced to catch up. Shit, I’ve been caught by Oficina de Envigado. But who is this?

      Rojas said, “And you are going to tell us everything you know about them.”

      Kyle thought, Wait a minute. Tell you about them? If these guys aren’t Oficina de Envigado, who are they? But then it hit him. This must be Los Rastrojos, the competing cartel.

      Two Colombian cartels had recently infiltrated the tropical paradise of Antigua in order to establish new drug routes. The new routes were set up to push product to the Mexican cartels, and from there to the United States. What the cartels didn’t know was how deeply the CIA had penetrated.

      Rojas reared a hand to punch Kyle, and Kyle braced, but the blow never came. Rojas laughed loud enough for the sound to reverberate off the cement walls. Kyle opened his eyes to find the man standing. “Ah, but in the old days, yes,” Rojas said, his voice becoming deep and distant. “We would torture out anything we wanted to know. Those, my friend, were good times. But as it is, I have other needs for you. And now there are better ways, more accurate ways to find out what we need to know.” Rojas nodded to the other man.

      Kyle felt a sharp pinch in his neck as a syringe went deep and the plunger depressed. By the time the syringe was removed, Kyle felt a warmth unlike anything in his experience, and the feeling of heaviness in his chest evaporated. It was like watching the waters of a fleeing tide recede. His eyelids flickered and what he could only describe as complete euphoria overwhelmed his senses. His head slumped. He had been drugged and there was nothing he could do about it.
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        Four hours later. Mount Saint John’s Medical Centre emergency room.

      

      “This is the one that shot our victim?” Lieutenant Jack Pence said as he peered through the window into the hospital room. Pence was new to the island and hadn’t even had time to learn the names of the other officers.

      “Yeah, won’t say a word though,” a junior detective replied. “Doc says she’s checked out medically. He can’t rule out a psyche evaluation though. Headshrinker will be down here from Clearview Psychiatric Hospital later.”

      “What happened when they tried to book her?”

      “Doc said she probably had a seizure or episode of some type. Brain waves are normal now.”

      “Christ, what set her off?”

      “I don’t know. I looked at the tape from the booking room and it looks like she fought them pretty hard. Once they strapped her in the chair, she went nuts.”

      “And she won’t talk? Who is she?”

      “Hell if I know, man. All I know is she got picked up by the uniforms two blocks from the scene. She had no ID and wouldn’t disclose her name.”

      “The victim pretty bad?”

      “Let me put it to you this way, the vic has a compound fracture to the left leg, broken collarbone, a face that looks like purple butter, and two gunshot wounds.”

      “Two GSWs and he’s alive?”

      “At the moment, yes. He’s upstairs in surgery. One through the kneecap, the other . . . the groin.”

      “She kneecapped him? And the groin, huh?” The lieutenant rubbed his chin. “We sure she’s the shooter? They find the weapon on her?”

      “Yes, sir. Glock .380 subcompact.”

      “So what’s that look on your face supposed to mean?”

      “It’s the gun.”

      “What about it?”

      “Custom made. Never seen anything like it.” The young detective looked at Lieutenant Pence. “The grip had been shortened to reduce the size of the overall weapon. And then there was the silencer.”

      “A silencer? You’re kidding me. Where does she think she is? The Bronx? This is Antiqua. I didn’t think we got silencers here. She give the uni’s any trouble at the scene?”

      “Ah, yeah, you might say that. Spun around on the arresting officer so quickly, all he knew was that his firearm was no longer in his hands. She had disarmed him and pointed it at his face. Then he said she disassembled the weapon so fast he couldn’t see anything but gun parts dropping all over the ground. After that she gave them no trouble. Scared the shit out of the guy though.”

      “I bet.”

      “The victim is another story. Even though his face is bashed in pretty good,  the arresting officer was able to recognize him. Got a record a mile long. Several outstanding felony warrants.”

      The lieutenant looked at him. “So let me see if I’ve got this straight. The vic is a perp we’ve been looking for. He’s broken to pieces in an alley, two GSWs, then we find her near the scene? Is that and the gun the only thing that ties her to the vic?”

      “The weapon was still warm. And her knuckles have fresh blood on them. His, not hers.”

      The lieutenant crossed his arms. “Shit, look at her. She can’t weigh more than hundred and twenty pounds, wet,” he said as he glared into the room where she lay. “Then again, look at the musculature. She looks like that actress from that second Terminator movie. You know, when she got in shape? What was her name?”

      “Linda Hamilton.”

      “Yeah, a blond-haired Linda Hamilton. And she won’t tell us her name? You run her prints? Anything come back?”

      “Sort of.”

      “The computer couldn’t find a match?”

      “Not exactly. Weirdest thing I’ve ever seen. The computer found a match, but the results were redacted.”

      “What do you mean, redacted?”

      “Just like I said, redacted. They were blacked out on the computer monitor.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “I printed it out so you could see.” The detective held out a piece of paper.

      As Lieutenant Pence studied the printout, he shook his head. “What the hell?” Everything that would normally identity the matching fingerprints was blacked out. “Is she CIA or something?”

      “No idea, but she’s highly trained, that’s for sure.”

      “You try to talk to her?”

      “Yup, twice. Doesn’t even look you in the eye.”

      “This is bullshit,” the lieutenant said. He took a deep breath, opened the door, and walked into the hospital room. He placed his hand on an empty chair near the bed and said, “Mind if I have a seat?” but didn’t bother waiting for a reply. As he pulled the chair closer to the bedside he said, “So? How are things going with you?”

      Her eyes flared. His attempt at levity had gone nowhere.

      He glanced at her deep-bronze skin and sun-bleached hair and knew she was likely a local. “Tourist season has been good this year. It’s great for the island economy, don’t you think?” He craned his neck to make eye contact but the effort proved futile. “Look, I’m just trying to make small talk. You seem like a person in need of a friend right now.”

      Without looking over, Jana said, “Some women would take offense to what you just said.”

      “Really? Why is that?”

      “A lot of guys walk up to you in bars and say things like that. ‘Hey babe, looking for a friend?’ But it’s not your friendship they’re interested in.”

      “My name is Jack. I’m not trying to make a pass at you. I’m a detective. You know, this conversation would go much better if I knew what to call you.”

      Jana said nothing.

      The lieutenant continued. “You busted that guy up pretty good. He’s in surgery, in case you were wondering. Where’d you learn to do that?”

      She shifted in her bed and looked at the restraints on her wrists.

      “It doesn’t look good, you know?” Pence continued. “You not talking to me. We’ve got a man broken to pieces and unless you can tell me what happened, the district attorney is going to push for attempted murder.” He paused a moment to let the statement sink in.

      “The prick didn’t try to kill me.”

      “The charge of attempted murder wouldn’t be filed against him, it would be filed against you.” He watched her facial expression. “I take it you disagree? The charges are real, miss. I tell you what, why don’t we share information? I tell you something, you tell me something. Is that fair? And since I don’t know your name, I’m going to call you Jane, Jane Doe. That’s what we do in an investigation where we don’t know the name of the subject. So, Jane, I’ll start. What interests me about the victim’s injuries are the gunshot wounds. One to the kneecap, one to the groin. Those kind of makes a statement, don’t they? Did you find yourself in a bad position, and this, perhaps, was self-defense?” But when she made no response, the lieutenant got up to leave. “Listen, Jane. If you aren’t going to talk, you don’t give me any choice. Once the headshrinker clears you, you’ll be taken back to police headquarters. And you might as well make yourself at home. You might be there quite a while.”
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      Sometime the next morning Jana awoke at the police precinct to the sound of metallic keys throwing a heavy bolt. A uniformed officer stared down at her. “Jane Doe, number zero six six seven three? Right this way, you have a visitor.”

      “A visitor?” she said. She rubbed sleep from her eyes and sat up then looked at the officer. “Get a good look? You like watching women while they sleep?”

      The officer rolled his eyes.

      Jana stood. “How can I have a visitor? There isn’t even anyone on this island that knows I’m here.”

      “This way.”

      He held her by the arm and escorted her down the cinder-block hallway toward the interrogation room. The officer opened the door and motioned to an open chair. Seated at the table were Lieutenant Pence and a man whose back was to her. When he turned around, she immediately recognized him. He was a man from her past, a man named Cade Williams.

      The lieutenant looked at Cade and said, “Alright, Mr. Williams, she’s here.” He glanced at the uniformed officer standing by the door. “You don’t need to stay. But make sure no one is in the observation room,” he said as he pointed to the mirrored wall of glass. He looked back at Cade. “Now, can you tell me what the hell is going on? Why is the National Security Agency on my island?”

      Cade looked at her. “Jana, sit down for God’s sake. You want to tell him, or should I?”

      Her eyes were locked on his as she approached the table. She leaned her knuckles onto it and spoke through gritted teeth. “I was doing just fine on my own. I don’t need your help.”

      “That’s not the way I see it,” Cade replied. “Let’s see if I can recap the last many months of your life for you. Then we’ll see whether or not you need my help. First, you leave us without a trace. You don’t tell anyone where you are going. It was as though you disappeared off the face of the earth. You go off the grid and assume a new identity. And from what the lieutenant tells me, and from the looks of you, you’ve apparently acquired a bit of field training during that time. A new-found penchant for snapping femur bones as if they were twigs, then shooting men in the balls? Should I continue, or do you want to take over from here?”

      Jana yanked the metal chair back. It scraped against the cement floor, and she sat.

      Cade shook his head. “I don’t even know you anymore.”

      “Wait a minute,” the lieutenant said. “You two have a past together? From the looks of it, there’s more than a little tension between you. Mr. Williams? This is not exactly the type of cooperation I was hoping for. If there’s history between the two of you, and from the looks of it, bad history, why didn’t you send someone else? I want to know who she is,” he said, finger pointed. “She’s charged with aggravated assault and attempted murder. This is not the United States. The isle of Antigua is a sovereign country, sir. And you are withholding state’s evidence.”

      “Relax, Lieutenant,” Cade said as he leaned back in his chair. “I just wanted to give Jana a chance to speak for herself. She doesn’t appreciate it when people speak for her. At least she didn’t back when I knew her.” Cade shook his head. “Lieutenant, meet Special Agent Jana Baker, formerly of the FBI.”

      The lieutenant traced his thoughts. “You’re telling me this is Agent Baker? The one that stopped those two bombings?”

      “And I can tell you she certainly did not commit assault or attempted murder on your island.”

      The lieutenant stood to emphasize his point. “Agent Baker, is it? I suggest you start talking so we can straighten this thing out. And your story better be pretty good. Mr. Williams is not apprised of all the evidence against you, but I am. And the DA is more than a little agitated. He wants to throw you under the prison.”

      A tense silence ensued, then Cade said, “I’ve seen all the evidence against her.”

      The lieutenant glared at him. “You couldn’t have seen the evidence.”

      Cade saw no point in explaining that NSA had accessed the police computer during the night and downloaded everything. “Jana,” he said, “this thing could get ugly. The assistant US attorney is on a plane right now. He’ll be here in an hour. And if you don’t start cooperating with Antiguan authorities, he’s going to be pissed.”

      Jana almost yelled. “I don’t work for him anymore, do I?”

      “That may be, but Uncle Bill pulled a lot of strings to get him sent down here. He’s coming to help you, you understand that?”

      She spoke as though her jaw would not open. “He shouldn’t have put his hands on me.”

      The lieutenant turned to listen closer. “Who? Who shouldn’t have put his hands on you? Are you saying you were assaulted?”

      “He would have liked to assault me. He would have liked that very much. So, I defended myself.”

      The lieutenant crossed his arms. “You’re telling me you acted in self-defense? I’ve got a man lying in intensive care with multiple compound fractures and gunshot wounds. The surgeons spent most of the night rebuilding the bones in his face. Is that what you call self-defense?”

      Jana slammed a fist into the table. “Got what he deserved!”

      “Oh boy, here we go,” Cade said.

      “I told the prick to keep his paws off of me, and I meant it.”

      The lieutenant paced the room. “Apparently so. And after that gunshot to the groin, I suppose he’ll think twice before trying that on another woman, is that it?”

      “Lieutenant,” Cade said, “it’s obvious this was an attempted sexual assault. The victim defended herself. Case closed.”

      “Case closed, my ass,” Lieutenant Pence said. “The district attorney will decide that, the local district attorney. We are holding her until the investigation is complete.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Cade said.

      “Oh really?”

      Cade cocked his head. “Lieutenant, let me ask you a question. When were you going to disclose the perpetrators’ criminal record to Agent Baker here?”

      The lieutenant’s arms dropped. “How do you know about that?”

      “We are the National Security Agency, we know what we know. And what we don’t know, we find out. Take you for example. An American, born in Brooklyn. Seventeen years with the NYPD. Got hired by the island recently to head up the police forces. Very impressed, Lieutenant, really. But let me help you.” Cade pulled a piece of paper from his jacket pocket. “Montes Lima Perez, attempted burglary, 1992, investigated for arson, 1994, looks like he started running drugs in ’95. Three counts of possession in that year. Not a bad start, is it? Now we’re on to 2002 when he resurfaced after doing six hard. Didn’t take him long to catch up with his old friends though. Three counts of attempted rape, did another year hard. Then he hits the big time. 2005, busted with sixteen kilos of cocaine. Now suspected of having ties to the Oficina de Envigado Cartel. Goes inside one more time for ten long. Then shows up here a month ago. So I’ll ask you again, when were you going to mention the fact that her attacker had a criminal record as long as my Johnson?”

      The lieutenant never lost eye contact. “So it’s your decided opinion, in all your years investigating homicides, sexual assaults, and the like, that I am out of line here? I worked homicide for twelve years.”

      The sarcasm stabbed Cade in the gut but he did not flinch. He knew as well as the lieutenant that the NSA doesn’t investigate crimes of that nature, unless they intersect with a matter of national security.

      “Is that what the NSA teaches you? Homicide investigation?” the lieutenant said.

      “Don’t hand me that crap,” Cade said. “I may not be a homicide detective, but as a top-level analyst at NSA, I see some pretty awful shit.”

      “And if it were up to you,” the lieutenant continued, “I suppose you would let Miss Congeniality here go? No questions asked? National hero to the United States and all?”

      “You’re an American,” Cade said.

      “And I’ve got a duty to my employer, the government of Antigua, and I say her story stinks.”

      Jana glared at the lieutenant through the slits of her eyes.

      Cade said, “Lieutenant, I suggest you give me an answer, and give it to me right now. If the US attorney gets here and finds you not cooperating, he’s going to rip your Adam’s apple out of your throat and hand it back to you.”

      “I may be an American, but the Antiguan government does not respond to idle threats of the United States!”

      “No?” Cade jabbed. “Since you’re new here, maybe you weren’t aware that Antiqua receives a lot of aid from the US. When a senior member of the US administration shows up at your doorstep and makes a request, you jump or have your ass handed to you.”

      “So here’s my problem, Mr. Williams. I started out investigating a case that looks suspiciously like attempted murder. It turns out, allegedly, it was simply a woman defending herself against an attacker. Where I get a little hazy is when I come across the fact that we have a highly trained special agent here. In a court room, whether on the isle of Antigua or in the United States, the law divides us into two simple categories: those that are untrained and have little control over their actions during a crisis situation, and people like her,” he pointed to Jana, “those with training. Extensive training. People like that are the ones expected to use restraint. After she hyperextended the elbow so far that it snapped backwards, the perp was down and would not have been able to continue the assault. But she didn’t stop there.” He squared off in front of Jana. “Did you? No. You proceeded to snap his leg nearly in half. And when did the face beating commence? After he was flailing on the ground in pain? Huh? How about the gunshot wounds? They look suspiciously like the type of GSWs we see in execution-style killings. Did you kneecap him first, or was that after you blew his dick off?”

      Cade stood and placed a pointed finger in the man’s face. “Hey, she defended her life. It’s as simple as that.”

      “Is it?” the lieutenant said as he again looked at Jana. “And what about the silencer? I want an answer, Agent Baker. Nothing? Once my forensic team does an analysis of the crime scene, are they going to tell me that I’m right? He was lying on the ground when you shot him, twice?”

      Jana’s hands formed into fists and her jaw clenched. “Got what he deserved,” she said again.

      The lieutenant walked back to Cade. “Your,” he searched for the right word, “asset is out of control. When I was in Desert Storm, we called it going off the reservation.”

      “Are you going to formally charge her?” Cade pressed.

      The lieutenant started to leave but paused. “No, not just yet. But she is not to leave this island.”

      Cade pulled Jana up and said, “This interview is over.”
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        4:00 a.m.

      

      Jana lay in bed with a sheet draped over her body. Her pupils darted from side to side as she entered the deepest stage of sleep, stage five, rapid eye movement. Her right hand trembled and goosebumps formed on her arms. She had descended into a dream and began to hear frightening voices, although she couldn’t tell where they were coming from. Her body was cold and all she could see was darkness. Fear built in the pit of her stomach, yet no matter how hard she tried, she could not pry her eyes open. It was as if they were draped in heavy sheets of lead.

      Jana’s heart began to pound as the voices became clearer, and the clearer they became, the harder her heart pounded. She recognized them, yet there was something different this time, something that sounded close and unholy, like the sound of a trio of beasts consorting against her. She’d never heard them with such vividness and panic filled her soul.

      There were three voices in total, each with its own distinct tone.

      The first whispered to the others, “We should kill her.”

      Jana struggled to open her eyes and wake from the nightmare. She had become locked into the dream, a dream from which there was no escape.

      She’d previously fled the life of a federal agent and retreated to Antigua, a place of tranquil waters and calm ocean breezes, in the hopes that her nightmares would subside. But now in the dead space of night, she knew they might never end.

      Then another replied, “We will kill her. The jihad will not be complete until she is dead.”

      The more the voices spoke, the colder Jana’s skin became. She had entered a place of terror where past events tore at her psyche. She found herself tumbling down what looked like a long, dark tube that led into the pit of the nightmare. She backpedaled with her feet, but could not stop the downward fall.

      Each time one of the voices spoke, Jana felt a burning sensation across the upper part of her torso. And since her skin had become cold and clammy, the pain was intensified.

      “Retribution will be ours,” another voice said. “She is so much like her father before her, a traitor to his own country, his own blood. Yet she does not see it,” the voice laughed, “but she is a criminal to the core, just like he was.”

      No, Jana thought, I’m not like my father. I can’t be. I can’t—a shiver rode the length of her body and the tremor in her right hand intensified.

      “How will we kill her?”

      “She will do it herself,” the centermost voice said through a laugh that curdled Jana’s stomach.

      “But how?”

      “It will be simple. We will show her,” the laughing voice said. “We will show her again and again.” The voice lowered to a whisper, “Show her now.”

      Suddenly, and as though someone had flipped the power switch on an old movie projector, what looked like home movies appeared in front of her. Light popped and flickered and Jana squinted into the brightness. Her heart beat faster and she struggled to focus on the images. She could see herself, it was like watching one’s life from a distance. These weren’t old home movies from her childhood, these were her worst terrors. It was the nightmare, the same nightmare she had relived over the past year, only this time it was worse.

      As the movie rolled on, she saw herself again seated in a wooden chair in the center room of a remote cabin, her hands and feet bound. She had been stripped down to her undergarments. This was the same cabin she had awakened in after having been abducted during the throes of a horrific terrorism investigation the previous year. The scene was so vivid, yet against the backdrop of her present life here on Antigua, it represented a complete and total paradox; one she could not reconcile.

      And there the vision was. A Middle Eastern man towered over her and glared through coal-black eyes; the smile of a madman painted his mouth. His thick, black hair, broken by a single shock of white that ran up one side, was wild and unkempt. It was Waseem Jarrah, the most wanted terrorist in the world.

      Jana had hunted Jarrah for three years, yet she had left that life behind with the specific intent of starting fresh, living a simple existence. She sought to surround herself with the beauty of nature, and the anonymity of self that she could not find back in the dark hallways and dangers of the FBI.

      Back then she believed killing Waseem Jarrah would cause her post-traumatic stress episodes and nightmares to subside. After all, he was the person that had orchestrated the nightmares in the first place. She believed Antigua’s breathtaking blue waters would wash away her terrors and carry them out with the tide, the waters returning the next day, clean and new. But now, although she did not know why, she began to understand that her fears would never leave her.

      As Jarrah spoke to her in the vision, the center-most scar on her upper torso burned and she winced in her bed. The trio of gunshot wounds along her upper chest had been left there by one of Waseem Jarrah’s disciples two years prior—terrible calling cards that would never let her forget.

      “Perhaps it is time for you to learn the truth, Agent Baker,” Jarrah said as he pulled a piece of paper from a backpack on the table.

      His voice felt like a cigarette singeing her skin at the site of the scar. And she was sure this time; the scar was moving, as though it were the mouth of Jarrah himself. On the bed, Jana’s heart rate exploded and the vibration in her hand increased into a thrash.

      The nightmare played forth and Jarrah held the paper in front of her. Jana pulled against the bindings on her hands and feet but could not free herself. Then Jarrah withdrew a knife from the backpack, an ancient blade, razor sharp, and walked behind her. He held the edge against her throat, the effect forcing her to hold her head upright.

      Jarrah again raised the paper in front of her. “Read it,” he said with grit in his voice.

      “I can’t! I can’t!” Jana screamed. The blade touched her throat and blood leaked onto the cold steel. He let the paper drop to his side.

      “Tell me, Agent Baker, did you search for more information about your parents?”

      Jana’s sobbing was low and silent. She struggled to keep her neck high enough to avoid another stinging cut.

      “Answer me, Miss Baker, or things will not go so well for you.” Jarrah’s tone had deepened.

      “Yes,” she whispered over the building lump in her throat.

      “And how much did you learn? Were you able to uncover the truth about them?”

      She started to speak, but the blade touched her in the same spot and she winced.

      “Oh, are you not able to speak freely? Such a pity,” Jarrah said, now laughing. “Perhaps you see the way a woman should be, submissive.” He removed the knife and laid it on her lap. “Now, please continue.”

      “Did I learn the truth about them? Yes, but I’ve always known the truth about my parents. Having a father who died of cancer and a mother of a car accident is nothing to be ashamed of.”

      “The information-gathering capabilities of the FBI, NSA, and CIA at your fingertips, and that’s the best you can do?”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “Is it?” he said, a smile oozing onto the edges of his lips.

      He held the sheet of paper in front of her again. At the top, the paper read:

      

      State of North Carolina, Certificate of Live Birth.

      

      “Read the name and date of birth aloud, Miss Baker.”

      Jana squeezed her eyelids to push free tears.

      “Jana Michelle Ames. Born October 19, 1986. But, but . . . this isn’t me. My name is Baker.”

      “Is it? Read the names of the birth parents listed here, please.”

      “Father, Richard William Ames, born December 16, 1959. Mother Lillian Baker Ames, born February 9, 1960.”

      “Fascinating, Miss Baker, isn’t it? It is true, you do not recognize the surname Ames, but your father’s name was Richard William, was it not? He was born on December 16, 1959, correct? And your mother, Lillian Baker was, in fact, born on February 9, 1960. And let’s examine this date, October 19, 1986. This is your birthdate, correct?”

      Jana’s mouth hung open.

      Jarrah continued. “And your mother’s maiden name was, in fact, Baker, was it not? Baker, the same surname of your grandfather. How very interesting. I can tell by that stupid expression on your face that you have never known the truth.”

      Jana shook her head and more tears streamed down her face. “No. No, this can’t be. You falsified these documents! This is not my birth certificate!”

      “Is it not? Yes, it would be a most disturbing revelation indeed. A federal agent just now discovering her entire life to be a lie.”

      “My life is not a lie!”

      “Tell me. How is it that you were not aware of your own surname?”

      “My last name is not Ames, it’s Baker. It’s always been Baker. My parents were never married. Are you happy now? They never married. When my father died, I was two years old. That’s why my last name is the same as my mother’s.”

      “Is that what your grandfather told you? Hmmm, I see. And what then, was said to be your father’s name?”

      “His name was Richard William.”

      “Richard William? It is true, the name of William is used in the Western world as a surname, but more commonly as a first or middle name, no? The surname of Williams, with an s on the end, is much more common. And this birth certificate says Richard William Ames. It is quite a coincidence that all the first names, middle names, and birthdates match up to you, your mother, and your father. Well then, let’s read further, shall we? These documents are so fascinating.” Jarrah was enjoying Jana’s mental anguish.

      He held up another document. At the top, it read:

      

      FEDERAL BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION

      UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE

      WASHINGTON, DC

      CURRENT ARREST OR RECEIPT

      

      Further down on the paper was a mugshot and other details.

      

      A droplet of blood rolled down Jana’s throat and landed in her lap. Her eyes locked onto the mugshot.

      “You look white as a sheet, Agent Baker. The face looks familiar, no? A striking resemblance to your father, is it not? Now, read for me this part here,” Jarrah said as he pointed.

      Jana’s voice became monotone as she read the words. “Date arrested or received, 10/29/1988. Charge or offense,” Jana’s body shook. “18 U.S.C. 793 : US Code - Section 793: Gathering, transmitting, or losing defense information.” Her body rattled into the overwhelming emotions. “No. No, this isn’t my father. It isn’t true!”

      “But it is true, Miss Baker. The evidence is right in front of you. And having been at the top of your graduating class at Quantico, I assume this is a federal code section you are familiar with. And this is a federal arrest warrant, isn’t it? Tell me, what does code section 793 pertain to?”

      “Espionage,” she whispered.

      “Correct, Miss Baker, espionage. Spying. And how interesting the date on this document is. October 29, 1988. You would have been two years old at the time.” He put his face against hers and she tried to recoil from his nauseating breath. “That particular date is etched into your memory. Don’t lie to me, Miss Baker.”

      “Yes,” she said as a tear rolled down her face.

      “And what does October 29, 1988 mean to you?”

      “It’s the date my father died.” The enormity of the revelation lay upon Jana’s psyche like a thousand-pound weight.

      “Your honesty is refreshing. October 29, 1988. The date your father died. Now, perhaps, you are starting to believe. Your father didn’t die on that date. It’s the date he was arrested, arrested for espionage against the United States.”

      “No!” she screamed.

      “You don’t know how much like your father you actually are.”

      “No!” she screamed once more, this time the effect causing her to awaken from the nightmare.

      [image: ]

      Jana sat upright in her bed and tears burst forth, unabated. She wrapped her arms around her herself, but then loosened and her fingers found their way to the three bullet-hole scars on her upper torso. The burning sensation on the center one was visceral. Now that she was awake, Jana sensed the vibrations in her right hand and knew that a PTSD episode was moments from overtaking her. I can’t be like my father. I can’t be, she thought. She tried to rid her mind of the awful images, but the realization that the centermost scar now represented Waseem Jarrah caused a wave of intense nausea to roll her system.

      She struggled to control the images still flashing. But this time other images mixed in as well: memories from her childhood—a photo of her and her father sitting together on a sled, the smell of his aftershave, her as a toddler on the couch with her father outside throwing snowballs at the window to make her laugh. But the thought of him having committed treason was the most intense. As much as she tried to convince herself that she could not possibly be like him, the vivid memory of how she left the FBI, and the things she’d been accused of, gushed forth. The popping and flashing was as bright as a strobe and the room began to spin.

      “No, no, no,” she said to herself with determination in her words. “You can stop it from happening. I know you can. Come on, Jana, get a grip.” Each word vibrated out as it crossed her tightened vocal cords. She rocked back and forth on the bed and began a series of deep inhalations. “Find it, Jana. Find it,” she said as she closed her eyes. “Come on, think back.”

      Before she had begun her career with the FBI, she didn’t know terror could be this big. She’d never considered the enormity of the costs, larger than anything in her experience.

      Waking from the nightmare was the first step toward thwarting the PTSD episode, but this one set her into a tailspin she couldn’t recover from. The episode began like many of the others, as though a lion was punching its head through a taught net, a net that wasn’t strong enough to hold it back. Then came the gut-wrenching feeling that her heart would burst from her chest. Jana struggled to vacuum up enough oxygen as the tears streamed down her face. This time she was seeing the nightmare even though she was awake.

      With all her strength, she thought back to the safest place she knew in her childhood. It had been a simpler time, when she would flee to the safety of a favorite hiding spot. She pictured her then seven-year-old self at her grandfather’s rural farmhouse in the rolling hills of Tennessee. She watched herself descend from the front porch, run down the creaking steps and across the hayfield. Once at the wood line, she ran through the opening in the muscadine vines, a tangle of leafy green ropes that twisted and snaked through tree trunks and other foliage. She ran down the path and up the next hill. “The path used to be an old game trail,” Grandpa had told her, “streaming with whitetail deer,” a species he’d hunted in his younger years.

      Once she crested the top of the hill, she could see it. The fort, as she had called it, was nothing more than heavy branches leaning against a sheer piece of granite outcropping. The rock stood about four feet tall and formed the fort’s wall on one side. The branches joined together to create a roof which was covered in a heavy layer of leaves. The door was made from a bramble of vines which Jana could shift aside. When pulled closed, the vines served to camouflage the entrance from prying eyes.

      It was her fort, her hiding place, and after the deaths of both her parents, represented the only place where little Jana had felt safe. There were times in those days when she felt like she couldn’t breathe. But here in her fort, everything became calm. It was quiet and no one, not even her grandfather, knew where she was.

      Now, in the tiny bedroom of her bungalow, Jana wondered why images of her father had become interspersed with those of the terrifying ordeal with Waseem Jarrah. She’d gotten good at mentally running to her fort just before PTSD episodes started, and most times, the effect thwarted their advance. But this time, the harder she tried, the more fiercely the PTSD grabbed her. She felt as though her lungs couldn’t draw another breath. The fort blurred in her vision and she lost grip on the memory. Jana’s body convulsed as her pupils rolled into their sockets. The last thing she remembered was seeing the mugshot of her father on his arrest record. She blacked out and would not regain consciousness for several hours.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          7 A Vile Gift

        

      

    

    
      Diego Rojas gripped the stair rail, and his jaw clenched. His agitation had increased upon learning his personal bodyguards would not be permitted at the meeting. He’d been to many such meetings, but, in his home country of Colombia, he always had the upper hand. Here on Antigua, as Rojas descended the wooden staircase, a single word entered his mind. Vulnerable. The basement was dark and boards creaked under each step. He saw nothing in the darkness below until a man seated in the far corner flicked a lighter at the tip of a cigar. As the man drew against the smoldering tobacco, an amber glow alighted black hair, a thick beard, and eyes like dead glass. The man said nothing.

      To Rojas, he appeared quiet, reserved. Yet Diego Rojas sensed something about the man that troubled him. It was like looking at a boiler that held too much pressure.

      The meeting had been arranged months in advance. Rojas was accustomed to danger, but the heightened sense of it tasted like sulfur in his mouth. He had been weaned on danger from birth. But these people were different. It was one thing to know you had the power of an entire drug cartel behind you. It was another to be engaged in business with an organization of this sort.

      The man motioned to a chair. Rojas turned and looked up the staircase at an oversized man of Middle Eastern decent blocking the top of the stairs. The man shut the door. The sound of a bolt throwing home reverberated. There was nothing left to do. Rojas walked toward the chair.

      Raised in the Hindu Kush region of Afghanistan near the borders of China and Pakistan, the man spoke, his accent a muddle of the three cultures. “Our paths have crossed and now our destinies become intertwined.”

      Rojas waited.

      “You are aware of our arrangement, are you not?” the man said.

      Rojas nodded. With people such as these, it was better to speak less.

      “And do you foresee any difficulty in delivering what has been discussed?”

      “I do not.”

      “Then we will double our volume, beginning immediately.”

      “Double? But—” Rojas said.

      “I am not asking,” the man said. He drew from the cigar and squinted into the smoke. “We intend to hold up our end of the bargain. Your little problem in Colombia will be taken care of. And all the loose ends will disappear.”

      Rojas stuttered. “We are not prepared to move that much. It will draw attention.

      The man’s eyes focused on the amber tip of the cigar. “Or perhaps our people there will deviate from that plan, and the bomb will detonate elsewhere? Then another might find its way to a coca farm here, a processing laboratory there. . . . As for our new arrangement, you have no choice.”

      Rojas’s voice fluttered. “We will handle what must be handled.”

      The man stood and extended his hand. He was taller than Rojas had envisioned. “Delivery will occur at your estate.”

      “That was never discussed! We cannot take delivery of your shipment at my estate.”

      “And I will be there personally to oversee so that we have no mistakes.”

      Before Rojas could respond, the man walked through the darkness and opened a door.

      Rojas thought, This deal is getting worse at every turn.

      The man stopped and said, “But to celebrate our little partnership, I have brought you a gift from my homeland.” From out of a blackened corner of the room Rojas heard feet shuffling against the cement floor and the sound of a woman struggling. A man standing behind her pushed her forward into the dim light. Her hands were bound behind her back and there was duct tape over her mouth.

      “She is young and fresh,” the man in the doorway said. “We have saved her for you.”

      The woman yanked against her oppressor, a greasy man who held a knife to her throat.

      Rojas allowed himself to gaze upon her trim body.

      The man continued. “It is true, she is culturally different from you, but Middle Eastern women, Mr. Rojas, oh, they can be so enjoyable. This one, I’m afraid, may need to be taught manners.”

      Rojas smirked, then walked to her. He placed unwanted hands on her body and said, “Your gift is most generous,” and speaking of their business arrangement said, “We will redouble our efforts.”

      The man smiled. “I know you will,” he said before disappearing. The door slammed closed. He was gone.

      “Now, my dear,” Rojas said to the girl as he towered over her and looked down her blouse. “You and I shall become well acquainted.”

      She kicked at him and he cracked the back of his hand across her face. The man behind her held tight.

      “Take her to my car. I will have to begin by teaching her respect.”
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      As they exited police headquarters, Cade squinted into the stark morning sunlight and donned a set of Ray Bans.

      Jana turned to him. “I don’t go by that name anymore.”

      “What name?”

      The pair walked into the parking lot. “Agent Baker. I’m not a federal agent anymore and you know it.”

      “Come on, Jana. I know you wanted to drop out of circulation for a while, but it’s time to come back to reality.”

      “Reality? This is my reality. I haven’t gone by the name of Agent Baker in over a year. And I’m never coming back. I’m not going back to the Bureau.”

      “When you disappeared last year, you not only left the Bureau, you left me. Did you ever think of that? What about us, Jana?”

      “There is no more us.”

      “Why don’t you just stab me in the heart with a knife? It would be less painful than to hear you say that.”

      “I’m not who you think I am, Cade. I’m not the girl you fell in love with. She’s gone. That girl is dead.”

      “Oh yeah? Well that’s bullshit!” Cade belted. “That’s you running away from our relationship.”

      Jana continued walking across the parking lot as the stinging truth of his statement hit home.

      Cade said, “There is something different about you, I’ll give you that. And I’m not talking about the bronze tan or new musculature in your shoulders.”

      “What, then?” she said as she turned and squared off in front of him.

      “It’s those,” he said, pointing to her eyes. “They’re different. It’s like you’re made of stone. Do you realize you haven’t smiled a single time since I’ve been here?”

      She started to turn but he grabbed her arm.

      With the reflexes of a cat, she jammed her opposing hand on top of his wrist and spun toward him and applied a painful wrist lock. “Ow, shit!” he said, as he bent his chest forward in an effort to lessen the pain rocketing up his wrist and arm.

      Jana released her grip.

      Cade stood and rubbed his wrist. “Jesus, Jana.”

      “I’m not going back. I’m never going back to the FBI. If you came here for that, you can forget it. Tell them you couldn’t find me. Tell them I was dead.” She turned and began speed-walking across the parking lot but yelled back to him, “They made it pretty clear they didn’t want me anymore, and for once, I agree with them.”

      When she reached the road, Cade finally called out, “Kyle is missing.”

      Jana stopped in her tracks but did not turn.

      A long silence ensued.

      She turned her head halfway toward him. “What do you mean Kyle is missing?”

      Cade walked toward her. “He was on an op. He went dark four days ago. No one has heard from him since.”

      Jana faced him but kept the distance. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Cade exhaled. “You’re not a federal agent anymore, remember? Me telling you this is a violation of national security.”

      Jana walked to him and jabbed a sharp finger into his shoulder. “Well you son of a bitch. I can’t believe you just said that. Kyle is one of my only friends in the world. I’d trade my life for his. And you know as well as I do that I was forced out of the Bureau under bullshit circumstances.” She paused and the silence was punctuated by the lonely call of a distant seagull. “In case you don’t remember, there was no one to help me on the canyon rim that day when that terrorist prick Waseem Jarrah tried to kill me and detonate a nuclear weapon. When I killed him, I stopped what would have been the worst attack against the United States in its history. And they threw me out because I killed his accomplice, Rafael? The one that was about to rape then murder me? Excessive use of force? What a bunch of bullshit! I did what I did and I would do it again. It was clear to me then just like it’s clear to me now. They both got what they deserved.”

      “There’s that temper of yours again. Jana, they pulled your badge and credentials because Rafael was unarmed when you pumped twelve rounds into his chest and balls. He was lying on the ground with gunshot wounds already. You killed him in cold blood.”

      “That son of a bitch was about to rape me. And after he was done having his fun, his instructions weren’t just to kill me. He was to skin me alive. I don’t give a shit whether he was unarmed or not. He got what he deserved.”

      “You know, I told Uncle Bill that me coming down here was a mistake. I told him you would react this way.”

      “Well I guess you were right.”

      “Uncle Bill misses you, Jana. He talks about you all the time. It’s like listening to a grandfather talk about a grandchild.”

      “Well I miss him too. As much stress as it was to be at NSA headquarters working on those terrorism cases, he was the best part.” Tension eased from her shoulders. “Is he still eating those bright-orange snack crackers?” Jana allowed a slight smile to emerge.

      “It’s getting tough on him. He’s getting old and can’t keep this up forever. Knuckles told me there was a pretty good chance Uncle Bill would be retiring soon. But when Kyle disappeared, that idea went right out the window. We’ve got to find Kyle, Jana. I didn’t come down here to bail you out. I came down here to get your help.”

      “Where was he working?”

      “Last known location was here, on the isle of Antigua.”

      “What? He was here? What the hell was he doing on Antigua? Hardly a hotbed of criminal activity. What kind of op did CIA have him on?”

      “You know I don’t have access to that information. But it had something to do with drugs.”

      “Drugs? What’s the CIA got to do with—” She stopped midsentence. “Tell me the truth. Is Kyle the only reason you’re here?”

      “Does it matter?”

      Jana’s hands went to her hips.

      Cade said, “Alright, I came here for Kyle, mostly. But there is more at play here than you realize.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      Cade exhaled. “Kyle knew you were here, Jana. He wouldn’t tell me, but he was keeping tabs on you. He’s always felt that you are in danger.”

      “I’m not in any danger. How could I be in danger here? I work at a tiki bar on the beach serving drinks with little umbrellas in them to overweight tourists. No one even knows who I am.”

      “Oh no? Last year, before you vanished off the face of the earth, you killed the leader of the most dangerous terror organization in the world and your face was splashed all over the papers. Not to mention all those pictures from when the president came and decorated you lying in a bed at Bethesda Medical Center. You’re recognizable. You’re in danger and you always will be.”

      “I don’t want to hear it. Get to the point. What do we know about Kyle?”

      “Both the Los Rastrojos and Oficina de Envigado cartels have quietly set up camp here on Antigua. They are the largest cartels in Colombia now. They’re pushing drugs through to the US on a new route. Los Rastrojos has been here for over a year, but Oficina de Envigado is trying to muscle in. Both cartels are trying to keep the violence to an absolute minimum to avoid attracting attention. And as it turns out, the perp that you put in the hospital last night happens to be the Oficina de Envigado cartel’s number two on the island. Late last night we intercepted a cell phone conversation between members of the Los Rastrojos cartel. They’ve taken notice of your handiwork, Jana, and are most impressed. You are right in the middle of this thing now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          9 Into the Light

        

      

    

    
      “Let’s start from the beginning. Are we sure Kyle is missing?” Jana said.

      “You know him, Jana. He’s like a machine the way he works. Kyle communicated on a daily schedule. It’s been four days. He’s gone dark. We don’t have anything other than that.”

      “Same time every day?”

      “No, he uses a cypher to calculate the appropriate time to communicate each day. It was always different.”

      “And how long has he been down here?” Jana said.

      “Six months.”

      “He’s been down here six months? Christ. And he’s been checking up on me that whole time?”

      “I told you,” Cade said. “He’s worried about you.”

      “And he didn’t stop once to say hello?”

      “He knew you needed your space. And remember, officially he’s down here for work, not to check up on you. But, he had influence on being assigned here.”

      “Oh, come on. He’s a puppy dog. Influence?”

      “Jana, you’ve been out of circulation longer than you think. In the war on terror, things move fast. A lot has changed since you left. In fact, when you stopped that last nuclear attack, the gloves came off. Kyle is a part of that now.”

      “It’s me, Cade. Stop talking in riddles,” Jana said. “You’re telling me CIA allows Kyle to decide where he goes and who he investigates? And what’s this got to do with drug trafficking? Isn’t that the DEA’s responsibility?”

      Cade stopped in front of her but shook off the question. “Kyle took a lot of shit for sticking up for you, after you wasted Rafael, that is. You had resigned. Threw your badge and credentials at the director of the FBI as I recall. But Kyle defended you at his own peril. You have no idea how far he went for you.”

      “Wait a minute. You’re telling me there are elements in the Justice Department that wanted me prosecuted, aren’t you?” She shook her head. “Why am I just now hearing about this? Those pricks want their bureaucracy? They can have it. I want no part of it.”

      “Jana, when you shot and killed Rafael, an unarmed suspect, it was tantamount to murder. You and I were there. And we both know that’s bullshit, but that’s the law. Besides, after you resigned, you disappeared. Hell, none of us could have found you to tell you anyway.”

      Jana knew he was right. She looked across the parking lot and into the turquoise waters of Side Hill Bay. Her mind drifted back to that terrifying day on the remote canyon rim one year prior, and her eyes became glassy. She had narrowly averted death, and now the horrors came flooding back.

      She looked at Cade. “Kyle found me,” she said.

      Cade glanced down and noticed Jana’s hand had begun to tremble. He knew it was a precursor to a post-traumatic stress episode. PTSD had plagued Jana’s existence and it apparently had not abated. He said, “Kyle testified before congress in closed session. It even took Uncle Bill, with his sky-high security clearance a while to get a copy of the transcripts. I won’t lie to you, Jana, it wasn’t pretty. Kyle faced seven hours of questioning by senators.”

      The shaking in Jana’s hand increase.

      Cade placed a hand on her shoulder and spoke just above the volume of the gentle island breeze. “But in the end everything turned out okay. It took a long time, but he was so focused on getting your record cleared, they couldn’t shake him. He was like a rock. He reminded them over and over the ordeal you’d been through, and that without you, much of the United States would be buried in ash right now.”

      Jana’s hand shook harder and she leaned down and placed her hands on her knees. From Cade’s view, it looked as though she might be sick. But before he could say anything, she closed her eyes and began a series of long exhales. A minute later she stood and stared again into the distant ocean horizon. “We might as well get started.”

      “You’re going to help us?”

      She looked at him from the side of her eye as the statement processed, then she launched at him. “I will never, ever leave Kyle behind! I can’t, I can’t, I can’t,” she yelled. Cade’s mouth opened but before he could say anything, she continued “Don’t you ever question my loyalty like that. And let’s get one thing straight. I’ve spent a long time trying to forget the past, and I’m not going back to that life. You got it?”

      As they walked toward a parked car, he said, “You don’t have to bite my head off. And, hey, Kyle and I go back a long way too, so don’t think you’re the only one that will do whatever it takes.”

      “Just take me to wherever we’re going,” she said. “And tell me everything. Don’t leave anything out.”
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      Kyle didn’t so much wake up as come to. He was disoriented and felt awful. Something akin to a hangover with an elephant sitting atop your body. His joints hurt, his head spun, and the nausea was so intense he felt he might be sick.

      It was only then he realized a man had been standing behind him this whole time. The man yanked his hair back and pried open one of his eyes, then flicked on a penlight to examine the pupils.

      Kyle was exhausted and had a deep, ingrained feeling of panic, as if needles were jabbing into his heart and lungs. He had somehow descended into what could only be described as severe depression. It was deep and dark and carried with it a feeling like he’d never pull out. But mixed into the depression was anxiety stronger than he’d ever felt, and he gasped at the air.

      The long-haired Latin man pulled open the steel door which again scraped across the cement, sand and grit crunching underneath. Kyle had no sense of time. He couldn’t tell whether Diego Rojas reentered the room a moment later or hours later.

      Rojas checked Kyle’s pupils himself and a deep smile formed on his face. “Muy bien,” he said. “I believe now you are ready to talk? But before we get to that, Agent MacKerron—”

      Kyle murmured back, “I’m not an agent,” but his words were barely intelligible.

      “Of course you are,” Rojas said through a grin. He held out a syringe for Kyle to see. It was filled with a clear, dark liquid. “One of my specialties. I studied chemistry during my undergraduate work at Universidad Nacional de Colombia, but it wasn’t until I did my masters at UC Berkeley that I really came into my own.” He walked a slow circle around Kyle. “My chosen field of study was chemical and biomolecular engineering, and I was very good. What we’ve been injecting you with is a cocktail of my design. As a DEA agent, I am sure you are aware that Colombian cartels no longer focus solely on cocaine. We have a far more diversified portfolio than ever before. Everything from extortion, illegal gold mining, gambling, and this,” he held the syringe to the light, “synthetic drug cocktails.”

      Kyle mumbled something unintelligible.

      Rojas listened, then shook his head. He looked at the other man. “Bring me my bag.” When the man returned, Rojas removed a vial and inserted a new syringe into it and drew a dose of clear liquid. He stuck the needle into Kyle’s shoulder and squeezed. “Epinephrine,” he said. “Adrenaline.” He waited a few moments until Kyle’s eyes brightened. “There we are. Now where was I? Ah, yes, what we’ve been injecting you with is a combination of four ingredients. Synthetic, liquefied crack cocaine, heroin, and two of my new favorites, scopolamine and 3-quinuclidinyl benzilate, truth serums.” He smiled and continued walking a circle around Kyle. “We’ve been experimenting for the last few years and honed it to perfection. You are both addicted to the narcotics and willing to tell me anything I ask.”

      Kyle’s chest heaved up and down with morbid pain flooding his body.

      “The misery you are suffering right now can be stopped, all with this needle.” He inserted the needle into a vein in Kyle’s arm. “In this dose, I’ve decreased the heroin and cocaine. You are getting a strong bolus of my truth serum cocktail. Why don’t we begin? But first, let me tell you why you are here. I want to know everything you know in your investigations of my competitors, the Oficina de Envigado cartel.”

      A mild euphoria permeated Kyle’s chest and he felt like a million pounds had been lifted off him. The nausea and extreme joint pain also subsided, as did the other symptoms. And in all of this, he felt free, like he was floating.

      Kyle struggled, but the power of the drugs overwhelmed him and there was no point fighting the inevitable. The truth began to pour out. “I’m CIA,” he laughed, though Diego Rojas’s intelligence information said otherwise.

      “The drugs are almost at full effect,” Rojas said, not realizing Kyle was telling the truth.

      Warmth and unadulterated joy washed through Kyle’s body. “I came down here to penetrate the Oficina de Envigado, and it’s been a blast,” he said through drooping eyelids and a smile.

      Gustavo Moreno, Rojas’s intelligence officer, walked into the room and leaned against a wall.

      “And how many other DEA agents are on the island?” Rojas said.

      “Why do you keep asking about DEA? I told you, I’m—”

      “How many others on the island?” Rojas smiled to play into Kyle’s drugged euphoria.

      “Others? There aren’t any others, man. It’s just me. Hey, can we go to the beach?”

      Rojas glanced at Moreno and shook his head. His agitation was building. “And how about our friends in the United States?”

      “Oh, yeah, got lots of friends back home.”

      Rojas started to raise up but caught himself. “No, I mean communications monitoring, signals intelligence. Eavesdropping, Agent MacKerron. To what extent is the NSA or others at Fort Huachuca in Arizona listening in on the operations of my friends at Oficina de Envigado?” Rojas knew the truth. If his competitors in the Envigado cartel were under the watchful eye of the United States through secret monitoring, then his own cartel, Los Rastrojos, had either been compromised or wasn’t far behind.

      “Oh, those guys at NSA are great,” Kyle said. His eyes glazed. “Them? Nah, if I had found more, they would have joined the party, but not until then. You think NSA doesn’t have enough to do sniffing out terrorists? They don’t have time for this drug business.” Kyle laughed and slumped over. The guard pulled him upright. “And what else did you say? Oh yeah, Fort Huachuca. Yeah, no, those boys don’t ask me for permission before snooping.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yeah, they got a lot of stuff pointed this way though. Always looking for drug runners trying to sneak their plane or cigarette boat under the radar. Always trying to intercept cellphone calls between members of a cartel. You know, crap like that.”

      Gustavo Moreno handed Rojas a manila file folder and Rojas opened it. Moreno said, “Fort Huachuca, Cochise County, Arizona, Patron.”

      “Hey,” Kyle interrupted. “Didn’t they call Pablo Escobar, El Patron? The boss?”

      Moreno said, “That’s about fifteen miles north of the Mexican border.”

      Rojas spoke as he read, “Over eighteen thousand people are employed at the military base. Home of the 111th Military Intelligence Brigade. And I do love the US military’s use of acronyms, don’t you? United States Army Network Enterprise Technology Command, NETCOM. Army Military Auxiliary Radio System, MARS.”

      “Hey, man. MARS, like outer space,” Kyle said. “What’s in that needle you gave me. I feel awesome!”

      Rojas did not look up from the intelligence report. “Yes, I’m sure you do. But the effects won’t last long. The Information Systems Engineering Command, ISEC. The United States Army Intelligence Center. What? No acronym? How disappointing. And, I’ve saved the best for last. Fort Huachuca has,” he looked at the report, “a radar-equipped aerostat, one of a series maintained for the Drug Enforcement Administration. How very fascinating.” He looked at Moreno.

      Moreno said, “An aerostat is a type of helium balloon that is lofted to elevate radar and other surveillance monitoring systems, Patron.”

      “Yeah,” Kyle said. “They’ve got some pretty cool shit.”

      “The intelligence community and the DEA seem to be very well aligned, do they not? A series of radar and listening devices maintained for the DEA. I’ll ask you again, Agent MacKerron. To what extent are the intelligence-gathering capabilities of the United States eavesdropping onto my island?”

      “Oh, man, I don’t know. Like I said, those military boys don’t ask for permiss—”

      Rojas screamed, “I don’t care whether they ask your permission or not!”

      “Dude, so hostile. I don’t work with those guys. I don’t know what they’re up to.” Kyle’s chin lowered to a rest on his chest. Then he popped up. “And besides, don’t you cartels just change up your routes whenever Uncle Sam is getting close? What’s the big deal, man?”

      Rojas shook his head and said to Moreno, “We have to assume we’ve been compromised. The timing could not be worse.” He turned on Kyle. “What’s the big deal, you ask? Changing routes is not a problem, Agent MacKerron. But this is a much bigger issue. I’m afraid you’ve gotten in way over your head and have no idea what is at stake. Now, tell me about the operations of the other cartel, Oficina de Envigado. How many people have they moved onto my island?”

      “Best I can tell, about sixty. But you know,” Kyle said as he looked through the haze of his stupor, “sometimes I lose count. Don’t take this the wrong way, but some of those guys look alike. Kind of hard to tell them apart,” he laughed.

      “Sixty?” Rojas said as he glanced at Moreno. “Were you aware of their numbers?”

      Moreno looked at the tops of his polished dress shoes.

      “And who have they moved into position to run the organization here?”

      “Well,” Kyle laughed. “It’s sure not a guy named Montes Lima Perez. Got his ass shot off and kicked all to pieces by a girl. Yeah, this girl—”

      Moreno said, “It just happened. An informant at the Royal Police Force said he’s is in the intensive care unit. Montes Lima Perez was number two on the island, their top security man.”

      “Someone is making a play?” Rojas said. “Trying to muscle in on their organization? Are you telling me we’ve got a third player on the island? Now, at a time like this? We can tolerate no disruptions to our plans. Everything is riding on our ability to keep things quiet.”

      “It’s too early to tell,” Moreno said with his palms toward Rojas. “We will have information about the girl within the hour. I’ve got a friend at Caricom’s Joint Regional Communications Centre.”

      “Hey,” Kyle said, “You like acronyms, right?” He turned to Moreno. “Tell him about the CIP and the JRCC,” the last syllable rolling off his tongue like a song.

      Moreno, whose expression never changed, said, “Caribbean Citizenship by Investment Programmes, or CIPs. JRCC is one of Caricom’s intelligence agencies. They monitor the movements of persons of interest, including those who may be a high security threat to the safety and security of the region. They’ll be aware of the girl and who she’s working for.”

      “Wonderful,” Rojas said, though his voice was showing telltale signs of a growing impatience. “I want to know who she is. I can’t afford to have a drug war in the streets, not now. We’ve got to keep everything quiet, or else . . .”
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      “I still don’t know how this isn’t in the hands of DEA. How did the US become alerted to the new flow of drugs?” Jana said.

      “Wow, when you make a decision, you really make it, don’t you?”

      As they got into the car, Jana’s eyes traced the horizon of the ocean in the distance.

      Cade started the engine and pulled out of the police station parking lot.

      “Where are we going, by the way?”

      “Safe house,” Cade said.

      “Safe house? What safe house? You’re an analyst at NSA, not field personnel. What the hell would you know about a safe house?”

      Cade ignored her.

      “Since Antigua is in play, Kyle has been down here,” Cade said, “recruiting people on the inside to gather intel against the Oficina de Envigado cartel. What we’re afraid of is that he got too close and his identity was compromised.”

      As the vehicle wove its way up into the Antiguan hills, Jana said, “You know I love Kyle like a brother, right? He’s always looked out for me. Saved my skin more than once.”

      “Hey!” Cade belted. “It wasn’t just Kyle who saved you last time. And now that we’re on that subject, you’re right, I’m not field personnel. I understand that. But I took a bullet for you last year, and to hear you tell it, I wasn’t even there. You may want to forget the past like it never happened, but it did happen, Jana. We happened. And you’re not going to pretend there was nothing. Dammit, I was in love with you. And I know you felt the same way.”

      “I don’t owe you anything, Cade.”

      “Owe me?” he almost yelled. “You don’t owe me? That’s bullshit. I’ll tell you what you owe me. You owe me an explanation.”

      “An explanation for what?”

      “We were in a relationship that was going somewhere, remember? Jesus. Who are you? I want to know why you left me.”

      “I told you, we’re over. I’m no longer the girl you fell in love with. That girl is dead. She’s gone.”

      “That may be, but I want to know why you left me.”

      “Why I left you? I just finished saying—”

      “No, not why you ripped my heart out and stomped on it. Why you left me to bleed out after I got shot in that cabin last year.”

      Jana’s memory raced back to the scene that day, to the remote cabin deep within Wyoming’s Yellowstone National Park. After she had been abducted by Rafael, Cade and Kyle had kicked down the cabin’s door. In the ensuing melee, Cade, Kyle, and the suspect had been shot. Once freed from her bindings, Jana had shot Rafael to death as he lay helpless on the floor.

      Cade continued. “If it hadn’t been for that park ranger, I’d be gone. When you went after Waseem Jarrah, you bolted out of that cabin without a thought in the world about whether I lived or died. It was then I knew. I knew you had left me.”

      Her hand trembled and the edges of her vision began to darken—the PTSD episode was renewing its fight. “I did what I did so I could stop Jarrah from detonating, and you know it. If I hadn’t bolted out of that cabin, he would have set off the nuke.”

      “I know that. But you didn’t so much as glance back at me, or consider the possibility that even if you were to stop Jarrah, that I might be dead when you got back.”

      “I’m not going to apologize for stopping the largest attack ever attempted against the United States.”

      “No one is asking you to. But after all we’d been through . . .” Cade allowed the thought to trail off.

      Jana looked out at the tropical foliage lining the roadside in an attempt to distract herself from the memories that had haunted her since that day. She switched the topic. “If Kyle’s been compromised, you know as well as I do that he may have been tortured.”

      “You’re right. You’re not the girl I fell in love with.”

      Silence permeated the air. It was Cade who finally broke it. “I might know what  happened to Kyle. We’ve got to find him.”

      “You think I don’t know that?” Jana looked at Cade through the corner of her eye as the car banked up another curve. “Wait a minute. You didn’t just come here to find Kyle, did you? Kyle believed I was in danger. You came here because you already know he may have been tortured, and that puts me in direct danger. If he knew where I was, the drug cartel may find that out. You came down here for me. You came here to pull me out.”

      “Something like that,” Cade said. “But it’s not that simple. I didn’t come here to pull you out.”

      “Hold on,” Jana said as the thoughts played forward in her mind. “I know exactly why you’re here. You’re not here to pull me out, are you? You want to use me as bait!” Her jawline clenched.

      The rainforest surrounding the roads began to form a tunnel over the roadway the further in elevation the car climbed.

      When Cade did not reply, Jana continued. “In fact, you’re not here for me or Kyle.”

      This time Cade jammed a foot onto the brake and the car screeched to a halt on the quiet road.

      “I can’t believe you just said that. After everything the three of us have been through. You and Kyle knew each other from the Bureau, but Kyle and I go all the way back to undergrad at Georgia Southern. I trust him more than anyone in the world. And you? You and I were practically living together. I was in love with you, and now you think I’ve come down here to further my career? To say the words ‘that hurts,’ wouldn’t do it justice. Kyle’s life is on the line, your life is on the line. But there’s a lot of other things at play here. It’s bigger than any two lives.”

      “And there it is. You’ve come down here to use me as bait.” Jana’s hand shook harder as she began to realize she was no longer safe on the island, a place she had come to know as a bastion of anonymity, a place to hide. And the very people she trusted now saw her as nothing more than a bartering chip. Her body shivered.

      Cade began driving again. “Does the United States government want me to convince you to be used as bait in an investigation? The answer is yes. It’s the only way to draw the players out into the open. But as far as my career goes, I got in deep shit arguing against this plan. But in the end, I had to agree with them. There’s no other way.”

      “How very noble of you.”

      It was a stab in the gut and Cade gave up all hope of resurrecting their relationship.

      “When I said there’s a lot more on the line than you realize, I meant it,” Cade said. “Heroin flowing through Antigua is making its way all across the US. And this isn’t just typical heroin. It’s heroin laced with . . .” Cade stopped.

      “Go on,” she said.

      “It’s laced with fentanyl.”

      Jana thought back to the night Rafael had abducted her. He had drugged her with an aerosolized form of fentanyl in order to render her unconscious and kidnap her.

      “And the more that sells, the more kids die. Overdoses are at an all-time high. Then there’s the isle of Antigua itself,” he said as he waved a hand at their surroundings. “Like I said earlier, the cartels have been keeping violence to a minimum to avoid attracting attention, but if they get a foothold, the government here could lose stability. Then there’s DEA.”

      “What about them?”

      Kyle leveled a stern gaze at her. “Drug Enforcement is in this up to its ears. Even though Kyle was CIA, he was working hand in hand with DEA down here. And you know how Kyle is. He never met a stranger. He has a way of building trust in everyone around him. Apparently, DEA now practically consider him one of their own, on the same team.”

      Jana’s thoughts pinged from one side of her head to the other. I’m not just going to help find Kyle, I’m going to have to go undercover. I’m going to have to go deep, and there won’t be anyone to protect me. “Go on,” she said, though her breathing became erratic.

      “There’s more than just a little anger brewing. Over the last four days, every time I talk to DEA about Kyle, they bring up the name Kiki Camarena.”

      “Kiki Camerena?” Jana said as her eyes closed tight.

      “He was before our time, back in the early ’80s,” Cade said. “Kiki Camarena was a DEA agent working deep cover in Mexico. He disappeared. He had gotten way too far in. When he couldn’t be located, news of his disappearance made it all the way into the Oval Office. Reagan was so pissed off that he called the president of Mexico and threatened that if Camarena did not resurface, immediately, he would instruct the US State Department to issue a code-red alert for Americans traveling to Mexico. It would have dried up the Mexican tourism business within days. Not long thereafter, the body of Agent Camarena came forward. He had been tortured to death. It was the beginning of the United States’ drug wars into Mexico and Colombia. The gloves came off. Special-ops teams were inserted all over the place. They carried out a lot of raids, burned crop fields, and took no prisoners, and I think you know what I mean. When anyone in DEA so much as mentions the name of Kiki Camerena, it’s a precursor. They’re angry, they’re impatient, and time is running out.”
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      The car pulled further up the hillside of Gray’s Farm Main Road, past the Old Sugar Windmill up to a small house overlooking Hawksbill Bay, a beautiful stretch of pinkish sand and turquoise water. The house was shrouded in tropical vegetation and trees that overhung from every angle. As the tires crunched across the gravel-like driveway of crushed seashells, Jana said, “This is your safe house? Well, you certainly know how to treat the ladies.”

      “It’s not that bad.”

      “Not that bad? Look at this dump. Christ, the little hut I live in is nicer than this. And that’s on a bartender’s salary.”

      “But it’s nice inside.”

      “Your plane touched down at the airport an hour ago. You went straight to the police station to argue with the cops until they let me out. You haven’t even been here yet.”

      “You never let a guy get the edge, do you?”

      “Montes Lima Perez found that out the hard way.”

      “That’s just cold,” Cade replied. They got out of the rental car and Cade looked across the roof at her. “Want to tell me what really happened? Perez didn’t attack you, did he?”

      Jana spoke through gritted teeth. “If I want a man to put his hands on me, I’ll let him know.”

      “Let him know? Two compound fractures and two GSWs? That’s what you call letting him know? I’ll ask again, and I want the truth this time. He didn’t attack you, did he? Tell me what happened.”

      “Or what?”

      “Or I’ll go back and tell the lieutenant to arrest you.”

      “Like I give a shit,” she said, though they both knew that was a lie. Jana exhaled. “Fine. It was a Monday night. I had the night off and went to a local club. He wasn’t a bad-looking guy. He asked me to dance, we danced. He bought me a drink, we drank.”

      “I didn’t know you had a thing for Latin guys.”

      Jana ignored the statement. “I told him I had to go, but he followed me outside. Said he wanted to make sure I got home safely.”

      “And you believed that crap?”

      “Of course I didn’t. I’m not an idiot, and I knew that look in his eye. I knew what he wanted. I just didn’t want the same thing.”

      “You’re walking alone at night with a guy you don’t want to spend the night with, and you just happen to turn down a dark alley?”

      Jana went silent.

      Cade continued. “See, this is where your story gets a little hazy to me. How did you happen to walk down that alley when you knew full well this guy might try something?”

      “Cade, I didn’t know he had a criminal record. Certainly not one that included sexual assault.”

      “Go on.”

      “About halfway down the alley he pulls me close to him and starts to kiss my neck.”

      “Did you tell him to stop?”

      “God. It’s like I’m being interrogated. No, I didn’t. You happy now? But when I finally did, that’s when his hands started crawling all over me. And then I—”

      “You can stop right there. You lured him, didn’t you? You lured him down that alley.”

      “I did no such thing.”

      Cade couldn’t help but notice she had broken eye contact. He walked around the car and squared off in front of her. “I checked, Jana. The cops may not have picked up on it yet, but the walk from the club back to your place does not include that alley. You went out of your way to bring him to a dark, secluded place, didn’t you?” He paused a moment, waiting for an answer. When one did not come, he continued. “You know what I think? I think you can’t get past your ordeal with Rafael. You had a gut feeling that this guy Perez was bad news and you figured you’d teach him a lesson, like the one you taught Rafael,” he blurted as he leaned over her. “You went off on him, didn’t you?”

      “What the hell would you know about my ordeal with Rafael?” she replied, almost yelling. “You didn’t show up until the last minute. And you don’t know me!” she said as she shoved him backward. “You don’t know what’s going on inside my head.”

      “What I know is that you’re not the girl I fell in love with. That much is perfectly clear. What I suspect though, is that you decided a long time ago that you would never again be a victim, so you found yourself some training. Christ, look at your shoulders and arms. Look at how you broke Perez into pieces. The guy must have seventy pounds on you.”

      Jana looked away.

      “And at that nightclub, once you got a bad feeling about Perez, you decided you’d test him on it.”

      Her head snapped back. “Yeah, I decided to test him,” she said with a steely look in her eyes. “And my gut was right on point. He was a thug dressed in nice package, and I taught him a lesson. He won’t be forcing himself on another woman ever again, that’s for sure.”

      “Not now that you shot his balls off.” Cade shook his head. “Tell the truth. The broken bones came first, didn’t they? And then the smashed face? And while he writhed on the ground, you shot him, twice.” Cade crossed his arms. “Not so different from what you did to Rafael back at the cabin. So what do you have to say now? What am I supposed to think? That you’re not a loose cannon?”

      “What I do has nothing to do with you,” she said.

      “It does now. The only thing we have in common is a past. A past and Kyle. Kyle needs our help, and I have to know you’re not going to lose your shit again if things go sideways.”

      She poked a sharp finger into his solar plexus with just enough force to get his attention. “I am in complete control.”

      “Then why is your hand shaking?”

      Her mouth dropped open and she looked at the hand.

      “I was right,” Cade continued. “Your hand starts shaking right before you have a post-traumatic stress episode. Using you is a bad idea.”

      Cade continued his line of questioning. “So what about it? It was a PTSD event that sent you to the hospital last night, wasn’t it?”

      She turned her back. “I’ve got control of it,” she said as she crossed her arms. “I left the Bureau to get away from it. All the stress, the male-dominated culture, the damned terrorists. PTSD had taken over my life. I came down here to start again, to not have to face down another terrorist, about to be killed at any moment. I’m not saying I’m happy, but I’m happier here than I’ve been in a long time. I had no idea how bad it had gotten until I got here. It was then I realized it. In my life at the Bureau I had forgotten.”

      “Forgotten what?” Cade said.

      “Forgotten who I was. Forgotten how to relax. I couldn’t even recognize myself.”

      “And now?”

      Her eyes became glassy again as she stared out into the blue waters. “I don’t know. Maybe I never really knew who I was in the first place.” She shook her head abruptly. “But I don’t have time for that right now. Am I stable, you ask? I don’t give a shit about that. If Kyle is in trouble, I’m going to help him, and there’s nothing you or anyone else can do to stop me.”
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      Rojas looked at Kyle. “I’ll ask again. Hey, wake up.” He slapped Kyle. “We’re talking about the Oficina de Envigado cartel. Who is in charge of their operations on the island?”

      “Gaviria,” Kyle sang. “Don’t you just love saying that name?” His glazed eyes and thin smile spoke volumes to the euphoria he felt inside.

      Rojas whispered, “Carlos Ochoa Gaviria.” There was shock in his tone. “I knew his father.” For this part, Rojas did not need Gustavo Moreno to hand him an intelligence report. “A former member of Muerte a Secuestradores.” Rojas began to pace the room. “Gaviria’s father ran the MAS, a paramilitary arm of the original Medellín Cartel. It was huge. It had the backing of the Colombian military, the Colombian legislature, small industrialists, wealthy cattle ranchers, it ran the gamut. And just to keep trade normalized, even Texas Petroleum, a US-based corporation with a huge investment in the region, were contributors. Carlos Gaviria would have gone with his father and been raised in that environment. Enforcement, murders, kidnapping, torture. He would have seen it all.”

      Moreno said, “Patron? Perhaps Gaviria has not yet worked his way up within the new cartel.”

      “No,” Rojas said as the thoughts percolated. “No, this is something else. Gaviria would be high up in their organization. Very high up. This means that Oficina de Envigado, the very successors to the Medellín Cartel, are making a much bigger play of Antigua than we thought. This raises the stakes.”

      “Would you like me to gather more intelligence on Senior Gaviria, Patron?”

      “Of course, you fool!” Rojas screamed. “I want to know his whereabouts. I want to know what he had for breakfast this morning. I want to know everything. The timing could not be worse. We’re going to have to do something.”

      “Yes, Patron,” Moreno said.

      “No, Agent MacKerron, changing a drug route is not the issue. What we’re involved with is much, much bigger than drugs.” He turned to Moreno before leaving. “Keep him alive. No one touches him. We may need him later.”
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      Once they were inside, they looked at the dust-covered sheets draping the furniture.

      “We’re not going to talk about us anymore, got it?” Jana said. “I’m only doing this because of Kyle. What assets do we have at our disposal? And don’t try to tell me you can’t disclose that because of national security. I’m in on everything, everything you know.”

      “We don’t know if the electricity works in here or if there’s running water, but you want to talk about assets?” Cade exhaled. “Let me get my stuff. I need to get the comms equipment set up. Then we’ll talk.”

      Cade went back out and opened the trunk. He removed two large cases and a rolling suitcase and brought them inside. He placed one on an old wooden table and keyed in a passcode on top of the case. From it he withdrew an armored laptop and an IsatHub Wi-Fi satellite collapsible hotspot.

      “Hardly anyone on the island knows we’re here,” Cade said. “I’ll be set up in a few minutes. We’ll have a direct uplink to NSA.” He looked at his watch then shook his head. “Uncle Bill is going to be pissed. I’m already late. Here, plug that in,” he said, handing Jana a power cord.

      “Is this all the equipment you have? What about weapons? What local assets are at our disposal?”

      “We have DEA.”

      “That’s it? How many agents?”

      “One,” he replied.

      “What? They’re only giving us one agent? What about all that talk about the murder of Agent Camerena? From the sound of it, I thought there were thirty hardened operators suiting up for a raid.”

      “Thirty?” Cade said. “This is Antigua. It’s a pretty quiet place as far as drugs go, until recently, that is. This discovery of the cartels investment here is new. The DEA agents I was speaking of are in the Bahamas and the US Virgin Islands. They’re listening to their contact here. And besides, Kyle’s disappearance is a theory.”

      “A theory? I thought you said—”

      “Remember, all we know is that he’s gone dark. CIA isn’t so convinced. They’re accustomed to assets that go dark for months at a time. But it’s Kyle we’re talking about. He is relentless in his patterns. He doesn’t go dark, but no one seems to believe me.”

      “But Uncle Bill is on board, right? He and Knuckles?”

      “Uncle Bill doesn’t believe Kyle is missing. But once we convince him, he can put the full weight of the NSA behind this if need be. You’ve got to understand. It’s the war on terror, our assets are stretched thin. He can’t commit resources until we are sure.”

      “Oh, great,” Jana said. “A bunch of guys with satellites, listening devices, computer hacking? Not exactly the collection of Jack Reacher superagents I was hoping for.”

      Cade’s mouth dropped open. “Hey, I work at NSA.”

      “My point exactly,” Jana said through a smile. “Satellites, listening devices, computer hackers. A bunch of geeks. You said DEA has a contact here?”

      Cade logged in to the laptop and waited as it booted up. He positioned the satellite uplink in front of a bay window, then initiated the secure connection. “I’ll tell you about the DEA guy if you tell me about your guy.”

      “My guy?” Jana said as she looked at him.

      “Yes, yours.”

      “I’m not following you.”

      “Sure you are. I’m talking about your guy. The one you’ve apparently been spending so much time with. The one who trained you? Surely you remember him.”

      Her face washed free of expression. “What makes you think there’s someone?”

      “That’s what we call a nondenial. The FBI trained you, Jana. But they didn’t train you anywhere near to the extent that you are apparently trained now. There’s someone here, someone you’ve been spending a lot of time with. Someone who’s trained you in what? Spec ops? Close-quarters combat? What else? Interrogation techniques, how to defeat a polygraph, demolitions? Come on, out with it.”

      “Fine. I met someone. He never talks about what he did in his past or what he does now, but it’s obvious he was an operator of some kind. I’ve been training with him for months. He taught me more than I ever knew. Like you said, the Bureau trained me, but where their training left off, his picked up.”

      “What else did he teach you?” he asked, the implication being sexual.

      “Hey!” she yelled. “Back off. I’m not talking about my personal life with you.”

      “And there you have it,” Cade said. “The nondenial. He wasn’t just some guy who trained you in weapons and tactics. You were seeing him socially.”

      An awkward silence ensued between them and Cade turned his attention to the laptop.

      Finally, Jana said, “Anyway, that’s over now. We went our separate ways.”

      “Jana, I get it. You and I were over. You found someone. You moved on. But why the training? What possessed you to go so hardcore?”

      “I’m not hardcore.”

      “What a load of crap. This boyfriend of yours didn’t just train you because he was bored. You asked him to.”

      “I’m done talking about him. I’ve come clean with my piece. Now tell me about the DEA asset.”

      “He’s a contractor.”

      “He’s not real DEA? My God, how are we going to find Kyle and pull him out with no help?”

      “DEA puts a lot of faith in him. He’s been down here a long time and apparently he’s well connected. He’s got their ear, that’s for sure. He’s the one telling DEA they need to send a crew down here and tear this place apart until they find Kyle.”

      Jana closed her eyes. “So, it sounds like Kyle must have been in touch with this asset. Otherwise, how would he have known Kyle was missing?”

      “That would be the assumption,” Cade said as he banged away on the keyboard. “Well, we’ll find out soon enough. The asset will be here in a minute.”

      “He’s coming here? I thought you said no one the island knew about this place.”

      “Jana, the DEA has trusted this guy for years. And we need his help.” Cade pointed at the laptop. “See? Here is his ping on the monitor. He’s just up the road.”

      “Wonderful. Can’t wait to meet him,” Jana said, though her sarcasm was obvious. “He’d better be good. If he’s the only asset we have, that is.”

      “Don’t forget, we’ve got whatever we need from Uncle Bill, if we can just convince him. Perhaps you forget how effective NSA can be at this.”

      “It’s going to take more than code breaking to find Kyle.”

      “Look, I need more information. We don’t have much time and you know it. I can’t be down here blind. Your personal history might be your business, but there’s more at stake than that. I want to know about this boyfriend of yours. I don’t want to be blindsided by some rogue. Did you ever stop to think that the guy you’ve been shacked up with is not who you think he is?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean? Are you saying he’s involved somehow? You don’t even know him. Besides, he stopped showing up. We’re not exactly seeing each other anymore.”

      “Did you bore him to death?”

      “That coming from the self-proclaimed dork,” Jana said with a smirk.

      “Fair enough. So he didn’t tell you about what he used to do for a living? What type of training did he give you?”

      “Weapons, close combat. A form of Brazilian jiu-jitsu. Arm bars, wrist locks, joint protrusions.”

      “Joint protrusions? You mean you hyperextend the joint until it snaps back the other way? Hmmm, sounds similar to injuries suffered by a certain perp whose medical records I examined last night. He taught you how to do that?”

      “He can teach how to kill in dozens of different ways, and I wanted to learn all of them. Strange thing is, he can be so gentle.”

      “I don’t think I want to hear how tender he can be when both your heads are on the pillow.”

      Jana threw her arms in the air. “Did you think after I left you I was going to be celibate for the rest of my life? I met him right after I got down here. I was struggling with all those emotions, and a lot of physical pain from my back injury. He struck up a conversation with me at the bar.”

      “Bar? You mean that little tiki hut you work in.”

      “He could see I was in pain so he offered to massage my back.”

      “Yeah, I bet he did.”

      “No, it wasn’t like that,” Jana said as she thought back to the encounter.

      “Girls always think the guy just wants to be friends,” Cade said as he shook his head.

      Jana ignored him. “He recognized me from my face being splashed all across the media after the attempted bombing. It kind of frightened me at first. I mean, I didn’t want anyone to know who I was. I wanted to disappear and start with a fresh slate. But being one of the few Caucasians that live here, and being from the States, he knew.”

      “What’s his name?” Cade said while his fingers waited on the keyboard.

      “You’re going to pull his background?”

      “Of course I am. I’m tapped into the NSA database. Like I said, if things go bad, I need to know who’s down here.”

      “You’re paranoid.”

      “Name,” Cade said.

      “He’s not a threat.”

      “You’re not going to tell me his name, are you? Fine. At least give me his description. Caucasian?”

      “Six feet, one hundred and eighty-five pounds. Long, curly blond hair.” Jana smiled at the thought. “Lean, very lean.”

      “Lean? Uh huh.” Cade typed the description as if taking dictation. In his typewritten notes, he substituted the word “lean’’ with “muscular.”

      Jana sat and propped her feet on a covered coffee table and Cade glanced out at the driveway as a vehicle pulled up. “Six feet, one hundred and eighty-five pounds you say? Would you say the hair is true blond or more sandy?”

      “Sandy. What does that matter?”

      “Dark tan? Likes the unshaven look? Wears one of those woven cotton rope bracelets on his wrist like the locals?”

      “Wait, what?”

      “Did he tell you his full name?”

      Jana thought about the question for a moment. “Come to think of it, no. Just his first name. I assumed he liked his anonymity. It wasn’t important to me, so I didn’t press it.”

      Cade cocked his head at her. “You slept with a man and you only knew his first name? Did he give you his real first name, or did you just call him Johnny?”

      Jana sat straight up. “Now how the hell do you know that? Wait a minute,” she said as the thought played forward in her mind. “You’ve been spying on me. You son of a bitch! Eavesdropping from your little cubical at NSA.”

      Cade held both hands up. “Didn’t even know where you were until yesterday.”

      “Then how do you know—”

      “Because he’s here,” he said.

      Jana spun toward the front of the house and looked out the bay window. Her mouth dropped open.

      “Congrats, Jana,” Cade said. “You’ve been dating John Stone, private contractor to the DEA.”
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      Stone walked in and propped his shades on the top of his head, pulling his long sandy-blond hair from his face. His skin was bronzed, and he carried the relaxed air of a local.

      Jana’s mouth hung open.

      Stone’s hands found their way into the pockets of his tattered shorts, but in his nervousness, he did not avert his gaze on Jana. His blue eyes were calm, almost tranquil. He looked like a person just waking from a restful sleep. “Hey, Baker,” he said.

      Jana began to speak but no sounds emerged.

      “Oh. My. God,” Cade said. “Well, this is awkward, isn’t it?” He looked at Jana, whose facial expression displayed something between shock and anger. But he could see something else in her eyes, something she was trying to hide—exhilaration.

      “You,” she blurted. “What are you doing here?”

      His voice was soft, disarming. “I know you’re mad,” he said. “And I’m not here to hand you any excuses. I disappeared on you, babe, and it’s my fault.”

      “Your damn right it’s your fault,” she said. “You don’t do that. You don’t just up and vanish when you’re in the middle of something.”

      Cade watched the two of them and bit his lower lip. He was witnessing something he had hoped he would not.

      “I know. You’re right,” Stone said.

      “Well I don’t want to hear it,” Jana said.

      Stone went silent and waited. He was giving her time.

      “So spit it out,” Jana said. “Why did you leave me? You meet someone else? Is she pretty? I hope so. I hope she was worth it.”

      Cade wanted to melt into the aging floorboards.

      “Baker, there’s no one—”

      “Yeah, right,” she interrupted.

      Stone walked toward her and put his hands on her shoulders. “Look at me. I mean it. There was no one.”

      “You haven’t called me in a month,” she said with anger lacing her words.

      “I was on an op,” Stone said. “Look, I knew you were Bureau, back before you came down here, and you knew I was . . . well, you knew I worked in a similar field. I was on an op and I couldn’t share anything with you.”

      “An op? You up and disappear for a month? What kind of op? Now I learn that you’re supposed to be some contractor for the DEA? What else do I not know about you?”

      “Didn’t you ever wonder where I learned it all? All the training I gave you? The weapons and tactics. The hand-to-hand. Demolitions, all that?”

      “Yes, I wondered. But I assumed you had been in the military and didn’t want to talk about it. But that doesn’t give you the right to disappear.”

      “I couldn’t talk about my work, Baker. Not until now, that is. Now that you’re back in the fold.”

      “I’m not back in the fold,” she said. “I’m not Bureau. I’m never going back there. They don’t run me. I run me.”

      Cade broke in. “Okay, okay. Can we interrupt this brush with the past? We’ve got a man missing.”

      Jana did not acknowledge Cade. “You never even told me your last name. Not that I was asking, mind you. So is John your real name?”

      “Of course it is. I never lied to you. And yes, I was military. But you’re right, I didn’t want to talk about it. There’s a lot of stuff I never want to talk about again. I’m just sorry it hurt you. I didn’t tell you about myself because I didn’t want to get burned when it ended.”

      “You assumed it would end,” Jana said.

      Cade again wished he could be anywhere but here, listening to his ex-girlfriend talk with a person she obviously had feelings for.

      “Didn’t you?” Stone said.

      Jana looked him in the eye and then her mouth opened.

      To Cade, the expression was akin to someone who had just found the missing piece to a puzzle.

      Her hand found her mouth and covered it and she took two steps backward. “Oh my God,” she said. She pointed at Stone. “Your last name is Stone? It can’t be. It can’t be.”

      “What?” Stone said.

      “Your eyes. That’s why there was always something so familiar about you.”

      It was Cade this time. “What are you talking about?”

      “Eight years ago,” Jana said shaking her head. “I was just out of college.”

      Cade said, “You two met eight years ago?”

      “No. My first job, before the Bureau. I went to work at a software conglomerate. I did investments for them. It turned out my bosses were up to no good. I ended up being a material witness for the FBI. I just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, and he approached me. My involvement in that case is what made me reconsider my entire career path. It’s what made me think about being an FBI agent in the first place.”

      Stone’s scowled. “Who? Who approached you?”

      “I didn’t put two and two together until just now when I heard your last name. But you have his eyes. Oh my God. How could I have missed that? You have his eyes. Agent Stone, that’s who.”

      Stone replied, “I’m a contractor now, Baker. And besides, in the military we were known as operators, not agents. I never went by the name Agent Stone.”

      “Not you,” Jana said, “your father. Your father is Special Agent Chuck Stone, isn’t it?”

      This time it was Stone whose mouth dropped open. “You know my father?”

      “Do I know him? He saved my life. Yes I know him.”

      Silence permeated the space the way smoke fills a room.

      Cade said, “Great. My ex-girlfriend has not only moved on, but apparently worked herself up a whole new family in the process.” Humor was his only defense. “You’d think that since I work for the NSA I’d have known all this already.” He gave a little laugh, but it went nowhere.

      Jana shook her head and her face hardened. “You should have told me more,” she said. “But we don’t have time for this. We need to get down to business.” She crossed her arms and looked at Stone. “What do you know about the disappearance of Agent Kyle MacKerron?”
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      “Wait,” Stone said, “Baker, hold on. You knew my father?”

      Jana waited a moment but finally said. “Yes. This was back in the Petrolsoft case.”

      Stone’s mouth opened as if to speak but all he could do was exhale.

      “Petrolsoft?” Stone finally said. He looked at the floor. “I think I need to sit down,” he said as he leaned on an ottoman then sank into the cushions. “Dad nearly died on that case. He was shot in the chest. The only reason he didn’t die was because—” He looked at Jana.

      Jana interrupted. “They got a helicopter evac. I know, I was there. His blood was all over me.”

      “I can’t believe that was you,” Stone said. “He was in intensive care for days. We didn’t think he was going to make it. It was a few months later. I had just gotten selected by First Special Forces Operational Detachment and was about to deploy when dad finally told me about the case. “

      “First SFOD-D?” Cade said. “So you were Delta Force.”

      “Yeah. We did a lot of stuff. All under the control of JSOC.”

      “JSOC?” Jana said.

      Cade answered. “Joint Special Operations Command. Whenever we recommend an incursion, we call JSOC. If approved, they assign either a team from Delta or one of the eight SEAL teams.”

      “Anyway,” Stone continued, “Dad had been medically retired and figured since I had gotten my security clearance it would be okay to share the details with me.”

      “He’d been at the Bureau twenty-three years,” Jana said. “He was already qualified for retirement, but didn’t want to.”

      “Yeah,” Stone said. “The things he told me about that case. He talked about a girl he’d recruited to work undercover. He said she was the gutsiest thing he’d ever seen.” He continued staring at her. “I can’t believe that was you. You risked your life. And not only that, the other agents said it was you that stopped the bleeding. It was you that saved my dad.”

      Cade glanced between them. He watched as tension eased from Jana’s face and shoulders. To him it appeared as though her earlier anger had melted.

      “He saved mine,” Jana said with a sweet quality to her voice. “He was the real hero that day. If he hadn’t burst into that apartment, I’d be dead right now. He’s the reason I went to work as an agent.”

      A long silence ensued and Cade shifted back and forth. It was as if the other two had forgotten he was there. He said, “I hate to interrupt this lovely reunion, but can we get back to business?”

      “Kyle approached me a while back,” Stone said. “He was new on the island and I was still trying to figure out who he was.”

      “What initiated him approaching you?” Cade said.

      “How do I say this?” Stone said. “I’ve got a particular reputation down here.”

      “What reputation?” Jana questioned.

      “I’m known as a guy who can get things done.”

      “Get things done?” Jana said. “You couldn’t even find your shirt in the morning.” The young couple laughed at the inference, but Cade shut his eyes. “Like what kind of things?”

      Stone removed the sunglasses from the top of his head and dropped them into a loose shirt pocket. “To the cartels, I’m known as a mule. I move drugs from point A to point B. It puts me in perfect position to know what cartels are moving what product, and where it’s going. Then I tell the DEA about it. Well, not all the time, but some of the time.”

      Jana cocked her head. “You don’t disclose all the shipments? You work as a contractor for them, right? Isn’t that withholding evidence?”

      Stone said, “It’s not that simple. To survive down here as long as I have, you’ve got to be damned careful. If I told DEA about every shipment, they’d go and intercept it. How long do you think I’d stay alive? Besides, there are times when one cartel or another wants to test me. They’ve had shipments get seized, so what they do is, they set me up on a milk run. They don’t tell me, but sometimes the shipment doesn’t contain drugs. It’s just meant to look like drugs. They track it and make sure it gets to its destination, then wait to see if any DEA boys show up. A basic internal witch hunt.”

      Cade said, “So when the cartels give you an assignment, how do you know which of your drug runs are just a test?”

      “I can’t explain it,” Stone said. “I just get a funny feeling inside.”

      “Let’s get back on point,” Jana said. “Tell us about Kyle.”

      “Kyle found out I was a mule before he knew I was working undercover. He befriended me. Figured I’d be a good way to get to the inside. Damn, he was good. I had no idea who he was, and that’s saying something. Normally I can smell those guys out.”

      “He is good,” Jana said.

      “What?” Stone replied.

      “You said he was good. He’s not past tense. Kyle is alive and we’re going to find him.”

      Cade said, “How big are the cartel’s operations here?”

      “A lot bigger than you’d think. It’s because they’re keeping such a low profile. I don’t have numbers, other than what I’ve witnessed, but they move a lot of product,” Stone said.

      “How can you be so sure?” Cade said.

      “Look, as far as the cartels are concerned, they know one thing about me—I always deliver on my promises. That kind of loyalty goes a long way. The Los Rastrojos cartel in particular has taken a liking to me. All this to say, I get more access to see what’s going on compared to other, low level, mules. That puts me in places that others cannot go.”

      “But how do you know how big it is?” Cade said.

      “I don’t just move drugs. Sometimes it’s cash. Last month I transported a tractor trailer. It was filled to the brim. I’m talking about shrink-wrapped pallets of greenbacks—hundred dollar bills. The semi was packed to the roof, all except a stack of pallets that were positioned against the rear doors. That was a roof-high load of white flour, intended to hide the cash from prying eyes. Sometimes the Antiguan police stop trucks to inspect them.”

      “So Kyle was successful. He had penetrated deep,” Jana said.

      Stone looked at Cade this time. “You bet your ass he was in deep. Like I said, he was the best I’ve ever seen. When I was at the Oficina de Envigado escondite, I’d see him come and go. He was obviously investigating them.”

      “The Oficina de Envigado what?” Cade asked.

      It was Jana that answered. “Escondite is Spanish for hideout.”

      “Alright,” Cade said, “so you’d see him at the Envigado place here on the island. When was the last time you saw him?”

      “It was about five days ago. He was there, apparently in a meeting. I walked by and he was having breakfast on the balcony with . . .”

      Jana stepped toward Stone. “With? With who?” When she received no reply, she said, “Who was Kyle meeting with?”

      Stone looked at her then Cade, then looked down and let out a long exhale. “Montes Lima Perez. Word on the street though is that he was snatched by the other cartel, Los Rastrojos, the one run by Diego Rojas.”
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      Upon hearing the name Diego Rojas, Cade shut his eyes. Jana looked from Stone to Cade. “Okay. Will somebody tell me what the big deal is?”

      Cade rubbed his neck and let out a long exhale. “He’s bad news, Jana.”

      Stone said, “That’s putting it mildly. He’s Los Rastrojos’s number one on the island. But not just on the island. He’s a big-time player. And, he’s as ruthless as they come.”

      “Be honest with me, Stone,” Jana said. “What are the chances that Kyle is still alive?”

      “If it was anyone other than Rojas, he’d stay alive just long enough for them to get whatever information out of him they wanted. But with Rojas, you never know. His temper is legend. Kyle is dead. He’d be dead by now.”

      “NSA has been involved on and off for years in surveilling the Colombian cartels. Cade said Rojas isn’t just high in the organization, he’s the new young blood. And, he’s got a pedigree.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Jana said.

      Cade replied. “It started with the Cali cartel. Cali was founded by the Rodríguez Orejuela brothers in the town of Cali in southern Colombia back in the early ’80s. In those years, it was an offshoot of Pablo Escobar’s Medellín Cartel, but by the late ’80s the Orejuelas were ready to branch out on their own. They were led by four men. One of them was a man named Hélmer Herrera, known as ‘Pacho.’ Pacho and the others led the cartel to a point in the ’90s where they controlled ninety percent of the world’s cocaine supply. We’re talking billions of dollars.”

      “So why the history lesson?” Jana said.

      “Los Rastrojos is the successor to Cali. Diego Rojas is Pacho’s son,” Cade said.

      “Yeah,” Stone said, “his last son. The others were killed. So, apparently, Pacho changed Diego’s last name in order to protect him.”

      Cade said, “After the murder of his older brothers, the kid grew up with vengeance on his mind. His psychological profile is thick, Jana. The US has been trying to get at him for years.”

      “DEA hasn’t been able?” Jana said.

      Stone said, “It’s more complicated than that. The DEA has had a lot of pushback that’s prevented them from shutting Rojas down.”

      “Pushback from who?” Jana said.

      It was Cade that answered. “Pushback from the State Department. They’ve been afraid that if Rojas was killed, a power vacuum would start in Colombia. You see, so much of the government of Colombia has remained swept in corruption. If the balance of power shifts, State is concerned the country will become unstable. And if that happens, you’ve got a hot new place for terror organizations to set up shop without anyone bothering them.”

      “I don’t think I want to hear this,” Jana said. “It makes me sick. Anyway, if the State Department doesn’t want Rojas taken down, what is Kyle doing trying to penetrate their cartel?”

      “Disruption,” Stone said. “Likely they want to continue disrupting each new route of drug shipments to slow the flow into the United States.”

      Jana’s impatience boiled over. “I don’t care about all this background crap. I want to know how we’re going to save Kyle.”

      “You’ve got to know,” Cade said. “You’ve got to know who Rojas is and just how ruthless he is before you go in there.”

      Stone stood. “Before who goes in there? Goes in where?” He looked at Cade. “Wait a minute, she’s not going in there,” he said as he pointed.

      “She has to go in there,” Cade said. “She’s our only chance to get Kyle out alive.”

      Stone’s volume increased. “He’s dead, I told you. You don’t know what you’re talking about. You don’t know these people.”

      “I know all about these people,” Cade spat back.

      “Oh really?” Stone said as he crossed his arms. “From your cubicle at NSA?” He turned to Jana. “Baker, don’t do this. I’ve been on the inside for a long time and I’m telling you, not only is Kyle dead, but even if he weren’t, they’d sniff you out. And don’t even ask me what they would do to you if you were discovered.”

      She put a gentle hand on Stone’s arm. It was only then that she realized her hand had begun shaking. “I’ve got a perfect way in,” she said as a shiver rode her body. “They’re going to ask me in, in fact.”

      Stone shook his head.

      “Johnny, it’s something I have to do.” She crossed her arms in an attempt to hide her shaking hand. “I have to. I have to. I have to.”

      “Yeah,” Stone replied, “you sound real convincing.”
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      Jana knew she’d be up late and decided to take a power nap. It wasn’t long before she nodded off. Her pupils raced back and forth across her closed eyelids. She had already cycled through the first four stages of sleep and rapid eye movement began in earnest. Her breathing deepened then slowed. But as the dream began to unfold, visions of light popped into her mind’s eye. She began to discern a particular shape, the telltale silhouette of Waseem Jarrah, a man who had tormented her waking and sleeping hours for over three years. It was he who was responsible for the three gunshot wounds in her upper torso. Those awful scars. They were always there, a constant reminder of his power over her, and they had a mind of their own.

      Her breathing accelerated. She had killed Jarrah in the moments before he was to detonate a weapon of mass destruction. The visions flickered and popped in her mind. It was as if she was watching footage from an old newsreel. Her pupils darted left then right in ever-increasing speed as Jarrah emerged from his silhouette. It was as if he had stepped out of her memory of that fateful day, high on a cliff, deep within Yellowstone National Park.

      Jarrah, now clear and in sharp focus, walked out of the silhouetted background of the newsreel footage and approached Jana. At the time, she had been badly injured and was lying on top of the rocks, faceup. Blood and scrapes covered her face, arms and legs—badges of honor earned after a two-mile sprint through the woods and rugged terrain in pursuit of Jarrah. Her head had been slammed into the rocks and the concussion had made things even more fuzzy.

      This was another recurring nightmare, and one she could not escape. She would relive the same terrifying ordeal several times each week. And now, the edges of her own sanity were beginning to weaken. It was like an earthen dam that had become saturated, the massive volume of water starting to seep through.

      In the dream, Jana watched the newsreel play out behind Jarrah, who now stood before her with crystal clarity.

      “It is fun to watch, is it not, Agent Baker?” Jarrah said through a sickening grin. He put his arm around her shoulder. “Let’s watch it again, shall we? It’s the ending that I love so dearly.” Jana’s breathing accelerated.

      On that day, when Jarrah had reached down to pick Jana up and throw her body over the cliff, she had plunged a knife into his chest. She then slashed his throat, spraying blood across the pine needles before barrel-rolling him over the edge. Jarrah had died and Jana had thwarted the attack.

      But here, in her nightmare, the memory had been altered and Jana faced her worst fears. She watched as Jarrah picked her limp body off the ground, tossed her onto his shoulder, then walked to the edge of the cliff. With Jana’s torso dangling behind him, he turned around so Jana could see over the edge and into the canyon below. Sharp rocks on the bottom pointed up like fingers of death. Her body was wracked in pain and her weakened arms dangled at her sides. Jarrah laughed a monstrous laugh and said, “Oh, come now, Agent Baker. When you were a child, did you not want to fly like a bird? Let’s see if you can fly.” He threw her over the edge.

      As she fell, she could hear Jarrah’s laughter from above. Her body slammed into the rocks at the bottom of the canyon and she was left in a crumpled heap. Jarrah then casually strolled over to his backpack, reached inside, tapped a button on the device, and watched as a digital screen blinked to life. He tapped a coded sequence onto the tiny keyboard and armed the device. Without hesitation, he flung the eighty-pound pack over the edge. It landed not far from Jana’s body. Five seconds later the ten-kiloton nuclear weapon detonated.

      A mushroom cloud rose into the atmosphere, but that was just the beginning. The canyon where Jana lay sat just above the largest volcanic magma chamber in the world. What followed was a cacophony of primary and secondary volcanic eruptions.

      Back in her bedroom, Jana’s right hand began to twitch.

      In the dream, Jana heard the warnings from a government geologist they had consulted during the investigation. “If that device detonates just above the magma chamber,” he had said, “it will cause a volcanic eruption unlike any on record. It will devastate the western United States and cover much of the country in ash. It will blot out the sky. There will be a year-long winter . . .”

      The Jarrah in her dream turned to face Jana and she could see death in his eyes. Her dream-self was frozen, unable to fight. He pulled out the same knife, and plunged it into her chest.

      On the bed, Jana’s breathing stopped and the post-traumatic stress episode took control. Her body began to convulse and there was nothing she could do to stop it.
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        Touloulou Bar, 5330 Marble Hill Rd., St. John’s, Antigua

      

      Jana’s little black dress fit snugly against her trim form. It was just enough to attract attention but not enough to be flashy. Her target was here, and she knew it. When she walked in, she couldn’t help but notice Rojas sitting at the corner of the bar and it was all she could do to avoid making eye contact. That’s him, she thought. He was looking right at her and his eyes traced down her distinct curves. Jana’s heart beat faster and she exhaled, an effort to blow out jittery nerves. She felt like she was walking into the mouth of a lion.

      Music thumped from five-foot speakers and bodies pressed tightly against one another, bouncing with the beat. It was a strange concoction of African rhythms bolstered by the unique sound of steel drums—an authentic blend of the island’s West African heritage that had been softened by the salty air, gentle breezes, and a relaxed attitude known to locals as “island time,” a low-stress approach to life.

      She walked to the bar and leaned an elbow onto its polished wood. Rojas wore an expensive blue blazer atop a crisp white button-down shirt. She flicked her blue eyes at him and in response the side of his mouth curled up. She returned the grin but in more of a polite way.

      The bartender, a local islander, wiped the bar with a white towel and said, “Ma’am?”

      “A mojito please,” Jana said.

      Rojas stood. “May I make a suggestion?” His Latin accent was softer than she’d expected and she was somehow captivated by his eyes. He looked at the bartender. “Bring her a Guyanese-passion-fruit rum punch, and use the Ron Guajiro.” He stepped closer. “I hope you don’t find me too forward, but I think you’ll like it. My name is Diego Rojas.” He extended a hand.

      “I’m Claire. That’s a very expensive rum,” Jana said. “About $200 a bottle as I recall.”

      Rojas’s smile revealed perfect, pearl-white teeth. “A beautiful woman who knows her rum. You’re just visiting our exquisite island?”

      I can’t believe I am this close to him, she thought as goose bumps formed on her arms. To be this close to a psychopath, the one man that had the key to finding Kyle, was terrifying. A bead of perspiration ran down her side.

      “Most islanders prefer either Cavalier or English Harbour,” she said, “but that is for the average local. The Ron Guajiro distillery did its finest work in the ’70s, but that’s no longer in supply. But the 1980s, like he’s pouring now, produced a very respectable bottle.”

      “I’m impressed. Have you ever tried Guajiro from the 1970s?”

      She dropped an innocent hand on his arm and peered into his dark eyes. “One mustn’t covet what one cannot have. Don’t you agree?”

      He laughed as the bartender mixed the punch in front of her. “To covet is to yearn to possess or have something. And what makes you think you can’t have what you covet?” His eyes wandered down her top to what pleased them.

      Jana maintained eye contact and nodded.

      “Here you are, ma’am,” the bartender said as he placed the rum drink in front of her. She tasted the colorful punch.

      “What do you think?” Rojas said.

      “Let’s see. Although a sacrilege to hide a rum as fine as Guajiro behind the other flavors, I detect traces of clove, pipe tobacco . . . espresso, a bit of tawny port, and orange.”

      “How did you come to know so much about rum? Did your family own a distillery?”

      Keep him talking. Jana believed Kyle was alive and knew his life depended on her ability to penetrate Rojas’s organization. She scanned for the slightest sign of deception. A flicker of facial muscles, the eye darting down and to the left, but she could detect nothing.

      “No, I come to the knowledge more honestly. I work in a bar.”

      He laughed louder this time and returned her touch. When his eyes landed on her hand, his dazzling smile retreated and he said, “But what have you done to your hand?”

      If he knows I beat the shit out of his rival last night, he’s doing a good job hiding it. She allowed a protracted silence to punctuate the moment. “I cut myself shaving.”

      He laughed and tossed down the remainder of his drink. “My, my. But there are cuts on the knuckles. Yet no bruising. How very interesting. Hmmm . . .” He took her other hand. “Marks on both hands. Yes, shaving is a dangerous business. One must be more careful.” This time, the Latin flavor of his accent betrayed a slight English quality, like that of a person who has spent a great deal of time in the United Kingdom.

      Jana shifted positions and another bead of sweat fell. “But why be careful? Life is too short, Mr. Rojas.”

      “Indeed,” he said as he nodded.
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      From a darkened hillside about fifty yards away, Cade squinted through binoculars into the open-air bar. Even at this distance, the music was clearly audible. “Well that didn’t take her long,” he said.

      Stone, lying on the ground next to him, replied, “Did you expect it to?” He adjusted the tripod on his Vortex Razor HD monocular spotting scope to better align his view, then cranked the reticle to zoom in closer. “I mean, how could you not look at her.”

      “Are you trying to tell me she’s beautiful? We dated for a year, you know.”

      “So I’ve heard.”

      Cade squirmed and shook his head. “Let me ask you a question. Are you the biggest dumbass on the island?”

      Stone continued watching through the scope. “Okay, I’ll bite. What is that supposed to mean?”

      “You had her. I mean, you had her. But you let her go? What were you thinking?”

      “It’s not as simple as that.”

      Cade put down the binoculars. “It’s exactly that simple.”

      “Let’s drop it, alright? I don’t like talking with Jana’s ex-boyfriend about Jana.”

      Cade shook his head again.

      Stone said, “She’ll have this guy wrapped around her fingers in a minute. Look at him.”

      “Sure wish I could hear what they’re saying. Makes me nervous as hell with her being in such close proximity to this scumbag.”

      “No way I’m sending her in there wearing a wire. But that’s one thing we can agree on. Rojas is a psycho. He’s got no remorse. It took a lot of people to die for Rojas to become Rojas.”
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      Back at the bar, Jana leaned back and laughed. She was surprised at how easily things were unfolding. “So where were you raised?”

      “You tell me,” he replied.

      “Let’s see. Dark hair, dark complexion. But not just from spending too much time on the beach. You are Latin.”

      “Is that good?”

      Jana grinned. “I’d say somewhere in Central America. Am I right?”

      “Very good,” he said as he nodded. “I was raised in Colombia. My parents owned a large farm. We produced coffee and sugarcane.”

      She took his hand and flipped it over, then ran her fingers across his palm. “These don’t look like the hands of a farmer. And the Guajiro? One doesn’t often find a man of such sophisticated tastes. They must have been very special people.”

      “They were the second largest coffee exporters in the country. A most exquisite Arabica bean.”

      “You didn’t grow up harvesting sugar cane in the fields, did you?” Her grin was playful.

      “Far from it. I was sent to the best private boarding schools. Then to Oxford for university.”

      “A classical education, no doubt.”

      “And here I am.”

      “Yes, here you are. And what do you do now?” She knew the answer but wanted to hear his cover story.

      “Let’s not talk about me. I want to hear more about you.”

      Like how to separate me from my panties? Jana’s expression changed. “I can see you coming from a mile away, Mr. Rojas.”

      “My name is Diego,” he said with the soft elegance of a Royal. His eyes locked onto hers. “And because a man finds beauty in a woman, there is something wrong with that?”

      “You are only seeing the surface. You don’t know me.”

      “Nor you I,” he said. “But what fun would life be if we couldn’t discover new people.” His hand found his chin. “But your statement sounds like a warning. Is there something I should know about you?” His smile reminded Jana of a Hollywood leading man.

      She had a hard time withdrawing from his gaze, but finally looked away. “It’s not pretty on the inside.”

      Another well-dressed man with distinct Latin features walked with briskness toward Rojas then whispered something in his ear.

      Who is that? Jana thought.

      “Will you excuse me for a moment?” Rojas said with a gentle touch to her hand. “Business calls.”

      Jana watched the men walk onto the balcony. Rojas was handed a cellphone. He knows. He knows I’m the one who put his rival in the hospital. Now I’m in this deep. Jana’s right hand began to tremble. What am I doing? Her breathing accelerated. Flashbacks of her horrifying ordeal in the cabin with Rafael popped into her vision.
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      From the hillside behind the bar, Stone squinted through the powerful monocular. “Shit, we’ve got a bogey.”

      “What?” Cade stammered as he reached for his binoculars. “Is she in danger?”

      “Of course she’s in danger. She’s two feet from Diego Rojas.”

      “No!” Cade said. “Where’s the new guy you’re talking about?” Cade searched from one side of the club to the other.

      “Hold on,” Stone replied. “I know who that is. That’s Rojas’s intelligence man. Looks like he and Rojas are going out on the balcony.”

      “I can’t see Jana! Where’s Jana?”

      Stone looked over at Cade.

      His expression reminded Cade of his first days working at NSA. He was so green he’d felt like such an idiot.

      Stone said, “Christ, you really are a cubicle jockey, aren’t you?” He pushed Cade’s binoculars a little to the left. “She’s right there. Same place she’s been sitting.”

      “Fine. Alright.” Cade’s breathing settled. “And I’m not a cubicle jockey,” he muttered.

      “Oh, no?” Stone said.

      “I’ve been in the field before.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Fine, don’t believe me.” Cade tried to come up with a real zinger. “Besides, you misused the word.”

      Without losing focus on Jana, Stone said, “What word?”

      “Bogey. A bogey refers to a phantom blip on a radar screen. It originates from an old Scottish word for ‘ghost.’ You misused the word.”

      “Oh yeah,” Stone said. “You’re perfect for fieldwork. It’s also a World War II reference to an unidentified aircraft that is presumably hostile.”

      “Do you know the security guy?”

      “Yeah,” Stone replied. “More of an intelligence consultant though. His name is Gustavo Moreno.”

      “Gustavo Moreno?” Cade parroted back. “Why do I know that name?” Cade closed his eyes and began searching his memory for the name that would not come. “Moreno . . . Moreno, now why do I—” His eyes went wide. “Shit, shit, shit,” he said as he jammed a hand into his pocket and withdrew his phone.
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      In the vast NSA command center, Knuckles saw that it was Cade calling and answered his phone. “Go, Cade.”

      From the hillside in Antigua, Cade stuttered. “Knuckles, Uncle Bill, get him. We’ve got . . . there’s a problem.”

      “Well I guess so,” Knuckles replied. “Dude, calm down.”

      Uncle Bill, the grandfatherly section chief, walked to Knuckles’s desk with a grin on his face. “Is that Cade? Put him on speaker.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The speaker phone blared. “She’s . . . she’s . . .”

      “Just calm down, Cade,” Uncle Bill said as he wiped a few crumbs from his beard. The tiny bits of orange cracker disappeared into the tight-weave carpeting. “Let me guess. Jana’s in a bar? Perhaps surrounded herself with drug lords?”

      There was a short silence. “How did you know that?” Cade said.

      “Come on, buddy,” Knuckles said. “We can see the location of your cellphone. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out you’re staked out on a hillside, probably surveilling the, let’s see, a bar called Touloulou?”

      “There’s a couple of security cameras inside the bar,” Uncle Bill said. “We hacked them. If you’re seeing what we’re seeing, she’s been talking to Diego Rojas, right?”

      “Rojas is bad enough, but it’s this new guy—”

      “Gustavo Moreno?” Uncle Bill said. “Yeah, that’s not good. Been looking for him for a long time.”

      “Dammit,” Cade said, “Why didn’t you guys tell me we had eyes inside?”

      “Dude,” Knuckles said. “What fun would that be? We just wanted to see how long it would take before you called us in a blustery panic.” Knuckles handed Bill a five-dollar bill. “And I lost the bet.”

      “Yeah, hysterical,” Cade said. “Moreno, he’s the guy that used to work for Pablo Escobar? Do I remember that right?”

      “He’s the one,” Uncle Bill said. “He was head of Colombia’s National Intelligence Directorate. We haven’t seen him for over a year. I’m impressed you remembered his bio.”

      “Didn’t he used to work on our side?” Cade said. “But then took up with the Medellín Cartel?”

      Knuckles jumped in, always eager to assert his knowledge. “Looks like he’s changed teams. Our workup says he spent the first ten years of his career at Langley, took his intelligence experience to Colombia’s NID, then disappeared.”

      “How does the CIA have another mole?”

      Uncle Bill answered. “He wasn’t a mole, Cade. He worked legitimately for the CIA. He resigned and went back to his home country to work intelligence there. It’s after that that he decided the pay was better working for a drug lord.”

      “Whatever,” Cade said. “But if Rojas has Moreno working for him now, and Moreno is gathering intelligence for the Los Rastrojos cartel, then that means—”

      Uncle Bill interrupted, “That Rojas will likely run a background check on Jana. He certainly already knows that a woman broke that guy from the Oficina de Envigado cartel into pieces last night. What we’re hoping, of course, is that this chance encounter with her will lead to Rojas trusting her.”

      “Bill,” Cade said, “why are you so calm? If Moreno runs a full bio on Jana, they’ll no doubt have her fingerprints. They’re going to find out she was FBI. And if they know she used to be a federal agent, they’re going to suspect she’s working undercover.”

      “We’re prepared for this eventuality, Cade.”

      “What?” he yelled into the phone.

      “For a man with the intelligence-gathering capabilities of Gustavo Moreno, it’s not surprising he would be able to find she’s a former fed.”

      “And you’re okay with that?”

      “No, I’m not,” Bill said, “but I’m prepared for it, and so is Jana. Look, the only thing she’s going to do tonight is pique the interest of Rojas, right? Our only hope of finding a clue to Kyle’s whereabouts is for Jana to get on the inside. We’re assuming Rojas will find her identity and Jana will not deny it. In fact, she’ll embrace the fact that she was Bureau and threw away her badge. Moreno’s background check will confirm she’s been living in a tiki hut on the beach ever since, under an assumed identity.”

      “The story is plausible, Cade,” Knuckles added. “It’s not unlike the story of Gustavo Moreno himself. He also worked at high levels within the US government, but became disillusioned and left.”

      Uncle Bill said, “When she gets back to the safe house tonight, you guys go over the story.”

      Cade rubbed his eyes. “Fine.” He exhaled. “I can’t believe we’re using her as bait.”

      “Cade?” Uncle Bill said, “Jana is a grown woman of high intelligence, and she’s especially loyal to her friends. We’re not exactly using her.”

      “How do you figure?” Cade replied.

      “Would you want to be the one who didn’t tell her Kyle was suspected as missing? If anything happened to Kyle and she could have done something about it, she’d kill the three of us for not telling her. We may be using her as bait, but she knows exactly what she’s doing.”

      “Bill?” Cade said. “Kyle is not suspected of being missing. He’s missing.”

      “We’re on the same team, Cade. But at this point, Kyle is still assumed to be under deep cover. Unless we have proof he’s been abducted, we’ll never get authorization for a strike team. I want you to understand the magnitude of what we’re talking about here. If we send in a team to extract Kyle, and it turns out he’s not been abducted, we’d not only be effectively ruining six months of undercover work, we’d be violating international law. You’re not in the United States down there. Antigua is a sovereign nation. It would be viewed as an incursion, and the repercussions on the world stage would be disastrous.”

      Cade rubbed his eyes. “Fine. But Bill, when this is over, I’m going to tell Mrs. Uncle Bill Tarleton about the secret stash of orange crackers under your desk.”
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        V. C. Bird International Airport, Pavilion Drive, Osbourn, Antigua

      

      The man walked up the Jetway and into the terminal like any other passenger would. He was in his early sixties, but years of tough living had taken their toll. Such signs of outward wear are often the result of years of drug and alcohol abuse. But for this man, it was the result of something different.

      For him, the wear and tear showed in two physical areas. First, there was constant tension in his shoulders, as though he might need to react at any moment. It was tension that would not abate, the result of years of being on guard, never knowing what direction the next attack may come from. And the second was written in his eyes. They decried a deadness like those carried by soldiers who had endured a long, intense war. Often referred to as the “thousand-yard stare,” the wartime gaze might come and go. But this was different. His eyes carried in them crushing defeat. It was like looking into the soul of a person who had died inside, yet been forced to carry on.

      Across from Gate 14, he stopped and reshouldered his carry-on then stared out the massive windows onto the tarmac and to the buildings beyond. It was a bright, clear day and the blueness of the sky hearkened something from deep within. He withdrew a photograph from his top shirt pocket, inadvertently dropping his American Airlines boarding pass in the process. He stared at the photo of a young woman at what appeared to be a graduation ceremony. She was shaking hands with a much taller man in a business suit. To the man’s thinking, her eyes seemed to be staring back at him, as if she was watching his every move. Yet he knew his mission. He knew his goal. He had only recently obtained the photo and could still remember looking at it for the first time. He flipped it over and read the words etched in pencil on the back. It said simply “Jana Baker.”
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        Safe house, Gray’s Farm Main Road, Hawksbill Bay, 1:14 a.m.

      

      “Here she comes,” Cade said.

      “Will you calm down?” Stone replied. He swept his hair back and flopped onto the couch. “I’m telling you, she’s good.”

      “Good?” Cade barked. “Good at what? Good in bed?”

      Stone shook his head. “Man. I wasn’t even talking about that. I mean she’s good to go. She can take care of herself.” He pointed at Cade. “You need to get that shit under control. We’ve got a man missing.”

      “I know Kyle’s missing!” Cade yelled.

      As Jana walked across the crushed coral driveway, Stone jumped up. “Don’t bark at me! She can take care of herself. I’ve seen it. Hell, I trained her. She can almost kick my ass. And another thing. She and I had something good going. And if you have a problem with that—”

      They both turned and saw Jana in the open doorway.

      “What’s all this?” she said. Her voice was hoarse.

      Both men looked down.

      Jana said, “And I thought this was going to be awkward.”

      “Sorry, babe,” Stone said. “It’s not important.”

      Cade stepped toward her. “Do you know who that was with Rojas tonight?”

      “The man that pulled him outside? No.”

      “His name is Gustavo Moreno. He works intelligence for Rojas.”

      Jana let the thought play forward in her mind. “It was bound to happen. There’s no way my background was going to go unnoticed.”

      “How did you leave things with Rojas?” Stone asked.

      “He invited me to his villa.”

      “Yeah,” Cade said. “I bet he did.”

      “Cade. For God’s sake. I’m not going to sleep with him.”

      Cade shuffled his feet and muttered just under his breath, “At least that’s one person you’re not going to sleep with.”

      “What was that?” she blurted.

      “Nothing,” Cade replied.

      “What time?” Stone said.

      “Lunch.” She glared at Cade. “If I play this right, he’s going to trust me.”

      “How are you going to get him to do that?” Cade said.

      “I can take care of myself, you know? I don’t need you to come to the rescue.”

      He walked to her. “Let you handle it? Got it under control?” He reached down and pulled up her hand. “Then why is your hand shaking? The PTSD isn’t gone. It never left you, did it?”

      She yanked the arm back. “Stay out of my business.”

      Cade said, “On this op, your business is my business. What you know, I know. What you hear, I hear. I’m in charge.”

      “You’re in charge, huh? I don’t work for the government anymore. And I don’t work for you. I’m doing this on my own.”

      Cade’s voice rose. “Kyle MacKerron is a CIA agent and this is a government operation.”

      Jana said, “If this is a government operation,” the word spat out like spoiled vinegar, “where is the government to save him? You can’t even convince people he’s missing!” She started to pace. “You’ve got no support. There should be spec-ops teams crawling this island. The president should be on the phone threatening the Antiguan government. There should be a half dozen F-18s streaking over the interior ministry, just to scare the shit out of them!”

      “I told you we had no support when we started this!” Cade yelled back.

      Stone jumped between them. “Let’s everybody just calm down. We’re on the same team here. And all this bickering isn’t going to get us closer to finding Kyle.”

      “I’m going in,” she blurted. “I’m going all the way in, with or without support. Kyle is alive.” The vibration in her hand intensified and she turned away from Cade. “I have no choice.” The periphery of Jana’s vision began to blur and her breathing became erratic. “I can handle myself, Cade.” She walked into the first bedroom and shut the door behind her. She leaned her hands onto the dresser and looked at the mirror. A cold heat flushed across her face and, for just a moment, her knees weakened. She exhaled hard and shut her eyes. But the harder she tried to flush the terrors pinging her psyche, the brighter the terrors became.

      She pictured herself back at the cabin, tied to the wooden chair. Rafael leaned over her, the knife in his hand. Come on, Jana. Get a grip on it. Don’t let it pull you down. But further down she tumbled. Rafael cracked her face with the back of his hand and she tasted salty wetness in her mouth. Stop it. Stop thinking about it. Think back to the fort. Everything will be okay if you can just get to the fort. She crushed her eyes closed and thought back to her childhood, to the little path in the woods. She pictured the tall pines, the bright sun gleaming between the branches, and the sight of the ramshackle fort. With Rafael and the cabin fading into the background, in her mind’s eye she walked toward the tangled mass of vines and sticks that made up the fort’s door and tried to conjure the ever-present smell of fresh earth, jasmine, and pine needles. She took a deep breath. She was in. She was safe. And nothing could hurt her in the fort.

      She opened her eyes and looked at herself in the mirror. Her hair and makeup were disheveled, her eyes, weary, defeated. “If I can barely handle the PTSD after meeting him in a public place, how am I going to—”

      But a solitary thought occurred to her and she stood tall. “Rafael is dead. I killed that son of a bitch. He got what he deserved and he’s not going to hurt me anymore.”
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      Jana pulled up to the security gate and waited as an armed guard approached. She glanced at the mirror one more time and blew out the jitters. Her long blond hair was smoothed back in an elegant bun and she wore a flowing, sarong skirt that blended into the island atmosphere. The guard leaned toward her open window and his eyes glided across her exposed leg all the way up to the hip. That’s right, she thought. Get a good look. He may not have been the person whose attention she sought, but the effect was exactly what she had intended.

      “Step out of the car, please,” the guard said as he adjusted the shoulder strap on his submachine gun and slid it to his side.

      Jana got out and the guard motioned for her to place her arms out wide. He used a handheld wand and waved it up and down her legs and torso. “Think I’ve got a Glock tucked somewhere?” she said. Her inference was not lost on the guard—her garments were form-fitting and left little to the imagination.

      “This isn’t a metal detector,” he said.

      Good thing I’m not wearing a wire, she thought.

      Back in her car, she proceeded up the long drive, a manicured entranceway paved in finely crushed pink corral and surrounded by ornate tropical landscaping on all sides. As she crested the small rise, the panoramic view of Morris Bay unfolded before her. Turquoise-blue waters and white-pink sands were common of Antigua’s natural beauty, but from the hillside, it was breathtaking.

      The estate itself was palatial and sat beachfront in seclusion. The property was on a hilltop but was nestled in somewhat of a valley; there was not another structure in sight. And if one ignored the two armed guards walking the shoreline, the beach itself was completely deserted. Jana pulled the car to a halt in front of the entryway, a set of hand-carved glass and teak doors that spanned beneath a massive sandstone archway.

      Rojas pulled both doors open and walked out. He wore a loose-fitting button-down shirt and gray linen pants. He took Jana by both hands and held her arms out wide to look at her.

      “Your beauty is in parallel to the beauty of this island.” There was a refinement in his enunciation. “I am glad you decided to join me. Welcome to my rancho.”

      As they walked inside, Jana took in the breathtaking view of the bay through the wall of glass that lined the rear side of the home. About a dozen of the huge glass panels had been drawn back, an open-air span of about forty feet. Gentle island breezes carried with them the feint scent of jasmine.

      He led her onto a balcony where they sat at a table cloaked in white linen.

      He smiled. “I think we both know you lied to me last night.”

      A wave of jitters raced through Jana’s stomach, and although the statement caught her off guard, she did not flinch. “As did you,” she replied.

      He sat back in his chair. To Jana, it was an acknowledgment that the tables had turned. “You first,” he said.

      “My name is not Claire.”

      “No, it is not.” His accent was enticing, seductive. “Your name is Jana Baker, and you were formerly an—”

      “FBI agent,” she said. “Does it surprise you so?” Her hand shook ever so slightly.

      “I do not like surprises, Agent Baker.”

      “Nor do I, Mr. Rojas. But I do not go by that name any longer. You are free to call me Jana or Miss Baker, but the title of agent has come to repulse me.” She nodded at him. “I suppose a man of your means ran a background check on me. And what else did you find?”

      “I found a short but storied career with the United States government. Quite the little terrorist hunter, weren’t you?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “But you seem to have taken up shop with us here on Antigua. Working as a bartender for the last year or so?”

      “I’m never going back,” Jana said as she stared out into the bay’s tranquil waters. “I’ve had a change of heart, you might say. But let’s talk about you. You’re not just a successful businessman, are you?”

      Silence accentuated a sudden interruption in breeze.

      He crossed one leg over the other. “And what makes you say that?”

      “I know who you are.”

      “Yet you still came?”

      Jana replied, “That’s why I came.”

      He sized her up a moment.

      She continued. “Do you think it’s an accident that I broke Montes Lima Perez into little pieces?”

      Two well-appointed servants walked to the table and placed salads plated on fine china on top of the larger china already on the table.

      When they departed, Rojas said, “Are you telling me you targeted the unfortunate Mr. Perez?”

      Jana said nothing.

      “You did more than break him to pieces, Miss Baker. From what I understand, he will never walk correctly again.”

      Referring to the gunshot to the groin, Jana said, “That’s not the only thing he’ll never do again.”

      “Indeed.”

      They sat quietly a moment before Rojas said, “I find it hard to trust you, Miss Baker. One doesn’t often find a federale from your country defecting.”

      “Oh no? Yet you employ the services of a Gustavo Moreno. Surely you are familiar with his past. The first ten years of his career were with the CIA, yet you trust him.”

      “Of course I am aware of Mr. Moreno’s past. But I am curious, how do you come to such information?”

      A nervousness descended upon her. “I learned a lot in my former life, Mr. Rojas.”

      He exhaled. “Yet you say you have left that life behind. Convince me.”

      “Are you of the belief that the US government would send an undercover agent to work in a tiki bar on the beach for a year, just as a cover? Perhaps Mr. Moreno also told you that the FBI, NSA, and CIA have been looking for me that entire time. And do you know why? Because I threw my badge at them and walked away. I changed my identity. I’ve been off the grid, learning a few things about myself. Things I didn’t know, and I’ve never felt more alive.”

      “Go on.”

      “Did Moreno also tell you my former employer wanted to charge me with murder?”

      “The shooting death of a man known internationally only as Rafael.” His Colombian accent was perfect.

      “They can go screw themselves,” she said. As the breeze picked back up, Jana leaned across the table. “My entire life has been a lie, Mr. Rojas.” She allowed her eyes to drift down the open buttons of his shirt. The look was seductive yet her insides were beginning to churn. “I have learned my interests lie elsewhere. I will not serve a self-serving government. An ungrateful lunatic with an appetite that has no end. My path lies on the other side now.”

      “Does it?”

      “Let’s just say I have certain talents, and they are available to the highest bidder.”

      “And if the US government is the highest bidder?”

      “Then I will take their money and turn them upside down in the process. I’ve thought of few other things over the last year than doing just that.”

      “Retribution is a most dangerous bedfellow, Miss Baker.”

      “I’m sure Montes Lima Perez would agree with you.”

      He laughed. “Your intelligence is a wonderful pairing to your beauty. Like this wine.” He held up his glass. “A perfect match to the bitter sweetness of the salad. One without the other is good. But when brought together, magic.”

      They both sipped the deep-red wine.

      Rojas said, “I take it the police reports of your arrest are accurate then. The vile Mr. Perez sought to harm you?”

      She looked away. “He was not the first.”

      “A chip on your shoulder, no?”

      Jana ignored the statement. “Let me sum it up for you. After taking bullets for my country, stopping two bombings, being abducted and nearly tortured to death, they falsely accused me of murder. So do I have a chip on my shoulder? You’re damned right I do. I don’t give a shit about your business. My distinct talents are available to the highest bidder.”

      Rojas looked out into the bay and his eye landed on a seagull. The bird swayed effortlessly in the breeze. He took another sip of wine and leaned toward her. “You caused a lot of damage to Montes Lima Perez. Don’t get me wrong, he is a rival and I am glad to have him out of the way. But I don’t need high-profile bloodshed like that. Not here. It draws attention.” He exhaled. “This is not a game, Miss Baker. If you come to work for me, I demand the highest loyalty.”

      “I already took out the Oficina de Envigado cartel’s top security agent on the island. The cartel may still be here, but I would think you should already know where my loyalties lie.”

      “I need to quiet Oficina de Envigado. I need the senior-most elements of their cartel to vanish from the island silently. I cannot afford to have local law enforcement or others like the CIA take notice. Are you interested in helping me with my problem?”

      Jana smiled but her hand shook harder. She held it in her lap, just out of view. “Money,” she said.

      His eyes became stern. “Don’t worry about that right now. Just tell me how you intend to carry out your assignments.”
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      The man squinted into the bright Antiguan sun then pulled out his phone and opened a map application. He again removed the photograph and stared into the eyes of Special Agent Jana Baker. The photo had been taken on stage at the FBI training center on the Marine Corps base in Quantico, Virginia. It was her graduation from special agent training. She was shaking the hand of Stephen Latent, the then director of the FBI.

      The man studied the map which indicated a single ping located not far from his position. “Still in the same place,” he said to himself, then walked toward Heritage Quay and followed signs to the Nevis Street Pier. “Need to rent a boat,” he said to a man on the dock.

      The man had weathered ebony skin and was shaded beneath a straw hat. He did not look up. “How big a boat?” His accent was tawny with a distinct island flavor.

      “Just need to cruise around. Maybe a twenty-footer.”

      “Doing some fishing?” the vendor asked.

      “Yeah, something like that,” the man said as he stared up the coastline.

      

      Twenty minutes later the man turned the key and dual outboard engines roared to life. He let them idle a moment, then threw ropes off the bow and stern and pushed back from the dock. He wedged his phone tightly between the windshield and dashboard so that he could see the map, then propped the photograph next to it. He motored out of the harbor, following the direction of the ping. “Won’t be long now,” he said as his smile revealed yellowed teeth.
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      Jana stood and walked just beyond Rojas’s chair, placed her hands on the balcony’s handrail, then stared out at the bay. She gripped the rail tightly so as to obscure the vibrations in her hand. Rojas turned to watch and his gaze did not go unnoticed.

      “I want an answer, Miss Baker. I want to know how you intend to carry out assignments such as these. These people would need to simply disappear with no one being the wiser.”

      Jana grinned. “Already proving my point,” she said.

      “And what point is that?” He rose and stood beside her.

      “Your eyes. When I stood and walked over here, you could not keep your eyes off of me.” She turned to him.

      “And what is wrong with that? I told you before. My eyes are drawn to beauty.”

      “How do you think I lured Perez out of the bar and down an abandoned alley?”

      Rojas nodded. “There is no room for mistakes, Miss Baker. When a leading member of Oficina de Envigado disappears, there better not be clues lying about or a body for them to find. Or they will find your body, and do things to it.” The inference was vile, but Jana held her tongue.

      “You leave that to me. You’ll find I know quite a bit about how to make people disappear. And how to hide a crime scene.” She looked into the shimmering waters. “A hundred thousand.”

      “One hundred thousand dollars is a lot of money, Miss Baker. What makes you think your services are worth that much?”

      She leveled eyes at him. “That’s half. That’s what I take up front. The rest is due upon delivery.”

      He took a step closer and looked at her chest without embarrassment. It was as though he was at an art gallery admiring a statue. But after a moment his eyes settled on the three gunshot wounds on her sternum. He raised his hand and ran the backs of his fingers on the centermost one.

      A sharp, burning sensation caused Jana to pull back as flashes of Rafael’s face popped into her vision. “Hands off,” she said with more intensity than she had intended. “I may be on your payroll but I don’t do that for money. And I never mix business with pleasure. My price is two hundred thousand. Take it or leave it.”

      “No business with pleasure? What a pity. It is of no concern,” he said as he turned and waved his hand dismissively. “I have all I need of beautiful women at my disposal.”

      There was something in his tone that gave Jana pause. It was as if he was describing a broken cell phone or pair of torn slacks—an object to be thrown away and replaced. A tiny voice whispered from somewhere deep, a place of darkness. Show her again, the voice said as pain flared on the scar. Show her how much like her father she really is. Flickers of her nightmares popped in her vision, her father’s mugshot, the arrest warrant. Her hand shook harder and the edges of her vision began to blur, but she fought back and the voice quieted.

      A servant appeared with a platter in his hand and placed two glasses on the table.

      “But let us sit and drink.”

      “And what are we drinking?” Jana said as she eased herself into the chair.

      “Guaro. It means fire water, a Colombian specialty. Many like Aguardiente Antioqueño, but I prefer this,” he said as he held up a small glass of clear liquid and crushed ice, “Aguardiente Del Cauca.”

      Jana held her shaking hand in her lap and used the other to bring the drink to her lips. To her, it tasted something like delicate vodka, only sweeter.

      Rojas said, “Do you know what my men said when I told them to expect your arrival?”

      “And what was that?”

      “Ya vienen los tombos. It means—”

      Jana interrupted, “The cops are coming.” She shook her head. “After I nearly killed one of your rivals, you still thought I worked for the US government, didn’t you?”

      “You continue to surprise me, Miss Baker.”

      “And upon my arrival, you had me swept for listening devices.”

      “In this line of business, one cannot be too careful.”

      “Show me the rest of your rancho.”

      The tour of the estate went on for several minutes as Rojas walked her from room to room and described the history of the expansive property. He concluded the tour on the lowermost level, the immaculately appointed daylight basement where dozens of wine barrels were stacked in a closed room. “The wine travels here from Colombia and is aged against the coolness of the earth.”

      “Very impressive,” Jana said. “Yet there are two rooms you have not shown me. The first is the room in which most men choose to end the tour.”

      Rojas grinned. “You made your feelings about the master bedroom crystal clear. And the other?”

      Jana pointed at a steel door off to one side. It appeared to lead to a hallway.

      “Ah, well, one can’t reveal all one’s secrets.”

      “Something to hide, Mr. Rojas?” She grinned.

      Rojas ignored the assertion. As they ascended the wide, brightly lit glass staircase to the first floor, Rojas said, “I have many information sources, Miss Baker, and I will be passing certain pieces of information to you. Information about your assignments.” He placed a hand on her arm. “You have earned your way into my rancho. The question remains whether you have what it takes to stay.”

      She started back up the stairs then turned and looked down at him. His eyes were on her backside.

      He laughed. “Very well played. You continue to surprise me. Please, don’t ever lose that quality.”

      “And you will tell me the source of your information. I do not accept facts blindly,” she said. Rojas sized her up, but she continued. “I know it takes a lot of intel to do what you do, but that doesn’t mean I trust it.” Once upstairs, Rojas led her to the front door. Gustavo Moreno stared at her from down a long hallway. His arms were crossed. “And I do not trust that man,” she said.

      Rojas glanced at Moreno. “The source of this information is mine and mine alone.”

      “This is not a negotiation,” she said.

      “You will find what you seek already waiting for you on the front seat of your car. We can discuss the source later. I want this to happen quickly, Miss Baker. Time is of the essence. Your assignment must be carried out tonight.”

      She walked outside, down the steps, and onto the crushed coral of the drive. She got in her car and thought about the one thing she had not expected: Rojas was on a timetable. Prior to entering the estate, she had felt incredible pressure to find Kyle and find him quickly. But now she suspected Rojas had another agenda, and the thought gave her pause.

      She picked up a large manila envelope, then opened it. Four thick bundles of brand-new one-hundred-dollar bills were inside along with a dossier. The dossier looked identical to an FBI file. It was made of the same file-folder material she was accustomed to seeing in government reports. When she opened it, she saw that it appeared to be identical to a government intelligence service report. A glossy black-and-white photo of a man Jana knew to be her target was affixed to the left panel. On the right were several sheets of background material, all neatly bound across the top with bendable metal strips.

      Where did they get this? she thought. This target is obviously a member of Oficina de Envigado.

      Just before she started the engine, she heard a sound about twenty feet behind her, like that of someone pounding a glass window. When she turned, she saw a woman at a window. Both of her hands were splayed against the glass and a look of terror painted her wide eyes. Her mouth opened into a scream and Jana’s heart rate accelerated.

      A hand jammed across the woman’s mouth and yanked her away. She was gone. A feeling of rage erupted in Jana’s gut and she reached for the door handle. But an unfamiliar Latin voice called out from the front steps, “So glad you could join us today, Miss Baker.” She turned to see Gustavo Moreno pointing toward the front gate. “It is time for you to depart our company.” Two armed guards flanked him.

      Jana knew the woman was being abused and the rage that had started in her gut grew larger. She started the car, then shifted it into gear.

      As she drove away, she tried to suppress thoughts of the woman but could not. She passed the entrance, where the guard had already opened the gate. He was standing waiting for her to pass. The little grin on his face sickened her.

      Moreno may have placed a tracking device on my car, she thought. I can’t go back to the safe house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          26 Back to the Bungalow

        

      

    

    
      
        Side Hill Bay

      

      Jana drove in the direction of her tiny beachside bungalow. If Gustavo Moreno had a detailed dossier on her, they certainly already knew where she lived, so driving there wouldn’t be a problem. She wove her way down Gray’s Farm Main Road and turned left toward the water on Perry Bay, then turned up the dirt road before stopping at Little Orleans, a dilapidated market often frequented by locals. The sun-beaten paint had once been the colors of peach, pink, and teal. The store blended into the surrounding village with ease. She hopped out and picked up the one working pay phone and dialed Stone.

      “Hey,” she said. “I’m out.”

      “Thank God,” Stone replied.

      “I’m at Little Canton. Why don’t you come pick me up at my place?”

      “On the way.”

      “And make sure you’re not tailed.”

      Stone laughed. “It wasn’t too long ago that you were my student.”

      “I knew plenty before coming to you, jackass,” she said with a sarcastic tone.

      

      Her one-room bungalow was nestled in a halo of banana and coconut trees. It was more of a shanty than anything else. But the tropical colors that adorned the interior helped alleviate the notion of poverty in the surrounding area. The house, if one could call it that, sat within fifty yards of the water on a private ranch owned by a British family. The rent was beyond cheap. When Jana arrived on the island the year prior, she sought out a simple existence, and simple is what she got. Compared to the average islander, Jana had money, so furnishing the sparse space came easily.

      Ten minutes later, Stone’s Jeep arrived and she hopped in. “You didn’t go to Rojas’s place dressed like that, did you?” Stone said as he pulled away.

      “No, I just changed,” she said. “Kyle is alive.”

      He locked the brakes and the Jeep skidded as a plume of dust rose from underneath. “You saw him? Why didn’t you say so? If we’d have known that, we would have put the DEA team on standby.”

      “I didn’t see him.”

      He slowly accelerated. “Then why do you—”

      “A hunch.”

      “NSA isn’t going to order an incursion on a hunch.”

      “He’s there. I’m telling you.”

      “Because of a hunch?”

      “Perhaps you’re not aware, but a lot of crimes are solved because of hunches.”

      “Yeah,” he chided, “but a lot are solved by actual evidence.”

      They pulled up to the safe house and walked inside.

      “Cade,” she said, “what makes you think the safe house isn’t being surveilled?”

      “Nice to see you too,” he said as he looked up from his laptop. He turned back to the monitor, where he was in the middle of a secure video conference with NSA. “Hold on, Uncle Bill. She just walked in.”

      Then from the laptop speakers, Jana heard voices. “Yeah,” the voice said, “we know. We could see her coming up the road.”

      Jana leaned over the monitor. “Hey, Uncle Bill. What do you mean you could see me? You have monitors on the road?”

      On the video, Knuckles leaned in. “They’re called satellites, Agent Baker. We’re watching.”

      “Knuckles,” Jana said as she stood tall and crossed her arms, “call me agent one more time and I’ll . . .”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said.

      Cade said, “And that answers your question about why we know we’re not being surveilled here. Knuckles has a team with eyes in the sky at all times. We’ll know if anyone comes within a quarter mile.”

      “They use kilometers down there, Cade,” Knuckles said.

      “Know-it-all,” came Cade’s reply.

      Stone shook his head. “Jana thinks Kyle’s still alive.”

      “What evidence do we have?” Uncle Bill said as he drew a hand to his cavernous beard.

      “None,” Stone said.

      “He’s alive,” Jana said. “How do you think we got this?” She held up the dossier. “It’s a complete workup of one of the members of Oficina de Envigado. They want me to take out a man named Carlos Gaviria.”

      “That name would have come from Gustavo Moreno,” Knuckles said. “We know he’s a heavy hitter in the intelligence community.”

      Jana shook her head. “Not where did the background information come from, where did the name come from in the first place.” She looked at the others. “None of you geniuses know, do you?” She was met with silence. “Rojas wants to remove Oficina de Envigado from the island, but these cartels have been doing business like this for decades. They know what they’re doing.”

      Bill said, “What are you getting at?”

      Jana said, “Even Gustavo Moreno would have a hard time finding out who was on the island from Oficina de Envigado. He would need to get that information somewhere.”

      On the video monitor, Uncle Bill leaned back in his chair. His fingers buried themselves deep into his hair which had become more salt than pepper. “Kyle. Kyle was interrogated and that’s where they got the name Carlos Gaviria.”

      “Finally,” Jana said.

      “Oh, come on,” Cade said. “I don’t buy the fact that Moreno wouldn’t have known who from Oficina de Envigado was on the island. It’s his job to know stuff like that.”

      Stone put a hand on Cade’s shoulder. “Spent a lot of time working as a DEA Agent, have we?”

      “Well, no, but—”

      Stone continued. “Spent much time on the front lines? Making contacts? Doing undercover drug buys? In the line of fire, perhaps? Penetrating into the upper echelons of a drug ring?”

      “No, but—”

      “Believe me,” Stone said, “It’s a lot harder than you think. These people don’t just show up on an island and announce themselves. They come in quietly, under false identities. The whole thing happens slowly. The quality of the passports is unbelievable. Then, when the entire crew is assembled, they open up shop in perfect anonymity.”

      “Run a bio on that name,” Uncle Bill said to Knuckles.

      Knuckles smiled. “It’s already up, sir,” he said pointing to screen number four. “Carlos Ochoa Gaviria, he’s the son of the commander of the MAS.”

      “Shit,” Uncle Bill muttered.

      “What’s the MAS?” Cade asked.

      Knuckles was all too happy to assist. “The Muerte a Secuestradores. It was a paramilitary organization. Started out as security to stabilize the region. In those days, it was comprised of members of the Medellín Cartel, the Colombian military, the Colombian legislature, small industrialists, some wealthy cattle ranchers, and even the Texas Petroleum.”

      Jana said, “Texas Petroleum? A US company? What the hell is a US company doing involved with the drug cartels?”

      Uncle Bill replied. “Cocaine had just become a bigger export than coffee. It takes a lot of land and workers to produce that much product. And locals were being attacked from all sides. The MAS was formed to fight off guerrillas who were trying to either redistribute their lands, kidnap the landowners, or extort money. Companies like Texas Petroleum needed the region to be stable.”

      “But the MAS changed its charter, didn’t it?” Cade said.

      Knuckles said, “It became an arm of the Medellín Cartel. They did enforcement, if you know what I mean. Stability of the region was no longer a problem. Anyone that got in the cartel’s way was dealt with.”

      “Okay,” Jana said, “So my target, Carlos Gaviria, was the leader’s son. So what?”

      “Remember,” Uncle Bill replied, “we’re talking about Colombia in the early ’80s. As the son, he would have gone with his father. He would have been witness to dozens or hundred of killings. He was raised in that environment.”

      “Yeah,” Cade said, “wouldn’t doubt if he participated in some. Making a ruthless guy like that disappear isn’t going to be easy.”

      Jana turned her back. “Who says he has to just disappear?”

      “What was that, Jana?” Uncle Bill said.

      “She said,” Cade replied, “why does he have to just disappear? You don’t mean that, do you, Jana?”

      “I’m getting Kyle out of there. I don’t care what it takes.”

      Cade stood. “You can’t possibly mean you would be willing to commit murder.”

      Jana’s eyes were like stone.

      Uncle Bill spoke next. “If your grandfather was standing next to you, you wouldn’t have said that, Jana.”

      “It wouldn’t be murder,” she said.

      “Oh no?” Cade said. “And what would you call it?”

      “Someone getting what they deserved,” she said.

      There was venom in Uncle Bill’s voice this time. “There will be no assassinations on my watch. The subject is closed. Now drop it.” It was the first time any of them had seen the typically stoic man become angry. “Besides, we have more information,” Uncle Bill said. “Tell them, Knuckles,”

      “Tell us what?” Cade said.

      Knuckles stood. He was in his element now. “You won’t believe what we found in Kyle’s CIA file.”
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      “What’s in Kyle’s CIA file?” Jana asked.

      Knuckles replied, “They’ve obfuscated his federal identity.”

      “What does—”

      “They’ve falsified his file,” Knuckles said. He loved being the one who knew something others didn’t.

      “I know what it means,” Jana said. “I was going to ask, what does it say?”

      Uncle Bill said, “They’ve got him set up as if he’s a DEA agent.”

      Cade stood. “Why would they do that? Do they want to get him killed?”

      Jana turned and took a few steps as the information processed in her mind. “They don’t want to get him killed, they want to save his life.”

      “That’s right,” Uncle Bill said. “And the data log shows this new identity went into the system four days ago.”

      “That’s about the time Kyle disappeared.”

      “Makes sense,” Jana said. “If Kyle was undercover investigating a drug connection, and he missed his check-in, CIA might have assumed he’d been compromised.” She turned to Cade who was still catching up. “I told you. Rojas got the name of my first assignment from Kyle. And the reason he knew Kyle would have that kind of information is because Gustavo Moreno ran Kyle’s background.”

      Cade closed his eyes. “And found he was DEA. So now we know he’s alive.”

      “Bill,” Jana said, “You’ve got to authorize it. You’ve got to send a team in here to get him out.”

      “Tried that already,” Uncle Bill replied. “It’s more complicated than that.”

      “Dammit, Bill!” Jana said, “How complicated can it be? Kyle is being held by a drug lord and we’ve got to get him out.”

      “Jana,” Bill said, “I just got off a call with the national security advisor. I got stonewalled.”

      “Politics,” Stone said as he shook his head.

      Bill continued. “Jana, I believe you. But that isn’t enough. Something big is about to happen and I have no idea what it is. No one is going to upset the balance.”

      Jana’s face began to pale. “Bill, I’m not going to sit here and let Kyle die. I don’t give a shit what the political stakes are.” Her breathing accelerated.

      “You alright, Jana?” Cade said.

      She walked toward the monitor and leaned in. “I’m not leaving him, Bill. I’m not leaving him.”

      Cade took her by the shoulders and eased her into a chair.

      “I’m on your side, Jana,” Bill said. His voice was calm, reassuring. “I am. But there’s nothing I can do. My hands are tied.”

      There was a certain anger in her tone. “Don’t you do that, Bill,” she replied. “He’s one of us. This is Kyle we’re talking about.”

      Bill looked away. After a moment, he spoke. “I know who we’re talking about. Kyle is family to me.”

      Jana’s jaw muscles tightened. “I’ll do this alone if I have to,” she said. “But it won’t look like a surgical team went in and pulled him out carefully. It’ll look like a damn car bomb went off.”

      Bill squinted into the monitor. “Something happened, didn’t it? Something else happened when you went to see Rojas.”

      The woman at the estate screaming from behind plate glass flashed in Jana’s vision, but she said nothing.

      Stone said, “Bill, we’re going to have to access the teams regardless.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Jana’s been hired by Rojas to take out the head of Oficina de Envigado. She can’t go murder the guy. We have to activate an extreme rendition protocol. Jana will lure him somewhere private, and the team will sweep in and take him.”

      But, from behind Uncle Bill and Knuckles, a man in the NSA command center walked forward. He wore a dark suit and tie. “There will be no rendition,” the man said as Uncle Bill turned to him.

      Jana squinted at the monitor. “Son of a bitch.”
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      “Who the hell is that guy?” Stone said, but Jana and Cade knew.

      “Nothing like another Virginia farm boy to brighten a girl’s day,” Jana said as she crossed her arms.

      The man’s hands remained in his suit pockets, as if he were talking to friends at a wedding reception. “There will be no rendition team. Nor will there be a team to extract Agent MacKerron.”

      Stone’s arms flew into the air and he yelled at the monitor. “Who the hell do you think you are?”

      “And you, Agent Baker,” the man said, “You will stand down. There will be no bombs going off inside the estate of Diego Rojas.”

      Uncle Bill removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “Stone, let me introduce you to Lawrence Wallace, the recently appointed CIA assistant deputy director, National Clandestine Service, Counter Terrorism Center.”

      “This is a CIA agenda?” Jana barked. “You’re the one stonewalling this? What could be so important you’d leave a man behind? What is it this time? CIA wants to run coke for the Antiguan rebels? Sell arms to Al Qaeda so they can fight ISIS? Launder money for the—”

      “That’s enough, Jana,” Bill said.

      Lawrence Wallace’s smile was polite yet condescending. “I’ll not grace your comments with a reply, Agent Baker.”

      “I’m not an agent anymore. If you call me that one more time,” Jana said behind a pointed finger, “I’m going to fly back there and rip out your Adam’s apple and hand it to you.”

      Wallace smiled. “A pleasure to see you, as always.” He walked out of view of the monitor.

      Stone glanced at the others. “What the hell just happened?”

      Bill replied. “It’s like I said. There’s something else at play here, and I intend to find out what it is.”
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      “Sir?” Knuckles said as he burst into the room. Uncle Bill stopped midsentence. He and a dozen other men, all military commanders seated around the long, oval table looked up. “Oh, sorry.”

      Bill exhaled. “Well that’s okay, son. It’s not as though this briefing is about national security matters. In fact, we were discussing knitting patterns.”

      Knuckles swallowed. “Yes, sir. There’s something you should see. Right now, sir.”

      Uncle Bill said, “Won’t you excuse me, gentlemen? Duty calls.”

      Bill kept pace as Knuckles speed-walked into the vast command center. “It’s here, sir, on monitor seven,” he said as he pointed to one of the myriad of oversized computer screen suspended from the high ceiling. “There, in the center of the screen.”

      “What am I looking at?”

      “Laura?” Knuckles said to a woman across the room. “Can you zoom that up a bit?”

      As the satellite view on the monitor zoomed closer, it revealed a small boat about seventy-five yards from a shoreline.

      “Nice Whaler,” Bill said, “I don’t suppose you called me out of a meeting with the joint chiefs to show me your vacation plans.”

      “No, sir,” Knuckles replied. “These images are coming from one of our spy sats, the NROL-55, codenamed Intruder. It’s in geosynchronous orbit with a cover mission of ELINT or ocean surveillance, but we repurposed it to—”

      “Knuckles!”

      “Yes, sir. We’re looking at Hawksbill Bay, Antigua.”

      “And?”

      “Laura? A little closer please.” The image on the monitor zoomed until it appeared to hover about fifty feet above the craft. The resolution was impeccable. The bright white of the boat’s deck shone back at them as it bobbed in the calm surf. The sole occupant, a male, raised a long set of binoculars to his face. “He’s doing surveillance, sir.”

      “Wait, Hawksbill Bay? Our safe house?”

      Knuckles said nothing but the inference was well understood.

      “Christ. Knuckles, get me a secure uplink to the safe house.”

      “That’s just it, sir. I’ve tried that already.”

      “No joy?”

      “It wouldn’t even go through. The comlink is offline.”

      “That’s impossible,” Uncle Bill said as he walked to a laptop station and sat.

      “Right here,” Knuckles said as he pointed to the computer monitor. “I tried the satellite three times, and then I ran this. Take a look at the diagnostics.”

      Bill studied the readout. “The satellite is there alright. And look, it’s operational.” Bill studied the information further. “All systems are online. And we were on a call with the safe house, what, an hour ago? What’s the problem?” But then Bill sat upright and slammed a fist onto the desk. “That son of a bitch.”

      “Sir?”

      Bill stood. “Those pricks have cut the uplink.” He picked up a phone and dialed a number. “They’ve cut the uplink and now we’ve got a rogue on our hands.” He spoke into the receiver. “Get me DEA Special Response Team at Point Udal, US Virgin Islands.” He waited a moment as his call was connected. “Commander? This is William Tarlton, NSA clearance code kilo alpha one one niner six zulu eight. I’ve got a priority target on Antigua. Put your assets in the air and expedite. You’ll receive routing and an assignment package in flight. This is not a drill, Commander. Affirm?” He hung up the phone and looked at Knuckles.

      “I don’t understand. Who cut the uplink?” But the moment the question left his lips Knuckles knew the answer. “Oh my God.”
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      “CIA?” Knuckles said. “But why would CIA cut our comsat?”

      Bill was way ahead of him. “Knuckles, I need a flight plan for DEA and our estimated time to intercept.”

      “Sir, we’re really sending a team in? We’re going to need authorization from the president to invade Antigua, aren’t we?”

      “You let me worry about that. And it’s not an invasion, it’s one team.”

      “Try telling that to the Antiguan foreign ministry.” The kid banged away on his laptop. His keystrokes sounded like gunshots. “It’s two hundred and twenty nautical miles from the DEA station on the US Virgin Islands to Antigua,” Knuckles said as he began talking to himself. “Let’s see, DEA has a Gulfstream IV down there, so . . . max V-speed is 0.88 mach, which is, what is that? About 488 knots, right? But I doubt they push it quite that hard, so, say 480 knots, give or take. That’s 552 miles per hour, which puts them at V. C. Bird International in Antigua about forty minutes after takeoff, depending on how fast they get to max. Plus we’d have to account for the time it takes them get to the plane in the first place—”

      “That’s way too much time,” Uncle Bill said. “If the rogue in that boat is a spotter, he could have already called whichever damned cartel he works for, and they could have people on the way. Call Cade’s cellphone.”

      “But, sir,” Knuckles said, “It’s not a secure line.”

      “I don’t give a damn. I want them out of that place right now.” Bill began to pace. “That asshole could be anybody.”

      “The other possibility—” Knuckles offered before again being cut off.

      “What if he’s working for Rojas?” Uncle Bill continued, oblivious to the boy. “That would mean Cade and Stone would be compromised, not to mention the fact that Jana’s cover would be blown for sure. You still got eyes on him?”

      “Of course we do, sir. But there’s one thing you’re not—”

      “If we have to do a hot extraction, there’s going to be hell to pay, but at this point, I really don’t give a shit.”

      “Sir!”

      “What is it, Knuckles. Dammit, son, spit it out.”

      “What if the DEA strike team grabs the guy in the boat, but it turns out he’s CIA?”
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      Stone pushed his shades onto the top of his head and flopped onto the couch. “This is a real hassle. Who is that prick?”

      Jana had had enough and disappeared into a back bedroom.

      Cade said, “Lawrence Wallace is a company man. I’ve had dealings with him in the past.”

      “Yeah?” Stone said. “Without a rendition team, how are we supposed to make Jana’s assignment, Carlos Gaviria, disappear? I mean, the three of us? It can’t be done.”

      “I thought you were a hotshot Army Delta Force operator, no less.”

      “I’m serious. You stopped and thought about what it takes to pull off something like this? With a rendition team, it wouldn’t be so bad. Jana could lure the guy into a private room where he thinks he’s going to get a little ooh-la-la with her. They’d pop in and jam a needle in his neck so fast, by the time he felt the sting, the drug would have him halfway to unconsciousness. Then the team would whisk him into a van and he’d be gone. Next stop, Guantanamo Bay. But this . . .” Stone shook his head.

      Cade shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s got to be something we can do ourselves.”

      “How long have you been sitting in that cubicle?”

      “Hey, Stone, screw you,” Cade said. “I’ve been in the field before.”

      “Good, because we’re going to need it. But you’re not thinking this through. Gaviria won’t be alone. He’s the Oficina de Envigado’s number one on the island. He’ll have protection. And by protection, I don’t mean he’ll be carrying a condom.”

      Jana stood in her bedroom doorway and said, “Two ex-boyfriends talking about condoms. Can this get any worse?”

      Stone stood. “Jana, you don’t look so good.”

      “Thanks a lot,” she replied. “Cade, I had to rush out of my bungalow. You have any Advil?”

      “Sure. My stuff’s in the other bedroom. Outside pocket of my bag.”

      She disappeared into Cade’s room.

      Stone walked closer and lowered his voice. “It’s getting worse.”

      “I know it is.”

      “No, man. I mean, I’ve been with her for close to a year and I’ve never seen it this bad.”

      “She didn’t show signs of PTSD before?”

      “Sure she did. It’s just that she had better control of it. But this, it’s like she’s going to blow at any second. You can see it in her eyes.”

      “You some kind of psychological expert?” Cade’s assertion was condescending.

      “Happens to a lot of guys. I’ve seen it. We’d come back from a long deployment. It’s a tough thing to cope with. The human being is not meant to handle a war zone. What happened to her, anyway?”

      Cade crossed his arms and squinted. “You were with her a year and she never told you? Doesn’t sound like you had much of a relationship.”

      “Kiss my ass. She left you, as I recall. And that had nothing to do with me. You know, I’m tired of your crap. When I met her, she was eager to learn. So I taught her. She would never quit, and that’s when I knew. She was driven by something she’d been through. Now what was it?”

      “If she didn’t tell you, I’m sure as hell not going to.”

      “I’m not the enemy, Cade. We’re on the same team, if you hadn’t noticed.”

      “I don’t have time for this,” Cade said. He looked at the laptop. “And why hasn’t NSA called in again?”

      Stone looked at his watch. “Maybe they’re busy.”

      “Uncle Bill is the best there is. He doesn’t get busy.” Cade sat at the laptop and clicked a few keys. He squinted at the monitor. “What the hell?”

      Stone leaned in. “What’s wrong?”

      “The satellite,” Cade said as he pointed to a tiny icon of a spinning globe in the upper-right corner of the screen. The globe was dark.

      “What about it?”

      “When the connection is hot, the globe is bright green. It’s like it’s not there. Shit, we’ve lost connection.”

      “Well,” Stone said, “if it’s anything like Wi-Fi—”

      “It’s nothing like Wi-Fi. A stable connection like that doesn’t just drop. It’s in geosynchronous orbit. The satellite stays in the same position at all times. And it’s not like we’re mobile, or there’s interference from a storm system. Let me run diagnostics.”

      “You bite my head off like that again, and you and me are going to have a problem. Geosynchronous orbit. I’ll show you geosynchronous orbit.”

      “Hey, Delta Force boy, you just stick to your side of the mission, I’ll stick to mine.” Cade then muttered something under his breath.

      “What was that?”

      “I said, you wouldn’t know your Wi-Fi from your bluetooth from your BGAN from your VSAT.”

      “What a pencil neck. Think you know your shit, do you? Let me ask you a question. In an M84 flashbang, is the pyrotechnic charge a subsonic deflagration or a supersonic detonation? No? What’s the muzzle velocity and max range of the .338 Lapua Magnum when fired from an M24A3 Sniper Weapon System?” Stone waited but Cade just looked at him. “Yeah, you know jack shit.”

      Cade squared off in front of Stone, his jealousy and anger having gotten the best of him. Then from the back bedroom, Jana yelled, “What is this?” The men turned to find her standing in the doorway.

      Stone said, “Nothing, babe. Just a gentleman’s disagreement.”

      Her eyes were locked on Cade. “I said, what is this?” In one hand she held a box of candy. In the other, a stack of standard-sized envelopes bound together with rubber bands. The bundle was about four inches thick.

      Cade’s mouth dropped open.

      Jana marched up to him and shoved him into the chair.

      “Speak.”

      “Uh, those?” he said. “I was going to tell you about those.”

      “When?” she barked. “This isn’t just a box of candy. This is marzipan. You know I love these. You know I used to get them when I was a kid. What did you think? That because you brought me marzipan, it was going to bring up all those memories, and we were going to be a couple again?”

      He sat stunned.

      “And these?” She held out the stack of letters. “These are letters from my father! When were you going to tell me about these?” She tore into the stack. “And look at them. From the postmark, he’s been writing me letters for the last nine months. And I’m just now finding out about these?”

      Cade stuttered but then his voice turned. “You were gone. You disappeared, remember? You left. Stopped paying rent on your apartment, no notice of where you were going or when you might come back. What did you think would happen to your mail?”

      “I didn’t give a shit what might happen to my mail or the lease on the apartment or any of it.”

      “Then stop screaming at me about a stack of letters from your father. You never told me you were in touch with him in the first place.”

      Stone said, “Wait, why wouldn’t she be in touch with her father?”

      A salty silence permeated the space.

      Cade finally replied, “Because he’s been in the federal pen her whole life.”
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        Safe house, Gray’s Farm Main Road, Hawksbill Bay

      

      Jana threw the box of candy to the ground and her jaw muscles flexed. “I’m not mad at you for collecting my mail. What I want to know is why did you bring these letters here? What makes you think I have any interest in that man. He’s dead to me. He’s been dead my whole life! But wait a minute,” she said as she thumbed through the envelopes. “These are all opened. You’ve been reading them, haven’t you?”

      “FBI has been reading your mail since you disappeared. I told you before, you killed the most-wanted terrorist in the world and that puts you in danger.”

      “Oh,” Jana replied, “the FBI has been reading them. What about you?”

      Cade looked at his feet. “No one knew what to do with your mail, so I’ve been collecting it.”

      But Jana was fixated. “Yeah? Just what I thought. Did you share these around the office? Everybody get a good laugh? Ha ha. Agent Baker’s dad is in the joint!”

      “It’s not like that,” Cade said.

      Stone interrupted. “Hey, I don’t mean to jump in the middle of something, but your father is in the pen? What did he do?”

      Jana’s face froze. “US Code, section 793,” she said.

      Stone thought for a moment. “793? But that’s . . . espionage.”

      “Yes,” Jana replied. “My father committed treason against the United States.” Her lower lip quivered but she recovered quickly. “I was two years old. They told he’d died, cancer. As an adult, I found the truth.”

      “Jesus,” Stone said.

      “And Cade here thinks bringing me marzipan and these letters is going to, what? Get me to open up? Find my roots and all that crap?” She moved to within an inch of his face. “You think this is going to change me back into the girl you used to know? What a bunch of psychobabble bullshit!” She threw the letters to his feet.

      “Kelly Everson—”

      “You talked to Kelly?” Jana blurted. “About me? What gives you the right?”

      Stone said, “Who’s Kelly Everson?”

      “Headshrinker,” Cade replied. “Counseled Jana through the PTSD. Yes, of course I talked to Kelly. We all did. And she feels—”

      “Don’t talk to me about what she feels. I love Kelly, but I don’t want to hear it. Get it through your head. I’m not going back. I’m never going back.” Jana walked into her bedroom and slammed the door behind her.

      Stone looked at the mass of envelopes at Cade’s feet and the candies spread across the floor. He said, “Well, that went well. Good job.”
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        Safe house, Gray’s Farm Main Road, Hawksbill Bay

      

      Cade collected the envelopes and candies and dropped them onto the desk next to his laptop. He studied the monitor again and shook his head. “Where is that satellite?” His cellphone buzzed. “Cade Williams?”

      “Cade,” Knuckles said. “Hold on, here’s Uncle—”

      Uncle Bill came on the phone. “Cade, we’ve got a problem with the satellite.”

      “No kidding. I can’t make a connection. I’m going to reposition the NROL-55 to see if I can get a better signal.”

      “That won’t help. The uplink has been cut, purposely.”

      “Bill, what are you talking about?”

      “Don’t worry about that right now. We don’t have much time.” Bill was almost speed-talking. “There’s a spotter on your twelve o’clock. You’ve got to get—”

      The phone call clipped into silence. Cade pressed it against his ear. “Bill? You still there?” The only thing he could hear was silence. No background noise, no shuffling feet, no breathing. He looked at the phone. The call was dead. “What the hell?”

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t know. The call dropped.” Cade was still staring at it. “And now I’ve got no cell signal.”

      “No signal? Are you sure?”

      “Bill was saying . . .”

      “Saying what?”

      “Something about twelve o’clock. God, he was talking so fast. I don’t know. Twelve o’clock?” Cade looked at his watch. “But it’s after two now.”

      “What else did he say?”

      “Why would my cell be dead? What? Oh, he said something about a spotter.”

      “A spotter?” Stone said as he turned and looked out the large windows. “Wait, he said twelve o’clock?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good God, Cade,” Stone rushed outside and opened the trunk of his Jeep. He pulled out a large case and brought it in.

      “What are you doing?”

      Stone flipped the latches on the case and opened it. Inside was an automatic weapon tucked neatly into hardened foam. “Jana?” he yelled. “We’ve got to bug out, right now!”

      “Why do we have to leave?” Cade said.

      Stone removed the HK 416 carbine, jammed a magazine into the weapon and charged a round. “Commo is out, right?” Stone said as he grabbed extra magazines and stuffed them into his beltline.

      “Commo?”

      “Communications equipment. You lost the secure comlink, and now your cellphone, and Bill mentions twelve o’clock and a spotter?”

      “Right, but—”

      “Look out the window, nimrod. At our twelve o’clock. Guy in a twenty-foot Whaler with a pair of binoculars.”

      “What?”

      Jana ran into the room and Stone handed her a Glock. She took it from him and checked to ensure a round was in the chamber. It was as if she was on autopilot.

      “We’re going out the back,” Stone said.

      Without another word, the three went into Jana’s room. Stone threw the window up. They climbed out and disappeared into the dense tropical foliage.
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        NSA Command Center

      

      Knuckles ran to Uncle Bill who was nose-first in a laptop monitor. Bill looked at the boy. “What?” Bill said.

      “DEA Special Ops, sir. Something’s wrong.”

      “The flight? What happened?”

      “They went wheels up sixteen minutes ago, but they just turned back.”

      “Turned back? What for? Mechanical? Get me the commander.”

      Knuckles scrambled to put on a headset. He pecked away at his laptop, then said, “Commander Brigham? Stand by for NSA, William Tarleton.”

      Bill took the headset. “Special Agent Brigham, radar track shows you’ve turned due west.”

      A crackle across the headset initiated the reply from the DEA commander. The plane’s engines roared in the background. “Sir, just received the abort command. We are standing down.”

      “Abort command? I didn’t authorize any . . .” But Bill stopped a moment. “From where did the order originate?” Though he had his suspicions.

      “Not at liberty to say, sir.”

      Uncle Bill covered the mic. “Son of a bitch!” He then said to the commander, “Roger that. This is NSA, out.” He turned to Knuckles. “Wallace must have found out I ordered DEA onto the scene. CIA has countermanded my orders.”

      “Sir, the cellphones of Cade, Jana, and the contractor, John Stone, have all been cut. We have no way to reach them.” The kid began to look frantic. “Are you telling me CIA cut all our comms with our own team?

      “Damn right that’s what I’m saying.”

      “Uncle Bill, they’re down there all alone, with no support. What are our options? Can we call local authorities?”

      “Can’t risk it. It wouldn’t be uncommon for one or both of the cartels to have penetrated the police forces there. We’d be giving them away. No, we’ve got to pray that our message got through.”

      Knuckles took his laptop and began to walk away.

      Bill said, “Think up a way we can raise them.”
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      Jana held the Glock and pushed Cade between her and Stone.

      “Why do you keep looking behind us?” Cade said to her.

      “Checking our six, dumbass.”

      “Quiet,” Stone said. “Both of you.” He held the carbine forward and led them out the back of the property through the tropical foliage, a mixed thicket of banana, jumbie soursop, and apra trees. They moved away from the house and toward the unpaved road until Stone held up a fist, the signal to stop. They took cover in the dense undergrowth and looked in the direction of the boat.

      “Who is that?” Jana said.

      Stone replied, “I don’t know, but this can’t be good.”

      “How much ammo you got?” Jana said.

      “A thirty-round mag and two in reserve,” Stone said. “Yours is full. Sixteen plus one in the pipe.”

      They scanned the surrounding area, then focused on the boat and its sole occupant. “The Glock 34 holds seventeen in the mag, not sixteen,” Jana said.

      Stone shook his head. “Starting to regret I trained you, Baker.”

      Cade said, “Sixteen rounds, seventeen rounds. Does it really matter? Can we focus on the issue here? Like, who is that asshole and why is he watching us?”

      “I can think of a couple of possibilities,” Stone said, “and none of them are good. We’re going to have to get out of here.”

      “Wait!” Jana said. “Look.”

      The man put down the binoculars and threw a second anchor into the water. The first was off the bow, and this one, thrown off the stern, would serve to stabilize the boat.

      “He’s staying for a while, that’s for sure,” Stone said.

      The man secured the line tightly then slid his legs over the railing and dropped into the deep turquoise water.

      “Are we sure this has anything to do with us?” Cade said. “Guy could be just a tourist out for a swim.”

      “A tourist with a pair of Steiner binoculars trained straight onto our safe house? We lose commo and all three of our cellphones go dead? Simultaneously? Bullshit. He’s a spotter and we’ve been made. The cartel knows we’re here. The only question is, which one.”

      “Agreed,” Jana said. “But look, he’s swimming to shore.”

      “I say we get out of here,” Cade said.

      “No,” Jana replied. “Let’s see who it is.”

      They watched as the man came out of the water onto the beach. He removed his T-shirt and wrung it out.

      “He’s not carrying a weapon,” Stone said, though he held his rifle on the man.

      “He’s coming this way,” Jana said. “Christ, he’s walking right toward the house!”
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      The man walked straight for the safe house as the trio watched. He walked up the drive to the Jeep and paused as he looked inside. He walked farther and his footsteps crunched into the crushed coral. When he got to the house, he peered into the bay window with his hands around his eyes.

      “What does he think he’s doing?” Jana said as she again scanned the area behind them. Her eyes were in constant motion.

      “Looking for us,” Stone replied. He thumbed the safety on his carbine into the off position.

      The man walked to another window and looked inside.

      “Okay, here’s how this is going to go down,” Stone said. “I’m going to sneak up there and take him down. Jana, keep an eye on our six. If he’s got a crew on the way, they could roll in any second. If he gives me a fight, I’m going to knock his ass out. Cade, if anything happens—” He stopped. “Jana where are you going?”

      “Watch and learn,” she said before quietly pushing through the undergrowth and toward the man.

      “Jana!” Cade said in a whispered voice.

      “I’ve created a monster,” Stone said as he watched Jana approach the subject from behind. He turned and looked down the unpaved road to ensure an attack was not coming.

      “Stop her!” Cade said.

      “Relax, cubicle-boy. Watch this.”

      Jana was within four feet of the man and had tucked the Glock into her jeans. When he stepped just past the window, Jana blasted a shoulder into him like a linebacker. His body smashed into the side of the house in a shocked mass and Jana wrenched him to the ground.

      Stone and Cade leapt from their position and ran to her but Jana was atop the man, with one knee in the back of his neck. She held one of his arms behind him in a wristlock as the man gagged in an effort to return air to his lungs.

      Stone crouched into a cover position and pointed his weapon toward the road—he was preparing for an attack that did not appear to be coming. “Nice takedown.” He reached up and grabbed Cade and yanked him down.

      “I rather enjoyed that,” Jana replied. “Now, let’s find out who this asshole is.” Jana paused as the man coughed and began to regain his composure. She said, “You, talk.”

      The man’s chest heaved as he tried to breathe under her weight. “I . . . I . . .”

      “Alright, old man, what are you doing walking up on us like that? And while you’re explaining that, why don’t you help me understand why you’re anchored off the beach, conducting surveillance on us?”

      “It’s not like that. I’m, I’m looking for someone,” he said.

      “Well, you found someone,” Jana said. “So before I thump your skull for you, who are you looking for?”

      “Her name is Baker,” he coughed. “Jana Baker.”

      Stone turned and looked at Jana. To him she appeared to be lost in a distant thought.

      Jana shook it off and her brow furled. “Who do you work for?”

      “No one!” the man said. “It’s not like that.”

      “Then why are you looking for Jana Baker?” Stone said.

      “Because she’s my daughter.”
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      There was something about the voice. Bits and flashes of long-lost memories popped into Jana’s vision. The aroma of sizzling bacon, sunlight glistening on the tips of dew-covered stalks of corn, and the smell of aftershave.

      Jana rolled the man onto his back. She stared into his eyes and her mouth dropped open. It was her father. She hadn’t seen him since she was a toddler. Yet here he was, in the flesh. His skin was wrinkled and red with sunburn. But the eyes. The eyes were weary and haggard, yet they removed all doubt. He was her father.

      Jana stood. She looked like someone who had seen a ghost. Her voice became guttural. “I can’t . . . what are you . . . I don’t understand.”

      “Jana?” the man said. “Is that really you? My God . . . “

      Jana’s breathing deepened. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to find you. I came to find you and tell you I’m sorry.”

      “You’re sorry?” Jana barked. “Sorry for abandoning me when I was a baby? Sorry for getting my mother killed?” Jana stepped back. “I grew up without a father or a mother. Do you know what that’s like? And you’re sorry? Stay away from me.” Yet more memories flashed before her eyes. The greenish glow of sunlight passing through foliage into her childhood fort, the jingle of change is someone’s pocket, and the smell of marzipan—dark chocolate and almond paste. She backpedaled and almost tripped.

      Cade and Stone stood speechless.

      “Jana, wait,” her father said. “Please let me talk to you.”

      He began to step toward her when Stone held out a stiffened arm.

      “No, no,” Jana said as her head shook. “You can’t be my father. You can’t!” she screamed.

      Cade went to her. “Come on, let’s go inside.”

      “Jana, please,” her father said as Cade led her away.

      Stone turned on him. “Turn around. Hands on your head. Interlock your fingers.” He spun the man against the house. Once he had frisked him, he said, “Break out some ID.”

      The man removed a small, wet, leather wallet and pulled out an orange-colored identification card. On it was a photo of the man along with a barcode. The card read,

      

      US Department of Justice

      Federal Bureau of Prisons

      09802-082

      AMES, Richard William

      INMATE

      

      “So you’re Jana’s father, huh? Then why does this say your last name is Ames?”

      But the man was fixated on Jana as she disappeared inside. “That is my last name.”

      “Her last name is not Ames.”

      “Baker was her mother’s maiden name. After I went to the pen, her mother disavowed all knowledge of me.” His voice shook. “She changed Jana’s name to Baker. Please, I have to talk to her.”

      Stone held him back but reengaged the safety mechanism on his rifle. He called out, “Cade?” Cade popped his head out the door. “Man claims to be Jana’s father yet his last name is—”

      “Ames. Yeah, I know.” Cade shook his head. “John Stone, meet former CIA case officer Richard Ames. Arrested in 1998 for treason against the United States, and the father of Jana Baker.”

      Stone took Ames by the collar and led him to the door. “Time to have a little talk, Mr. Ames.”

      “Jana doesn’t want to see him,” Cade said.

      “I know, but there’s a few things we’re going to have to find out, like how Mr. Ames here found us.”
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      Stone led the man inside and pushed him into a hard wicker chair.

      Ames looked for Jana, but saw only a closed bedroom door.

      “Alright, old man, talk,” Stone said.

      “What?”

      “You know what,” Cade said.

      “I, uh. Well, I’ve been out a few months.”

      “And what about that?” Stone said as he examined the ID card. “When I run you through NCIC, am I going to find you’re a fugitive now? “

      “No! No, I served my time. Twenty-eight years and thirty-six days. I paid my debt to society. I’ve been released.”

      Cade said, “Paid your debt? They should have buried you under the prison.”

      Ames looked at his feet.

      Stone was all business. “Out with it. How did you find us?”

      Ames shifted in his chair.

      “Hey!” Stone yelled.

      “I, uh. I found you . . .” He looked directly at Cade. “It was him.”

      “Him?” Stone said. “What do you mean it was him?”

      Ames looked back at the closed bedroom door. This time he saw the shadow of two feet underneath the door. Jana was standing just on the other side.

      “When I got out, all I could think about was her. Actually, she’s all I thought about on the inside as well. I hadn’t seen her since she was a baby.” His voice became choked with emotion. “I had to find her. But no one would tell me. No one would tell me anything.”

      “And?” Cade said.

      “I started doing internet searches, looking for her. It took no time to find all the articles. FBI agent, stopped those terrorist bombings. She’s not exactly a private figure, you know?”

      “Yeah, well aware,” Cade said. “But there’s nothing online that would lead you to her home address, phone number, workplace, nothing. And there’s sure as hell nothing that would lead you here.”

      Stone towered over Ames and crunched a stiff hand onto his shoulder. Ames winced. “I’ll ask you nicely. How did you find us?”

      “I placed a music box on him,” he said as he nodded to Cade.

      “A music box?” Cade said.

      Stone squinted at Ames. “The term music box is CIA parlance for a radio transmitter. How in the hell would you place a radio transmitter on him?”

      “Not so much a radio transmitter. A tracking device. It wasn’t that hard.”

      Stone clamped harder. “Why don’t you explain it to me before I become impatient?”

      “Jesus, alright,” Ames said. “I started sending Jana letters a good six months before I got released. I didn’t have her address so I sent the first one to FBI headquarters in DC. I figured they’d send it to whatever field office she worked. But the letter got returned. They marked it as ‘no longer at this address,’ presumably meaning she didn’t work at the FBI anymore. I didn’t know what to do so I sent another letter. This time they forwarded it to her apartment address.”

      “How do you know that?” Cade said.

      “Because they got something wrong. They forgot to include the apartment number. So when it got there, the post office just marked it ‘return to sender’ and the letter came back to me at the United States Penitentiary at Florence. Now I had her home address, minus the apartment number. I started sending letters there and those were never returned.”

      “Yeah,” Cade said, “I was looking after her place when she disappeared. I had worked with the apartment manager and asked the postal-delivery guy to flag all her mail. I was collecting it. Holy shit.”

      “That doesn’t explain how you found this place,” Stone said.

      Ames continued. “When I knew the letters weren’t getting returned, I figured I had the right address. I kept writing. Then when I got out, I sent a box of candies.”

      “The marzipan,” Cade said.

      Ames looked at the bedroom door. “They were her favorite when she was a little girl.”

      “And?” Stone said.

      “Inside the box I hid a Tile.”

      “A Tile?” Stone questioned. “What the hell is a Tile?”

      Cade’s eyes flared at the familiarity. “A Tile?”

      “Yeah. Little bluetooth tracking device,” Ames said. “Bought a couple of sets online. They’re great for locating your missing wallet, finding your car in a giant parking lot, or . . .” He looked at Cade. “Placing in the bottom of a box of candy.”

      Before Stone could ask, Ames said, “It’s not always easy to locate your Tile because they don’t use the cellphone network for location tracking. If they did, it would be easy. You’d just pop open the application on your phone and find the device’s location. Instead, they use bluetooth. Everyone who owns a Tile installs the Tile app. There are millions of users. If you need to locate one of your Tiles, you tell the system to locate it. Then, all the users become a network of devices that look for your Tile automatically. If someone comes within a hundred feet of it, their device sends a notification. In this case, I got lucky.”

      “How so?” Stone questioned.

      “When I mailed the marzipan to Jana’s apartment complex, I didn’t locate it on the tracking app at her apartment. I located it when this guy,” he pointed to Cade, “took it back to his own apartment, which is a different complex from where I believed Jana lived. At first, I didn’t know what that meant, but assumed maybe she moved or something. I traveled from Colorado to Maryland and staked out the apartment, hoping to see Jana. But all I ever saw was him. I staked out her apartment complex as well, but she never showed up.”

      Cade scrambled to keep up. “Wait a minute. You were the one that sent me the package of—”

      “That’s right,” Ames continued. “Like I said, it isn’t all that easy to locate a missing Tile, even with millions of users out there. The ping showed up on my Tile app probably because someone in your apartment complex had it. But I had to make sure you installed the Tile app on your phone. That way, if you ever hand-delivered the candy to Jana, your phone would ping its location.”

      “What package? What did he send you?” Stone said to Cade.

      “I received a free package of Tiles in the mail. It said it was a free sample. Hell, I thought it was cool.”

      Stone rubbed his eyes. “So you installed the app on your phone so you could track your cute new little tracker devices? Let me guess. You put one in your car, one in your wallet, and one, wait, in your satchel in case little Timmy stole it from you at recess.”

      “Kiss my ass, Stone,” Cade said.

      “And when he flew here,” Ames said, “and the box of marzipan came with him. I could easily track where he was. It was only a hope, a long shot, that he would deliver the candy to Jana.” He looked at the bedroom door again, the feet were still there.

      Stone slung the rifle behind himself and crossed his arms. “What were you thinking, sneaking up here like that?”

      “I didn’t know,” Ames said. “I mean, it’s a tropical island. It’s not as if I thought she was on an op or something. She doesn’t even work for the FBI anymore. I figured she was on vacation.”

      Stone said, “You almost got yourself killed.”

      “I’m going to be sore in the morning, that’s for sure,” Ames said as he rubbed his ribs. “I take it you guys are on an op? But I don’t get it. It’s just the three of you?”

      “We can’t discuss anything with you,” Stone said.

      Ames shook his head. “Doesn’t sound like much has changed. Back at the Agency, I’d set up operations all the time. Damned if someone wouldn’t screw the pooch though. Somebody would pull the plug and my guys would be on their own. No support.”

      “Screw the pooch?” Cade said with a smirk. “You really have been out of circulation. I don’t think anyone has used that particular phrase in a couple of decades.”

      “If it’s just you three,” Ames continued, “maybe I can help.”

      From behind the bedroom door, Jana’s voice boomed. “I want that man out of this house, right now!”

      “Doesn’t sound like you’re invited. Time to go, sir,” Stone said as he pulled Ames to his feet.

      Cade walked him down to the beach toward the boat. “Looks like your anchor came loose,” Cade said. The stern of the boat had slid closer to shore and bobbed gently against the sand.

      “Yeah, guess I’m not much of a captain,” Ames replied.

      The two spoke for several minutes. He handed Ames back his wallet. “Let me help you get this boat pushed back out.”

      Once they were done, Ames began to climb aboard. Cade said, “You went to a lot of trouble to find her.”

      Ames looked down at him and spoke through a tightened throat. “She’s all I have left. She’s all there is.”

      Cade shoved the boat and Ames fired the engine and motored out.
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      Cade walked back to the safe house and waved for Stone to come outside.

      “What did you two talk about?” Stone said.

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Uninstall that ridiculous app from your phone before someone else uses it to track us.”

      Cade said. “Not that he doesn’t already know where we are.”

      “Can you believe that old nutjob? Sneaking up on us then asking us if he could help?”

      Cade said nothing but his expression spoke volumes.

      “Wait a minute. You want him to help us? Are you out of your mind?”

      “Think about it. You said yourself it was going to be impossible for the three of us to make Carlos Gaviria disappear. Maybe you were right. We need more men. He’s ex-CIA.”

      “He was last at the Agency when Jana was a baby. It’s out of the question. We can’t put some rogue civilian in the middle of this. He’s a liability and can’t be trusted.”

      “You know we’re running out of options. If Kyle is alive, he won’t last in there much longer. What was your plan? For the three of us to go in with guns blazing? We wouldn’t stand a chance. The only way to get to Kyle is for Jana to be successful taking Gaviria out of commission. After that, she’ll have gained the trust of both Rojas and Gustavo Moreno. I agree that the last type of person I’d trust is one who’d committed treason. But did you think he was going to do anything to put Jana in harm’s way? He’s her father. And nobody on this island even knows he’s here. He looks worn out, but so do a lot of these tourists. He’ll be able to get in close with no one having any idea. And,” Cade paused for effect, “he’s got a boat.”

      “What are we going to do with a boat?” But Stone thought about the idea for a moment. “A boat. That’s it. If Jana can lure Gaviria into a compromising position in some place right next to the water, we can whisk him away.”

      “It’ll be nighttime. Cover of darkness,” Cade added. “You’ve got to admit, it’s the best plan we have.”

      “It’s the only plan we have,” Stone admitted.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      Stone shook his head. “Surprised, that’s all.”

      “Oh screw you. I told you, I’ve been in the field before.”

      “Oh, then you’d know what a freshly cut M112 block demolition charge smells like.”

      “What? There’s no time for this. I’ve got to—”

      “Lemon citrus.”

      “Well that’s just lovely, Stone,” Cade said with a sarcastic tone. “You should work for a potpourri company.”

      “And there’s no way we’re using Ames.”

      “I disagree,” Cade said.

      “You’re not in charge!” Stone barked.

      “Hey! This is an NSA operation.”

      “NSA doesn’t run field operations, cubicle-boy.”

      “We can argue about this later. Right now I’ve got to find a way to establish comms with Fort Meade again.”

      “We’re going to rent our own boat. And if we go after Gaviria tonight, we need as much background as possible. Where’s that file Jana brought back?”

      “In the house.”

      The two walked in. Stone picked up the background dossier and said, “You think Jana’s up for it?”

      “Never seen her back down from anything,” Cade said as he sat at the laptop.

      “Good,” Stone said as he began studying the dossier.

      Cade began working the laptop again.

      Jana emerged from the bedroom and the two looked up. “I don’t want to talk about it,” she said. “The first person to mention my father is going to hobble away from here. What were you two talking about outside?”

      Stone said, “Gaviria. How to get Gaviria. We need a plan.”

      “It’s happening tonight, so make the plans quick,” she said. “Anything useful in that file?”

      “Not much. Just that he’s got a metric crap-ton of bodyguards. Looks like his address is in here, not that it will do us any good. We can’t go pull a raid on his villa with all that firepower. We’ve got to get him off-site somewhere.”

      Cade sat up. “What the hell?” he said as he pecked at the laptop. “The satellite uplink, it’s back.” But before he could punch in a call to the NSA command center, a ringtone pulsed on the laptop. It was an incoming video call. A moment later a new window appeared and Lawrence Wallace’s face stared at them.

      “Don’t bother trying a call to NSA, Mr. Williams, the comlink won’t be online long enough.”

      Jana and Stone hovered over Cade’s shoulder and glared at the monitor.

      “What is wrong with you?” she blurted. “What are you playing at?”

      “It is a pleasure to work with someone of your stature, Agent Baker. Having had such success killing terrorists, that is.”

      Cade spoke. “Why is CIA interfering? Kyle MacKerron is being held and you’re blocking us at every turn. He’s CIA for God’s sake!”

      “Don’t concern yourselves with that right now,” Wallace said. “You need to focus on Agent Baker’s assignment, Carlos Gaviria.”

      “How do you know about that?” Jana yelled.

      “It’s my job to know, Agent Baker,” he said. “And it’s your job to worry about Gaviria. What you are missing is the where, am I right?”

      Before Jana could speak, Stone put a hand on her arm. “Let the prick finish.”

      “One thing you won’t find in the Gaviria dossier is the fact that he owns a local nightclub. That’s because it’s registered to one of his shell corporations. I’m sending you the information packet now.”

      Jana said, “That’s a CIA dossier, isn’t it?” But the video connection terminated. “What is CIA up to? They were the ones that supplied that file to Diego Rojas.”

      Cade said, “Well, there goes the uplink again,” referring to the satellite connection.

      The three looked at the monitor at the new information packet that Wallace had sent. It outlined the complex series of banking connections that linked one of Carlos Gaviria’s shell corporations to the local nightclub.

      Stone said, “Well, we could do it there, at Bliss. That’s the club down from my place.”

      “But I thought it was called Rush Nightclub.”

      “Bliss is in the front of the club, close to the water, Rush is in the back. Lots of people and noise,” Stone replied. “If Gaviria is there, you’re going to need to separate him from his bodyguards.”

      “What is this place?” Cade said.

      Jana answered, “Busy nightclub down on Runaway Bay. But Stone, what does it matter that Bliss is closer to the water?”

      “Cade’s idea,” Stone said. “Bliss sits up on the hill, closer to the water, right? It’s just up from my cabana.”

      “So?” Jana replied.

      “If you lure him there without his bodyguards, we might be able to get him into a boat.”

      “A boat? I get that your place is right at the dock, but how am I going to get him into a boat? And he’d never separate from his bodyguards.”

      “You won’t lure him into the boat. You’ll lure him into my place. It sits out over the water, right?”

      “Yeah?”

      “There’s a trapdoor under the bedroom floor,” Stone said.

      Jana squinted at him. “A trapdoor? I’ve been in that bedroom a hundred times and I never—”

      Cade rubbed his eyes.

      She continued. “I never saw a trapdoor.”

      “It’s under that grass-cloth rug,” Stone said.

      “Stone?” Cade said. “Why is there a trapdoor in your place, under the grass cloth rug, that’s in your bedroom, that Jana’s been a hundred times?”

      “I put it there. I work deep cover, cubicle-boy, and wanted a way to skin out if something went sideways.”

      Jana said. “Okay, great, so there’s a trapdoor. What do you want me to do, knock him out with some rohypnol and dump him into the ocean underneath your bedroom? Where are we going to get a drug like that?”

      “Rohypnol wouldn’t be a bad idea,” Cade said.

      “No time for that crap,” Stone said. “You don’t need roofies to knock him out.” He let her think about the statement.

      A moment later, she smiled. “You’re right, I don’t.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Cade said.

      “She’s more than a little effective at applying a choke hold. If she gets her arm around his neck from behind, he’ll go out like a light. Never mind,” Stone said, “you just work on the commo. Jana can handle herself.”

      Cade shook his head. “Is it just me, or does anyone else see the big elephant sitting in the room?”

      “Cade,” Jana said, “I’ve told you before, Stone and I were together. If you can’t handle the fact that I’ve slept with other men since you, that’s your problem.”

      “Not that,” Cade said. “It’ll be set up to look like a chance encounter, right? Just like when you ‘bumped into’ Diego Rojas at Touloulou Bar? You plan on meeting Carlos Gaviria the same way. I get how you’re going to lure him from the club into Stone’s place, but how do we know he’s going to be at the night club in the first place?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          40 To Lure a Drug Lord

        

      

    

    
      “Gaviria will be at the club,” Stone said.

      “Oh really?” Cade questioned. “And how do you know that?”

      “It’s my job to know these things. You’ve been on this island five minutes. I’ve been here five years, remember?”

      Cade said, “Okay, so why don’t you explain it to those of us who just work in cubicles.”

      “The Oficina de Envigado cartel hasn’t been here long. And Gaviria himself apparently arrived very recently. Remember how I told you that these cartel members sneak onto the island quietly, under assumed identities? It’s almost impossible for us to know when someone new gets here. But about a month ago, I overheard a couple of Los Rastrojos members talking about the arrival of some new Oficina de Envigado cartel leader. They didn’t have an identity, but they were aware that they’d sent in someone new, someone big.”

      “So how does that make it easy to get Gaviria to the club?”

      “Right after that, the club changed. It’s right up the hill from my cabana, so the change was obvious.”

      “How so?” Cade said.

      “The music, the clientele, the ownership, all of it. Dammit, why didn’t I see that before?” Stone said.

      “See what?” Cade asked.

      Jana nodded and smiled. “He owns the club now. And if he owns it, he’s almost undoubtedly the guy who made all the changes.”

      “So he owns the nightclub? So what?”

      Stone said, “They’re always interested in covering their tracks with legitimate businesses. Besides, he probably loves that nightlife crap.”

      “Alright,” Jana said, “here’s the plan. We’ll assume he’s going to be there. If so, I’ll meet him and try to bring him to Stone’s. Where are you two during this time?”

      “I’ll be close,” Stone said. “You won’t see me, but I’ll be there. If anything goes wrong, I’m coming in and coming in hard.”

      “And if all goes to plan, what?” she said. “If I get Gaviria in the cabana and knock his ass out, I’m going to lower him through the trapdoor?”

      “I’ll be in a boat directly underneath you,” Cade said.

      “You?” Jana said.

      “Is that such a surprise?” Cade replied.

      “You’re not so good for fieldwork,” she said.

      “I wish you people would stop saying that,” Cade said. “I’m going to rent the boat now.”

      “There’s not much time,” Jana said. “You two sure you know what you’re doing?”

      “Hey,” Stone said as he placed a hand on her, “have I ever let you down?”

      “Yes,” Jana said. “You disappeared for a month and didn’t say a word.”

      “That’s not going to happen this time.”

      Jana shook her head. “And where are we going to rent a boat?”

      “Leave that to me,” Cade said. He went out and got in the rental car. What he didn’t realize was that he’d left his cellphone on the desk.
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        Jolly Harbor Marina, Lignum Vitae Bay, Antigua.

      

      Police Lieutenant Jack Pence got the call at around 8:00 p.m. He was at home.

      “This is Pence,” he said into his phone.

      “L. T., this is Detective Okoro. Sorry to bother you at home, sir, but I’ve got a uni that says he’s got one of your subjects in play.”

      “Tell him to stay on it. Send him some backup and grab the little prick. Then call me and I’ll meet you at the station.”

      “Roger that, sir.”

      

      About thirty minutes later, Lieutenant Pence’s phone rang again. He picked it up and listened, then said, “Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Good work. No, let’s let him sit in the tank a while.”

      

      At around 10 p.m., Pence walked into the interrogation room at the precinct. “Well, well, well, if it isn’t my good friend from the NSA. How are we today Mr. Williams?”

      “What time is it? I’ve been sitting in this shithole for hours. I’ve got to get out of here, right now! I’m on official US government business. What gives you the right to hold me?”

      “The right? It’s my island, Mr. Williams. You’re not on US soil. But why so impatient? Can I call you Cade? Sure, why not. After all, we’re friends, right?”

      Cade glared at him. “Answer the question. What am I charged with?”

      “I’d watch your tone, Mr. Williams. But let’s talk about that, shall we? You know what I don’t like?”

      “When you step on gum and it sticks to your shoe? I have to get out of here!”

      “Ah,” the lieutenant said, “a smart ass.” He leaned over the table. “You want to know why you’re here? I don’t like being lied to, that’s why.”

      “Look, Lieutenant, you need to call the US embassy. They’ll call the State Department and then probably your interior minister, who I’d venture to say, is going to be pretty pissed off.”

      “I did call the US embassy. And they did call the US State Department. And you know what? They don’t know why you’re here. You’re sure as hell not on official business. I should have never released Jana Baker to you. I want to know where she is, and you’re going to tell me.”

      “That’s impossible,” Cade said. Then he thought, CIA! The damned CIA screwed me. “I never lied to you,” he said.

      “Oh no? You know who else I called? The US attorney’s office.”

      Cade’s face went pale.

      “Yeah, the assistant US attorney was never on his way to Antigua, was he?” Pence grinned. “That was a good one, by the way.” He lunged forward and slammed his fist onto the table. “Where is Jana Baker? Her little incident is looking more and more like assault with a deadly weapon, and probably worse.”

      “She was attacked!”

      “That, my friend, is crap. Did you think I was an idiot? Her story is more than a little flawed. For example, in her statement, she said she was walking home from the club when, allegedly, the attempted assault occurred. But she went a little out of her way. Six blocks out of her way, in fact.”

      “What are you accusing her of?”

      “You should be more concerned with what we’re accusing you of. But as for Miss Baker, attempted murder, for starters. She wasn’t attacked. She lured her victim down that darkened back alley and shot him twice, not to mention all the compound fractures. Left him there to bleed out. I’m charging her, and it’s going to stick. So let me ask you this. Did your little asset go out of control, or was she on assignment?”

      “I’m not saying a word. You let me out of here right now.”

      The door opened and a uniformed officer walked in. He handed the lieutenant a clear plastic evidence bag. Inside was a firearm.

      “And the weapon she used,” Pence continued as he dropped the bag onto the desk with a thud, “Did you supply it to her? You know what I find interesting about this weapon?”

      Cade laid his head on the desk. “No, and I don’t care!” he yelled.

      “I find it interesting that when one runs the serial numbers, nothing comes back.”

      “So what?” Cade said. “So the hell what?”

      “This is a Glock 43. A highly customized Glock 43, to be exact. Note how the handle has been cut down. It requires a handmade magazine to fit it. And the silencer. That’s a nice touch. But let’s talk about the serial numbers. All the parts are stamped with matching serial numbers, just like we’d expect. And the manufacturer registers every weapon it produces. Funny how this one doesn’t show up on the registry. It apparently was never manufactured.”

      “Let me out of here.”

      “That’s a pretty good trick, isn’t it?” Pence continued. “For a gun to disappear from the national database? I’d say it would take a government to pull off something like that.” He circled behind Cade. “I don’t just want to know where Jana Baker is, I want to know what she’s doing pulling a US-government-sanctioned hit on my island.”

      “She’s not an assassin.”

      “She sure as hell isn’t a kindergarten teacher, is she?” Pence walked to the door. “I tell you what. Why don’t you sit in your cell a while longer? Maybe by morning your memory will come back to you.” The door slammed behind him.

      Shit, Cade thought. How am I going to be in a boat underneath Stone’s bungalow later tonight if I’m stuck here?
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      Stone looked at his watch, it was already 10 p.m. “We’ve got to go, Jana.” He picked up Cade’s cellphone from the desk where Cade had left it., then glanced at the tracking application on the screen. On the map, a single blip pinged indicating Cade’s location. What are you doing? Come on, he thought, get in position.

      From the back bedroom Jana responded, “Would you relax? You think we’re going to get there and Gaviria will have gone to bed? You know as well as I do these clubs don’t get started until late.”

      Stone heard her footsteps and jammed the phone into his pocket. He didn’t want her to know Cade wasn’t in position. When she walked out, his facial expression turned to wow, but he made no comment.

      Jana smiled. “Where’s Cade?” she said.

      Stone faltered a moment. “Oh, he’ll be ready.” He tapped the cellphone in his pocket. “The boat will be there.” His voice, however, didn’t sound convincing.

      Jana hopped in the open-air Jeep as Stone threw his gear in the back. A stiff night breeze blew against her long ponytail and she looked out at the moon rising across the bay. The moonlight illuminated the chop that had begun forming on the dark waters. Lightning flickered in the distance.

      They took off down the beach-side road and drove in the direction of the club.

      “If all goes to plan,” Stone said, “I’ll be hidden in my bungalow when you get inside with Gaviria. You won’t know I’m there.”

      “Don’t worry,” she said as her hands tightened on the wheel. “If anything goes wrong inside the bungalow, I’m going to take his ass out.”

      “This isn’t a sanctioned assassination. This is just a rendition, got it?”

      But Jana said nothing.

      Stone looked at her as they sped down the gravel-like roadway. The Jeep slid into the curves. She was focused on something.

      “Hey,” he said, “you in there? You need to remember, we’re on our own down here. And that doesn’t just mean that we have no backup. It also means if this goes sideways, the US government is going to let us twist in the wind. They’ll disavow all knowledge. And you know what? They won’t even be lying.”

      “Uncle Bill would move heaven and earth to help us. And nothing is going to go wrong. Stop obsessing,” she said. “You just do your part. Gaviria is mine.”

      When they got within six blocks of the club, Stone said, “Alright, this is good. Let me out here.” She pulled the vehicle to the side. The roadside was dark and surrounded by dense, tropical foliage. A strong gust of wind blew and Stone hopped out then grabbed his gear. He looked up at the storm clouds, then disappeared into the thick.

      Jana turned her gaze forward, the mission clear in her mind. She jammed the accelerator and crushed-coral dust kicked up from behind.

      Just down the hillside a wave crashed into the shoreline. The impending storm was getting closer.
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      Stone took up position on the hillside just above the club. He was still surrounded in dense foliage. He threw the carbine’s sling over his head and looked through a set of miniaturized binoculars and began to count bodyguards. “One, two . . . shit, three.” The well-dressed Colombian men were stationed outside the club at various points. Stone exhaled and looked further down the hill to his bungalow. “Three bodyguards outside. Great. How many inside?” He scanned the parking lot. The Jeep was not there, but then he noticed Jana as she pulled up to the valet. Even in the tension of the situation, he couldn’t help but notice how beautiful she was.

      He shook his head and returned his focus to the bodyguards. He zoomed the view closer and studied each man individually. “Uh-huh,” he said as he located a large bulge hidden beneath the coat jacket of each. “Automatic weapons, just like I thought.”

      He pulled out Cade’s cellphone and looked at the map. This time the ping had closed the distance. “What is taking so long? Get the damned boat over here.” But then a wave crashed into the dock and the boats tied into slips rocked against their bumpers. Damn this weather, he thought. More lightning flashed and in the flicker of light, Stone saw the boat approaching.

      He looked just past the club at the boardwalk and staircases that led from the club down to the dock and in front of his bungalow. As the boat entered the harbor, it rocked across waves of increasing size. The storm was getting worse. Time to get into position.
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      Before Jana walked into the club, she could feel the thumping of music. When she and Stone had been dating, they had never frequented the place because it wasn’t their scene. Loud music, strobe lights, and throngs of humanity huddled together in a sweaty mass.

      The club was huge but she knew Gaviria would be here somewhere. If she could just spot him. She nudged her way through people jammed together until she could see the dance floor. It was lit from underneath and colorful bursts of color popped from one section to another, a throwback to the 1970s.

      After about fifteen minutes, she spotted a well-dressed man who looked as if he could certainly be Colombian. It wasn’t Gaviria, but perhaps he was close by. The man walked up a thin set of stainless steel stairs overlooking the vast dance floor and disappeared through a set of hanging beads that acted as a divider.

      Just then Jana felt a hand rub across her backside and she turned and snatched it. Behind her was a half-drunk man and she tightened her grip. “Get a good feel?” she said.

      “Hey, you’re pretty strong. Maybe you and I—ow, shit,” he said as Jana twisted the wrist and the man crunched down in pain. “Damn, babe. What’s with all the hostility?”

      She released his hand and he stood. “I’m not your babe.”

      He looked at her chest. “Well, you should be.”

      She thumped him in the softest part of the throat so fast he didn’t even know he had been struck until the choking sensation overwhelmed him. He coughed and grabbed at his neck.

      “Were you going to ask me to dance?” she said. The man clutched his throat and coughed. She shrugged then said, “Nothing to say? Hmmm, how disappointing.” She walked toward the stairs. When she got to the first step, she looked up. An oversized bodyguard shrouded the top landing. A wave of nausea shot through her stomach but she did her best to ignore it. She ascended the staircase as if she owned the place.

      The man held up a hand but Jana continued. “Carlos sent for me.”

      The man thought a moment then said in an accent thick of Central America, “Wait here.” He glanced her up and down and smiled, then walked through the beaded divider. As he disappeared into the adjoining room, Jana followed. A second guard just beyond the divider put a hand on her just as she saw Carlos Gaviria across the room.

      He had a girl on each side and gold rings on his fingers. His button-down shirt was opened. “I didn’t send for any girl,” he said. But as he caught sight of her, Jana could tell he was intrigued. His head leaned to one side as he looked at her. “But please, I don’t wish to be rude,” he said with enough volume for Jana to hear. “Have her come join me.” He nodded to the two women beside him and they stood and disappeared into a back room. As the door swung open, Jana saw that it led to an outdoor balcony on the beach side of the club.

      She walked to Gaviria and held out her hand. He kissed it gently. Another wave of nausea swept her. Get a grip, she thought. Probably the gold chain around his neck that’s making you sick to your stomach. She smiled at her own humor.

      “What an exquisite creature. Please, join me.”

      The guards retreated to their posts.

      Jana sat and crossed her legs.

      “My name is—”

      “Gaviria,” Jana interrupted. “Carlos Gaviria. Yes, I know who you are.”

      “I find myself at a disadvantage. You know who I am but I do not know you.”

      “A friend of yours from home sent me. Does it matter who I am?” Jana said with a playful smile. “A gift, you might say, for a job well done.”

      He sized her up a moment. “I have done my job well,” he laughed, referring to his success in establishing the island as a new drug route. “But this is most unusual.”

      “You are not accustomed to such rewards?”

      “Oh, I have my rewards,” he said. “But you, how can I say this? You are not what I would have expected.”

      She traced a finger across his forearm. “You do not like me?”

      “Quite the contrary,” he said. “It’s just the blond hair, the accent. You are an American, no?”

      “Born and raised.” Her tone was disarming.

      “And very direct, I see. But tell me, how is it that a woman of your distinct . . . gifts finds yourself on our island and working in such a capacity?”

      “Perhaps I’m more curious than other girls.” She looked down his chest and let her hand rest on his thigh.

      “Yes, I can see that,” he grinned. “And you know, I wouldn’t want to disappoint my friends. After all, they’ve been very generous.” He looked at her and Jana knew the time was right.

      She leaned to him and whispered into his ear. “It’s not just talents I possess. They’re more like skills.” She nibbled his ear and stood up then walked through the door onto the balcony. Here, more guards were positioned, flanking a staircase that led down toward the water.

      A strong gust of wind buffeted her tight dress and lightning cracked out in the bay. Gaviria was not far behind and Jana walked past the guards and down the stairs. When she got to the bottom landing, she looked over her shoulder. There was a wide grin peeled across his face. He handed his drink to one of the guards and followed.

      

      The boat was lashed into position underneath the bungalow, but Stone looked at it one last time. It was too dark to see Cade behind the wheel but she knew he was there. The waters were angry and the wind had begun to pick up in earnest. A loud crack of thunder rumbled as the approaching storm announced itself. He shook his head and yelled against the crashing of the waves. He yelled underneath the bungalow. “Just hang on. It won’t be long now.” He slipped around the side and peered up the hill. “That’s her!” he yelled. “She’s coming.”

      Stone was just about to hop through an open window on the side of the bungalow but took one more glance back. He watched Gaviria close on Jana.

      Gaviria hugged her from behind and pulled her to him. She smiled and feigned a most flirtatious laugh. Stone could just hear their voices. He put one leg through the window but stopped as he heard footsteps pounding. Two bodyguards thundered down the boardwalk in their direction. Then, Stone heard yelling.

      “What?” Gaviria yelled back to the guards. “You two are paranoid.”

      “Patron,” one said, as he panted to regain his breath. “She is not as she says.”

      “What are you talking about?” Gaviria said.

      The other guard grabbed Jana. “It is her, Patron. She’s the one that put Montes in the hospital.”

      A burst of adrenaline rocketed into Stone’s veins and he hopped off the platform and onto the sand below. His first thought was to shoot both guards and then go after Gaviria. But Kyle? The instructions were clear. Gaviria must be taken quietly. 5.56mm NATO rounds were the exact opposite of quiet. The gunfire would draw a flood of bodyguards and a firefight would ensue. Kyle could not be rescued this way.

      Gaviria looked at Jana. “Is that so?” He put his hand on her throat while the bodyguards muscled her arms behind her back, then bound her wrists. Jana’s struggling was futile. Gaviria grabbed her by the ponytail and said to the guards, “You two wait out here.” He looked at the cabana which was only twenty feet away. “She and I are going to have a little talk.” He wrenched her kicking and screaming into the cabana.
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      Thunder cracked in the mouth of the bay and the wind gusted harder. Heavy waves crashed against the boats and shoreline. Stone looked from one guard to the other and tried to devise a plan. I’ve got to think, dammit! Whatever it was, it had to be silent and it had to happen right now.

      He slung his HK416 over his shoulder and crouched below the boardwalk. Then an idea occurred to him. It’s the lightning, he thought. He shut his right eye and held his left open, a technique used by special ops troops to allow the soldier to see his own rifle sights right after a flare-parachute illuminates a darkened battlefield.

      Come on, come on! Stone thought as he waited. But then it happened. Lightning flashed just overhead. The resulting pulse of brilliant light followed by immediate darkness provided the perfect cover. Stone leapt over the railing behind one of the bodyguards. In a blinding blur, he reached from behind and placed a hand across the man’s jaw and back of his skull. He wrenched, then twisted with a sudden, violent jerk. The spine crunched under the dual forces. But even before the body could drop, Stone leaned into him and forced the man’s torso to flop onto the side rail. Stone flipped his feet over the railing. The clap of thunder was so cacophonous it covered the sound of the man’s body crashing onto the ground.

      Stone leapt over the railing and yanked his carbine into position and prepared for the worst. Just above the crashing of the next wave he could hear Jana scream again. Shit! I’ve got to get in there! The other guard peered into the cabana window. He had not seen Stone’s action.

      Going to have to get lucky on this next one. He heard something shatter inside the cabana, like the sound of a coffee table being crushed. He pulled off a paracord survival bracelet and unwound it into its sixteen-foot length. He shuffled beneath the boardwalk closer to the cabana. In the darkness, he tied one end to a side rail, then tossed the length across the boardwalk to the other side. He shuffled underneath and pulled the cord taught, then tied it off.

      Lightning flashed again followed by a huge thunderclap. This time, the other bodyguard looked up. When he noticed his partner was nowhere to be seen, he took off in a blind run. He tripped across the paracord and went airborne. Before he could crash onto the hardened planks, Stone leapt the side rail. But no sooner had he pounced did the man blast Stone across the face with an enormous fist. Stone flipped over the railing and crashed onto the ground. He leapt up just in time for the man to jump down on him. They thrashed in the reeds in a blinding brawl.
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      Jana pulled against the bindings on her wrists but Gaviria shoved her into the cabana. She tripped across the entryway and crashed into the bamboo coffee table. It shattered beneath her. All the air in her lungs abated.

      “So you’re the little bitch that tried to take out Montes, huh?”

      It was all happening so quickly and Jana struggled to catch her breath.

      “Who hired you?” He yanked her to her feet as she struggled to bring air back into her lungs. He shook her violently. “Who hired you?” he screamed then back-handed her across the face. As her body spun around, she jammed a back kick into his chest and he flew into the wall. But he reacted like trained lightning, throwing a right that impacted her jaw and sent her to the ground.

      Gaviria laughed. “Did you think, doing what I do, anyone would respect me if I was just some pussy? Now you’re going to tell me who put the contract on Montes, and you’re going to tell me right now.”

      Jana was blinded by pain in her jaw. Her vision blurred. It was hard to tell the difference between an impending PTSD episode and pure, live terror. Lightning crashed outside and the thunderclap shook the tiny bungalow. She struggled to form a plan, any plan. Before she knew it, he was atop her, his hands crushing her throat. He yanked her head up and down as he choked her as he screamed, “Who hired you?”

      Jana saw a blurred figure appear behind Gaviria just before everything went black. She had lost consciousness.
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      Jana’s eyes flicked open but everything was so dark and loud. She was half conscious and pain permeated her body. She found her hands were still bound. Thunder exploded from somewhere above and she was being pelted with driving rain. The surface beneath her rocked violently and her body bounced up and down. Her consciousness faded and she again blacked out. In her mind’s eye, she found herself running through the woods toward her special hiding place, her fort. If she could only get to her fort, everything would be okay . . .

      The floor below her bounced again and her body slung against something. The noise above was deafening. She looked in one direction and saw Stone crouched. He was pointing his rifle in the direction behind them and Jana could now recognize they were in a boat. The boat. Cade got us a boat. It all made sense to her.

      Bolts of lightning shot horizontally across the sky, accompanied by a boom so loud she thought they had been hit. They were in the heaviest rain she’d ever experienced. She looked toward the front of the boat and squinted into the raindrops but could barely see. Though her hands were still bound, she felt the tremors. They started in her right hand but quickly spread across both arms and torso. The PTSD episode took a violent turn for the worse. Soon, she was convulsing. The last thing she remembered was a dark, murky liquid rolling across the white deck toward her. It sloshed together with rainwater to form a slurry, and there was no question, it was blood.
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      Jana awoke in a sea of darkness. She was disoriented and sat upright and looked around. She was in her bedroom at the safe house. Her hands were free but her jaw hurt. She touched it and what felt like an electric shock pulsed. She could feel the swelling.

      She stood and steadied herself. In the distance, thunder rumbled—the storm had moved past. She heard voices and opened the bedroom door, then squinted into the brightness of a lamp.

      “Oh, come on, you big baby,” a voice said. “It’s not that bad.”

      “Ouch, dammit, that hurts,” she heard Stone reply.

      In the blur of her vision, it looked as though Cade was applying a set of butterfly bandages above one of Stone’s eyes to seal a gash.

      “Hey,” Stone said, “you’re up. You feel okay?”

      Jana placed a gentle hand on her jaw and rubbed her neck. “Well, I’ve felt better. What happened? The last thing I remember was—”

      But she stopped midsentence. Cade turned around, only it wasn’t Cade. It was her father.

      Jana’s mouth opened. “What are you doing here?” There was anger in her words but, speaking against the swelling in her throat, her volume was hushed.

      He didn’t answer, but instead turned back to Stone to apply the last butterfly.

      “Dammit, old man, that hurts,” Stone said.

      Ames wiped a stream of blood that had made its escape. “You’ll be fine,” he said as he pulled Stone up. “Here, take a look.” He pointed at a mirror on the wall and Stone examined the work.

      He turned to Ames. “Hey, this is pretty good. You’ve done this before?”

      Ames exhaled and shook his head. “Not my first time.”

      “I don’t understand,” Jana said. “How did he get here?” Her voice was shaky. “Kyle! Oh my God. Did we ruin our chance to get Kyle?”

      Stone said, “Relax. We still think everything is okay as far as Kyle goes. When Rojas is told that the target he assigned you is now gone, he’ll be pleased.”

      “But, but . . .” Jana stuttered. “The bodyguards! It was supposed to be so quiet. Gaviria was to be taken out without anyone knowing what happened! Rojas will know.”

      “As far as they’ll know, it was quiet,” Stone said. “The other bodyguards at the club never saw a thing. The storm covered our tracks. It’s all handled.”

      Jana pulled a chair closer and sat. She turned her attention to her father. “Then explain that,” she said as she pointed.

      Stone examined her neck and jawline. “There’s going to be some swelling, but your jaw isn’t broken.” He looked at Ames. “It if wasn’t for him, you’d be dead right now. In fact, both of us would be dead right now.”

      “What?” her voice had softened.

      “Late yesterday, after Cade went to rent the boat,” Stone said.

      “What about it?”

      “I don’t know how to tell you this. But yesterday Cade disappeared. I didn’t know where he was. He went to rent the boat and that’s the last I heard from him. When I called his cell, it rang here at the house. He’d left it. I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d lose your shit.”

      “What happened to Cade?” She stood. “Where’s Cade?”

      Stone put his arms on her shoulders. “Right now, we don’t know. But we’ll find him, okay?”

      “There’s two missing now?” Jana said as thoughts swirled in her mind. “He’s been gone this whole time? Did he get taken?”

      “I know, I know,” Stone said. “Here, sit down. When I couldn’t find him, I looked at his phone. I don’t know, I was looking for anything. But I did find one thing I’d suspected. The little cubicle jockey hadn’t deleted the Tile tracker app from his phone like he told me he had. At first I was pissed, but then thought that it might be the one thing that could help us find him. He has a Tile tracker on his key chain. So I opened the tracker app to see if it would locate him. It did. It showed his position on the map at the marina.”

      “So you found him?” Jana said.

      “Not exactly,” Stone said. “But it made perfect sense at the time because he appeared to be right where he was supposed to be, renting a boat. But when I saw the storm approaching, I got nervous. I wanted him to get the boat under the cabana as fast as possible. Otherwise the surf may have gotten too rough for him to get into position without banging the piers that support the place. So I pinged him.”

      “But he didn’t have his cellphone,” Jana said.

      “I didn’t ping the cell, I pinged his tracker device. Tiles have a tiny speaker in them. You can use the app on your phone to cause an alarm to sound across the speaker on the tracker. That way, you can find your lost keys or whatever. I was hoping Cade would hear the alarm and get to a landline to call me so I could warn him.” Stone turned and looked back at Ames. “But it wasn’t Cade that called. It was him.”

      Jana covered her eyes. “I don’t understand.”

      Stone continued. “Cade apparently didn’t trust Mr. Ames here, and had taken the Tile from his own keyring and threw it in Ames’s boat so he could keep an eye on him. When I pinged the tracker, Ames called Cade’s cell and I answered. It was your father who brought his boat to help us. He’s the one that took out Gaviria. He’s the one that pulled that gorilla off me. He’s the one that got you into the boat, along with Gaviria, and that’s how we got out of there. He saved our lives.”

      Jana doubled over, it was as if she had a sharp pain in her stomach. She closed her eyes and began breathing very deeply, an attempt to thwart the demons. “We’ve got to find him. Oh God, how are we going to get both Cade and Kyle?”

      Jana’s father spoke softly. “Operationally, when faced with overwhelming odds, we take one objective at a time.”

      Jana glared at him then sat upright. “We? Are you supposed to be some kind of expert? And besides, you don’t get to do that,” she said. “You don’t get to disappear for twenty-eight years and then show back up and everything’s alright.”

      He waited. “There’s nothing I can ever do to make up for the sins of my past. There’s nothing I can do that would make it right. But maybe you can put that aside, just for a little while, until we get your friends out. I can help.”

      “I don’t want to hear it!” she said. “I don’t want to hear another word. Now leave and don’t ever come back. I never want to see you again.”

      Stone said, “Jana, none of us know what your life was like growing up without your parents, but he’s right. Look at our situation. We’ve got two men missing. We need his help. Not only is he willing to help, but he’s got operational experience.”

      “Yeah!” Jana yelled. “Experience in selling classified information to the Russians!”

      Stone continued. “As much as I agree with you, we need his help. He saved our asses out there tonight. Do you know what your father did at CIA before he became a case officer? He was a field operative.”

      Jana looked up.

      “That’s right,” Stone said. “His experience might date back to the Cold War, but the field is the field. I couldn’t get to you inside the cabana because of the two bodyguards. I thought you were dead for sure. But your dad, he came down on that guard. He didn’t hesitate. Before I even knew what had happened, your dad yanked a knife from my belt and jammed it into the guy’s neck. But he came for me only after he had saved you. It’s you, Jana. Your dad risked his life to save you. And look at him. He’s sitting there, ready and willing to do it again.”

      Jana shook her head and stood to walk into the bedroom. “In a couple of hours it will be daylight. I’ve got to get ready to tell Diego that Rojas Gaviria is dead. And I’ve got to have a plan to get Kyle out. After that, we’ll start looking for Cade.” She glanced at her father. “And you stay away from me. Don’t speak to me, don’t look at me.”

      “Jana, wait,” Stone said. “We’ve got a problem.”

      “What now?”

      Stone walked to the other bedroom door and opened it. Lying on the floor was Carlos Gaviria. His hands were bound behind his back and he was gagged.
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      “What is he doing here?” Jana said. “He’s not dead?”

      The duct tape across Gaviria’s mouth muffled his angered screaming.

      “But, there was blood,” Jana said. “Blood was all over the boat.”

      Stone said, “It was his blood alright, but he’s not dead. Your dad knocked him cold though.”

      Jana thought back to the moments before she was choked out, the blurred figure in the cabana behind Gaviria.

      Jana said, “What are we going to do? Just leave him on the floor? I thought you had dumped his body. We can’t keep him here.”

      “It all happened so quickly,” Stone said. “I was pretty out of it.” He pointed to the gash above his eye. “But without a rendition team, this is our problem now.”

      A ring tone emitted from Cade’s laptop and Jana walked over to it. “I can’t believe it. It’s that son of a bitch.”

      “Jana, wait,” Stone said. “Ames, get out of sight of the video camera. I don’t want anyone to know you’re here.”

      Ames walked behind the table so he could not be seen.

      She clicked a button on the secure video conference window. “Wallace? What the hell do you want?”

      “To offer my help, as always,” Lawrence Wallace said from the screen. His expression was smug.

      “Help? Yeah,” she said, “CIA has been so helpful so far.”

      “You would have preferred to locate Gaviria yourselves? And how would you have done that? As it is now, you have accomplished what you set out to.”

      “Really?” Jana said. “What we want is to get Kyle MacKerron out of harm’s way.”

      “The path to Agent MacKerron is through Carlos Gaviria.”

      Jana leaned into the monitor. “That was your agenda, wasn’t it? You provided Diego Rojas with a full dossier on Carlos Gaviria and he then gave it to me. Something is up, and I want to know what it is. What does the CIA want with a drug lord?”

      Wallace ignored the question. “As I said, I am here to offer my assistance.”

      “What makes you think we need any help?” Stone joked.

      Wallace said, “First, I congratulate you on taking out Gaviria. I am impressed.”

      “Great,” Jana said, “It’s been my lifelong goal to impress you.”

      “But you have quite a problem, don’t you?”

      “And what’s that?” Jana said, though she knew the answer.

      “Gaviria isn’t dead, is he? You can’t possibly hold Gaviria while you try to free Agent MacKerron. You need me to take him off your hands.”

      Jana looked at Stone then back to the monitor. “How do you know that?”

      “I know a great many things, Agent Baker,” Wallace said. “I can take Gaviria. A rendition team is what you’ve needed all along, am I right?”

      “I don’t trust you, Wallace. So I’ll ask you again. What does the CIA want with a drug lord?”

      “You let me worry about that.”

      Jana crossed her arms and waited.

      Wallace continued. “I have a team in route to your location. They’ll be there within two hours. Gaviria will no longer be a problem.”

      “And what if I won’t give him up?” Jana said.

      Wallace laughed. “You have no choice.”

      “I don’t work for you,” Jana said.

      “I tell you what, Agent Baker. You hand over Gaviria and I’ll tell you what you want to know.”

      “You’re going to tell me the CIA’s agenda?”

      He laughed again. “No, but I’m going to earn your trust. I’m going to tell you where Cade Williams is.”

      Jana’s mouth dropped open but her words came out laced with anger. “What did you do with him?”

      “I assure you, he’s not in CIA custody. Consider the information a gesture of good will.”

      “Dammit!” she screamed. “Where is he?”

      “Do we have a deal?”

      “Yes.”

      “After Gaviria has been turned over to us, you’ll receive instructions.”

      The call went dead.

      Jana slammed her fists into the desk. “Prick!”

      From behind the laptop, Jana’s father said, “You are right not to trust him. There’s an agenda. There’s always an agenda.”

      Jana’s jaw muscles clenched as she glared at her father, but then Stone spoke. “What are they playing at?”

      “I don’t know,” Ames said. “But it’s always a level above.”

      “Meaning?” Stone said.

      “Well, you were a Delta Force operator, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “You were given missions, and those missions made sense on your level, didn’t they?”

      “Normally, yes. Our clearances were high, so we typically knew what we were doing and why.”

      “But there’s always a level above. A higher priority, a grander scale. That’s what you didn’t know. For example, where’s one place you were deployed?”

      “I can’t talk about that,” Stone said.

      “Of course not,” Ames replied. “Let’s see, okay, here’s an example. Let’s say it’s 1985 and you’re on Delta Force. You get tasked to do a weapons transfer to the Iranians. Now, at that time, Iran was under weapons embargo, so none of this was legal. But you are told that the US is going to sell Hawk and TOW missiles to the Iranians in exchange for the release of seven American hostages being held in Lebanon by Hezbollah. And since Iran has a lot of influence over Hezbollah, we’ll get our guys back. You follow?”

      “This is sounding awfully familiar,” Stone said.

      “What you wouldn’t have been told was the higher agenda, the next level.”

      “Which was?”

      “Getting the American hostages made sense on your level, but the real goal was the exchange of cash. The US needed a massive, untraceable cash hoard to fund anti-Sandanista rebels in Nicaragua. Their goal? To overthrow the Sandanista government.”

      Jana murmured, “The Iran-Contra Affair.”

      “That’s right,” Ames said. “A higher priority agenda. And that’s not the half of it. You’ve no idea how far CIA will go. Ever heard the name Kiki Camarena?”

      “Sure,” Jana said. “Cade talked about him. Said he was a DEA agent that was murdered in Mexico.”

      “Murdered because CIA didn’t like him disrupting their drug trade,” Ames said.

      “Oh, come on,” Jana said. “CIA isn’t going to have a federal agent murdered. Why would they be involved in a drug trade of their own?”

      “Look it up if you don’t believe me. Same reason,” Ames said. “They were raising funds for the anti-Sandanista rebels.”

      Stone said, “Alright. We’re getting off track here. So that takes us back to square one. What is the CIA agenda here on Antigua?”

      “I don’t give a shit,” Jana said.

      “You don’t sound very convincing,” Stone replied.

      “I want Kyle and I want Cade. That’s the priority. If CIA wants in on the drug war, they can have it. After this is over, I can hunt down Wallace and kick his ass.”

      

      A few hours later, just as sunlight had begun to form a glow in the eastern sky, a rap on the door startled the trio.

      “Pizza delivery guy?” Stone joked.

      “I don’t think the Company delivers pizza,” Jana retorted.

      “But they do a nice pickup service I hear,” Stone said as he glanced outside. Four Kevlar-laden operators flanked a casually dressed man. “Go ahead, it’s them.”

      Ames slid aside in an attempt to stay out of view.

      But when Jana opened the door, she couldn’t believe who was standing on the other side.
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      “Hello, Jana,” the man said.

      “What are you doing here?”

      The man nodded to the operators and they made entry with weapons forward. Stone pointed to the bedroom door. The four hulking men grabbed Gaviria off the floor and drug him out as he thrashed. They disappeared toward the water, where an inflatable F470 Combat Rubber Reconnaissance Craft idled just off the beach.

      The man passed a stern look at Stone but then turned to Jana. “Sorry, had to wait until they were clear.”

      “What’s going on?” she said.

      “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.”

      “What do you mean you don’t know?” Jana said.

      The man said, “I have a message for you. Apparently Cade got pinched. When he went to rent the boat for your operation last night, the locals grabbed him. He’s still in custody.”

      “The local police?” Jana said. “Why?”

      “They’re looking for you, Jana. They’ve been scouring the island. Since you didn’t report back in, they consider you a fugitive, and Cade an accomplice. They want to charge you with attempted murder for the attack on Montes Lima Perez.”

      Jana shook her head but before she could say anything, the man extended his hand. Jana shook it and felt him pass her something. He disappeared toward the water and was gone.

      She closed the door and Stone said, “Who was that?”

      “Pete Buck, CIA. We’ve worked with him before. Kind of comes off as an asshole at first, but once he gets to know you, he’s a good guy.”

      “Yeah, seems very warm,” Stone said. “What did he hand you?”

      “You don’t miss much,” Jana said. She opened her hand to reveal a tiny manila envelope. She opened it and dumped the contents into her hand. Three unmarked digital chips spilled out.

      “SIM cards?” Stone said. “The CIA cuts communication from the US to our cellphones, but now they’re giving us new SIM cards?”

      “Buck wouldn’t have given these to us without a reason,” Jana said.

      “It doesn’t make sense,” Stone continued. “They can listen in on our cell calls whenever they want, so why give us new SIMs?”

      Jana was entranced in thought. “I don’t think the CIA gave us these. I think Buck did.”

      “But Buck is CIA.”

      “I know,” Jana said, “but there’s something going on. He wouldn’t do anything to harm me, of that much I’m sure.”

      Stone said, “You think the CIA doesn’t know what the CIA is doing?”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time,” Jana replied.

      From against the wall, Ames said, “I think he’s trying to communicate with you.”

      Stone looked at the angered expression on Jana’s face then said, “Mr. Ames, I think you should sit this one out.” He turned to Jana. “I think he’s trying to communicate with you.”

      “Very funny,” Jana said.

      “Do you trust him?” Stone said.

      “Yes.”

      “Then you should trust him. Put the SIM in your phone. I’m betting that not only will it receive calls from the US mainland, but that Buck will be calling you soon.”

      “Fine, but we’ve got to get ready for Rojas. He owes me a hundred K.”
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        Office of the Commissioner, Royal Police Force of Antigua and Barbuda, American Road, St. John’s, Antigua.

      

      “I’m sorry, who did you say is calling?” the secretary said into the phone. When she heard the repeated response, she cringed. “Oh, one moment please.” She pressed a button on the desk phone and said, “Commissioner? I think you’re going to want to take this.”

      “I’m in the middle of a briefing,” Robert Wendell, the newly appointed Commissioner, said.

      “Sir, I just really think—”

      “Fine, patch it through. Good Lord,” he said to the group of twelve senior inspectors assembled in his office. “New secretary,” he said with a smirk. “Still not quite sure who she can tell to leave a message.” He picked up the blinking phone line. “This is Commissioner Wendell.”

      The other men in the room could hear muffled yelling coming from the phone receiver.

      The commissioner stuttered into the phone, “Yes, ma’am. We have a what? Well hold on now, ma’am. I don’t even know—I see. No, ma’am, I’m sure we haven’t detained a—I understand that you’re saying he’s a US citizen but on Antigua—” The commissioner waited as the person on the other end of the line continued.

      The inspectors heard a banging sound across the phone as the party on the other end hung up.

      The commissioner placed the phone receiver down then rubbed his eyes. He looked up at the inspectors until his eyes landed on one in particular, Lieutenant Jack Pence. “Pence? Do we have a US citizen in custody?”

      “Yes, sir. His name is—”

      “His name is Cade Williams. Yes, I know. And he’s charged with?”

      “Obstruction of an investigation.”

      “So, in other words, he’s committed no crime. Am I right?” He slammed a fist onto the desk. “Do you want to know how I know his name?” He was met with silence. “Well I’m going to tell you.” He rose from his seat so quickly his swivel chair slid into the wall. “That was a very pleasant woman named Linda Russo on the line. Want me to give you three guesses who Linda Russo is?” He leaned his fists onto the desk. “She’s the damned United States Ambassador to Antigua! Why in the flying fuck do we have a US citizen in custody? And not just some random tourist, but apparently an employee of the United States government. Jesus Christ! I haven’t been in this chair for four months, and I’m about to get my ass canned! Call your people and cut him loose.”

      “Sir,” the lieutenant stuttered, “we believe he’s—”

      “Harboring a fugitive. Yeah, the ambassador was kind enough to share that little fact with me. Look, you want to bring in the actual suspect and charge her with murder, that’s one thing. But harboring a fugitive?” The commissioner shook his head. “Cut him loose, right now.”

      Twenty minutes later, Cade walked out of police custody. He hailed a cab and watched behind them to ensure the vehicle wasn’t being followed. The cab dropped him a mile from the safe house. He waited to further ensure he did not have a tail then walked across the street and offered a kid ten dollars for a bicycle with no tires. He rode the rest of the way back on steel rims.

      When he pulled up to the house, Stone came outside. “Hey, nice ride.”

      “Very funny. Where’s Jana?”

      “Inside. You enjoy your little time in the slammer?”

      “Oh, it was lovely.” Cade walked in and Jana hugged him. It was more than he had expected.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “We had no idea what happened to you.”

      “How’d you find out?” he said.

      After she explained the previous night, the CIA’s revelation that he’d been arrested, Gaviria being taken away, he nodded.

      “They’re going to charge you, Jana. I’m sorry.”

      She said, “They really consider it attempted murder?”

      “Apparently so,” he said. “They know about your route home. That you walked out of your way. To them, it looks like you lured him down that alley. And since they know about your special-agent background, the training . . . well, they think it was planned.”

      She crossed her arms. “Screw them. Besides, we don’t have time for this. We’ve got to get set up for my visit to Diego Rojas.”

      “You think you’re ready?”

      “I can get past the gate. But how to get Kyle out of there, that’s the problem. I know he’s being held. And I’m betting he’s somewhere behind that steel door in Rojas’s wine cellar.”

      “I believe you, by the way. That Kyle’s alive. It makes perfect sense. Even though we don’t know why CIA is involved, it makes sense that Kyle was the one who told Rojas that Gaviria was now on the island.”

      Stone walked in and listened.

      Jana said, “We can’t get distracted with CIA. We’ve got to focus on our one objective, Kyle.” She looked around then out the bay window. The boat was gone. “Wait a minute. My father is gone?”

      “Left a while ago,” Stone said.

      Cade said, “I know you don’t want any advice about your father, Jana, but you need to give him a chance.”

      “He doesn’t deserve a chance. If he wanted to be there for me, he had that chance when I was born.”

      Cade let the subject drop. He looked at Stone. “We need a plan to get Kyle out. Stone, you were a hot shot Delta Force operator, and you’ve been inside Rojas’s estate. What do you suggest?”

      “With a team of eight operators? Come in under cover of night, put guns in position to cover, take the guards out quietly. Have our electronics expert disable any alarm systems. Get inside and breach the door Jana described. Grab Kyle up and get him out of there. We’d have a vehicle in front waiting for us and a CRRC boat in the back, just in case we need to get out that way. Helicopter gunships reserve in case it got ugly.”

      Jana said. “That’s nice, for a team of eight.”

      “I know,” he said. “There are four of us.”

      “Three,” Jana said.

      “We need his help, Jana,” Stone said.

      “Look, there’s only a few of us,” she said. “You’re talking about killing these guards quietly, in cold blood. If that goes wrong, we’d probably be in a firefight. Have you ever done this before?”

      “Many times,” he said, though his voice was distant.

      Cade shook his head. “We don’t have that type of support. Gunships in reserve, boats? It’s just us.”

      “Then we walk in the front door,” Stone replied. “Jana walks in, anyway. I’d be set up just off-site. I’ve got a sniper rifle with an AMTEC suppressor. If things go sideways, I’ll take out the guard at the gate and the one at the front door without anyone knowing.”

      “Wait, wait,” Cade said. “We don’t stand a chance trying to take Kyle by force. Not the three of us. How can we get him out without all that?”

      “We use Jana,” Stone said. “Jana on the inside is better than eight operators on the outside. But she’s going to have to be prepared in case things go bad.”

      Cade said, “How is she going to be prepared if they search her again, which, they’re sure to do?”

      “I’m going in armed,” Jana replied.

      “Armed?” Cade said. “How are you going to sneak a weapon past the guards?”

      “I’m not. I’ve proven myself to Rojas. I’m carrying a weapon on my person and he can kiss my ass if he thinks otherwise.”

      Then, Jana’s phone rang.
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      The caller ID on Jana’s phone said simply “Unknown.” She placed the phone to her ear but said nothing. A garbled, computerized voice said, “Your mother had a favorite candy. Meet at the place of their origin, ten minutes. Come alone.”

      “What?” Jana said, but the call had gone dead.

      Cade said, “Who was it?”

      “Somebody wants to me to meet.”

      “Well, it has to be Pete Buck. He’s the only one with the number to this new SIM card.”

      “Yeah,” Jana said, “but where? And why would he disguise his voice?”

      “He disguised . . .” Cade said. “He obviously doesn’t want anyone to know he’s in touch with you. He slipped you the SIM cards, and now this. Where did he say he wanted to meet?”

      “I have no idea,” she said.

      “You just talked to him,” Stone said, still looking out the windows.

      “He said to meet at the place of origin of my mother’s favorite candies.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Cade said.

      Jana began to walk as she thought. “She loved marzipan too. That’s where I got it from. But they’re made in New Orleans. He said to meet at the place of their origin in ten minutes. Now how am I supposed to meet him . . .”

      “Jana?” Cade said.

      “I know exactly where,” she said and then walked out the door.

      Cade and Stone began to follow but Jana held up a hand before getting in the car. “I’m doing this alone.”

      When she drove away, Stone said to Cade, “Don’t worry, she knows what she’s doing.”

      “That’s what bothers me.”
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        The Little Orleans Market, Antigua.

      

      A few minutes later, Jana pulled her car behind the market and parked next to a dumpster. She went in the back door. Inside the ramshackle shop was the owner, a little old lady named Abena. She didn’t look up from her sweeping. Pete Buck was seated at a tiny round table, one of three set up for anyone enjoying Abena’s cooking. Jana walked to the table but paused, her eyes glued on the old woman. Abena had stopped where she was standing, her broom in hand. It was almost as if she was frozen.

      Jana walked to her and placed a gentle arm around her waist and took hold of the broom. The woman smiled at her through Coke-bottle-thick glasses and the two walked in shuffle-step behind the counter where Jana helped her onto a stool.

      When Jana sat at the table.

      “She gets stuck sometimes.”

      “I know you’re going to ask, Jana. And I don’t know.”

      “What am I going to ask?" she said, though she knew the answer.

      “Why," he exhaled. "Why is the Company knee deep in drug cartels.”

      “And?”

      “I told you, I don’t know.”

      “You’re going to have to do better than that, Buck.”

      He said nothing.

      Jana continued. "Let’s start with what you do know. And don’t hand me that classified bullshit. It’s Kyle we’re talking about."

      “We’ve been doing a lot of background work on Colombian cartels, the new ones. Again, I don’t know exactly why, but when an ops package comes in, you work on it, you don’t question it.”

      “Thanks for reminding me why I fled to a tropical island," she said with a smirk. “God, I hated all that.”

      “Can I continue?” he said. “At any rate, there’s something big going down.”

      “They sent you into an operation and didn’t tell you the objective?”

      “Same old Jana." He shook his head. “Maybe there’s something in the history. Look, in the ’80s, the Colombian cartels used to be comprised of the Medellín and the Cali cartels. The Medellín was Carlos Escobar’s brainchild, and the Cali spawned off of it. None of that exists any longer. Hell, even the cartel structure Escobar put into place is gone. That organizational structure controlled everything. All the links in the drug chain from production to retail were owned by him. When he was killed, it fell apart. So over the last twenty years, Colombia’s drug trade has reorganized, but it’s fragmented.”

      “What’s all this got to do with Antigua? Or with Kyle, for that matter?”

      “Keep your pants on.”

      “I plan to," she said.

      “A new generation of drug trafficking groups were born, under an entirely new structure.”

      “Okay, I’ll play along. What’s this new structure?”

      “The BACRIM is the newer organization. It’s so named by the Colombian government to mean ‘bandas criminales.’ The BACRIM is a group of groups of drug traffickers. They had to decentralize because any person that climbs too far up the ladder is quickly identified by the Colombian police or the DEA and brought down. Today, there can’t be a new Carlos Escobar. There are two main groups within BACRIM, Oficina de Envigado and Los Rastrojos. And that’s where Antigua comes into play.”

      “How so?” she said.

      “The Oficinia de Envigado is the successor to the Medellín Cartel, and Los Rastrojos succeeded Cali. Again," Buck continued, "these are highly fragmented groups, nearly impossible to take down.”

      “Why?”

      “DEA has tried, believe me. Each group is broken into many smaller parts. Many of these nodes are individual drug traffickers with a small band behind them, and they use the BACRIM as protection to take advantage of routes and departure points. The removal of any single node doesn’t lead to the fall of the other nodes. It only results in a temporary disruption. Then the flow of drugs continues as the network reforms itself. And,” Buck continued, “they’ve set up shop on Antigua. It’s the new drug route to move product to the Mexican cartels, and then into the US.”

      Jana leaned in. “Then why don’t you people identify, then take out, the head of each little node all at once?”

      “It’s not our job!” Buck snapped.

      “If it’s not CIA’s job, then what are you doing on my island?”

      “When did you become such a pain in the ass?” Buck said.

      “When I threw my badge and credentials at the director of the FBI and started a new life. Before you people dragged me back in.”

      “Identifying these people is not that simple. The nodes are practically invisible. These guys are more likely to be armed with an iPhone than an Uzi. They look like businessmen. They blend in. And, they keep things quiet. Not to mention the fact that it’s harder than it used to be. We can’t just follow the flow of cocaine backwards and get to the source. These guys have a far more diversified criminal portfolio—extortion, illegal gold mining, gambling and microtrafficking, like dealing marijuana and synthetic drugs as well as cocaine and its derivatives.”

      “All I care about is getting to Kyle.” Jana lowered her voice. “The only thugs at Diego Rojas’s house that don’t carry automatic weapons are his intelligence officer, Gustavo Moreno, and Rojas himself. It doesn’t seem that hard to identify them.”

      Buck shook off the accusation. “Anyway, like I said, something big is coming down and I don’t know what it is.”

      “I know who does.”

      “Yes, I’m sure my boss is well aware of whatever is about to happen, and why CIA is here. I brought you here for a reason. I brought you here to tell you we’re going to have to move fast.”

      “I’m not helping the CIA do anything.”

      “No,” he said, “I’m talking about Kyle. I’m here to help and I’m telling you, we have to move and move now.”

      “Or what?”

      “I’m getting a bad feeling. IMGINT and MASINT reports are coming across my desk.”

      “Speak English.”

      “Imagery Intelligence and Measurement and Signature Intelligence.”

      “And what do these reports say?”

      “There’s an awful lot of satellite imagery of Rojas’s estate. I mean a lot. That, along with more of the same from sites across Colombia.”

      “If the Company is doing some kind of investigation and he’s the main target, wouldn’t that be normal?”

      Buck looked over his shoulder. “Yeah, normal, I guess. But there’s a strange amount of location-based data. GPS coordinates, longitude, latitude, precise measurements from roadways. I don’t get it.”

      Jana stood. “I have no idea what any of that means, but it’s a lovely fucking job you have. How do they expect you to do your job if so much is secret?”

      “What if there’s an attack planned?”

      Jana gritted her teeth. “You’re thinking of that team of CIA operators that picked up Gaviria, aren’t you? Dammit, first they tell us we’re on our own, that no backup is coming, and now you’re thinking they’re about to launch a raid? The US government is going to commit an act of war against a noncombatant nation?” She pointed in the direction of the estate. “There are innocents in there. Servants, cooks, cleaners. They’re just locals.”

      Buck lowered his head. “Collateral damage.”

      Her voice became stilted as she thought back to the woman screaming at the window. “There’s a woman in there. That prick is raping her. She’s a victim of the human slave trade.”

      “Which one?” Buck said.

      “Which one? What does that mean? I don’t know. She’s got long black hair.”

      “She’s dead, Jana.”

      “What?” she said a little too loud before covering her mouth.

      “Her body showed up yesterday,” Buck said. “Rojas gets bored very quickly. There’s a steady stream of sex slaves. Rojas has them shipped in. When he’s done with them, they get carried out.” Buck stood up. “She was easy to identify. Most of them are moved in from South America, but she was Persian, from Syria. We don’t know how she got here, but I’m betting the fact that she’s from the Middle East is somehow related to whatever’s about to happen. I’m on your side, Jana.” He looked down and noticed her hand shaking. “Don’t shut down on me. Outside of Cade and Stone, I’m the only friend you have.”

      “The Middle East?” Jana said. “What’s that supposed to mean? Are you telling me there’s a connection?”

      “My clearance doesn’t go that high.”

      “Bullshit!” Jana said. “If you know he’s committing kidnapping, rape, and murder, why hasn’t CIA arrested him? Why is his fucking head not on a stick?"

      “Jana, you know it doesn’t work that way.”

      She slammed an open hand onto the table. “What is the Company doing on Antigua?”

      “I told you, I don’t know.”

      “Oh really? Well let me ask you this. What happened to Gaviria?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You guys showed up all hot and ready to take him off our hands. You had a team prepped and waiting. And you wouldn’t have done that without a reason.”

      “Jana, this is me we’re talking about,” Buck said. “I’m telling you what I know. I’m telling you more than I should. I’m taking a hell of a risk here.”

      “Then you better find out what happened to Gaviria before something else goes wrong.”

      “What could go wrong? We’re the CIA.”

      Jana leaned back in her chair. “Yeah, sure. What else could go wrong?” She sharpened her tone. “I don’t exactly get a warm fuzzy where the Agency is concerned.”

      Buck said, “Me and you both.”

      The two smiled.
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        CIA covert station, location undisclosed, Antigua.

      

      Lawrence Wallace leaned over the analyst’s shoulder and peered at the man’s computer monitor.

      “It’s right here, sir,” the analyst said as he pointed to a blip on the radar screen. “That’s the float-plane’s transponder.”

      “And you’re sure our target is on board?”

      “That’s an affirm, sir.”

      “ETA to Antigua?”

      The man began tapping away at his keyboard as he attempted to calculate the flight time. “Depending on headwinds and airspeed, it’s between fifty-six and seventy minutes, sir.”

      Wallace looked at his watch. “Fifty-six minutes? We’re running out of time. We’ve got to get all parties in there.” He spoke lower. “Hand me that headset. Where is Avenger in reference to Antigua?”

      The aircraft carrier? the analyst thought as he tapped several keys on the laptop to locate the vessel, “Cruising 1700 nautical miles south-southwest, sir.” The analyst waited a moment.

      Wallace stared at the monitor and his eyes became glassy. “Have them turn into the wind.”

      The analyst thought, The only reason to turn a carrier into the wind is to launch an aircraft. He glanced at a window and caught the reflection of Wallace’s face. In it, he saw a strange slurry of panic mixed with satisfaction.

      Wallace said, “Give me that headset.” He placed the headset on and adjusted the mic. “Avenger?” Wallace said into the mic, “this is Crystal Palace, over.”

      [image: ]

      1,766 miles away at Fort Meade, Maryland, Knuckles yelled across the vast NSA Command Center, “Uncle Bill! The feed is live!” He clicked his mouse a few times, and the device began recording.

      The aged man came running over in a panting rush. “What is it, son?”

      “They just called to the USS George H. W. Bush. She’s part of carrier strike group two, currently deployed in the Caribbean Sea.” The temptation to dispel information was too much for the young analyst. “They’ve been monitoring the deteriorating situation in Venezuela. She’s got at least one cruiser, a destroyer squadron of at least two destroyers, or possibly frigates, and a carrier air wing of sixty-five aircraft.”

      Bill looked at him over the tops of his glasses. “I know what a carrier strike group is comprised of.”

      “Oh, yes sir.”

      “Hand me that headset.”
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      “Go ahead Crystal Palace,” the aircraft carrier called. “This is Avenger.”

      “Avenger, this is Crystal Palace. Give me a sitrep.”

      “Asset is on the pad, Crystal Palace. Catapult locked in.”

      “Roger that, Avenger. Launch the asset. I repeat, the asset is a go for launch.”
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      On the deck of the aircraft carrier, the pilot of an F/A-18F Super Hornet was given the thumbs-up. The pilot charged the engines until a concentration of flame roared from the exhaust ports. The launch catapult rocketed forward and flung the plane off the deck.

      “Asset is away, Crystal Palace,” the voice said into the secure uplink.

      “Roger that, Avenger. Give me direct comms.”

      A few moments later a crackle came across the headset as the F-18 pilot made contact. “Crystal Palace, this is Scorpion. All systems nominal, altitude two hundred and eighty-seven feet. Climbing to cruising altitude, over.”

      Wallace looked at the radar monitor as a second blip representing the F-18 pulsed onto the screen. “Roger that, Scorpion, this is Crystal Palace. I’ve got you five by five. At your discretion, come right, bearing 327.25, affirm?”

      “Roger that, Crystal Palace. Making my heading 327.25 degrees.”

      “Weapons status?”

      “Crystal Palace, this is Scorpion. AGM-84K off my starboard wing. Scorpion is fragged.”

      The CIA analyst looked up quizzically at Wallace. Wallace covered his mic and said, “He means the aircraft has been armed with the specific weapon ordered by the mission directive.”

      “What’s an AGM-84K, sir?”
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      “Did he say an AGM?” Uncle Bill said as he pressed the headset against his ears.

      Knuckles typed in the name of the weapon just to confirm his suspicion. He pointed at his monitor as his computer spat back:

      

      AGM-84K SLAM-ER (Standoff Land Attack Missile—Expanded Response)

      Boeing Company

      Weight: 1,487 lbs.

      Length: 14.3 ft.

      Operational Range: 170 mi.

      Speed: 531 mph

      

      “Mother of God,” Uncle Bill whispered.

      “Fourteen hundred pounds?” Knuckles said. “What are they going to do with that?”
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      Wallace spoke into the mic, “Scorpion, this is Crystal Palace. Approach to within one hundred and sixty miles, source to target, then hold.”

      “Roger that, Crystal Palace,” came the clipped reply from the F-18 pilot. “Scorpion out.”
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      Uncle Bill’s fingers descended into his thick gray hair. “We’ve got to warn Jana.” He pulled the glasses from his face and rubbed his eyes. “How do we do that without arousing CIA’s suspicion?”

      “We’ve tried raising them, sir,” Knuckles said. “Nothing is working.”

      “Dammit, son. I have to talk to them. I want answers.”

      “But . . . sir, I don’t understand,” the boy stammered. “What is that bomb for?”

      But Uncle Bill was entranced in his line of thought. “And even if I do warn her, Jana’s not going to leave Kyle in there.”
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      At the covert station, the CIA analyst looked up. “Sir, I know I’m not operationally cleared, but I need to understand the plan.”

      Wallace squinted his eyes at the man. “You are, what, five years into the Agency? What do you believe the mission to be?”

      “I originally thought it was to disrupt a new drug route for the cartels. But now I understand there’s another target involved: a target that is on that floatplane, on its way to Antigua. Is the larger plan to draw all the players together?”

      Wallace didn’t acknowledge the statement. “You disapprove?”

      “Sir, it’s just that Agent MacKerron is still being held. Agent Baker needs time to get him out.”

      “This will not be the last time you see a throwaway.”

      “Sir?”

      “An agent whom the company will permit to be detected.”

      The analyst looked down. “So you are saying Agents MacKerron and Baker are expendable.”

      “It’s for the greater good, son. We dead-dropped intel to Diego Rojas so that MacKerron would be captured.”

      “But—”

      “Agent Kyle MacKerron is icing on the cake. The real agenda here is not to simply disrupt the flow of drugs. The DEA can spin its wheels all it wants to that end. It’s to sanitize a terrorist-cartel connection before it gets started.”

      “I don’t understand, sir.”

      “This is above your pay grade.” Wallace looked down his long, thin nose at him. “You are either with me or you are out.”

      A few moments later, the CIA analyst said, “What’s the play, sir?”

      “Get me Red Dragon.”

      “The CIA operators? Yes, sir.”

      Once they were on the line, Wallace spoke into the mic. “Red Dragon, this is Crystal Palace.”

      “Go ahead, Crystal Palace,” a CIA special operator replied.

      “Operation Overlord is a go. I repeat, Operation Overlord is a go.” Wallace listened for a reply, but when one did not come, he said, “I say again, Red Dragon. This is Crystal Palace. Operation Overlord is a go.”

      “Roger that,” came the operator’s stilted reply. “This is Red Dragon, out.”

      The analyst said, “He didn’t sound very happy about that, sir.”

      “Well it’s not within his directive to have an opinion, now is it!” Wallace yelled.

      “No, sir. I didn’t mean to imply . . .”

      Wallace ran both hands across his scalp. “Fuck! The whole damned operation hinges on this!”

      “Sir, what is Overlord?”

      “You just do your job. Overlord is my responsibility.”
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      In the NSA Command Center, Knuckles said, “What was that, sir? He was on the comms with a team of operators? Operation Overlord?”

      “I have no idea,” Uncle Bill answered, but I can tell you one thing, I’m getting too old for this shit.” He thought a moment more. “Son, get me the DEA Special Response Team at Point Udal, US Virgin Islands.”
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        Safe house

      

      Jana saw her father in the other bedroom. “What is he doing here?”

      Cade looked at her. “We’re a little short on numbers, and you’re about to go back into Rojas’s estate. Anything can happen. We might need him.”

      “Oh, and you think an ex-CIA case officer who has been in prison the last twenty-eight years is going to help?”

      “He was apparently a pretty big help when things went sideways with Gaviria.”

      Jana’s breathing accelerated. “I don’t have time for this.” She looked around the room. “Where’s Stone?” But as she looked back at the crushed coral driveway, she had her answer. He was pulling back in with his Jeep.

      “Reconnaissance,” Cade said. “He went to Rojas’s to scope out where he could set up with his sniper rifle.” Stone walked in the door. “Well?” Cade said to him.

      “It’s going to be harder than I thought. But I think I have a spot.”

      “Where?” Ames said from the bedroom door.

      “You stay out of this,” Jana barked.

      Stone shook his head. “I’m on the next hillside over. There’s a lot of foliage and cover. It affords me a clear shot from that side of the compound.”

      “But, wait a second,” Jana said. “That’s a long way away, isn’t it?”

      “Not in sniper terms.”

      “How far?” Cade said.

      “Eleven hundred and sixteen yards,” Stone replied.

      “And that’s not far?” Cade said. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Eleven football fields away?”

      Stone made no reply.

      “He’s right,” Ames said as he walked cross-armed into the room. “When I was a handler, I arranged three ops that required shots longer than that. Believe me, if he’s certified as a Delta Force sniper, he can do it.”

      “No one is asking for your opinion,” Jana snapped. “How long is it going to take you to get into position?”

      “We’re going in now?” Stone said.

      “Tonight,” Jana said. “Shut up a minute while I make this call.” She dialed a number and let it ring. She said, “I’ll be there tonight at seven.”

      On the other end of the line was Diego Rojas. “Agent Baker, how pleasant of you to call.” Jana heard a woman’s muffled crying in the background. “But I have plans for tonight. I’m afraid I will be unavoidably detained.”

      Anger-infused adrenaline pushed into her veins. Rojas was abusing another woman. “I don’t give a shit who you are entertaining. I’ll be there to collect, and I expect you to have my second payment ready.”

      The woman screamed again, but to Jana, it sounded as if her mouth was gagged. “You are a woman who does not know her place, Agent Baker.”

      “Don’t take that male-dominating tone with me, Rojas. The last man to do that ended up with his balls blown off and his face the color of purple eggplant.” She paused and let the statement sink in a moment. “You had no way to get to Gaviria. If you did, you wouldn’t have hired me to do the job. Now that the job is done, I expect to be paid and paid in full. And you have other assignments for me, don’t you? Things have changed. Oficina de Envigado is well aware that their fearless leader is no more, and the heat is turning up. The stakes are higher, and with higher stakes comes a higher price.”

      “You disposed of Senior Gaviria’s body?”

      “Of course I did.”

      “We will discuss your next assignment tonight,” Rojas said. Just as he hung up the call, Jana heard the woman scream again. To her, it sounded like muffled terror.

      Cade said, “Jesus, Jana, you’re shaking like a leaf.”

      “I swear to God, I’m going to kill that son of a bitch,” she said.

      “What is it?” Stone said.

      Ames was looking in the other direction, but said, “The killing is the easy part, Jana. It’s living with it that’s hard.”

      She reeled toward him and opened her mouth but images popped into her mind’s eye. She was back at the cabin, tied to the chair with Rafael leering over her.

      Her chest heaved and she brought a hand to her throat then pulled it back the way a person might check themselves for blood.

      “Hey, Jana,” Cade said. “You still with us?” By way of distraction, he asked, “What happened with Pete Buck?”

      As she had finished recounting what she’d learned from Buck, her phone vibrated once. She glanced at the screen then held it for them to see. It was an incoming text message, which contained a single word, “Marzipan.”

      “It’s Buck again,” she whispered just above the tightening in her throat. “Christ, he must want to meet again. I just got back.”

      “He must have more information,” Stone said.

      “We don’t have time for this,” Jana said. “We’ve got to get ready for tonight.”

      Ames said in a low voice, “You better go find out what Buck has.”

      But a moment later, Cade’s computer chirped and everyone looked at it.

      “What?” he said. “Satellite connection coming back online. There’s only one way that’s happening.”

      They all knew what that meant, another call was about to come in from Lawrence Wallace.
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      Cade’s initial thought was to try to use the reacquired satellite connection to communicate to Uncle Bill at NSA. They’d been cut off for over a day and not even the new SIM cards Pete Buck had slipped them would work to call off the island. It had been maddening. But no matter what Cade tried, his connectivity was still blocked.

      A chirp came across the laptop’s tiny speaker.

      “Here we go,” Cade said as Jana and Stone leaned over.

      Ames kept his distance. He was trying to tread lightly where Jana was concerned.

      Lawrence Wallace’s smug face appeared on the monitor. They could see his lips moving but heard nothing. A few moments later, the sound became audible.

      “. . . there’s not much time. You’re going to have to move right now.”

      “Wallace,” Cade said. “We didn’t get that. Your connection was broken. Say again.”

      “If you want to get Agent MacKerron out, now is your only opportunity.” Wallace fidgeted in his seat. “Do you hear me? I said you have to move now.”

      The three looked at one another. Jana said, “Wallace, what’s the sudden rush?”

      “It’s nothing that concerns you. The timetable has . . . shifted.”

      “Timetable? What timetable? And when are you so concerned about Kyle?” she said. Her tone was accusatory.

      “The sole concern of the Agency has always been the safe return of our agent.”

      Jana shook her head. “That’s crap and you know it.”

      “Whatever our differences, Agent Baker, the life of Kyle MacKerron hangs in the balance. Do you want him to end up a star on the wall at Langley? You are the only asset that can get to him.”

      “That’s bullshit too,” she said. “What about that team of operators that popped by last night to pick up Gaviria? They didn’t exactly look like they were on the island to pick up a little sun. Why don’t you send them in?” Jana was testing him.

      “Baker!” Wallace said as he fidgeted with his hands. “You are the only one that can get in that compound and pull him out. If a raid were attempted, Agent MacKerron wouldn’t stand a chance. Now I am ordering you to—” He stopped midsentence and spoke to someone just out of the camera’s range. “He’s what? How did that plane get so far so fast?” He turned back to his monitor. “Baker, you have to trust me. If you don’t go now, Agent MacKerron will be dead within the hour.”

      “Dammit!” Jana screamed. “How the hell do you know that? What has changed?"

      “It’s on a need-to-know basis.”

      “You want me to go into a den of drug lords and you don’t think I have a need to know? I swear to God, Wallace. When I’m done with Rojas, I’m coming for you.”

      From the back of the room, Ames said in a low, almost reverent voice, “Hidden agenda.”

      Jana looked back to the monitor. “Wallace, you’ve got five seconds to tell me what’s going on. Otherwise, get him out yourself.”

      Wallace became stone-faced. “Get him out now, or his blood will be on your hands.” He disconnected the call.
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        Little Orleans Market

      

      Jana steered the Jeep around a tight curve and stopped behind the market. Buck was waiting. “What is it?” she said. “We were just here twenty minutes ago.”

      Buck’s voice was distant. “I just got off the phone with an informant.”

      “Spit it out.”

      “Gaviria’s body was just dumped at the front gate of Oficina de Envigado.”

      Jana was speechless. “His body? But CIA had Gaviria in custody. He was alive. What, did they kill him?”

      “I have no idea, but this is not good.”

      “If Gaviria’s body was just dumped at his own cartel’s front door, that means . . . that means Oficina de Envigado is about to declare war on Los Rastrojos.”

      Buck said, “Envigado will send every soldier they have. Rojas’s estate is about to become a war zone. And there’s more. A high-priority suspect is en route to the island. A terrorist named Karim Zahir. He’s apparently coming for a meet with Rojas.”

      Jana’s eyes sharpened. “This is it, isn’t it? This is what Wallace was so panicked about. He knew. That son of a bitch did this himself. He’s got something up his sleeve and this is his way of forcing my hand.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to get my friend.”

      “Jana, wait!” Buck yelled. But it was too late. The Jeep’s tires were already spinning.
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      As the Jeep slid from one side of the dirt road to the other, she dialed Stone. When he picked up, she yelled into the phone. “Go now! I’ll be at the house in four minutes and I won’t be there more than two before I head to Rojas’s. You’ve got to be in position.”

      “Jesus, Jana. What happened to you tonight? Nineteen-hundred hours, remember? We have to plan.”

      “Move!” she screamed, then hung up the call.

      When she arrived at the safe house, Stone had already left. She jammed the brakes and skid across the parking area, then ran inside.

      Cade was on his feet. “What happened? Why are we going right now and not later tonight?”

      She blew past him and into the back bedroom. “What do you mean, we? You’re not going anywhere.” She flung open a wooden louvered closet door which slammed into its frame and began to wobble. She then yanked a dress off its hanger.

      “I have to go,” Cade said as he stood in the doorway. “You can’t expect just you and Stone are going to pull this off. What if you need help?” His voice faltered as he watched Jana throw her shirt and shorts to the floor. “What if you need a diversion or a secondary vehicle to get away?”

      Jana turned her back and dropped her bra to the ground, then threw the little black dress over her head and snugged into it. Cade tried to avert his eyes but couldn’t.

      “Where is Ames?” she said.

      “Your father? It might help if you could at least call him that.”

      “Where?”

      “Gone. I don’t know. When Stone took off, I turned around and he was nowhere.”

      Jana pulled out a small black purse then reached behind a chest of drawers. Her hand fumbled for a moment, then Cade heard the sound of Velcro ripping as she pulled out a fully-framed Glock 9 mm handgun.

      Cade said, “You don’t think you’re going to tuck that thing into that tiny dress, do you?”

      “No, nimrod, just grabbed the wrong handle, that’s all.” She reached behind the dresser again and placed the weapon back. Then she withdrew another, much smaller one. It was identical to the weapon she had used to teach her attacker, Montes Lima Perez, a lesson. She tightened the silencer and ensured a round was in the chamber, then tucked it into her purse. She pulled out a black Velcro strap that housed two extra magazines. Cade again tried unsuccessfully to avert his eyes as she propped her leg on the bed and pulled her skirt high enough so she could wrap the strap around her upper thigh. When she saw Cade staring, she said, “Get a good look?”

      “You offering?” he jabbed back.

      “No.”

      “So what’s changed? I’m going with you,” he said as he went out into the main room and grabbed a handgun from Stone’s bag.

      “Whatever, but you’re going to keep out of there. I can’t pull Kyle out and have to go back and get your ass too.”

      As they went out to the Jeep, Cade got in the driver’s seat. He said, “What did Pete Buck tell you this time? Why the sudden rush?”

      Jana looked into a mirror and dabbed her makeup and hair. “There’s a terrorist on his way. He and Rojas are going to consummate their business relationship.”

      “Which is?”

      “Money laundering to the tune of hundreds of millions.”

      “Lovely,” Cade said as he accelerated. “But that doesn’t explain the urgency. Why does this have to happen right now?”

      “Oh,” she said, “did I forget to mention that Gaviria’s body just showed up at the compound of Oficina de Envigado?”

      Cade nearly lost control of the vehicle. “What? He’s dead? How did—”

      “I don’t have time to draw you a picture. But once they see that body, there’s going to be a shitload of angry drug runners crashing the gates at Rojas’s place. It will be an all-out war. I’ve got to get Kyle out now, no matter what.”

      “Christ, Jana. We need backup. We can’t fend off fifty heavily armed men while you traipse inside to grab Kyle, from a locked cell, I might add. We need Uncle Bill. He could task a strike force down here in a heartbeat.”

      “Well since we still can’t so much as place a dammed phone call to him, that point is moot.”

      “How are we going to play this? I mean, you’re going to, what, talk your way past the front gate?”

      “When we get close, you’re hopping out. I don’t stand a chance of getting past that guard with someone else in the car.”

      “How are you going to get past him in the first place? You aren’t supposed to be there until tonight.”

      Jana put her lipstick away and glanced at herself in the mirror one last time. She looked down at the exposed cleavage in her chest and said, “I’ll think of something.”
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        Morris Bay

      

      The skids of the Quest Kodiak single-engine floatplane touched down in the calm waters of Morris Bay. Water sprayed from them in protest. The plane taxied toward a small, private dock. From the rear passenger seat, Karim Zahir pressed his dark sunglasses further up. He glanced out the windshield at Rojas’s estate and eyed two armed men standing on the dock.

      Zahir wore a long-sleeved, button-down shirt which was open several buttons. The light-colored suit jacket and slacks stood in sharp contrast to his dark features. A beautiful young woman with bronze skin seated next to him sat quietly.

      Zahir ran his eyes down her body and grinned. He leaned to her. “If you want to be alive,” he whispered, “you will stay very, very quiet.”

      Her lower lip began to tremble.

      “Mr. Zahir?” the pilot said when he saw the men at the dock carrying automatic weapons. “This is Morris Bay, Antigua, sir. But are you sure we’re in the right place?”

      “Of course I am sure. Do not let the crudeness of my business associates’ security detail disturb you. It is all for show.”

      The pilot swallowed. “Yes, sir.” He steered the craft until it floated gently to the dock, where one of the guards took hold. The guard opened the plane’s side door and held it.

      “Stay here,” Zahir said to the pilot, “and be prepared. I do not like to be kept waiting.” He stepped onto the plane’s float then onto the dock. The woman followed him, yet in her high heels, she nearly slipped. “My business will be concluded within the hour, then I will depart.”

      “Do you mean you both will be departing, sir?” the pilot said.

      Zahir looked down the woman’s dress. “No, I will depart alone. My associate here has other business to conduct and will remain.”

      When she saw the grin on Zahir’s face, she shrunk from him.
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      “Here is where you get out,” Jana said to Cade as they pulled closer.

      Cade stopped the vehicle and hopped out while Jana slid to the driver’s seat. He tucked the weapon he had taken from Stone’s bag under his shirt. “Be careful,” he said.

      But just after accelerating away, she said, “Being careful is exactly what I’m not going to do.”

      Cade disappeared into the tropical foliage and moved in the direction of the compound.

      Jana turned the Jeep up the driveway but stopped short. She took a few breaths and glanced at her right hand. She had been gripping the steering wheel so hard she had not noticed the shaking. You’ve spent the last year training for something like this, something you hoped would never happen. She closed her eyes and exhaled in one long motion. This is it. And with that, all the jitters left her body.
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      From his perch on the opposing hillside, Stone focused the Leupold rifle scope. He scanned the front of the estate and down to the guardhouse at the entrance gate. Something in his peripheral vision moved and he squinted in its direction, but could make out nothing. He started to move the scope to take a closer look but when he saw the Jeep approaching, he zoomed his view closer to see the guard.

      

      Jana pulled the vehicle to a stop in front of the guard shack and put a playful grin on her face. The same guard she had encountered before stared at her and let his eyes run to her chest. When he finally looked her in the eye, she returned the favor by running her own eyes down his body. After all, a little flirtation couldn’t hurt.

      But when he shifted his automatic weapon to the front of his body, she straightened.

      His voice was salty. “You are not on the schedule until 7 p.m.”

      Try one more time, she thought. She leaned an elbow in the open window, propped her head onto her hand, then tilted it. “I know,” she said. She reached out and let her fingers run delicately across his hand. “Things got a little busy. So I thought I’d come early.”

      The man looked at her hand and swallowed. “I’ll have to call it in.” He turned toward the guard shack.

      Shit, this is not working. “Do you?” Her tone was playful. Just out of his line of sight, she felt for her purse. “I wanted it to be a surprise for Diego.”

      “I am not permitted.” He picked up a phone but when a silenced bullet ripped into his skull, brain matter splattered onto the guard shack and he collapsed. “I guess I’m going in hot,” she said as she hopped out of the Jeep. “It was a boring conversation anyway.”

      

      On the hillside, Stone watched the man collapse. He glanced to the guards at the front of the house to see if they had heard when he again saw movement out of the corner of his eye. It had come from the same place. “What the hell is that?” He trained the scope on the spot but there was too much foliage blocking his view. But then he saw color behind the dense green and caught a glimpse of Cade’s face. “Rookie,” Stone said. He looked back at the guards and saw one of them raise a walkie-talkie and begin to speak. Stone shifted the rifle into position and locked onto the guard. “That’s not good. They know. Dammit, they know.”

      

      Jana pushed the button inside the guard shack and the massive steel gates began to lurch open. She jumped in the Jeep and drove calmly up the drive and toward the estate.

      

      At the front door, the first guard motioned to the second and started down the steps toward Jana’s approaching car.

      

      “She’ll never make it,” Stone said. He exhaled and held, counted slowly, then tapped off a single round. Across the silencer, the discharged round sounded like a muffled whump. The sound the bullet made when it slammed into the man’s skull, however, was loud, something similar to a slapping noise. The guard’s body spun and flopped onto the ground just as the Jeep crested the hill.

      The second guard turned at the slapping sound to find his partner in a pool of blood. Stone lined the crosshairs and began to apply light tension to the trigger. But before the weapon could discharge, he saw the man’s body fling into the air. Jana had run him down with the Jeep.

      Stone watched as she hopped out and without hesitation pumped one round into the man’s head on her way up the steps.

      “Christ,” Stone said to himself, “I’ve created a monster. Oh shit!” he said as another guard came out of the open doorway.

      

      Jana dropped to the ground and fired upwards into the man’s throat. The .380-caliber hollow point tore into the soft flesh and exited through his spine. He was dead before the empty brass shell casing tinked onto the stone landing. She leaned against the door jam and scanned the massive, glass-lined room with her weapon forward. On the veranda, she saw Diego Rojas shake hands with a well-appointed man who had a black beard and a devilish grin. The men stood with their backs to Jana and pointed up and down at a woman standing across from them. Her long, shimmering black hair draped gently across the straps of her full-length, form-fitting sequin gown. The woman was the only one facing Jana’s direction and Jana knew, she was another sex slave.

      The Middle Easterner placed a hand on Rojas’s shoulder and laughed as he presented her as a gift, a gesture of good will. Just the thought of what would happen to the woman caused Jana’s pulse to explode, but when she saw the petrified look on the young woman’s face, her eyes flared even further.

      The center-most scar on Jana’s chest began to burn and she heard voices. She turned behind her but the voices were distant. One towered above the others.

      Do it, the voice taunted as it laughed. It sounded like the hissing of a snake. Do it now. You know what they are going to do to that girl. You know you can stop it. Dooo it. Jana tightened the grip on her firearm and her breathing became erratic.

      The laughter from the trio of voices sent a new shockwave of nausea through Jana’s system and the edges of her vision, once crisp and sharp, began to blur. She looked down and saw the body of the last guard she had killed, then turned around to see the other two.

      You killed them without hesitation, the voice said. It was a thing of beauty.

      Jana’s fingers ran across the scar and she winced in pain. She glanced back at Rojas and the other man.

      Do it. Kill them, the voice taunted. Kill them all!

      Jana’s knees began to shake.

      The others would have killed you. They were justified. But these two, you’ll walk over and kill them in cold blood. Once it is done, your journey will be complete.

      Tears began to stream and Jana struggled to breathe. The gun lowered. “Kyle, I’ve got to get to Kyle.” She dropped to one knee and shook her head violently, then said, “Think back. Think back to the fort. You’ve got to find the fort.” She gritted her jaw and allowed her mind to drift back to her childhood, back to her precious fort, her bastion of safety. When she was finally inside it, her breathing began to normalize.

      She looked up to find the woman on the balcony staring at her, her eyes glazed in fear. Jana put a finger to her lips and mouthed shhh just as the woman’s eyes drifted onto the dead guard in the doorway. She looked petrified, but seemed to register that Jana was there to help.

      Jana grabbed the dead guard by his jacket collar and dragged him across the slick stone floor, out the door, then rolled his body down the steps.

      At least he’s out of direct view, she thought. She crept back to the door casing and motioned to the girl with an open hand, a signal for her to stay put. The woman blinked and a tear rolled down her cheek.

      The magazines held only five rounds and Jana withdrew a full one from the Velcro strap and charged it into her weapon. She quick-stepped over to the glass staircase and began to descend. About halfway down she saw an armed guard on the lower level looking out the wall of glass at the floatplane still at the dock. She stood upright and clasped her hands behind her back, shielding the gun from view, then descended the stairs.

      When he heard her approaching, he turned in an abrupt motion and spoke in a thick, Colombian accent, “What are you doing here?”

      She continued toward him and said, “What is that supposed to mean? Did you not see me here the other night? I am the guest of Diego, and I will not be spoken to in that manner.”

      His mouth opened as if he were choosing his words.

      Jana closed to within eight feet. Her hand flicked out from behind her back and she pulled the trigger. His body folded to the ground. She rifled through his clothing and jerked out a set of keys, then darted to the wine cellar and its mysterious steel door.

      It took her three tries to find the right key, but when she did, it slid in easily. When she opened the door, however, the real trouble started.
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      Back at the safe house, Cade’s laptop chirped once as the small icon of a spinning globe turned green. The satellite connection blinked to life. A video window opened and Uncle Bill in the NSA command center said to someone off screen, “Are we on yet?” He looked at the monitor. “Cade? Jana? Christ, where are they? We’ve got to warn them!”

      Standing in the safe house, just behind the monitor, was Richard Ames.

      Uncle Bill said, “Look, if you can hear me. There’s something big about to happen. CIA has ordered an F-18 into the air. It’s coming your way, and it’s armed with the mother of all bombs. We’re tracking it now. Given the fighter jet’s current airspeed, flight time, and maximum range of that missile, we estimate you’ve got twenty-eight minutes. I’ll repeat that. Time of impact is fourteen hundred fifty-six hours; two fifty-six local time. Whatever you do, don’t go to that compound!” Bill looked just off camera. “Dammit! How do we know if they got the message?”

      When the satellite call terminated, Ames looked at his watch. He then withdrew his phone and conferenced together the phones of Jana, Cade, and Stone. It took a few moments, but each answered the call in turn.

      It was Jana that picked up last. “I don’t have time for a chitchat, Ames.”

      “All three of you,” Ames said in a calm voice, “listen closely. There is an airstrike inbound at this time. ETA is two fifty-six local.”

      “An airstrike? What are you talking about?” Stone blurted from the hillside above the Rojas estate.

      Ames said, “I told you, there’s always a higher agenda. NSA just cracked through the satellite blockage and called it in.” He looked at his watch. “You’ve only got twenty-five minutes. There’s no way you can get inside and get MacKerron out in time.”

      “Too late now,” Jana said. “Already inside the gates. Twenty-five minutes? I’ll have him out in six. Baker, out.” She hung up.

      “She’s right,” Stone said. “It’s too late. We’re committed.”

      As the call ended, Ames looked at Stone’s bag sitting on the safe-house floor. He leaned down and unzipped the long duffel. When his eyes landed on an object that piqued his interest, he said, “They’re going to need some help.” He withdrew it from the bag and looked in the mirror. “Say hello to my little friend.”
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      Cade pushed his way through the dense foliage toward the guard shack. Speaking of the phone call, he said, “Twenty-five minutes? Shit.” When he saw the open gate, he could only assume Jana had made it through. Though his heart was pounding, he crept closer to the shack. He became emboldened when he did not see anyone sitting inside. He peered into the tiny outpost. Blood was splattered along the walls. His heart pounded harder. He edged around the rear of the building and his eyes landed upon a set of black boots. Those boots were attached to a dead man and Cade averted his eyes. He looked over his shoulder to ensure he could see no one.

      If what Ames said is true, he thought to himself, this hillside is going to be laid flat in a few minutes. He grabbed the man by the arm and was starting to drag when his phone buzzed again. It scared him so badly he flattened to the ground. He looked at the phone.

      “Stone, what the hell do you want?” he said as he looked in all directions.

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Are you watching me? I don’t have time for a social call. I’ve got to move this body out of view. If anyone sees it, the game is up.”

      “That body is nothing compared to the three lying around the front door of the estate. Don’t bother with it. Grab his automatic weapon and get back in where you can’t be seen.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do. I’ve been in the field before. I know what I’m doing.”

      “So glad to be working with another operator,” Stone jabbed. Their rivalry lived on.

      Cade pulled the automatic weapon’s strap from the man’s shoulder but when he saw the dark blood coating the back of the strap, he leaned over and gagged.

      Stone watched in the distance. To him it appeared Cade was about to be sick. “It’s blood, Cade. He’s dead. Sometimes it happens. But I’m glad to see you can handle it.”

      Cade straightened. “Very funny, asswipe. It was the brain matter I wasn’t too happy about.”

      “Look like rotted cottage cheese?”

      “God,” Cade said, “that’s awful,” he said as he fought back nausea.

      But then Stone said, “Wait a minute. I’m hearing something.” Stone paused, then said into the phone. “Do you hear that?”

      “Hear what?”

      “It sounds like an engine. It sounds like several engines.” Stone raised binoculars and scanned the road in the distance. “Cade! We’ve got incoming. Get that security gate closed and get out of there!”
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      As the door scraped across the gritty cement floor, Jana scanned the darkness with her weapon forward. The stench was overwhelming. When she saw just a single silhouette, a man lying on the floor, she lunged in and pointed the gun behind the door to ensure there was no guard. She turned back and could see that it was Kyle. He was lying on a filthy mat, one arm chained to the wall. She knelt down and shook his shoulder, “Kyle, Kyle. Wake up.” She shook harder and finally he began to stir.

      “Hey, man. Leave me alone,” he said in a groggy haze.

      “Kyle! Get up, we’ve got to go.”

      Jana fumbled through the keys until she found the one that fit the padlock on Kyle’s wrist. She shook him again and pried apart one of his eyelids to examine the pupil. It was dilated. She checked his arms. Both showed telltale bruising where needles had been injected. “They’ve drugged you.” She pulled until he sat upright. “What are they giving you?” But the answer didn’t really matter. She put his arm over her shoulder and struggled to her feet.

      “Kyle, help me. We’ve got to go. We’ve got to go right now.” She glanced at the open doorway.

      As Kyle steadied himself, he said, “You’re not that dude. Where is that dude with the stuff?”

      “Come on, we’ve got to go.”

      She walked him forward but he stopped. “I’ve got to get some stuff, man. Where is that dude?”

      Jana squared off in front of him and slapped him across the face. “There’s no time for this! This is our only chance.”

      “Hey, man, that hurts. Hey, Jana? Hey! What are you doing here? Did you bring me the stuff?”

      Jana rethought. “Yes, Kyle. Yes, I have the stuff. But it’s outside. We’ve got to go out there to get it. Just come with me, okay?”

      “Alright, man.”

      The pair stumbled forward as Kyle tried to gain his footing.

      “Hey, is that a gun you’re carrying, or are you just happy to see me?” He laughed. “Why the hostility? These people are awesome!”

      Jana had not counted on Kyle being in this condition. She couldn’t decide if it was his weight she struggled with more or the terror of getting him out before a missile slammed into the roof. She held the gun in a half-raised position.

      As they came out into the lower-level room, Kyle squinted at the wall of glass. Jana scanned back and forth. She looked up at the underside of the balcony. The woman, she thought. I’ve got to get her out of here. But with Kyle in this condition she strained to come up with an idea.

      Kyle looked at the dead man sprawled against the wall. “Hey, dude. Wake up,” he said. He snickered. “No sleeping on the job.” But as he looked closer and saw the dark pool of blood, he looked to Jana. “He doesn’t look so good. Maybe we should get him a Band-Aid or something.” She started to drag Kyle away when he said, “Dude’s got a boo-boo, that’s for sure.”

      She looked out at the large, open expanse at the back of the compound. The floatplane sat at the dock and was flanked by two of Rojas’s guards. Shit, she thought. Can’t go that way.

      She spun Kyle around and headed to the glass staircase. She steadied him then heard several voices from upstairs. She turned Kyle back toward the massive bay doors and walked him onto the patio. On the balcony above, Rojas, the Middle Eastern man, and his bodyguard still held the woman. It was then that she heard men coming down the glass stairs, speaking in Spanish. She began to panic.

      She pushed Kyle to the far side of the patio and laid him down just behind a bench seat. She ran back and grabbed the dead man and dragged him onto the patio just beyond Kyle. Two sets of feet came into view on the staircase. She grabbed an oriental rug and pulled it over the bloodstain, then ducked onto the patio.

      She crouched against the edge, shielding Kyle with her body, and held her weapon at arm’s length. Keep quiet, Kyle. Please, God. Keep quiet.

      The two guards ambled down the last steps in the middle of a conversation.

      Jana’s mind raced. Did I close the door to Kyle’s cell? Will they notice the carpet out of place? The harder she tried to control her breathing, the harder it became.

      As the two heavily armed men approached the giant bay doors, Jana glanced at silhouettes of people on the balcony above. There is no way they aren’t going to hear this, she thought, referring to firing a silenced weapon in such close proximity.

      The men stepped onto the patio. Jana clasped her lips and dared not breathe. If she were forced to kill them, Rojas would hear and she would have no choice but to try to escape with Kyle. In his condition, they didn’t stand a chance. She held for what seemed like an eternity and could almost hear the ticking of her wrist watch. The missile, she thought. We’re out of time. She applied light attention to the trigger.
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      The men stood in the breeze. Jana was three feet away. Their conversation continued as one pointed to the floatplane. She applied more pressure to the trigger. But then in the distance, she heard popping sounds, like automatic-weapons fire. The men turned and ran back up the stairs and Jana drew a long breath. What the hell is that? Oh, God, Stone is out there. Her phone buzzed. It was Cade.

      “What’s going on?” Jana whispered into the phone. She heard yelling on the balcony above and watched as the people there emptied into the house.

      “Oficina de Envigado is here!” Cade yelled over the gunfire. “And they’re pretty pissed off.”

      “What about Stone?”

      “He can’t decide who to shoot next.”

      “Tell him to shoot them all. Wait!” Jana said. “This is the perfect diversion!” She watched the two guards at the floatplane break into a sprint.

      Cade said, “It looks like they’re about to breach the gate! This place is going to be overrun. Rojas’s people are fighting back, but they’re dropping like flies.”

      “Forget all that! I need help. They’ve drugged Kyle. I can’t get him out on my own.”

      “Oh, shit!” Cade said. “Where are you?”

      “Back patio. Ground level. Tell Stone to rendezvous at the dock behind the estate.”

      “And do what?”

      “There’s a floatplane there.”

      “What are we going to do with a floatplane?” Cade said.

      “Shut up and move!”
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      Just over the gunfire, Cade heard a whistle. He looked up and saw Stone waving to him. Cade motioned him to move around to the back of the estate.

      Stone nodded but as he saw Cade jump and run to the side of the building, he trained his rifle scope just above Cade’s shoulder.

      

      Cade was on a dead run. A guard popped out from behind the building and began firing but then his feet flew out from underneath him. He crashed to the ground. Cade stopped in his tracks trying to register what had happened. But then he knew, it was Stone. Cade ran around the back of the house to the patio.

      

      Stone slung his sniper rifle over his shoulder and pulled the HK 416 carbine into position. He took off down the hill, weaving between tropical plants. His movement was swift. The effect would have made him both hard to see and even harder to shoot.

      Gunfire from the two opposing drug cartels intensified and stray bullets tore through the air on all sides. Stone’s phone buzzed.

      “We’re pinned down,” Cade said into the phone. “Kyle is unconscious and we’ve got to get to the dock!”

      “Be there in sixty seconds!” Stone yelled. An instant later a bullet zipped through his right calf and he grunted.

      “What was that?” Cade said.

      “Nothing. On my way. Just hang tight.”

      Stone detached a Velcro tie-off and snugged it above the wound. “I’ll have time to bleed later,” he said and took off running. He stayed in the thick and when he could see the full expanse of the back side of the property, he took up position. Two guards were firing at Jana and Cade. Stone switched back to the sniper rifle and put both of them down. He spoke into the phone, “You’re clear.”

      Cade replied, “The pilot is still at the plane! We’re going down there with Kyle. Cover us!”

      

      Automatic gunfire ripped across the manicured lawn as Cade emerged with Kyle over his shoulder. Cade shut his eyes as dirt and blades of grass sprayed his face. He turned to find Jana still crouched underneath the balcony. “What are you doing?” he yelled, then turned to see another guard drop to the ground.

      “I’m not leaving her,” Jana said.

      “What?” Cade said.

      “He’s got another woman up there.”

      “Jana! We’ve got to go. This place will be overrun any second!”

      She turned him around by force. “Get Kyle to the plane. Do it now!”

      Cade took off running as more gunfire sprayed about him.

      Stone popped off one round, then another, and the guns stopped.

      Cade zigzagged across the open ground. He was struggling under Kyle’s weight. More bullets zipped past his head and he tripped. He and Kyle tumbled to the ground.

      Stone popped in a new magazine then tapped off another round. The shot hit home. “Move, Cade!” he yelled into the phone. Cade grabbed Kyle again and threw him over his shoulder, panting to catch his breath. The floatplane was just fifty yards away.

      

      Jana crouched on the glass stairs and surveyed the floor above. Several of Rojas’s guards were firing out windows as attackers swarmed up the front. Brass shell casings littered the marble floor near the front door, which was now shut. She heard a woman screaming from down the hallway and leapt to her feet just as bullets shattered the massive glass walls on the back side.

      Karim Zahir’s personal bodyguard stepped out of one of the rooms with his weapon pointed in her direction. Jana crashed against a wall for cover and snap-shot him in the chest. He flung himself backwards, firing wildly, and rolled to the ground. He grasped at his chest then slumped over.

      Jana ran down the hall and dropped into a crouched position, then pointed the Glock upward. Zahir lunged out, firing his handgun at chest level. The bullets tore into the drywall above Jana’s head and she popped off one round. It slammed into Zahir’s shoulder. His gun dropped to the ground and he scrambled into another room.

      Jana leaned in and saw the woman. Her sequined dress was torn and her mascara had run down her face. She grabbed the woman by the hand and pulled her toward the hall when suddenly she felt the woman yank back. The last thing Jana remembered before everything went black was the woman’s screams.
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      Jana’s eyes opened from the blackness into a wet, scorching pain. Her head throbbed. She could tell men were towering above her but all she could hear was a bright stinging ring. Since she was facedown, she could not see which one of them had grabbed her by the hair and dragged her into the room. As her hearing began to return, she could hear gunfire coming from several directions.

      She heard Rojas’s voice. “Roll that fucking panocha over. I want her to look me in the eye when I kill her.” Someone grabbed her again and rolled her onto her back. The man standing directly above her was Gustavo Moreno, Rojas’s intelligence officer. He stood with a polished chrome pistol in his hand.

      Jana reached to the back of her head and winced against the pain. Her hair was wet and when she pulled her hand back, it was covered in dark blood. Moreno grabbed her by the shoulders and yanked her against the wall to prop her upright.

      “There, Señor Rojas, but we must move quickly, we haven’t much time.”

      Rojas stood at Jana’s feet. “My intelligence officer warned me about you. He never trusted you, but after what you did to Montes Lima Perez, how could I not?”

      “They’re on to you, you prick,” Jana said.

      “You’ve got quite a mouth for a panocha, a cunt, that is about to die,” Rojas said.

      Jana’s head was still spinning. “I know what it means.”

      “So, you were working undercover for the Americans, no? A double agent?”

      “I work for no one,” she spat back.

      “Then why come after me? Most people who come after me do not live to tell the tale.”

      “Patron, we must go,” Moreno pleaded.

      “Kyle MacKerron,” Jana said.

      “Yes, when my intelligence officer saw you on the surveillance camera, he told me what was happening.”

      Gunfire from the front of the estate intensified. Gustavo Moreno placed a hand on Rojas’s shoulder. “Señor Rojas, we must get you out. I don’t know how much longer we can hold them off.”

      Rojas said to him, “The tunnel was put there for a reason, Gustavo.”

      Jana said, “A tunnel. The way of the coward. I would have come for you anyway.”

      Rojas laughed. “And what is that supposed to mean?”

      “The woman,” Jana said. “When I was here the first time.”

      “Ah, you saw her at the window? Yes,” Rojas smiled, “she served her purpose.”

      “Go fuck yourself.”

      “Ever the gentile young woman, Agent Baker. But I must know one last thing. Your timing seems impeccable. You come into my home to free Agent MacKerron just as my rivals at Oficina de Envigado start a war? That is not a coincidence, no?”

      “Figure it out for yourself,” Jana said.

      “I wish I had time to teach you a lesson in manners.”

      Jana said, “It’s no coincidence. The freshly murdered body of Carlos Gaviria just found its way to Envigado’s front door. How do you like their response? Your operations here are at an end.”

      “Freshly murdered? But he was killed two days ago.”

      “No,” Jana smirked. “We kidnapped him two days ago, right from under your nose. He was very much alive.”

      More gunfire tore through the walls and the sound of a cascading sheet of broken glass crashed from out in the main room.

      “Señor Rojas!” Moreno pleaded. “I must insist!”

      “You kept him alive, then murdered him at the appropriate time? And dumped his body to start a war? He was my godson!”

      Jana knew she had touched a nerve. “He squealed like a little girl when they killed him.”

      “He did no such thing!” Rojas screamed.

      A stray bullet zipped through the drywall and shattered a glass statue in the corner of the room.

      This time, even Rojas knew they had to leave. He said, “We have a saying in Colombia. There is no deceit in death. It delivers precisely what it has promised.” He nodded to Moreno, who pointed the pistol at Jana’s head.

      Jana glared at Rojas. “You can burn in hell.”

      Rojas replied. “You first.”

      Jana closed her eyes but they startled open at the sound of an automatic weapon firing at point-blank range. She rolled for cover as drywall dust and fragments splintered the room. Rojas and Moreno went down. Jana looked up to see the woman in the sequined dress, an automatic weapon dangled in her hand.

      The woman dropped to her knees and began to sob. Moreno lay motionless, his eyes, wide. Jana began to pull the gun from his hand, but Rojas lurched onto her but she elbowed him across the face, smashing his nose. Rojas rocked backward then leapt to his feet as Jana grabbed the gun. He was across the room and out into the hallway as Jana fired. The round clipped his upper back and he was gone.

      Jana struggled to her feet then looked at her watch. “Oh God,” she said as she grabbed the woman’s hand. “We’ve got to get out of here!” They ran through the house as bullets whizzed past. They descended the staircase to the floor below and ran onto the patio only to see Cade struggling with Kyle in the distance. Bullets chewed up the grass. She heard gunfire coming from the tree line to her left and looked to see Stone shoot another of Rojas’s guard.

      Stone yelled to her, “Go!” then began laying suppressive cover fire. She yanked the woman’s hand and they ran into the fray. A bullet grazed the flesh of Jana’s shoulder and she flattened to the ground. But in the adrenaline rush, she jumped up and ran with the woman. They were halfway to the dock as Cade loaded Kyle onto the plane.

      The pilot yelled something inaudible above the engine noise.

      Weapons fire from inside the house intensified into a pitched crescendo. Jana pulled on the woman then pushed her body into the plane. She yelled to the pilot. “We’ve got one more!” then motioned to Stone as he made a run for it.

      Bullets tore across the dock and splinters of teak sprayed the air.

      The pilot yelled, “I’m not waiting! We’re leaving!”

      Jana raised the pistol at him. “To hell you are!” But when she turned again, she saw Stone limp then go down. “Oh my God.” She broke into a sprint and fired in the direction of the house.

      From the plane, Cade yelled, “Jana!” but there was nothing he could do.

      She reached Stone and pulled him to his feet and they ran onto the dock. As Stone fell into the plane’s front seat, he raised the carbine and fired at cartel members who were flooding onto the lawn. “Get in!” he yelled to Jana. But she grabbed his wounded leg and flipped it in, then pulled the carbine from his hands.

      “There’s something I have to do first,” she said as shut the door then slapped her hand on the side of the plane, a signal for the pilot to take off.

      The plane’s engine roared and it lurched into motion on the water. Jana ran from the dock, firing the weapon at her attackers. She was in a sprint to the woodline. To her thinking, it was the only part of the estate where a tunnel could have possibly been fashioned. But no sooner had she begun firing did the weapon run out of ammunition. Streams of gunfire tore in front of her and she rolled to the ground.

      She covered her head against the sting of flying debris. Things began to move in slow motion. The sound of gunfire was deafening. Jana could see men from both cartels firing at one another, and at her. A few bodies were strewn in the blood and chaos. Lying facedown in the grass, Jana struggled to comprehend that this was all real. She kept hearing the warning, the air strike is imminent.

      She could barely comprehend how she would be alive in the next moments, but the thought of Rojas making an escape caused her adrenaline to spike. Bullets whizzed past her head. She looked in all directions but there was no way out. How am I going to get to the tunnel? she thought.

      Several cartel members were headed straight for her, firing as they ran. A bullet struck the ground just inches from her face and dirt and debris flew into her eyes. She curled into a ball, her hands cupping her ears and face.

      Jana struggled to regain sight, when from just behind her, a man stood from the bushes and begin firing at the cartel. Bullets flew overhead and scorching-hot shell casings ejected from his weapon and landed on her.

      There was something familiar about his silhouette. Her vision was blurry and she struggled to focus on the face. In the given context of a horrific firefight, she couldn’t understand what she was seeing. When her vision cleared, the shock on her face was only equaled by the rage in his.
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      From a remote location, Lawrence Wallace spoke into the mic. “Scorpion, this is Crystal Palace. Give me a status, over.”

      The F-18 pilot replied, “Crystal Palace, this is Scorpion. Heading, three one five. Angels, twenty-one. Speed, four-fifty. Just within range-to-target. Master Arm, off. Warning yellow, weapons hold.”

      “Roger that, Scorpion. You’re at twenty-one thousand feet, speed, four hundred and fifty knots. Arm the weapon, over.”

      “Crystal Palace, Master Arm, on. Weapon is armed. Target is locked on.”

      “You are red and tight, Scorpion. Launch on my command. Launch, launch, launch.”

      A moment later, “Crystal Palace, this is Scorpion. Greyhound is away.”
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      It was Ames. The man towering above her was Ames. Her father stared into abject death and would not relent. His actions reminded Jana of a trained operator. He would aim carefully, squeeze off a three-round burst, then retarget. It was mechanical. He moved with such fluidity that the weapon seemed to be an extension of his body, something fused to him like an arm or a leg.

      Bullets chewed into the ground where he stood. In the melee, Jana could hear nothing. She was suffering from a condition known as auditory exclusion in which people in high-stress situations don’t hear sounds around them. She watched as Ames’s mouth moved and knew he was screaming something to her.

      The more she stared at the bizarre sight, the more she began to perceive what he was yelling. He was screaming at her to get up and move. As she rolled onto her feet, Ames sidestepped in the other direction, all the while continuing his attack. He was drawing fire away from her. He continued the methodical process, dropped an empty magazine, and recharged the well with a fresh one. And the sequence started again.

      Jana ran as fast as she could into the tree line. She paused a moment to look back at her father. With the air strike about to hit, she knew it would be the last time she would see him alive. She broke into a run through the dense forest toward the only direction where the tunnel could be. But her mind drifted. The pounding of her feet and heart, the feeling of brush crashing against her limbs, catapulted her back to the prior year, running through the forest at Yellowstone National Park toward terrorist Waseem Jarrah. Fury pulsed in her veins.

      The center-most scar on her chest began to burn and the trio of terrifying voices piped into her consciousness.

      She will do it herself, the one in the center said. It echoed in a manner similar to a person speaking inside a cave.

      How? another replied.

      She will seal her own fate. Once she kills him, she will join us and will not be able to claw her way free ever again.

      The trio laughed in a chilling echo.

      But just as the periphery of her vision began to cloud, she shook free of the impending post-traumatic stress episode.

      “You don’t run me,” she said over a choked throat. “I run me.” The voices silenced and her feet pounded harder. She ran up a pathway until she came to a brick-framed door shrouded in tropical growth. It was embedded into the hillside. Vines all but obscured the secret escape route. The huge steel door was shut but she could see fresh footprints on the ground chased by what looked like a single set of tire tracks, a motorcycle.

      She pulled the door open but then a solitary fear struck her. I don’t have a weapon. She struggled to listen above the distant gunfire and could hear something in the distance—the sound of a dirt bike’s engine.

      When she looked inside, the dimly lit tunnel was empty. The cement tunnel was about four feet wide and she squinted into the low light. It went straight back for about forty yards then veered to the right. “Must lead into the basement level,” she said.

      Just outside, she heard a roaring sound rip across the sky. It was so loud it could only be described as the sound of air tearing. What followed next was the largest explosion she could imagine—the air strike. She dove into the tunnel and the ground shook as she went down. Dust and tiny fragments of cement rained down as light bulbs popped. Outside, a steady torrent of dirt and debris, intermixed with shattered wood fragments, began crashing to the ground.

      As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she saw that the tunnel had a long alcove built into one side. Three dirt bikes stood parked with room for a fourth. Each motorcycle had an electrical cord plugged into its small battery, an apparent effort to trickle-charge the batteries and prevent them from draining.

      Many months ago, when they had been dating, Stone had taught her to ride. It was often the case that they would ride tandem on his motorcycle. For most of the time, she would sit behind him and wrap her arms around his torso, but later, Jana had hopped on the bike and looked at him playfully. “Teach me,” she’d said.

      Thick, black smoke poured from the other end of the tunnel and toward Jana. Without hesitation she hopped onto a bike. Only then did she notice the cuts and abrasions on her legs. “No time for that now.” She jump-started the bike and caught her own reflection in one of its side-view mirrors. Her face was covered in dirt, her hair was a mat of dried blood, and blood dripped from her shoulder.

      She gunned the throttle and dirt exploded from the rear tire. The only question was, could she catch Rojas before he could disappear? But as she thought of all the women he had harmed entered her mind, fear and doubt abated. Whatever the outcome, she’d do anything in her power to stop him.
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      Jana wove the dirt bike back and forth through the jungle, stopping every few minutes to listen. In the distance she could hear another motorcycle. She pursued but knew that since she did not have a gun, she would have to keep her distance.

      As she approached the winding, paved road, Jana glanced at a trail of mud the other bike had left in its wake and she followed it. She looked back toward the estate. A massive plume of smoke rose hundreds of feet into the air—the compound had been destroyed.

      As she crested a hillside, she saw the bike and telltale outline of Diego Rojas cruising ahead. He had slowed in an apparent attempt to blend in.

      She pursued, but the farther he went, the more shocked Jana became. With each turn his intended destination became more clear.

      “How would he know where our safe house was?” She thought further. “But if he knows where the safe house is, that means . . .” the thoughts played forward in her mind, “the equipment, the NSA computer, all that classified information. He’s going to try and find out what intelligence we’ve gathered against him.

      She throttled the bike into full acceleration.
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      Jana slowed the bike on the approach to the safe house and pulled off early. She did not want to alert Rojas. Once on foot, she made a quiet approach to the edge of the property.

      Jana heard yelling from inside. “Tell me!” Rojas screamed. “What does the United States know about my operation?”

      The questions were met with unintelligible answers but the voice was unmistakable. It was Pete Buck. Then, a single gunshot rang out.

      Jana darted through the thick vegetation along the left side of the yard, then moved down that side of the house. She hugged the wall and crouched low until she came to the first window. She pulled out her phone and opened the camera, then raised it just above the level of the window sill and watched the screen. She panned the camera left, then right until she spotted Buck. He was on the floor, clutching his leg. Jana could not see Rojas—her view was obstructed by a wall. But the sight of blood was all it took.

      She stayed low and moved toward the back of the house. When she came to her bedroom window, she flung the window open and climbed in. She rolled onto the hardwood floor with a thud.
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      The sound of her body crashing to the ground caused Rojas to duck. Momentarily startled, he regained his composure. “That fucking bitch,” he said. He took one glance at Buck, raised the handgun into the air, and pistol-whipped him across the face. Buck’s unconscious body splayed across the floor and blood from his leg pulsed without impunity.
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      Jana lunged toward the chest of drawers on the far wall. She ripped at the Velcro and withdrew the Glock from its hiding place.

      Rojas burst into the room. It took him no longer than a millisecond to snap-fire his weapon at her. The bullet grazed the length her right forearm, tearing a gash across the flesh.

      Everything again went into slow motion and a voice reverberated in Jana’s mind. It was the voice of her shooting instructor from Quantico. Double-tab, center mass, then one to the head. Without thinking, she sidestepped and fired. The round struck Rojas in the right shoulder..

      Just before Jana fired again, she saw Rojas’s arm go limp as the gun fell from his hand. It bounced across the hardwood floor and landed at her feet. She kicked it underneath the bed and Rojas fell on his knees.

      With her finger still on the trigger, Jana took two strides toward Rojas and placed the muzzle against his temple. With it, she pushed his head into the door jam. Her jaw clenched, her eyes flared, her breathing accelerated, and her focus sharpened. Had anyone else been present, they would have described her face as that of a beast. She applied tension to the trigger.

      “No, no, wait,” Rojas said as pain wracked his face. “You need me. Think about it. You need me.”

      Jana’s right hand began to shake but in the heat of the moment, she could not tell whether it was from an impending PTSD episode or the unadulterated rage coursing through her system. She jammed the muzzle harder and spoke through gritted teeth, “You tortured those women, didn’t you? After you finish raping them?”

      Rojas began to laugh maniacally. “I taught them their place, that’s for sure,” he said as his body rocked into the laughter.

      “I need you? What I need is to see your brain matter sprayed all over the floor. Say goodnight, you prick.”

      He crushed his eyes closed, bracing for the gunshot, when a soft voice called out. “Jana? Sweet Pea?”

      Jana instinctively jerked the gun toward the voice and lined up on a silhouette of a man standing in the front door. She nearly pulled the trigger, but realized she recognized the form. Her mouth dropped open—it was Ames. She turned the muzzle back to Rojas’s skull.

      “Jana? It’s me. It’s your dad.”

      “But . . .” she said, “You were at the estate when that bomb hit.”

      “Please, baby, don’t do this thing. He’s unarmed.” His voice felt like a cold milk on a hot summer day. Memories exploded into her mind—her as a two-year-old, first standing on the couch, laughing as her father threw snowballs against the outside of the window, then inside her fort, her special hiding place on her grandfather’s farm.

      But those images were replaced by the fury boiling inside. “He’s a monster,” she said as she glared at the top of Rojas’s skull. “Tortures people for information they do not have, rapes and murders women because he thinks it’s fun.”

      “I know, Sweet Pea. But—”

      “He enjoys power over women. He enjoys tying them up, making them beg for their lives, dominating them,” Jana said as the shaking in her right hand intensified.

      Though Rojas’s eyes were still shut, he said. “Fucking little whores learned their lesson, didn’t they?” He laughed until Jana jammed the gun into his head so hard that he winced.

      “Learned their lesson?” Jana growled. “Well let’s see if you can learn this lesson.”

      She straightened her arm into a shooting position and began to pull the trigger in earnest when her father said, “Bug? Buggie?”

      Jana stopped and her head turned. “What did you say?”

      “Bug,” her father replied. “That’s what I used to call you.”

      Jana searched her memory for something that would not come. It was a frantic effort to understand why hearing a simple name had tightened her throat.

      Her father continued. “When you were little, I always called you Jana-Bug. Don’t you remember?”

      Jana swallowed. “I was only two years old when they told me you were dead.” There was venom in her words. “They were just trying to protect me from the fact that you went to prison!”

      He walked toward her. “You used to love it when I would read The Very Hungry Caterpillar to you. It was your favorite story. You pronounced it calli-pider. Then we would read that other one. What was it? It was the one about the zookeeper.”

      Memories gushed forth. They flickered in bits and pieces—sitting in her father’s lap, the smell of his aftershave, the sound of coins jingling in his pocket, him tickling her before bedtime, and then there was something else, something she couldn’t quite place.

      “You pronounced it zip-eee-kur. Do you remember me from back then?” he whispered as he held his tightening voice in check. “You used to call me Pop-Pop.”

      “Pop-Pop?” she whispered as she placed her free hand over her mouth. “That was you reading to me?” A tear eased onto her cheekbone as her inner turmoil boiled over. She turned to Rojas and her grip tightened on the Glock once again.

      “Look at me, Bug.”

      Jana gripped the gun so tight she felt as though she might crush it.

      Her father said, “Don’t do this thing. Don’t do it, Baby.”

      “He—deserves—it,” she managed to choke across clenched teeth and tears.

      “I know he does, but this is something you can’t undo. This is something you can’t take back. And this is not you.”

      “I could have been one of those women,” she said. “I could have wound up in his torture chamber. He’s a monster.”

      Rojas laughed. “And we can’t have monsters wandering the quiet countryside, now can we, Agent Baker?”

      “Don’t listen to him, Bug,” Ames said. He waited a moment then added, “This isn’t something they taught you at Quantico.”

      Jana’s mind raced as images from her FBI training on the Marine Corps base at Quantico, Virginia, flashed before her eyes—running the obstacle course and its daunting final hill, the widowmaker; tackling a man playing the role of a bank-robbery suspect in Hogan’s Alley, a simulated town designed for training; driving at high speed around the Tactical and Emergency Vehicle Operations Center as simulated bullets slammed into the driver’s window, numerous flickers of classrooms, then back at the dormitories.

      Jana’s vision blurred and she shook her head. “Do you know what I see when I look at this piece of shit?” she said. “I see death. I see terror. I wake up at night and I’m screaming and all I can see is—”

      “Don’t you see what you’re doing, Bug? When you look at Rojas, you’re not really seeing him. You’re seeing Rafael, aren’t you?”

      Her head snapped at her father. “How do you know that name?”

      “Cade told me. He told me the ordeal you’d been through, that Rafael had knocked you out with gas, then kidnapped you and took you to that remote cabin.”

      Visions of herself in the terrifying scene in the cabin exploded in her vision—stripped down to her undergarments, her arms and feet lashed to the chair, Rafael laughing as the then-most-wanted terrorist in the world, Waseem Jarrah, pressed a blade to her throat. “Oh, yeah?” Jana said. “Did he tell you what Rafael planned to do to me? Rape me, then cut my skin off while I was still alive? Did he tell you that?” she yelled.

      “Bug, listen to me. No one knows the terrors you’ve been through. I don’t blame you for shooting Rafael that day.” He took a step closer. “But don’t do this thing. Rojas may be the same kind of monster, but if you shoot him now, it will be murder. And you can’t come back from that. The more things you do that aren’t really you, the farther you drift from who you really are. Believe me, I know. That’s exactly what happened to me. This will be something you’ll regret for the rest of your life.”

      “I have to,” she said. Yet the conflict within her flared again. Her mind flashed back to the FBI Academy graduation ceremony. She was on stage receiving the prestigious Director’s Leadership Award from Director Stephen Latent, an honor bestowed on a single trainee per graduating class. She then returned to receive top honors in all three disciplines, academics, physical fitness, and firearms. She had clearly been the best trainee to complete the new agent training program in years.

      “You and me, Bug,” her dad said, “we’re the same. Can’t you see it?”

      “I’ve thought about it over and over. Ever since I found out you had committed treason. And I think back to shooting Rafael. I see how similar I am to you, a criminal! It’s in the DNA, isn’t it? When I joined the FBI, I didn’t think it was, but I was wrong.”

      “No, that’s where you are wrong,” he pleaded. “Look at me. It’s not in the DNA.”

      “What would you know about it?”

      “It’s not like father, like daughter. It doesn’t work like that. Listen to me and listen closely. You are not the sum total of your biological parts.”

      “Oh really?” Jana yelled. “How does it work then?”

      “You and I lost track of who we really are. The difference is, I’ve spent the last twenty-eight years trying to fight my way back, and you’re doing everything you can to run further from yourself. You murdered Rafael and you’ve been running from it ever since.” He paused a moment and his voice trembled. “I was in prison. But for you it’s different. You’re in a different kind of prison.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You carry your prison with you.”

      “Got it all figured out, do you?”

      Ames went on unabated. “Your grandpa used write me letters. He told me that the two of you would be on the farm and would hear the train whistle in the distance? There was that junction about a mile away and he said if you listened close enough, you could eventually tell if the train had taken the left fork or the right. He said you two used to make a bet as to which one it would take.”

      Jana’s mind drifted back. She could almost smell the salted ham. Her voice washed quiet, and she spoke the way a person might speak at a funeral. “The loser had to wash the dishes,” she said.

      “That’s us, Jana. That’s you and me. We’re on the same train, at different times in our lives. But if you do this thing now, you’ll be taking the wrong fork and you can’t get off.”

      “I’m doing what I know is right,” she said as she fought back tears.

      “There isn’t anything right about doing something you’ll regret for the rest of your life. Come on, baby. Put the gun down. Come back to the girl you knew growing up. Come back home.”

      She looked at the floor and began to sob, but a moment later raised again, readying to fire. “Oh, God!” she blubbered.

      Her father broke in once again. “Do you remember the fort?”

      Jana exhaled in a long shaky motion. How could he know about that? she thought. “The fort?”

      “On Grandpa’s farm. It was a cold fall morning. You and I were awake before anybody else. You were so little, but you used the word adventure. It was such a big word for someone so small. You wanted to go on an adventure.”

      The shaking in Jana’s hand intensified as tears streamed down her face.

      Ames started again. “I got you all bundled up, and we went outside and into the woods. We found this big stone,” he said as his hands formed the shape of the large granite outcropping, “and we put a bunch of logs across the top, then pulled a big thicket of vines in front to make a door.” He paused. “Don’t you remember?”

      It all flashed back, images of the logs, the feel of cold granite, rays of sun penetrating the canopy, then her and her father inside the newly constructed little hideout. “I remember,” she whispered. “I remember it all. That’s the last time I remember being happy.”

      For the first time, she realized it was her father that had built the fort with her in the first place. Her father was Pop-Pop. Her father was the one that had read books to her. Her father made pancakes for her. Her father had played with her. Her father loved her.

      “Buggie, if you kill this man right now, you’ll always regret it. Just like you regret killing Rafael.”

      She looked at him.

      “I know you regret it,” he said. “It sent you into a downward spiral. The same kind of downward spiral I was on. But for me, once I got started, things got out of control and I lost track of who I was. There were people that died because of the classified information I sold. And in the end, I went to prison. It doesn’t have to be that way for you. And you know something? Prison wasn’t the worst part. The worst part was that I’d lost you. You lost a father, and your mom was eventually murdered because of what I’d done.”

      “I’ve hated you my whole life,” she said looking at him.

      “And I deserved that. But this,” he said as he motioned to Rojas, “this is your time. This is your choice.” He walked to her and took the gun gently from her hand. “I’ve been waiting, Bug.”

      “Waiting for what?” she replied as her lower lip quivered.

      His voice tightened and he pulled her into a hug. “Waiting for this.”
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      Rojas tried to stand but Ames thumped him on the head with the pistol. “I have him,” he said as he pushed Rojas to the floor. “Go help Buck. Put pressure on that leg.”

      Jana rolled Buck over and leaned a stiff hand against the artery in his upper thigh.

      Ames gripped the pistol.

      Rojas said, “There is nowhere my organization cannot reach.” It was an unveiled threat.

      “Oh no?” Ames crashed his knee into the center of Rojas’s back. He then removed his belt and secured Rojas’s hands.

      Jana heard something outside and turned to look. She found a heavily armed man in the doorway. He was dressed in black fatigues and held his weapon forward.

      “DEA,” his steely voice called out. “Team two,” he said, “clear the building.” DEA agents poured in. A few disappeared into the back rooms while another cuffed Diego Rojas. “Are you Agent Baker?” the commander said.

      “I’m Jana Baker,” she replied.

      “Ma’am? You look like you need medical. Johnson? Martinez?” he yelled. “We’ve got two wounded here that need attention.” He knelt next to Buck. “And this one needs an evac.”

      Jana released her hold on Buck as one of the medic-trained agents took over. Just outside, she heard one of them call for a medivac helicopter. Her eyes took on a distant quality. “I don’t understand. Where did you guys come from?”

      “Point Udal, ma’am.”

      “But how—”

      “It was him,” the commander said as he nodded to a man standing just outside the doorway.

      Jana looked up. He was a short, round man with a massive beard. “Uncle Bill?” she said. She stood and hugged him. “What are you doing here? How did you know?”

      His voice was grandfatherly. “It was Knuckles,” he said as he pointed outside. The teenager stood in the stark sunlight, a flak jacket dwarfing his pencil-thin torso. “We couldn’t raise you on the comms, but that didn’t stop us from eavesdropping. We intercepted a lot of phone calls. Hacked every surveillance camera and computer on the island. We intercepted a lot of things, in fact. When I put two and two together, I finally knew what I think he knew.” Bill looked at Pete Buck. “That CIA air strike was inbound, and you’d be going after Kyle.”

      Jana gripped his arm, “Kyle, Stone! Where are they?”

      He steadied her. “Fine, they’re fine. One of the Blackhawks is with them. Stone’s wounds are being tended to. Kyle looks to be in bad shape, but they’ll get him into a hospital, then a rehab program. It will take a long time to break that drug addiction, but he’ll be okay.”

      The medic-trained agent inserted an IV into Buck’s arm and looked up. “He’s lost a lot of blood. Chopper is inbound. Looks to have a concussion as well.”

      “Is he going to be okay?”

      “We’ll fix him up, ma’am.”

      “And the woman?”

      Bill smiled. “Thanks to you.”

      “Bill?” Jana said. “Were we right? Al Qaeda is laundering money through the cartels?” She squinted at a tiny dot on the horizon—an approaching aircraft.

      Bill said, “Since we shut down so many terrorist banking connections, it’s no wonder they’ve turned elsewhere to move their money.”

      “But how do you know Al Qaeda isn’t just getting into the drug business?”

      Uncle Bill shook his head. “I have a feeling he’s going to tell us,” he said as he pointed to Pete Buck. “Anyway, somehow these terrorist scumbags find it perfectly okay to decapitate someone, or set off a bomb that kills innocent children, but to them, drugs are against the will of Allah. This has been a money-laundering operation from the outset.”

      The sound of a helicopter approaching turned both Bill’s and Jana’s attention.

      Bill said, “Sikorsky SH-60 Seahawk, here for Buck.”

      The US Navy twin-turboshaft hovered just above the road near the house. A rescue hoist leaned over the edge. The T700 engines roared and dust flew in all directions. The aluminum-framed stretcher was lowered to the ground.

      Two DEA agents detached the stretcher and ran it inside where they loaded Buck. Jana and Bill stood aside and watched as he was then hoisted aboard. The helicopter banked away and headed to sea.

      “Where will they take him?” Jana said.

      “The George H. W. Bush. Got a great hospital aboard.”

      “There’s an aircraft carrier out there?”

      Bill nodded. “That’s where the CIA air strike originated. The president wasn’t too happy when he found out. But,” Bill shuffled his feet, “if truth be told, he wasn’t all that upset either.”

      “Bill,” Jana started, “they sent Kyle in there. They were going to leave him.”

      “It’s called a throwaway, Jana. When a mission is deemed as having a high strategic value, certain sacrifices are made.”

      “Certain sacrifices? Kyle’s a human being. And the president is okay with that?”

      “Yes, he is. I hate to say it, but we’re all expendable, kid. Nonetheless, when he found out it wasn’t just some faceless CIA operative, and that you were involved, it kind of pissed him off.”

      “Me? The president knows who I am?”

      “Same old Jana. You’ve got a particular penchant for underestimating your worth.”

      Jana smiled, then hugged him. She plucked a tiny orange crumb out of his beard. “Same old Bill. I thought Mrs. Uncle Bill wouldn’t let you eat orange crackers anymore.”

      “Don’t tell her, okay?”

      Jana laughed. “Think we can catch a ride out to the carrier? I have a feeling Buck can fill in some blanks for us.”
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        Carrier George H. W. Bush, seventy-seven nautical miles north-northwest of Antigua

      

      When Jana and Uncle Bill walked into the surgical recovery room, Pete Buck nodded at them. As they drew chairs around his hospital bed, he started speaking. His throat was dry and raspy. “I know how this all started. You’ve got to understand the background. Otherwise, you’re not going to believe a word I say.”

      “This should be fun,” Bill said.

      “It’s beginning to look like the days of Pablo Escobar down there again, right?”

      “You mean in Colombia?” Jana asked. “And you don’t have to whisper, Buck. I kind of doubt the place is bugged.”

      “Very funny. They had a tube down my throat,” he said. Buck shifted his position. “It started last year when a suicide bomber walked into a closed session of congress in the Capitolio Nacional building in central Bogotá. He had two pounds of C4 strapped to his chest. He detonated. It wasn’t front-page news in the Western world because the meeting only consisted of four members of the Colombian government. Three senators and one other person. I guess the body count wasn’t high enough for it to end up on WBS News.”

      Uncle Bill said, “I remember that. But refresh my memory. Who were these four Colombians and what were they planning to do?”

      “You get right to the point, don’t you?” Buck said as he grinned at Bill. “They were meeting to discuss the renewed drug trade. The Los Rastrojos cartel stood to benefit most from the death of one of those officials in particular.”

      “Now I remember. Juan Guillermo,” Bill said. “Chief of the new drug police.”

      “That’s right,” Buck replied. “The assassination sent a message. With the support of the senators, Guillermo had cracked down on the new cartels. Broke up their truck transport system. Apparently, Los Rastrojos got a little pissed off about it.”

      Jana said, “Since when does CIA covertly track drug runners?”

      Buck said, “When it’s not just money laundering.”

      “Here it comes,” Bill said.

      Buck said, “The money was to flow to a new terror cell.”

      Jana thought about the implications. “A new terror cell? Where?”

      The look on Buck’s face spoke volumes and Jana knew, the new cell was forming in the US. “But what was the connection?” She paused a moment. “Let me guess, the suicide bomber in Bogotá was of Middle Eastern descent?”

      Buck said nothing.

      “With ties to known terror organizations?” Jana shook her head.

      “You have a gift for this line of work, Jana. It’s something you were born to do,” Buck said.

      “If I have to remind you one more time that I’m not going back to the Bureau, you’ll end up with a fat lip. So you did a thorough background on the jihadist. Which terror organization was he tied to?”

      “Al Qaeda.”

      “So CIA found out the suicide bomber was linked to Al Qaeda, and now the full-court press on the drug cartels.”

      “Yes, we’ve got to stop the flow of funding.”

      Jana stood and leaned on the chair. “There’s one thing that doesn’t add up.”

      “Just one thing?” Uncle Bill joked.

      “Why would the cartels need the services of Al Qaeda? Why couldn’t they just do the assassination themselves?”

      “A gift, Jana,” Buck said. “You’ve just forgotten who you really are.” She moved on him as if to strike, but he knew it was a bluff. “That’s just it,” he said. “Los Rastrojos had tried and failed. When the cartel was unable to carry out the assassination themselves, they turned to Al Qaeda, who had already initiated an interest in partnership. Apparently, the key was to get all the players into a room at the same time. Before the suicide bomber walked in, these Colombian lawmakers believed they were going to greet a member of the Saudi consulate, for diplomatic purposes. It turns out he was a jihadist with explosives strapped underneath his business suit. It was the first time they had all agreed to be in the same place at the same time.”

      “Alright, fine,” she said. “What about the other side of it? Was Al Qaeda’s partnership interest simply them looking for a new source of funding?”

      “Not so much that as a new way to launder their existing funds. Interpol had recently locked down several of their financial pipelines, so the terrorists had been scrambling for a new way to launder and move cash.”

      Jana said, “So Al Qaeda was looking for a financial partner, someone to launder money, and in return, offered assistance to assassinate the police chief and politicians. How very convenient. One of the organizations can move money, and the other can supply an endless stream of suicide jihadists who will do anything that is asked of them.”

      “And that’s where we come in. For CIA, it’s about the money trail. A good bit of this funding would flow right back to the terror cells. Particularly the sleeper cell Al Qaeda is planting inside the United States. God knows what havoc they could wreak on American soil.”

      Jana scowled. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “We need you, Jana,” Buck said.

      “I’m never going back, so drop it. But getting back to the point, you’re telling me CIA’s response to the new terror cell is to obliterate the estate of Diego Rojas? Kill them all? Is that it?” When Buck didn’t respond, she continued. “And what about Kyle? You were going to kill him too?”

      “Not me, Jana,” Buck said. “Kyle was going to be taken off the island.”

      She blurted, “What do you mean?”

      “Kyle was icing on the cake. The cartel was going to make a money laundering deal with Al Qaeda, and Al Qaeda was going to get Kyle. He’d either be tortured for information or used as a bargaining chip. Or both.”

      “Are we too late?” Jana asked. “Has funding already made its way to the new terror cell building in the US?”

      Uncle Bill glanced at her hand and said, “Don’t you worry about that right now.”

      Jana glared at Buck as he sat up. “Yes and no. There was a trial run that apparently executed last month. We just found out about it. Sort of a test before moving forward with a full partnership.”

      “How much money slipped through?” Bill said.

      “About two million dollars. That’s paltry compared to what was about to happen, before we stopped it, that is.” Buck looked over his shoulder. “You should go now.” He shook their hands. “This conversation never happened.”
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        Safe house

      

      “You’ve always been like a grandfather to me, Bill,” Jana said as they walked back inside. “And I know you still think of me as that kid, that green rookie agent. But I’m not a little girl anymore. You don’t have to protect me.”

      Bill followed her movements.

      “Two million dollars is a lot of money,” she added.

      Bill’s voice was choppy. “Yes, it is. To a small terror cell, it’s a lifeline.”

      “Tell me the truth. Karim Zahir wasn’t killed in the blast, was he?”

      “DEA is combing the debris at the Rojas estate, looking for him.”

      She rubbed her temples. “I can’t handle tracking down another terrorist.”

      Bill looked at her from out of the corner of his eye. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

      “Bill,” Jana said as she gazed out into the bay. “All of this is over now. My life here, I mean.”

      “You look . . . different.”

      “I feel lost. Where do I go? What do I do?”

      “Do you remember what I told you the last time you asked me that?”

      “You said, I go on.”

      He nodded.

      “I don’t think I know how.”

      “Sure you do.”

      A tear formed in Jana’s eye and held. “I’ve lost track of who I am.”

      “Yes,” Uncle Bill whispered. “But there’s something in the way, blocking you from getting back. Am I right?”

      “You do remind me of my grandfather.”

      “And what would he tell you right now?”

      Jana thought back to her childhood. The farm, the wide porch, all the times her grandfather had given her advice. “I have to admit to myself I was wrong about shooting Rafael, don’t I?”

      “Were you wrong?”

      Jana’s gut swirled. It was as if she somehow knew her answer would determine the future course of everything she stood for.

      She caught glimpse of Ames. He was down by the water’s edge. Her lower lip quivered and her scar began to sting, but she was unabated. Her voice came out in a whisper. “I killed him, Bill. I killed Rafael in cold blood.” She crushed a hand over her mouth. Uncle Bill put his arms around her. “I knew he was helpless. I knew what I was doing.” She sobbed quietly as the emotional tumult spilled forth. Through the blur in her vision, she looked at Ames. “I even knew that my actions would be excused under the law, after the horror I’d been through. I knew what I was doing.”

      “Shhh,” Uncle Bill said. He held her. “I’ve known you a long time. What happened in the past stays in the past.” He turned and looked at Ames. “But sometimes we have to face the past to move forward. Telling me what you just told me? That’s the bravest thing you’ve ever done. And it stays with me. I’ll never speak of this to anyone.”

      Jana stood taller. The stinging in her scar abated and she took a breath. “And then there’s him,” she said. “My own father.”

      “Yes,” Uncle Bill replied. He waited a moment. “He went through a lot of trouble to find you.”

      “I know it did. And he risked his life for me. I still don’t understand how he didn’t die in that explosion.”

      “I asked him about that. It was because of you. Once he knew you were clear, he headed into the woods after you. Apparently there were a few more motorcycles in that tunnel. He took out a few of Rojas’s people who were coming after you.”

      “I know what you’re going to say, Bill.”

      He grinned, though underneath his massive beard, it was hard to tell.

      Jana said, “You’re going to tell me to not do something I’m going to regret for the rest of my life. You’re going to tell me I need to give my father a chance.”

      “Did I say anything?” he smirked.

      She rubbed her scars. “You know, these have always bothered me. Every time I would look in the mirror, I’d see them and they would remind me. It’s been like having a horrifying past I couldn’t escape from. I kept wanting to go to a plastic surgeon to have them removed.”

      “And now?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe the idea of removing them was just my way of running away.”

      “You’ve been carrying that baggage for a long time,” Uncle Bill said.

      The edges of a smile emerged on her face. “These scars are a part of me. Maybe now they’ll remind me of something else.”

      “And what’s that?” Bill said as he grinned.

      “They’ll remind me of me.”
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        FBI Headquarters, J. Edgar Hoover Building, Washington, DC. Six weeks later.

      

      Jana got out of the Uber car and stared up at the building. Somehow, it looked smaller than she remembered. The morning sun had crested and there was a bright reflection on the glass. Traffic was heavy and, in the crisp air, people moved with purpose on the sidewalk, some entering the building.

      She smoothed the jacket of her new business suit and felt a little flutter in her stomach. Her fingers made their way just inside the top button of her white button-down until they found the trio of scars. She swallowed.

      But then she heard a voice behind her—a voice from her past. “Are you sure you want to do this?” the voice said.

      She turned. Without saying a word, she put her arms around him. “Hello, Chuck.” It was Agent Chuck Stone, the father of John Stone, and the man that had started her on this path several years prior. Their embrace only lasted a moment. She smiled. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

      “I couldn’t not be here. I got you into this.”

      “I may have been just an intern when you recruited me, but I made my own decision.”

      “I know you did.”

      Jana grinned. “You look old.”

      Chuck smiled. “Thanks a lot. But being retired from the Bureau has been good to me.”

      “How’s Stone doing? I mean, how’s John doing?”

      “He’s great. Healed up nicely from his injuries on Antigua. I can’t believe you and my son met each other, much less were dating.”

      “He turned three sheets of white when I finally figured out he was your son.”

      Chuck’s face stiffened. “That’s your father over there, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. He shows up everywhere. He’s really trying. He just wants to let me know he’s close by, if I ever want to talk.”

      “I guess he figures he owes you that much. Do you talk to him?”

      “Sometimes. I’m trying. There’s still a lot of anger in there. But . . .”

      Chuck nodded at the building. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      Jana looked at it again. “I’m sure. I feel good again. I’m scared, but I feel something I haven’t felt in a long time.”

      “And what’s that?”

      She smiled. “Purpose.”

      “I’ve always known you belonged here,” Chuck said. “Ever since I met you, back on the Petrolsoft case, I could see agent written all over you. Want me to walk you in?”

      Jana looked into the reflection of sunlight on the glass. “No, this is something I have to do for myself.”

      

      
        The End
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        A kidnapped child. A nation in crisis. Two women on a collision course with destiny...

      

      Maya Raines is a spy caught between two cultures. She’s half-Malaysian and half-American. Her skills are razor-sharp, but her soul is eternally conflicted.

      Now she finds herself drawn into a web of intrigue when a crisis erupts in Malaysia. A female terrorist named Khadijah has kidnapped the young son of an American businessman. It’s a brazen act that marks the beginning of a civil war that threatens to destabilise Southeast Asia.

      Who is Khadijah? What does she want? And can she be stopped?

      Maya is determined to rescue the kidnapped boy and get answers. But as she tracks Khadijah, searching the back alleys and ghettos of a nation on the verge of collapse, she’ll discover that her mission will be anything but easy.

      Loyalties are shifting. Secrets will be revealed. And for Maya, this will be a harrowing journey into the heart of darkness, forcing her to fight for everything that she believes in.

      Who is the hunter? Who is the hunted? And what will the ultimate sacrifice be?
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        It is better to be violent, if there is violence in our hearts, than to put on the cloak of non-violence to cover impotence.

      

      —Mahatma Gandhi
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      Khadijah heard the school bell ring and watched the children pour out through the front gates. There was so much laughter and squealing; so many happy faces. It was a Friday afternoon, and the young ones were no doubt looking forward to the weekend.

      Positioned across the street, Khadijah straddled her Vespa scooter. Under her helmet, she wore a headscarf. It softened her appearance, making her look like just another Muslim woman. Demure. Non-threatening. And amidst all the buses and cars that had arrived to pick up the schoolchildren, she knew that she wouldn’t be noticed.

      Because no one expects anything from a woman. A woman is always invisible. Always insignificant.

      Khadijah scanned the scene, and her gaze fell on one vehicle in particular. It was a silver Lexus sedan with tinted windows, parked just around the corner.

      She bunched up her shoulders, fingers fidgeting around her scooter’s handlebars. Even now, she had doubts, fears.

      But… there is no turning back now. I have come too far. Endured too much.

      For the past three weeks, she had spent every waking hour reconnoitring Kuala Lumpur, studying its beating heart, dissecting its rhythms. And, truth be told, it was an excruciating task. Because this was a city she had always hated. KL was eternally dappled with a grey smog, chock-a-block with grotesque buildings that formed a soulless labyrinth, heaving with streams of traffic and people.

      It was so hard to breathe here, so hard to think. And yet – shukur Allah – she had found clarity amidst all the noise and filth. As if the Almighty was whispering to her in a constant cadence, instructing her in the divine. And – yes – bestowing a pathway.

      Blinking hard, Khadijah straightened and craned her neck.

      The boy had come into view.

      Owen Caulfield.

      Under the sun’s glare, his blonde hair shimmered like a halo. His face was angelic. And in that moment of moments, Khadijah felt a stab of regret, because the boy was blameless, innocent. But then she heard the murmuring of the Eternal, pulsing within her skull, and she realised that such sentimentality was an illusion.

      Forget not, the world is a battlefield, and believers and non-believers alike must be called to judgement.

      Khadijah nodded, obeying the revelation.

      The boy was accompanied by his bodyguard, who ushered him past the school gates and towards the Lexus. The bodyguard popped open the rear door, and the boy slipped inside. The bodyguard made sure the boy’s seat belt was secured before shutting the door, then he turned and got into the front passenger side.

      Stretching her cheeks tight, Khadijah palmed her cell phone and tapped the SEND button. It was a prearranged text.

      MOVING.

      Then she lowered her helmet’s visor and keyed her scooter’s ignition.

      The sedan pulled away from the kerb, accelerating.

      She followed.
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      There was no such thing as a bulletproof car. If an improvised-explosive device was powerful enough, it would punch through even the hardest of armour, much like a stiletto through paper.

      But, in this case, an IED wasn’t necessary, because Khadijah knew that the sedan was soft-skinned. Unarmoured. No doubt, the Americans were complacent. They still thought of this country as being safe; friendly to their interests.

      But today that assumption ends.

      With her headscarf billowing in the wind, Khadijah hardened her jaw, careful to keep herself three car-lengths behind the sedan.

      There was no need to rush. She had already memorised the route, and she knew that the sedan’s driver was habitual, unlikely to deviate. All she had to do now was maintain the right pace. Not too fast; not too slow.

      Just ahead, the sedan turned left at an intersection.

      Khadijah echoed its movement and stayed on its tail.

      Next, the sedan entered a roundabout and curved around it.

      Khadijah lost sight of the sedan, but she didn’t rush to catch up. Instead she retained her velocity as she coasted through the roundabout, then she took the twelve o’clock exit, and sure enough, she reacquired the sedan.

      Khadijah passed another intersection. That’s when she heard the drone of a scooter joining the flow of traffic behind her, coming up on her left. A glance at her side mirror told her what she already knew. The rider was Siti. Right on time.

      Khadijah passed another intersection, and a second scooter linked up from the right. Rosmah.

      Together, the three of them rode in tandem, forming a loose arrowhead formation. They did not communicate. They knew their roles.

      Just ahead, traffic was beginning to slow down. A work crew was excavating a gutter at the side of the road.

      Dust bloomed.

      Machinery clanged.

      Yes, this was the spot.

      The perfect choke point.

      Now.

      Khadijah watched Rosmah accelerate, her scooter’s engine rising to a scream as she zeroed in on the sedan.

      She drew an M79 grenade launcher from the satchel bag slung across her chest. She aimed and fired a canister through the driver’s side window. Glass shattered, and tear gas swelled and blanketed the sedan’s interior.

      The sedan lurched to the left, then the right, before slamming into the car in front and screeching to a stop.

      Khadijah pulled over and dismounted from her scooter.

      She unbuckled her helmet and dropped it, and quick-stepping past honking vehicles and shouting workmen, she drew her Uzi Pro sub-machine gun. Extended its folding stock, she leaned into it as she advanced on the sedan, the hot flush of adrenaline colouring her vision, making her muscles sing.
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      They surrounded the sedan by forming a triangle.

      Rosmah covered the front.

      Khadijah and Siti covered the rear.

      The sedan’s driver stumbled out, coughing and wheezing, his face swollen and smeared with tears. ‘Help me! Help—’

      Rosmah drew a bead with her Uzi and cut him down with a three-round burst.

      The bodyguard was next to emerge, clawing at his eyes with one hand, gripping his pistol with the other.

      Groaning, he squeezed off a string of shots.

      Double-tap.

      Triple-tap.

      Rosmah convulsed and fell, blood flowering over her baju kebaya.

      The bodyguard pivoted, his balance wobbly, firing more shots.

      Bullets ricocheted off a lamppost beside Khadijah, snapping and cracking.

      Close. Too close.

      Ears buzzing, she dropped to one knee. She flicked the Uzi’s selector switch to automatic, and she fired a sustained volley, her weapon’s recoil bucking against her shoulder.

      Through her iron sights, she watched the bodyguard pinwheel, and she continued stitching him up as he hit the ground, emptying her weapon. The stench of hot metal and gunsmoke scorched her nostrils.

      Khadijah dropped her magazine and paused to reload.

      That’s when the boy clambered out from the back seat of the sedan, sobbing, shrieking. He swayed this way and that way before falling into Siti’s arms, thrashing as he did.

      Khadijah came up alongside and stroked his hair. ‘It’s okay, Owen. We’re here to help you.’ Uncapping a syringe, she injected the boy’s arm with a sedative combining ketamine and midazolam.

      The effect was immediate, and the boy ceased fighting and went limp.

      Khadijah nodded at Siti. ‘Take him. Go’.

      Turning, she moved to examine Rosmah. But from the unblinking stare and the vacant face, she knew that Rosmah was dead.

      Khadijah smiled a sad smile, reaching down with her fingers to shut Rosmah’s eyelids.

      Your sacrifice is cherished. Inshallah, you will see Paradise today.

      Khadijah returned to the sedan. She pulled the pin on an incendiary grenade, then rolled it beneath the car’s undercarriage. Just under the fuel tank.

      Khadijah ran.

      One, one-thousand…

      Two, two-thousand...

      Three, three-thousand…

      The grenade thundered, and the sedan exploded into a fireball.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      Khadijah and Siti didn’t return to their scooters.

      Instead they hustled off the street and into a warren of back alleys.

      The boy was in Siti’s arms, his head lolling.

      As they passed a kopi tiam cafe, an old woman peeked out of a window, curious. Khadijah calmly shot her in the face and kept on moving.

      Just ahead, an ambulance sat idling in a narrow side lane. Its rear doors swung open as they approached, and a young man was waiting for them. Aiman.

      He looked at Khadijah, then at Siti, then at the boy. He frowned. ‘Where’s Rosmah? Is she coming?’

      Khadijah shook her head as she climbed on board. ‘Rosmah has become a shahid.’

      Aiman flinched and breathed. ‘Ya Allah.’

      The interior of the ambulance smelled of antiseptic. Siti laid the boy down on the stretcher and tilted him sideways to the recovery position so that if he got queasy, he wouldn’t choke on his own vomit.

      Khadijah nodded. ‘We’re all set.’

      Aiman pulled the doors shut. ‘Okay. Let’s move.’

      The ambulance accelerated, rocking from side to side.

      Khadijah washed the boy’s face with sterile saline and fitted him with an oxygen mask.

      He was precious.

      Oh so precious.

      And now, at long last, the rebellion could begin.
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      Maya Raines knew that the plane had just gone into blackout mode.

      As the aircraft shuddered and dipped for its final approach, both the interior and exterior lights were switched off. This was a precautionary measure to avoid drawing fire from insurgents, and from here on out, the pilots would be going in for a combat landing, descending with the aid of night-vision goggles only.

      Maya stared out the window beside her.

      The clouds had rolled back, revealing the urban landscape below. It was a patchwork of radiance and darkness. There were entire swathes of the city no longer connected to the electrical grid.

      Goddamn…

      Maya felt like she was returning home to a country she no longer recognised.

      Adam Larsen shifted in the seat beside her and tipped his chin. ‘Looks bad.’

      ‘Yeah.’ Maya nodded, swallowing. ‘Yeah, Mama said that the insurgents have been hitting pylons and transformers for most of the past week. And they’re knocking them out faster than they can be repaired.’

      ‘Sounds to me like their operational tempo is increasing.’

      ‘It is. They’re gaining more recruits. More fedayeen.’

      Adam thumbed his nose. ‘Yeah, well, no great surprise there. With the way this government’s been running things, it’s no wonder the country is fucked up beyond all recognition.’

      Maya inhaled, feeling as if her soul had just been pricked by a razor. Of course, Adam was just being Adam. Brash and blunt. And, as per usual, he was right in his assessment, even if she didn’t want him to be.

      Sighing, she shook her head.

      Maya and Adam belonged to Section One, a covert unit based in Auckland, and they were making this trip at the request of the CIA.

      It was short notice, but that wasn’t what bothered Maya. No, for her, the emotional undercurrents ran deeper.

      She had been born in New Zealand to an American father and a Malaysian mother. And Deirdre Raines – Mama – had always made it a point to connect her to her ethnic roots; to anchor her.

      Maya could remember spending stretches of her childhood chasing chickens and goats in the kampung. Taking bicycle rides through rural plantations filled with oil palms and rubber trees. And wandering through urban bazaars, browsing knock-off watches and pirated video games.

      Those were idyllic days, poignant memories. Which only made it so much harder now to accept how things had changed.

      Maya continued gazing out the window as the plane banked to starboard.

      She could see the airport now.

      The runway lights twinkled, beckoning.

      She and Adam were the only passengers on this flight. It was hush-hush, off the books, and it was unlikely that the insurgents would single them out.

      But still…

      Maya allowed that thought to trail off.

      The plane circled and straightened, and she could hear its landing gear humming as it lowered and locked into place.

      Their descent was sharp.

      The ground was rushing up quickly now.

      The scenery was a blur.

      Adam placed his hand over Maya’s, squeezing. The intimacy was unexpected. It caused her heart to skip. Her stomach clenched up. But… she didn’t reciprocate his touch. She couldn’t bring herself to.

      Damn it.

      This was the worst possible time. The worst possible place. So Maya eased her hand away.

      There was a jolt as the plane’s wheels touched down on the tarmac, then the engines roared as the pilot went into reverse thrust, slowing the aircraft.

      Adam cleared his throat. ‘Well, well. Selamat datang to Malaysia.’

      Maya chewed on her lip and nodded warily.
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      The plane taxied its way into a private hangar, well away from the airport’s main terminal. There was no air bridge provided for disembarkation here. Just a mobile staircase linking up with the plane.

      It was a discreet arrival; unpretentious. There would be no stamping of their real passports. No recording of their actual entry into the country. No hint of their true mission.

      What they had instead were carefully constructed legends. Cover identities that had been backstopped with forged papers and a digital trail that showed them as being aid workers. Humble volunteers who had come to Malaysia on a cargo flight to help ease the suffering of the civil war. Perfectly innocent.

      To help sell the story, Maya and Adam had both memorised and rehearsed elaborate personal histories – where they had grown up, which schools they had gone to, what their hobbies were. And, if pressed, they could even provide phone numbers, which would be answered by fictional friends and relatives.

      It was Mama, scrupulous in her role as head of Section One, who had insisted on them maintaining an airtight cover.

      She had good reason.

      Even before the insurgency broke out, Malaysian bureaucrats were well-known for being corrupt, and by now, it wasn’t too hard to imagine that their ranks had already been infiltrated by the enemy. The civil service was a leaky boat, and you could never be sure who you could trust. So it was better to be safe than sorry.

      As Maya climbed down from the aircraft, she found the air outside to be hot and humid. Her skin prickled, and she squinted under the sterile glare of the hangar’s halogen lights.

      Just beyond the staircase, a man stood waiting beside a midnight-blue Nissan sedan. He was dressed casually in T-shirt and jeans, and his hair was mussed up like a pop rocker.

      Maya recognised him. His name was Hunter Sharif, and he was an operator with the CIA’s Special Activities Division. The clandestine unit responsible for tracking down Osama bin Laden.

      Hunter stepped forward and offered his hand to Maya and Adam. ‘Hope you folks had a good flight.’

      Adam clucked his tongue. ‘No jihadis tried to shoot us down. So we’re sweet.’

      ‘Fair enough.’ Hunter chuckled. ‘I’m here to take you to the embassy.’

      Maya glanced at the Nissan sedan, giving it the once-over. It was a lower-range model, and the plates were Malaysian. Civilian, not diplomatic, which was all good. It meant that the car wouldn’t attract unnecessary attention.

      ‘Just one vehicle?’ Maya asked.

      ‘The station chief wanted to maintain a low profile. Figured that’s the way you Kiwis would like it.’

      ‘Roger that. We don’t need a circus.’

      ‘Nope, we most certainly do not.’ Hunter opened the sedan’s trunk and helped Maya and Adam load their luggage. ‘Now hop on in. Best not to keep the big kahunas waiting.’
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      Hunter drove with Adam in the passenger side and Maya in the back.

      They peeled away from the airport and headed east.

      Traffic was sparse, and pedestrians were non-existent. Streetlamps glowed hazy orange in the predawn gloom, accentuating the dust in the air, and occasionally, they had to traverse entire stretches where the streetlamps didn’t work at all, where the darkness was total.

      The situation on the ground was exactly as Maya had observed from the air, and seeing it up close just made her feel even more uneasy.

      Like most Southeast Asian capitals, city planning in Kuala Lumpur was schizophrenic. What you got was a mishmash of blind corners, unexpected detours and dead ends, all thrown together without rhyme or reason. Which meant that trying to navigate by using the street signs was a fool’s errand. Either you knew the city well enough to orient yourself, or you just ended up getting lost in the process.

      The architecture was haphazard as well.

      Here, ultramodern buildings had sprouted up alongside older, creakier ones that dated back to the Second World War, and ever so often, you’d come across entire blocks that lay half-finished and abandoned, their frameworks exposed like skeletons. These were construction projects that had gone bust, running out of cheap credit.

      In the past, Maya had found all of these flaws to be charming, endearing even. Because it was spontaneity and improvisation that made Kuala Lumpur one of the great cities of the world. Malay, Chinese and Indian cultures colliding in a sultry fusion. Nooks and crannies pulsing with vibrant street life. Spicy food and exotic fragrances beckoning.

      And now…?

      Maya hardened her jaw and felt it throb.

      Now, everywhere she looked, she saw only stillness, desolation, a ghostly ambience. The city was locked down under an unofficial curfew – one that lasted from dusk until dawn. And all those urban eccentricities, once so alluring, now only came across as ominous.

      As Maya’s eyes darted, she identified kill zone after kill zone. Fatal funnels where insurgents could hide in the shadows, waiting to spring an ambush.

      It could be something as simple as the narrow lorongs that ran in between buildings – side lanes where insurgents could just step out and let loose with automatic gunfire and rocket-propelled grenades. And you wouldn’t even see them boxing you in until it was too late.

      Alternatively, it could be something a little more elaborate, like insurgents perched up high in an unfinished condominium, using the elevated sightlines to remotely trigger an improvised-explosive device at a safe distance.

      Boom. Game over.

      Thankfully, though, Hunter was a more than capable driver. He was quick to bypass those problem areas, maintaining an even speed, never slowing down.

      In particular, he was careful to give a wide berth to the Stryker armoured fighting vehicles that patrolled the streets. These belonged to the Malaysian Army and were magnets for insurgent contact. And in the event that an incident did happen, it would be best not to get caught in the crossfire.

      Maya and Adam were armed with SIG Sauer pistols and Emerson knives. And Hunter had stashed HK416 rifles and grenades just under the seats. So they weren’t totally useless in a fight. But a fight was exactly what they needed to avoid.

      Just then, Maya saw the silhouette of a helicopter pass overhead, its rotors purring in a steady beat. It was an Apache, no doubt providing overwatch protection for the military patrols on the ground.

      Maya inhaled, and she had to tell herself that, yes, this was all for real. It wasn’t a bad dream she could just wish away.

      Hunter glanced at Maya through the rear-view mirror. He gave her a small nod, his expression sombre. ‘Chief says you’re Malaysian. That right?’

      ‘Half-Malaysian by way of my mother. Spent a good deal of my childhood in these parts.’

      ‘Okay. Well, seeing all this can’t be easy for you, then.’

      Maya tried her best to shrug. ‘A lot’s changed in four months.’

      ‘Unfortunate but true.’

      Adam tilted his head and looked at Hunter. ‘How long have you been posted in Kuala Lumpur?’

      ‘Little over two years. Non-official cover.’

      ‘Long enough to see the status quo deteriorate?’

      ‘Oh, long enough to see that and more.’

      ‘Meaning…?’

      ‘Meaning we were too hung up with the Middle East. Too obsessed with finding, fixing and finishing Al-Qaeda and ISIS. And, yep, I’ll be the first to admit it – we dropped the ball on Southeast Asia. Didn’t devote as many resources as we should have. We had one hell of a blind spot, and we didn’t even know it.’

      ‘Until Khadijah took Robert Caulfield’s son.’

      ‘Uh-huh. And now we’re scrambling to play catch-up. Not exactly optimal.’

      Maya shook her head. ‘You should have leaned on the Malaysian regime when you had the chance. Put the thumbscrews on. Demanded accountability.’

      ‘Probably sounds dumb in retrospect, but Washington saw Putrajaya as a steadfast ally. Reliable. And we trusted them unequivocally. It’s a relationship that’s gone back decades.’

      ‘And how do you feel about that relationship now?’

      ‘Aw, man. It’s like being stuck in a bad marriage with absolutely zero chance for a divorce. How’s that for a punch line?’

      Maya sighed and leaned back against her seat. She found herself thinking of her father.

      Nathan Raines.

      Papa.

      He had tried to warn the Malaysians about Khadijah. He had connected the dots and shown them what was at stake. But nobody listened. Nobody cared. Not back then. Not while the good times were still rolling. And even after Papa was killed during a botched op, they still chose to bury the truth, censoring everything.

      But – surprise, surprise – denial was no longer an option now.

      And Maya felt bitterness rising like bile in her throat.

      If only you bastards had listened. If only.
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      They had to pass through three checkpoints before they could enter the Blue Zone. It was fifteen square kilometres in the heart of Kuala Lumpur where the rich and the powerful had consolidated themselves within a heavily defended garrison. Blastproof walls, razor wire and gun emplacements lined the perimeter.

      It was like entering a different planet.

      The energy within was radically different from the outside.

      Maya observed traffic streaming along at full tilt, largely made up of luxury brands. Mercedes and BMW and Chrysler. And well-dressed civilians prowled the sidewalks, Western and Eastern faces intermingling.

      Everywhere she looked, shops and clubs and restaurants were all open for business. Neon and fluorescent shimmered. Music crescendoed and basslined. And, amidst it all, the Petronas Twin Towers rose up from the centre of the zone, monolithic and spiralling, visible from every direction.

      In the past, Maya used to think that the structure looked beautiful at night. A potent symbol of Malaysia’s oil wealth. But now it just came across as grotesque; vulgar. A damning indictment of the country’s hubris.

      Adam frowned. ‘It’s like the fall of the Empire, isn’t it?’

      ‘Absolutely.’ Hunter tapped the steering wheel. ‘Rome’s burning, and the top one-percent are wining and dining the night away.’

      ‘And the bottom ninety-nine percent might as well not exist.’

      ‘That’s right. The bottom ninety-nine percent might as well not exist.’

      They threaded their way through the boulevards and avenues, drifting away from the commercial part of the zone, moving towards the diplomatic sector.

      Overhead, Maya spotted a surveillance blimp. It was an automated airship filled with helium and gliding along like a silent sentinel. It carried a payload of sophisticated sensors, seeing everything, missing nothing.

      In theory, blimps offered real-time collection of GEOINT. Geospatial intelligence. Which was why the authorities had deployed them all around the Blue Zone – to create a near-total electronic blanket.

      But Maya didn’t find the presence of eyes in the sky reassuring. No, she found it disconcerting. It was a sure sign of how Kafkaesque things had become.

      Eventually, Hunter pulled up in front of the American embassy itself. It was a tight cluster of blocky buildings, painted in a greyish hue and capped by red-tiled rooftops, guarded by staunch-faced US Marines.

      It wasn’t attractive, but it was functional. A fortress within a fortress set far back enough from the main road in order to deter suicide bombers.

      They had to pass through another security check where the marines ran sniffer dogs around their car and examined their undercarriage with long-handled mirrors.

      Only then were the barriers lifted and they were allowed into the compound.
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      Hunter coasted down a ramp and nosed the car through an underground lot. He parked in an empty bay, then they disembarked and rode an elevator up to the embassy’s foyer.

      There, Maya and Adam had to surrender their weapons and cell phones and pass through a metal detector, then screening by handheld wands.

      They were issued visitor badges, and Hunter led them towards the wing of the embassy where the CIA offices were located.

      Hunter swiped a key card and leaned in for a retinal scan, and a steel door opened with a thunk and a whoosh, like an airlock.

      What lay on the other side was a series of interconnecting hallways with glass partitions, and past them, Maya could see analysts perched over their computers, crunching data. Supersized monitors loomed above them, displaying everything from newsfeeds to satellite imagery.

      The mood was one of laboured urgency, and Maya could pick up the scent of fresh plastic and new paint. This set-up had obviously been thrown together in a hurry. Personnel and equipment had been flown in from all over the region to deal with the crisis.

      Eventually, Hunter ushered them into a SCIF. A Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility. This was an enclosed room that had been purpose-built to block out sound and jam acoustic surveillance.

      This was the nerve centre of the operation, still and quiet as a womb, and Maya saw that two men were already waiting for them at the conference table.

      The head honchos.
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      The two men rose to their feet.

      On the left was Lucas Raynor, CIA chief of station, the most senior spook in the country. He was bearded and wore a suit and tie.

      On the right was Lieutenant-General Joseph MacFarlane, deputy commander of JSOC. Joint Special Operations Command. He was clean-shaven and wore military fatigues.

      Both men had formidable reputations, and seeing them right here, right now was nothing short of remarkable. They were like two lions that had been dropped into the same enclosure, and the energy coming off them was fierce. A combination of shrewd intellect, raw adrenaline and male musk.

      ‘Chief Raynor. General MacFarlane,’ Hunter acknowledged both men in turn. ‘This is Maya Raines and Adam Larsen. They just touched down an hour ago.’

      Raynor nodded. ‘General, they’re friends from Section One in New Zealand. They’re here to assist us with CULINT.’

      CULINT was short for cultural intelligence – the esoteric art of deciphering indigenous customs and beliefs.

      MacFarlane regarded Maya and Adam with a cold gaze before reaching forward to shake hands. His grip was stiff. ‘It’s good of you to come all this way. We appreciate your presence here.’

      Maya could hear the scepticism in MacFarlane’s voice, and his smile was tight. He was flashing his canine teeth, which was a subconscious sign of hostility. Almost as if he was saying: I don’t care much for spooks, and I don’t like them muscling in on my turf.

      And just before MacFarlane broke the handshake, Maya noted that he had placed his thumb directly over hers. Which implied: I’m the alpha personality here, and I’m going to make it a point to show it.

      These were microexpressions; subliminal signals. They were so fleeting that the regular person might blink and miss them. But not Maya. She had been trained to observe, to interpret, to react.

      So she straightened her posture and stared MacFarlane right back. And she smiled wide and displayed canines of her own, just to show him that she wasn’t going to be an easy meal. ‘It’s an honour, sir. Thank you for having us.’

      Raynor beckoned, and they all sat down around the table.

      Maya positioned herself directly across from MacFarlane.

      She knew that he was going to be a tough nut to crack. But she was determined to influence him, win him over.

      Hunter was the only one who remained standing.

      Raynor raised his eyebrows. ‘Not staying?’

      ‘Afraid not. Juno needs me.’

      ‘Okay. Go on, then.’

      ‘We’ll catch up.’ Hunter stepped out of the room and shut the door.

      There was a whoosh and a thunk. Once again, it reminded Maya of an airlock.

      Raynor shrugged and reached for a jug of water on the table. He poured Maya and Adam each a glass. ‘You’ll have to forgive us. We’re still up to our necks with getting things organised.’

      ‘It’s all right,’ Maya said. ‘Everyone’s playing catch-up. I can tell.’

      ‘So, I trust that you had a good look at the terrain as you came in?’

      ‘We did. It’s sobering,’ Adam said. ‘Real sobering. Didn’t expect the blackouts to be so extensive.’

      ‘The power outages affect approximately one-third of the city.’ MacFarlane rested his elbows on his chair’s armrests. He brought his hands together, his fingers forming a steeple. ‘Some days, it’s better. Some days, it’s worse.’

      ‘Can’t be great for the morale of the people living in those areas.’

      ‘We’ve had to prioritise. Restrict ourselves to securing hubs of key strategic importance only.’

      ‘Like the Blue Zone.’

      ‘Like the Blue Zone.’

      ‘Unfortunately, the insurgents have been picking up the pace,’ Raynor said. ‘And it’s like playing Whack-A-Mole. We hit one terror cell, only to discover there are two more we didn’t know about. So the list gets longer and longer.’

      ‘Your threat matrix has to be adjusted all the time,’ Maya said.

      ‘Pretty much. The situation is highly fluid. Very volatile.’

      ‘And may I ask how Robert Caulfield’s coping amidst all this?’

      ‘Not too good. He’s been holed up in his penthouse. Refuses to leave the country. He rings the ambassador every day. Every single day. Asking for news about his son.’

      ‘I can only imagine how much grief he and his wife must be in.’

      ‘Well, lucky for us, you Kiwis have parachuted in to join the coalition of the willing.’ MacFarlane chuckled, low and throaty. ‘Though it’s not exactly the green, green grass of Hobbiton, is it?’

      Maya glanced at Adam. She saw him flex his jaw, colour rising to his cheeks. MacFarlane’s jibe had clearly annoyed him, and he was about to say something snappy in response.

      So Maya nudged Adam’s foot from under the table.

      Don’t let the general bait you into a petty argument about semantics. It’s not worth it.

      Adam seemed to get the message. He bunched up his shoulders and took a sip of water. He kept his tone flat and even. ‘Well, no, General. It’s not Hobbiton. Or Disneyland. It’s war, and war is hell.’

      MacFarlane pursed his lips. ‘No doubt.’

      Raynor cleared his throat and rubbed his beard. ‘It’s only been four months, and everything’s still in flux.’ He nodded at MacFarlane. ‘Which is why I’ve invited Maya and Adam here. To help us get a grip on the situation.’

      MacFarlane nodded ever so slowly. ‘Get a grip. Sure. Of course.’

      Maya could tell that he was deliberately being cagey. Playing the passive-aggressive role. Showing off his metaphorical fangs and claws at every turn. And Maya couldn’t blame him.

      Right now, the CIA – the Agency – was running point when it came to the business of manhunting. And, as an extension of that, it had covert-action authority. Which was the ability to carry out ISR – intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance. And Lucas Raynor was supervising all of this from within the US embassy in the Blue Zone.

      Meanwhile, actual capture/kill operations were carried out by JSOC. Which meant that Joseph MacFarlane oversaw the badlands outside the Blue Zone, and under his command, Delta and SEAL teams were based at two local airports. They were the door kickers, the assaulters – the ones who actually embarked on the night-time raids and swooped down on high-value targets.

      All of this sounded simple enough in theory.

      Elegant, even.

      Problem was, both Raynor and MacFarlane were only here to act as ‘advisors’ and ‘trainers’ to the local police and military, and this limited the American presence to under a thousand men and women.

      Worse still, they could only execute direct-action missions in consultation with the Malaysians, which meant that opportunities for actual tactical deployment were few and far between.

      Most times, they could only stand by the sidelines and offer pithy advice as the locals carried out counterinsurgency operations. It was less than ideal and a far cry from what had taken place in other countries.

      Yemen was a prime example.

      Over there, both the Agency and JSOC had been given free rein to use kinetic force. They had run two separate programmes. Which meant two different kill lists, two different drone-strike campaigns and little to no consultation with the Yemenis.

      Once they uncovered a person of interest, they simply went in and hit him hard. Find, fix and finish. First come, first served.

      But the American president had grown wary of that gunfighter mentality. There had been too many dead civilians; too much reckless competition; excessive blowback. And so he had streamlined the decision-making pipeline. He introduced checks and balances and forced the Agency and JSOC to work hand in hand.

      No wonder MacFarlane was pissed. His jurisdiction had been curtailed, and he was now operating under highly constrained rules of engagement. A soldier’s worst nightmare.

      Maya understood all of this, and she knew that if she was going to get MacFarlane on her side, she was going to have to go for the jugular.

      Maya remembered what Papa had once told her.

      When in doubt, stick to your guns and project confidence. Project strength. It’ll take you where you need to go.

      So Maya leaned forward. She planted her elbows on the table and clasped her hands together, propping them up under her chin. ‘General, can I be honest?’

      MacFarlane tilted his head. ‘By all means.’

      ‘I think the president’s being a wimp.’

      Maya could hear Raynor take a sharp breath, and his chair creaked as he sat up straighter. He was stunned. Maya had crossed the line and committed the ultimate taboo: mocking the commander-in-chief of the United States.

      MacFarlane’s face dissolved into a frown. ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘You heard me. The president’s a wimp. He doesn’t know Malaysia half as well as he thinks he does. He’s been led to believe that diplomacy and preamble is a substitute for putting boots on the ground. But it isn’t. It really isn’t.’

      MacFarlane’s mouth opened slightly, like he was about to say something but couldn’t find the words. And, just like that, Maya knew that she had hooked him. She had his undivided attention. Now she just needed to reel him in.

      Maya shook her head. ‘Look, the president has grandiose plans. Projection of soft power and diplomacy. Which is why he keeps harping on about how Malaysia is a moderate and secular Muslim country. About how Malaysia and the United States are partners in the War on Terror. Sharing common interests and a common enemy…’

      MacFarlane inhaled and leaned forward. His eyes crinkled. ‘And you’re calling that into question.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Because…?’

      ‘Because it’s a fairy tale. Tell me, sir, have you ever heard of the Al-Rajhi family?’

      ‘Why don’t you enlighten me?’

      ‘The family run the Al-Rajhi Corporation. It’s the largest Islamic bank in the world, and it’s based in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. It does everything from takaful – that’s insurance – to housing finance. It’s a well-oiled machine. Very efficient. Funded almost exclusively by petrodollars. But while it looks bright and cheery on the surface, what it really is on the inside is a front for Wahhabis to spread their seventh-century poison. You know, archaic laws about chopping off the heads of infidels and banning couples from celebrating Valentine’s Day. Are you following so far, General?’

      MacFarlane exhaled and nodded. ‘Yes, I know what a Wahhabi is. Osama bin Laden was one. Please carry on.’

      ‘So, when the time came for the Al-Rajhis to diversify and expand their interests outside the Kingdom, they decided that Malaysia would be a good bet. And they were right. The Malaysians welcomed them with open arms. The country, by then, was heavily in debt and squeezed by a credit crunch. They needed Saudi cash. Badly. And the Al-Rajhis were more than happy to oblige. It was a match made, quite literally, in heaven. Both the Malaysian and Saudi regimes have a common lineage. They’re both Sunni. So the consular ties were already well-established. However, the Al-Rajhis didn’t just bring their cash into Malaysia. They brought in their imams as well. Invested in building fundamentalist madrassas. Infiltrated government agencies…’

      Maya sighed for dramatic effect, then she continued, ‘Unfortunately, the president seemed to be oblivious to all these developments. And he continued to provide Malaysia with foreign aid and logistical support. Why? Because he saw the country as a reliable partner. One that would act against Al-Qaeda and its affiliates with minimal supervision. But you know what? Instead of using American training and American weapons to fight terror, the Malaysians went in the other direction. They created terror. With their secret police and their paramilitaries, they cracked down hard on legitimate political opposition. I’m talking about mass arrests; torture; executions. Anyone – and I mean anyone – who could conceivably challenge the Malaysian regime’s grip on power was purged. But the worst human-rights abuses were reserved for a minority group that was considered unworthy of life.’

      ‘Hint, hint,’ Adam said. ‘She’s talking about the Shiite Muslims.’

      ‘That’s right,’ Maya said. ‘The Shiites. They copped it the worst because the Al-Rajhis saw them as heretics, and the Malaysians began to buy into that sectarian doctrine. Atrocity after atrocity mounted. Then, one fine day, the Shiites decided they weren’t going to suffer under the genocide anymore.’ Maya slapped her palm on the table, jolting the glass in front of her, spilling water. ‘And that’s when the insurgency began. Blowback. Malaysians, Saudis and Americans all became targets of opportunity.’

      MacFarlane was silent, just staring at Maya. He blinked once, twice, then wetting his lips, he leaned back against his chair and folded his arms. ‘Well, I have to say, you sure know how to paint a vivid picture of the god-awful truth.’

      Maya leaned back into her chair as well. She folded her arms. This was a technique known as mirroring – copying the body language of the person you’re addressing in order to create synergy. ‘Let’s face it. The Malaysians are down-and-dirty opportunists. They used the president’s generosity to carve out their own tyrannical fiefdom. And all this talk about fighting terrorism? It’s just emotional blackmail. A way to extort even more aid from America. And, ideologically, the Malaysians are more interested in following the example of the Saudis.’

      ‘Mm.’ MacFarlane scrunched up his nose. ‘I will admit, the Malaysians have always struck me as… less than forthcoming. They like our helicopter gunships. Our skill sets. But our advice? Not so much.’

      Maya nodded. ‘Look, General, if we were to put the feudal politics aside, our objectives would be simple. One – recover Owen Caulfield. And two – find, fix and finish Khadijah. And those objectives aren’t mutually exclusive. Khadijah is obviously using Owen as a human shield. Making us think twice before launching drone strikes on a suspected insurgent location. It’s a smart move. And she hasn’t gone through all that trouble just to squirrel Owen away at some random location. No, it’s safe to assume that Khadijah is keeping Owen close. Maybe even right beside her. So why can’t we align Objective One and Objective Two?’

      MacFarlane smiled. It was a warmer one this time. No canines. ‘Yes, indeed. Why can’t we?’

      ‘We can. It’s doable. And, for the record, my father – Nathan Raines – he gave his life to try and stop Khadijah before the insurgency kicked off. And Adam and I were with him on that op. So, yes, this is personal. I’m not going to deny it. But I can guarantee you, General, no one else has as much first-hand knowledge as we do. So I’m asking you – with all due respect – to let us be your eyes and ears. Let us hit the ground running and beat the bushes a little. Offer you the chance to take a clean shot at Khadijah. What do you say?’

      MacFarlane’s smile widened. He looked at Raynor. ‘Well, maybe bringing the Kiwis on board wasn’t such a bad idea after all. They aren’t as dumb as they look.’

      Raynor shifted in his seat and forced himself to smile back. ‘No. No, they aren’t.’
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      Hunter scoffed as he drove Maya and Adam away from the embassy. ‘I hope you clowns are proud of yourselves. You almost gave the chief a brain aneurysm.’

      Maya shrugged. ‘It’s easier to ask for forgiveness rather than permission. Besides, Raynor’s a family friend. He served with my father in Bosnia. Sure, he’ll feel a bit sore about what I did, but he won’t hold it against me.’

      ‘Too bad I wasn’t there to stop all your goddamned psychobabble.’

      ‘The psychobabble had to be done.’ Adam smirked and thumbed his nose. ‘General MacFarlane was being a grouch, and we had to get on his sentimental side.’

      ‘Even if that meant dissing the President of the United States?’

      ‘I have nothing against the president,’ Maya said. ‘But it’s obvious that MacFarlane isn’t comfortable with toeing the official line. He thinks Washington is being wimpy.’

      ‘Oh gee. Some might call that insubordination. And some might also say that it’s poor form for you to be encouraging that.’

      ‘I’m not stating anything MacFarlane hasn’t already brooded over.’

      ‘Doesn’t matter. It’s still poor form.’

      Maya shook her head. Spread her hands. ‘You know all those stories about him being a hellraiser at West Point as a cadet?’

      Hunter snorted. ‘Yeah, well, who doesn’t?’

      ‘Recite the best one.’

      ‘What…?’

      ‘Go ahead. Recite the best story. You know you want to.’

      ‘Okay. All right. I’ll humour you. When he was nineteen, he and a group of frat buddies dressed up in camouflage gear, stole antique weapons from the campus museum and created mock grenades out of rolled-up socks. Then they stormed Grant Hall just after 2200 hours, scaring the bejesus out of a group of female coeds who happened to be visiting.’ Hunter heaved a sigh. ‘And you’re making me recite this infamous exploit because…?’

      ‘Because I want to make a point,’ Maya said. ‘MacFarlane is the same old rabble-rouser he always was. That’s how he skyrocketed through the ranks, and that’s why he’s sitting at the top of the JSOC pyramid.’

      ‘The general’s into unconventional thinking.’ Adam said. ‘He likes operating totally outside the box. Adrenaline is his drug of choice.’

      ‘Yes, which makes him the perfect fit for leading the best and brightest hunter-killers the US military has to offer. And you know what? Right about now, MacFarlane thinks all that talent is being wasted. Even worse, he believes the Agency is made up of pencil pushers and political mothballs. He hates having to liaise with you guys. He hates having to play things subtle. That’s not his style.’

      ‘Yeah. He’s a snarling Doberman on a chain,’ Hunter said. ‘Aching to kick ass and take names. And, for the life of him, he just can’t fathom why the president isn’t cutting him loose.’

      ‘Correct. So I hope you can appreciate why I did what I did.’

      ‘Soothing the general’s ego and getting him to be friendlier with us spooks? Sure. I get that. But you have a crazy way of going about it.’

      ‘We got what we wanted. His cooperation and his consideration.’

      ‘You’re saying that as if it’s a sure thing. It’s not.’

      ‘Maybe. But, at the very least, it’s better to redirect his animosity away from us. It’ll pay dividends later on down the line. Trust me.’
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      Hunter pulled up in front of the Grand Luna Hotel. It was forty storeys of gold-tinted glass and polished white steel, accentuated by swooping curves and warm lighting.

      It looked dreamy.

      Inviting.

      Hunter nodded at Adam and Maya. ‘Our last stop for the night. I’m sure you’re tired as hell. So get yourselves checked in and catch some shut-eye. I’ll be back at 0900 hours. And we’ll go meet Robert Caulfield.’

      ‘Looking forward to it,’ Maya said. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Cheers, mate,’ Adam said.

      Smiling hotel porters opened Maya and Adam’s doors and started to unload their luggage from the trunk.

      But Adam quickly stepped out and waved his hand. ‘We appreciate it, but we’ll carry our suitcases on our own.’

      ‘Are you sure, sir?’ A porter frowned. ‘They are heavy—’

      ‘Don’t worry about it. We’ll be fine.’

      Adam gave Maya a knowing glance, and she understood.

      It was poor practice to allow strangers to handle your luggage. All it would take was a second for someone to attach a covert-listening device or a tracking beacon. Or – God forbid – a bomb. You could never be too careful.

      So Maya and Adam pulled their wheeled suitcases behind them, and the porter shrugged and ushered them into the lobby.

      The interior was lush. Sleek marble floors. Soaring ornate pillars. Arched domed ceiling. Impressive eye candy. But Maya didn’t pay attention to any of the cosmetic features. Instead she focused on the lack of overt security. Unlike hotels in, say, Baghdad or Kabul, the standards here were lax.

      There were no pat-downs, no metal detectors, no uniformed guards. This was deliberate, Maya knew. The hotel’s management didn’t want the genteel ambience to be spoiled by harsh realities. So their security contractors were dressed in plain clothes, which made them low profile, though they were far from invisible.

      It didn’t take long for Maya to spot one of them. He was seated in a corner, reading a book, the telltale bulge of a pistol imprinted under his shirt.

      Maya found that sloppy; unprofessional. Sure, having second-rate contractors was better than having none at all. But, on the balance of probabilities, that knowledge didn’t give her much confidence or comfort.

      Well, shit…

      Under any other circumstance, Maya would have chosen not to stay here. But she was mindful that they had to maintain their cover. Blend into the population and gather atmospherics. Which was a fancy-pants way of saying they had to go about their business quietly and collect intelligence without sticking out like a sore thumb.

      Yeah, the conditions were less than perfect.

      But it was their job to roll with it.

      Adapt. Improvise. Overcome.

      At the reception, Maya and Adam checked in under their assumed identities. They had booked two standard rooms. Nothing elaborate. Nothing that would attract undue interest.

      Once they received their key cards, they walked to the elevator.

      Along the way, Maya caught a glimpse of the poolside bar. She heard piano music and conversation and laughter. She breathed in the scent of alcoholic cocktails and smoky barbecue.

      The hotel had a reputation for being a favoured haunt of expatriates who had congregated within the Blue Zone. It was a place where diplomats and hustlers could gossip, trade contacts, wheel and deal.

      Maya sucked on her teeth and shook her head.

      Birds of the same feather flock together.

      As she stepped into the elevator with Adam, she found herself reflecting on how colonial everything felt. It was as if the psyche of the country had regressed by three generations, and what used to belong in a bygone era was now the status quo.
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      Maya and Adam reached the twenty-fifth floor.

      The elevator bell dinged, the doors opened, and they stepped out. They made their way along the corridor until they found their rooms, which were adjacent to each other.

      Adam hesitated and fiddled with the key card in his hand. ‘So…’

      Maya smiled a thin smile. ‘So…’

      They lingered for a moment.

      The silence stretched.

      The mood felt sheepish, awkward.

      Maya could remember a time when conversation came easy to them, and they could share the most intimate of thoughts and sound off without fear.

      But events these past two years had made things dicey. And, now, if the topic wasn’t job-related, they often found themselves tripping over words, struggling to find a connection, like two people losing each other in a dense fog.

      What happened to them?

      Had she changed that much?

      Or had he?

      Adam cleared his throat. ‘You did well with the general today.’

      Maya sighed. ‘Let’s hope it’s enough.’

      ‘It has to be. So, we’ll touch base at 0800 hours tomorrow? Make our way downstairs for breakfast?’

      ‘Mm-hm. Sounds like a plan.’

      ‘Okay, then. Goodnight.’ Adam turned away. He swiped his key card against the room door, unlocking it with a chime and a click.

      Maya winced. She found herself hurt by his brusqueness; how quickly he had cut their conversation short.

      Damn it.

      Shifting her weight from one foot to the other, she wanted to reach out to touch him, to tell him to wait. Just… wait.

      But her lips quivered, and she faltered, and blinking hard, she watched Adam glide into his room, the door swinging shut behind him.

      Achingly, all she could manage was the most transient of whispers, ‘Goodnight. Sleep well.’
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      Shaking her head, Maya unlocked her room door and stepped inside. She slipped her key card into the power slot, and the electricity came on.

      The room’s presentation was minimalist but chic. Silvery walls. Wood-panelled flooring. Temperate lighting. A king-sized bed was the centrepiece of the room, resting on an oval rug that was earth-toned and plush.

      The air smelled of crisp lavender, and even though Maya strained to listen, she found the sound insulation in here to be exceptional. All she could hear was the steady hum of the air conditioning.

      Any other frequent traveller would have been pleased with this set-up. But not Maya. Laying down her suitcase, she grabbed a chair from the coffee table in the corner and wedged the back of it against the door.

      It would act as an insurance policy. Since she couldn’t necessarily hear an intruder trying to breach the room from the outside, the chair would serve as both an obstacle and a warning.

      It was something Papa had taught her.

      Never assume. Always be prepared.

      Returning to her suitcase, Maya unpacked and withdrew an item that looked like a cigarette lighter. Depressing a button on the gadget, she held it in the palm of her hand and paced the room, waving it this way and that way.

      Maya checked every nook and cranny, paying special attention to the light fixtures and power sockets. Up high. Down low. Just to be sure.

      Her countersurveillance measures revealed nothing, and the bug sweeper remained still in her hand. It didn’t vibrate.

      The room was clean.

      Good.

      Sighing, Maya deactivated the sweeper and set it down. She made her way to the bathroom. She stripped off and took a shower. Ice-cold. Three minutes. Then she was out.

      Maya towelled off and slipped into a terry-cotton bathrobe, courtesy of the hotel. It was a policy of hers never to take long showers in strange places. She couldn’t allow herself to get too comfortable; too complacent. Luxury belonged to other girls, but not her. Never her.

      Maya picked up the hair dryer on the bathroom vanity. She returned to the bed. She sat down and plugged the dryer in. She started blowing it over her damp hair. She closed her eyes and found her thoughts drifting to Adam once more, and the edges of her mouth twitched.

      I miss us. I miss what we had.

      Maya remembered everything that had led them to this point. It all started when Papa was killed during an unsanctioned op in Kuala Lumpur. And amidst the grief and fallout, Mama decided that Adam’s judgement was to be blamed. So she issued a burn notice and exiled him from Section One.

      Yes, Maya understood the logic. The powers-that-be wanted heads to roll, and Adam proved to be the perfect fall guy.

      Why didn’t he set up a suitable overwatch?

      Why did he fail to pick up on the warning signs?

      Why didn’t he see the shooter until it was too late?

      Questions, questions, questions.

      Fucking questions.

      Of course Adam had screwed up. That was undeniable. Still, in her heart of hearts, Maya thought Mama should have done more to defend him. She could have pushed back harder against the political pressure. But Mama hadn’t, and it was exactly this sentiment that had estranged the relationship between mother and daughter.

      Maya had never felt so conflicted, so torn. Papa’s funeral; Mama’s coldness; Adam’s departure. It was all too much to bear. And, ultimately, Maya found herself leaving Section One as well.

      But a defining moment came when Mama reached out and pulled Maya and Adam back into the counterterrorism circuit. Their mission? To protect Abraham Khan, a Muslim author whose life had come under threat from extremists.

      It was a journey that had pushed them both to their personal limits – Maya ended up losing a team member, while Adam lost a confidential informant.

      More death.

      More tragedy.

      But somehow, amidst it all, Mama had made peace with Maya, and Adam had redeemed his reputation and was reinstated back to Section One.

      Everything came full circle. And yet… the wounds still felt raw as hell. So many words remained unsaid. So many emotions remain knotted up. And Maya found herself longing for simpler times, easier times.

      Maybe she was being melancholic because so much had changed.

      Maybe too much—

      That’s when Maya’s thoughts were dashed by three knocks on her room door. Startled, her eyes flew open, and she shut off the hair dryer.
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      Maya stared at the door. She could hear her heart thudding in her ears. The slow burn of adrenaline warmed her stomach.

      Instinct took over.

      She laid the hair dryer down on the bed, then she reached for her pistol. She unholstered and press-checked it to make sure there was a round chambered. Then, with her free hand, she drew her knife. It was a tactical folder, and with a flick of her wrist, she snapped open the serrated blade. It unfurled with a hard click.

      Slowly, very slowly, Maya made for the door.

      Tempting as it was, she avoided leaning in to look through the peephole. That would be a rookie mistake – giving the person on the other side a glimpse of her shadow, making her an easy target.

      So, instead, she flattened herself against the wall beside the door.

      There were several more knocks.

      They came in a rhythm, playful.

      ‘It’s me,’ Adam said in a sing-song voice. ‘You going to keep me waiting out here or what?’

      Maya exhaled and cringed. She suddenly felt foolish. Still, she had to be sure that Adam wasn’t under any kind of duress, so she challenged him. ‘Carcosa.’

      Adam snickered. ‘Are you kidding me? You think someone has a gun to my head?’

      ‘Carcosa,’ Maya repeated.

      ‘Okay. You win. The countersign is Black Stars. Now open up before your food gets cold.’

      ‘Food?’

      ‘Yeah, food. Supper. Room service.’

      Maya smiled, pleasantly surprised. She folded her knife shut and dropped the safety on her pistol. She stuffed the weapons into her robe’s pockets, then she pulled the chair away and unbolted the door.

      Adam stood in the hallway, holding up a tray with two plates of nasi lemak, smelling spicy, accompanied by two cups of teh tarik, ice-cold. He tipped his chin. ‘Tense, aren’t we?’

      Maya chuckled. ‘You can’t be too careful with all the weirdos around these days.’

      ‘Yeah. You don’t say.’
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      Maya didn’t know if Adam had done a complete one-eighty and changed his mind, or whether this was his plan all along – to play it smooth like Bogart and then surprise her with a very Malaysian supper.

      Either way, she didn’t care.

      She was just glad that he had come.

      So they sat at the coffee table.

      They ate, drank, talked, laughed.

      Unconsciously, they both steered clear of the fact that they were in the middle of a godforsaken war. Instead they focused on the inconsequential and the frivolous. Like the last bad movie they both watched. The exploits of the All Blacks rugby team. And the whereabouts of common acquaintances.

      ‘How’s Kendra Shaw doing?’ Maya asked as she finished up her nasi.

      Adam used his straw to slosh around the ice cubes in his teh. ‘Funny you should ask. I was on the phone with her just last week. She’s engaged.’

      ‘Oh wow. For real?’

      ‘Mm-hm. For real. A proposal on one knee and a ring. She sounds happy.’

      ‘They set a date yet?’

      ‘They’re thinking sometime next year.’

      ‘And her work at Section One…?’

      ‘She says she’s through. Not tempted to come back.’

      Maya laid her spoon down and pushed her plate back. She gave a slow nod. ‘Must be… well, it must be nice.’

      Adam tilted his head. ‘To be off the circuit? Non-operational?’

      ‘To be normal, yeah. Like a regular civilian. Good on her.’

      ‘My, my. Is that envy I hear in your voice?’

      ‘Envy?’ Maya tossed her hair back. ‘No.’

      ‘Uh-huh.’ Adam smiled. ‘Sure.’

      ‘I’m not jealous.’

      ‘Right.’

      Maya hesitated, then she groaned. She conceded defeat, holding her thumb and forefinger up, an inch apart. ‘All right. You got me there. Maybe I am just a tiny bit jealous.’

      ‘Just a tiny bit?’ Adam teased as he held his thumb and forefinger up, imitating her gesture.

      ‘Don’t push it.’ Maya boxed his arm and gave a small chuckle. ‘You ever think what it’d be like, though? Being out for good? Not having to deal with the shadows and the lies and the cruelty?’

      Adam shrugged. ‘Well, we were out for a while, remember? And – gee whiz – it didn’t suit us. Because that’s not what people like you and I are wired for.’ Adam leaned forward. ‘Tell me, when you were a little girl, did you ever watch your mother put on her make-up? Did that ever inspire you to imitate her? Experiment with make-up?’

      Maya frowned. ‘What does that have to do with—?’

      Adam drummed his fingers on the table, a sly twinkle in his eye. ‘Come on. Indulge me.’

      Maya puffed her cheeks and blew out a long breath. ‘I…. Well, I don’t actually remember any girly make-up sessions. But I do remember something else...’

      ‘Spill it. You know you want to.’

      Maya felt a wistful smile creeping on to her lips. ‘When I was a kid, I remember how Mama used to come home from an op. And she’d have this ritual; this formality. She’d go straight down into our basement. Switch on the bulb hanging from the ceiling. And she’d lay her guns out on the workbench. Start stripping them down. Cleaning and oiling each part, one at a time. And I used to watch her from the top of the staircase. And I thought she looked… beautiful. Her motions were so smooth and graceful. And her concentration, it was almost… Oh, how can I describe it? Hypnotic? Zen-like? I know talking in cliches, yeah. But it’s true. It was like quiet meditation. Inward reflection.’ Maya shook her head. Laughed. ‘And, for sure, I did try to imitate Mama. Tried doing the same to this plastic revolver that I used to carry around. But I only ended up breaking it...’

      ‘Well, there you go.’ Adam nodded. ‘You weren’t a normal girly girl. And you’ve never known any other kind of life.’

      ‘Funny how I never saw my upbringing as strange.’

      ‘Some might call it freaky. And now you’ve grown up to become an operator who gets called in when civilisation goes to shit. Do not pass ‘Go’. Do not collect two-hundred dollars. You don’t know how to do anything else.’

      Maya furrowed her eyebrows. ‘Well, that’s harsh.’

      Adam spread his hands. ‘Hey, someone has to do the janitorial work. How else can the politicians sleep easy in their beds at night? How else can they dream those sweet dreams of re-election?’

      ‘Kendra seems to have found a way out of it, though.’

      ‘Has she? Really? I wouldn’t be so sure. I’d give her six months of marriage. Then she’ll get twitchy. Feel the need for speed. And she’ll come back to Section One. Because she’s like us. She doesn’t know how to do anything else.’

      ‘Yeah, well, in my book, she gets points for at least trying to do something else.’

      ‘Okay, fair enough. But with her skill set? Her mentality? And the things she’s done? I’d say it’ll take more than a fairy-tale wedding and a happy-ever-after to purge the killer instinct out of her system.’

      Maya inhaled and chose not to press the issue.

      They both leaned towards their cups, finishing up their teh.

      Once again, Adam was being Adam. He was providing cynical clarity, and as much as Maya hated to admit it, he was right.

      They were almost prehistoric in their outlook, addicted to situations that were difficult, painful, devastating. And – by God – they nourished themselves on the worst that humanity had to offer. And, somehow, Maya felt strangely at ease with that. It was a reptilian world she knew well. A reptilian world she had always known. And its savage nature was so deeply embedded in her psyche, her soul, that extricating it was all but impossible.

      It is what it is, and we are what we are. We don’t know how to do anything else. We can’t.

      Eventually, Adam cleared his throat. He checked his watch and straightened. ‘Well, well. It’s getting late. And we’re way overdue for some shut-eye. Long day tomorrow.’

      Maya blinked and smoothed her hands over her bathrobe. ‘Yeah. It’s sleepy time. Hey, thanks for supper. It was a real treat. I really enjoyed it.’

      ‘I aim to please.’

      They pushed back their chairs and stood.

      Adam started loading the plates and cups back on to the serving tray, and Maya stopped him by laying her hand over his. Their fingers intertwined, and she squeezed. ‘It’s fine. Leave it.’

      Adam hesitated.

      He looked up at her and held her gaze.

      The moment stretched.

      Then slowly, very slowly, he reached up with his free hand. He ran his fingers along her chin, along her jawline, and he gathered up loose strands of her hair and tucked them behind her ear.

      It was the simplest of gestures, yet so tender.

      Maya swallowed, her skin tingling from his touch.

      Adam brought his face close to hers. And, in that instant, she thought that he might kiss her. She anticipated it, ached for it. But – no – he turned away at the last possible moment. He brushed his cheek against hers and enveloped her in an embrace.

      She blinked hard, lips quivering.

      She was disappointed. Confused. But – damn it – she allowed herself to reciprocate the embrace anyway. She ran her hands up his muscular back and breathed in his salty scent, realising that, for the sake of sanity and professionalism, this was as far as they could go. No further.

      ‘Goodnight,’ Adam whispered.

      ‘Mm.’ Maya’s throat tightened, and she couldn’t find the words. She could only nod.

      And they stood like that for the longest time, leaning into each other, perfectly moulded. It felt natural, the best kind of comfort, the silence punctuated only by their breaths.

      Adam sighed and peeled away from her, breaking the spell, and without so much as a backward glance, he was out the door. He was playing it just like Bogart, smooth and cool.

      All Maya could do was stand there, digging her fingernails into her palms, nostrils flaring. She looked at the floor, looked at the ceiling, and she rolled her eyes. She remembered what Mama had told her just before they left Auckland.

      Stay focused. Don’t allow your feelings for him to cloud your judgement. It’s a mistake you can ill afford.

      Maya groaned and rubbed her face. She sobered up, then she grabbed a chair and wedged it against the door, locking it.
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      Khadijah awoke just after four in the morning. Tears stained her cheeks, and her mind was still reeling from the cobwebs of a dream.

      Snivelling, shaking, she rolled out of her sleeping bag. There was darkness. Darkness all around her. And, instinctively, she reached for her AK-102 rifle. She scooped it up from the corner and pulled on the charging handle, chambering a round.

      Breathing through her teeth, heart pounding, Khadijah adopted a firing stance on one knee. She raised the rifle and braced it against her shoulder, and she froze just as her finger brushed against the trigger.

      Blinking through tears, she looked all around her. She remembered where she was. Yes, she was in a tent in the middle of a forest. No threats; no enemies. Her face twitched, and the realisation sank in.

      It was a dream. Merely a dream. A figment of the past.

      Khadijah whimpered and allowed her weapon to sag, and she fell back against her buttocks. She rubbed the mistiness from her eyes. As her throbbing heartbeat eased, she listened to the sounds outside her tent. The humming and hissing of the insects. The trees that rustled and whispered with the breeze. The gentle trickling of a stream nearby.

      It was peaceful.

      Oh so peaceful.

      Yet her soul was racked by turmoil.

      Khadijah had been dreaming of the blackest day of her life. When policemen had burst into her home at dinnertime, shattering glass, overturning tables, pointing guns. They had whipped her husband bloody before cuffing him, pulling a hood over his head and dragging him away. And – ya Allah – she had tried to plead with them, to reason with them, but to no avail.

      It was always the same dream.

      Same outcome.

      Same destiny.

      Khadijah dropped the safety on her rifle and set it aside. Then she cradled her head in her hands. She felt rage, regret, despair. More than anything, she wished that she could turn back time.

      If only she had been wiser.

      If only she had been stronger.

      If only she had been armed.

      If only...

      Khadijah allowed herself a bitter chuckle. She remembered how they used to engage in petitions, protests, political representation. How naive she had been to believe that any of that would serve as progress or even as protection. Because, in the end, it had all amounted to nothing. Absolutely nothing.

      If only we had chosen a different path...

      And it was in that moment of moments that Khadijah realised that she had committed the gravest of sins. She jerked and straightened, as if prodded by electricity.

      Only God has the power to dictate the ebb and flow of destiny. None other. Who are you to question His omniscience? Who are you to question His providence?

      Khadijah hardened her jaw, feeling chastised by the voice of the Eternal. She had allowed pride to get the better of her.

      Atonement. I must seek atonement. For if pride is the greatest sin, then humility is the greatest virtue.

      And so Khadijah reached for her flashlight and switched it on. Its coloured lens provided a dull red glow. It was just enough for her to see, but not enough for anyone outside the immediate area to detect any spillover light.

      Khadijah prepared herself for prayer. She began by cleansing her head, arms and legs with bottled water and a wash pan. Then she got out her prayer mat, followed by her turbah. It was her most treasured possession – a clay tablet fashioned out of soil from the holy city of Karbala in Iraq. A gift from her dead husband.

      Khadijah unrolled the mat and set the turbah before her. And she checked her compass, just to be sure that she was facing the right direction.

      Then she knelt. In Arabic, she recited a passage from the Surat Al-Imran, ‘Never think of those who have been killed in the cause of God as dead. Rather they are alive with their Lord, receiving provision, rejoicing in what God has bestowed upon them of His bounty. And they receive good tidings about those to be martyred after them...’

      Khadijah felt her tears flow once more, burning her cheeks as she bowed and touched her forehead to the turbah.

      It was beautiful; perfect.

      Truly, her husband had sacrificed himself so that she could become an instrument of the Creator. And one day – yes – she knew that she would see her beloved once more in Paradise.

      That was the sacred promise of jihad.

      Khadijah had to believe in that.

      She had to cling on to that.
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      When Khadijah finished her prayer, she unzipped her tent and stepped outside.

      The predawn air was cool, and shafts of moonlight filtered through the rainforest canopy. Somewhere in the distance, monkeys hollered and croaked, their eerie cries carrying across the valley.

      It reminded her of why she had chosen this place as her stronghold. The terrain here was sprawling and rugged, and the foliage was thick, camouflaging her fedayeen from the prying eyes of drones and satellites. And the rich wildlife served as a diversion as well, disrupting thermal scans and ground-penetrating radar.

      Yes, this was as good a place as any for a guerrilla force to seek refuge. Still, Khadijah was aware of how easy it was to fall into complacency. Which was why she had broken her people up into small platoons, never more than thirty men and women in each, and they were dispersed in every direction. East. West. North. South. Constantly on the move. Never encamped in one location for too long.

      Also, she strictly enforced radio discipline. They never communicated on-air unless absolutely necessary. Instead they relied on the tried-and-true method – using a network of couriers that carried coded messages on foot.

      Khadijah knew that these precautions came at a price. It meant that the command-and-control structure of her forces was fluid and loose, and especially in this digital age, coordinating events could be ponderous.

      More than once, she had reexamined her strategy. She tried to find a better way, an easier way. But always – always – she arrived at the exact same conclusion. Operational security was key, and it was better to be slow and careful rather than quick and reckless.

      She couldn’t afford to underestimate the Americans or their allies. They were as cunning as snakes, and they had technology on their side. So she would take no chances.

      Nodding, Khadijah strode across her camp.

      The tents rippled in the breeze, and there were no open fires, no uncontrolled lighting. Just total stealth. Exactly the way she wanted it to be.

      She approached the three fedayeen standing guard around Owen Caulfield’s tent. They acknowledged her by straightening and crossing their rifles across their chests.

      ‘I will see the boy now,’ Khadijah said.

      ‘Yes, Mother.’

      One of the men reached down and unzipped the tent for her, and she bent over and slipped inside.
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      Owen jerked awake when Khadijah entered, his eyes wide, his breaths sharp, and still clinging on to his sleeping bag, he scooted backwards. He huddled against a corner.

      Khadijah felt sadness scraping across her heart like a red-hot needle, but she understood the boy’s reaction.

      To him, I am a demon. I have taken him from all he has ever known. And little wonder that he should hate me for it.

      Shaking her head, Khadijah knelt. She kept her posture as non-threatening as she could, and she withdrew a drink packet from the satchel bag she carried. It was orange juice. She plucked and unwrapped the attached straw. She pierced it into the packet.

      Then slowly, very slowly, she inched closer to the boy. She stretched out her hand and offered the drink.

      The boy stared hard, puckering his lips, before launching himself forward and snatching it from her. Then he scampered back into the corner, sucking noisily on the straw, his eyes never leaving hers.

      Khadijah watched him for a moment, then she sighed. ‘I’m not going to hurt you. Please believe me.’

      The boy continued to stare, his nostrils flaring. His eyes – good heavens – they glistened with pure murder.

      Khadijah rubbed the back of her neck, feeling a sense of disquiet. She had once read about something called Stockholm syndrome. It was the bond formed between captor and captive. But... such empathy didn’t seem to exist here.

      Even after four months, Owen remained unusually defiant. He rarely spoke, and he rarely displayed any emotion other than contempt and hostility. At times, he seemed almost feral, eager to challenge, eager to fight.

      Khadijah inhaled and swallowed back her frustration. She understood that she had made a mistake. She had tried to bribe the boy in return for his sympathy. But that was a fool’s errand because the boy was headstrong, fiercely intelligent, and he would not be patronised.

      So now Khadijah decided on a different approach. She adopted a measured smile. Not too tight. Not too loose. And she eased into a firm tone of voice and spoke to the boy as if he was an adult. ‘Abraham Lincoln – he was the greatest American president, wasn’t he?’

      The boy’s eyes narrowed, and he tilted his head ever so slightly as he stopped sucking on his straw.

      Khadijah knew she had captured his attention now. She had sparked his intrigue. And she nodded. ‘Yes, Lincoln was the greatest. Because he proclaimed that the slaves should be free. And he pushed ahead to make it so. But it wasn’t a journey that came without great sacrifice.’ Khadijah paused for a beat, wondering if she was using words too big for the boy to understand. But she followed through anyway. ‘Thousands upon thousands of Americans perished. The Republic was ripped in two. There was fire. And blood. And sorrow. And in the end... well, in the end, it cost Lincoln everything. Even his life. But he accomplished what he set out to do. His dream became reality. He made the slaves free...’

      The boy leaned forward, blinking hard, his fingers twitching around his drink packet.

      Khadijah leaned forward to match him. She allowed her voice to dip into a whispery tone, and she lost her smile. ‘I want the same thing for my people. To be made free. To be oppressed by no one. But... we have no Lincoln. No saviour. Only fire. And blood. And sorrow. And that is why we fight. And someday – one day – I hope you’ll understand.’

      Khadijah studied the boy. There was no longer hatred on his young face. Only curiosity and pensiveness. It was as if he was beginning to reconsider his feelings toward her.

      Without another word, Khadijah turned and slipped out of the tent.

      She had left Owen with something to think about. She had planted the seed of a poignant idea. And for now – inshallah – that simple philosophy would have to be sufficient.
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      Dawn broke, and Khadijah met with Siti and Aiman in a grove just beyond the camp.

      Long grass swayed all around them, and the birds twittered as the sun rose over the jagged hills on the horizon. It looked like the start of a beautiful day. A day filled with promise.

      Khadijah regarded her tranquil surroundings before turning to her lieutenants. ‘What’s our status?’

      ‘All the couriers have checked in,’ Aiman said. ‘Every message has been delivered.’

      ‘Nothing has been compromised?’

      ‘No, Mother. We have taken every precaution.’

      ‘Good. And the cells are ready?’

      ‘We have synchronised all of them,’ Siti said. ‘It’s confirmed. The operation will go ahead as planned.’

      Khadijah inhaled and nodded. She felt the buzz of anticipation within her. She remembered what she had studied about the Tet Offensive; about how the communists had used it to stun the Americans during the Vietnam War. And she hoped the same lessons would apply just as effectively here.

      Allahu Akbar. Let His will be done from this point forward.
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      Dinesh Nair didn’t consider himself a brave man.

      In fact, right now, his palms were sweaty and his heart was palpitating as he strolled along the pavement. He had to remind himself not to rush, to keep his movements smooth, casual.

      It was a little after seven o’clock, and the Kepong area of the city was waking up from the dusk-till-dawn curfew. Hawkers and vendors flanked the narrow boulevards, open for business. Traffic inched along, bumper-to-bumper. And, overhead, a train powered past on a monorail, making a hypnotic sound.

      Clack-clack. Clack-clack. Clack-clack.

      On the surface, it looked like just another day.

      But, of course, it wasn’t.

      As soon as he awoke this morning, Dinesh had checked the classifieds section of the New Straits Times newspaper. This had been his routine for the past year. He did it daily, scrutinising every ad, line by line.

      By now, the habit had become a cosy one. The repetition of squinting, of searching, of finding nothing. Always nothing. And, after all this time, he had allowed himself to slip into a degree of complacency.  He had come to believe that the activation of his role, if it ever came to that, would likely happen in some far-off future.

      Not today.

      Not tomorrow.

      Certainly not the day after.

      And that’s what Dinesh took comfort in – the possibility that he would never actually be called upon to execute his duties. It was a pleasant fiction. He would remain on eternal standby, appearing brave without truly having to do anything brave.

      But today… well, today was the day that fiction disintegrated.

      Dinesh had been sipping on his coffee when he came across an ad for a business. The message was short and sweet – the owner was expanding it into a franchise. He wanted serious investors only, and the squeamish need not apply. The business specialised in killing rats and roaches.

      Seeing it had caused Dinesh to gasp and straighten. Coffee dribbled down his chin. He felt as if someone had just sucker-punched him in the gut.

      Eyes wide, wiping his mouth, he had to read the ad over and over again, just to be sure. But... there could be no mistake. The phrasing was just right. This was a clandestine signal. A signal to activate.

      It’s happening. It’s really happening.

      Dinesh had felt a rush of emotions right then, twisting within him.

      Excitement.

      Intrigue.

      Fear.

      But there would be no time to dwell on these feelings, because this was the green light he’d been waiting for. It was a call to act; a chance to fulfil the oath he’d taken. And, as a Catholic with a conscience, he knew that he had to rise to the challenge. No more flights of fancy, no more fairy tales.

      Now, as Dinesh moved along the sidewalk, he scanned the shopfronts and the pedestrians around him. He must have taken this path a hundred times over, but today, with the weight of the knowledge he bore, the cityscape felt hyperreal, claustrophobic.

      The smells and sounds congealed, and as he tipped his eyes skyward, he saw a drone swoop past a high-rise. Electronic surveillance peered down from the heavens above.

      The short hairs at the back of his neck stiffened and – Holy Mary, Mother of God – his anxiousness grew. He sucked in a breath and counted down the seconds, then exhaled.

      No, Dinesh didn’t consider himself a brave man at all.

      In fact, a small voice at the back of his mind was telling him to break into a flat-out run. Seek cover and hide. But wringing his hands and swallowing, Dinesh fought the urge, and he lowered his gaze. He reassured himself that staying on course was the best move. Perhaps the wisest move.

      He remembered what his handler, Farah, had told him.

      The alphabet-soup agencies were always watching. NSA, ISA, CIA. They had eyes and ears everywhere, which made it impossible to evade their coverage completely. And any clumsy attempt to do so would only single you out for even more surveillance.

      No, the only thing left to do was to understand the extent of Big Brother, then willingly and wholly embrace it. Farah had told him that despite all their data-mining and interception capabilities, the Americans and their allies couldn’t possibly track every individual.

      No, the sheer amount of raw intelligence being gathered from multiple sources meant they were constantly being swamped by information. Too many images. Too much chatter. Impossible to process all at once.

      So they settled on a compromised workflow.

      First, they used computer algorithms to search for patterns. Red flags. Clues to zero in on. And once the metadata was streamlined and organised, only then were human analysts tasked to take a closer look. But, even so, they were still faced with a mountain of false positives to sift through.

      It was obvious that the Americans and their allies didn’t actually know what they were looking for. So they rounded up all information, hoarding everything for analysis.

      This was an obsession born out of fear. Fear of what they couldn’t control, what they couldn’t anticipate. And this was their weakness. By relying so much on automated technology, they had unwittingly created blind spots, gaps, shadows.

      Dinesh knew that the best way to exploit the system was to hide in plain sight. He needed to be as natural as he could be and blend into the scenery.

      Kepong was as good a place as any to do this. It was outside the Blue Zone, an urban jungle, cramped and teeming, which created a million variables.

      Perfect.

      Dinesh felt calmer now. He breathed easier. He was more confident of the persona he needed to assume.

      I’m just an ordinary man. I’m heading out for breakfast. I have no other motives. No reason to set off any red flags.

      With that in mind, Dinesh climbed up a pedestrian overpass. He crossed the street, and he descended on the other side.

      A cluster of mamak stalls loomed. Cooking oil hissed and crackled. The thick scent of roti and mee wafted, and the morning crowd thronged, occupying the open-air tables.

      Dinesh made a show of looking for a place to sit. He pivoted this way and that, but no luck. So, shaking his head and sighing in mock frustration, he approached a stall.

      He ordered a roti canai with curry and paid the man at the cash register. Dinesh told him to pack it up as a takeaway. Then he stood by the stall and waited, crossing his arms.

      Any moment now. Any moment now...

      That’s when he felt a woman brush past him. It was so close that he could smell her sweet perfume and feel the hotness of her breath on his arm.

      It was Farah.

      She slipped something into the back pocket of his pants.

      Dinesh blinked, but he didn’t react. He didn’t even turn around to see who it was.

      Remain calm. Remain cool.

      He maintained his posture. He didn’t touch his pocket. He kept his face impassive and continued staring straight ahead.

      He waited until his food order was ready, then he picked it up and retreated from the mamak stalls, hitting the sidewalk.

      Dinesh performed an SDR – a surveillance-detection run.

      He rounded one intersection, then another. He slipped through an alley, crossed the street, then he entered a bazaar.

      He swept his gaze across the noisy peddlers selling everything from knock-off handbags to pornographic DVDs. He lingered, angling left, then right, then left again, subtly checking his rear, then he exited at the far end of the bazaar.

      So far as he could tell, no one had tailed him.

      Dinesh decided that he was clean, and he allowed himself a smile.

      Oh yes.

      He had made it through the gauntlet, and he was proud of himself.
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      Dinesh Nair’s bookshop was in an old heritage building that dated back to the Second World War. It was a place of nostalgia; a place of memories.

      It took him only fifteen minutes to walk here, and as he unshackled the grated door at the entrance and slid it open on its squeaky rollers, he felt a touch of regret.

      What was it that Andre Berthiaume once said?

      We all wear masks, and the time comes when we cannot remove them without removing our own skin.

      Now, more than ever, Dinesh understood the sentiment.

      He climbed the wooden staircase, steps creaking. He approached the door on the landing beyond. He squinted his eyes and located several strands of hair wedged into the upper-right corner of the door frame. He saw that they were intact; undisturbed.

      Good.

      The evening before, Dinesh had plucked out his own hair and placed them there on purpose. It was simple tradecraft but effective. If anyone had tried to pick the lock and break into his shop, the strands would have fallen loose, alerting him to the intrusion, and he would have been forced to take the necessary countermeasures.

      But – thank God – it wasn’t going to come to that. No one was snooping on him; no one was setting up an ambush. At least not yet.

      He could have installed an old-fashioned alarm. Maybe even infrared cameras or motion sensors. But then again, if he did, it would only signal Big Brother that he had something to hide.

      No, being low profile is better.

      Unlocking the door, Dinesh brushed sweat away from his forehead and stepped into his shop. He savoured the muted sunlight filtering through the glazed windows. He listened to the fluttering of unseen pigeons as they took flight from the rooftop above, and he breathed in the musky scent of a thousand books.

      Dinesh sighed.

      This shop was his pride and joy. He had started it after he retired as an engineer, and it had seen him through the grief of his wife’s sudden passing. It had allowed him to come to terms with the tragedy and heal.

      The atmosphere here was quaint. Silent and still. It was a place to retreat from the harshness of the world; indulge in enchanting stories from bygone eras.

      His favourite novels were the espionage classics from authors such as Joseph Conrad and Graham Greene. He never failed to recommend them to each new person who stepped into his shop, even going so far as to offer them tea and biscuits, inviting them to stay a while.

      Most of the time, he only met them once, then never saw them again. His regular customers were few and far between, which meant that he barely made enough to cover the rent. Sad but understandable. In this digital era of quick downloads and even quicker consumption, old books held very little allure.

      More than once, Dinesh had weighed up the pros and cons of his vocation. And, yes, he had considered shutting up his shop, leaving, emigrating.

      He had two grown sons. They were doctors in Australia. One worked in Melbourne, and the other worked in Hobart. And during their chat sessions on Skype, they never failed to prod him.

      Appa, we don’t understand why you’re being so stubborn. Malaysia is a godforsaken country. Things are getting from bad to worse. And we’re worried sick about your safety. So, please, just pack up your things and come to Australia. We’ll take care of you.

      Dinesh had found himself tempted by the offer. Seriously tempted. After all, he missed his sons, and he thought about them every single day.

      But, so far, he had refused to give in. He believed – no, he insisted – that there was still hope. Hope for the country to change; hope for the situation to get better. And it was that faith that had sustained him. He was born a Malaysian, and he was determined to die a Malaysian.

      Of course, he wasn’t a brave man.

      Not truly.

      But he had to act like he was, at least in front of his sons.

      C’est la vie.

      Shaking his head, Dinesh walked to his desk in the corner. He switched on a table lamp for more light, then he pulled the envelope from the back pocket of his pants.

      He opened it and withdrew a piece of paper. On first glance, it looked like a fragment of someone’s dissertation. In this case, it was an essay exploring the significance of Captain Ahab’s obsession with the whale in Moby-Dick.

      But, of course, Dinesh knew it was much more than that.

      He sat, and hunched over, he began to decrypt the skip code embedded in the text. First, on a separate notepad, he selected and wrote out every fifth letter from the essay. Then, once he had completed that sequence, he skipped each alphabet by one. For instance, ‘A’ became ‘B’, and ‘M’ became ‘N’.

      He continued on like that until he had extracted the true message hidden beneath the surface. And once he did, Dinesh felt his mouth go dry. He blinked hard and glanced at the big round clock hanging on the wall beside him. It was ten minutes to eight.

      Holy Mary, Mother of God.

      His eyes darted back to the message. He read it a second time, a third. But… there could be no mistake. The instructions were ominously clear.

      Dinesh suddenly felt uncertain; confused.

      As if the earth itself had shifted beneath him.

      This doesn’t make sense.

      But, then again, he was merely a conduit; a means to an end. He only ever saw one or two pieces of the jigsaw. Not the whole thing. Never the whole thing. And he knew that he had to follow through, even if he couldn’t completely fathom his role in all of this.

      Rising from his seat, he switched off the table lamp. He tore out the page he had written on the notepad, and he crumpled up both the decrypted message and the essay. He dumped them into a steel bin beneath the table.

      He uncapped a bottle of alcohol and poured it over the paper. Then, striking a matchstick and dropping it in, he set the paper ablaze. He watched everything burn until there was nothing left but ashes.

      Done.

      Muscles tense, heart palpitating, he closed up his shop. He placed strands of hair on his front door, then he departed for home, being sure to take a circuitous route.

      Holy Mary, Mother of God.

      He had no doubt that what was about to happen in the Blue Zone today was going to be big. Beyond terrible.
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      At 0800 hours, Maya heard Adam knock on her door.

      When she opened it, she saw that he was his usual roguish self. He was leaning against the door frame, all swagger, no softness, as if last night’s intimacy had never happened.

      Adam tipped his chin. ‘Good morning. Sleep well?’

      Maya had to stop herself from snickering. She wanted to tell him that, no, she had slept fitfully. She had tossed and turned, and she still felt the bitter aftertaste of the mixed signals he had given her.

      She ached to confront him, to seek resolution. But – hot damn – she wasn’t in the mood for another soap opera.

      So she smiled a plastic smile and straightened. She lied through her teeth. ‘Slept great. Thanks for asking.’

      ‘Sweet as. You ready to head downstairs for breakfast?’

      ‘Roger that. Lead the way.’
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      The hotel’s restaurant was on the tenth floor, rimmed by plate-glass windows that looked out on to the city streets. The decor was sleek and classy, draped in soft colours.

      At this hour, there wasn’t much of a crowd, and only one-third of the tables were occupied. The buffet line, though, was impressive. It was a luscious spread of different cuisines. Everything smelled good.

      Adam went for the full Western – eggs, bacon, toast and coffee.

      Maya went for something lighter – Chinese fish porridge and tea.

      Then they picked a spot in a quiet corner in an alcove right beside a window. They had forty-five minutes before Hunter came around to pick them up. So they could take their time with their meal and keep it leisurely.

      Adam smeared raspberry jam over his toast. ‘So, back to business.’

      Maya took a spoonful of steaming porridge and sipped on it slowly. ‘Yeah, back to business.’

      ‘Any thoughts on how we’re going to do the interview?’

      Maya hardened her jaw. She knew they couldn’t avoid the topic forever. It was the proverbial elephant in the room. Their mission. Their objective.

      Hunter had arranged for them to interview Robert Caulfield. He was their principal, their first point of contact. The man whose abducted son had kicked off the Shiite rebellion.

      Speaking to him was going to be delicate, to say the least, and coaxing him to reveal more about his business interests would be even harder.

      Maya exhaled and leaned back. She ran her hand through her hair. ‘We’ll have to tread carefully. I mean, the principal is obviously distraught. We don’t want to add to his pain. But, at the same time, we don’t want to inflate his hopes either.’

      ‘Well, gee, if the Agency and JSOC couldn’t pinpoint his son with all their spycraft and gizmos, what chance do we have, right?’

      ‘Slim to none.’

      ‘Uh-huh.’ Adam bit into his toast. Brushed crumbs off his shirt. ‘Four months is a hell of a long time to come up with zilch.’

      ‘The trail’s gone cold. And we’ll have to do our best to fix that.’

      ‘Okay. Let’s fix it. Where do you think Khadijah is holding the boy?’

      Maya paused and thought about it. ‘Can’t be Kuala Lumpur itself. It’s got to be somewhere outside.’

      ‘Someplace rural? Kelantan? Kedah?’

      ‘Negative. Those states are too far away. It has to be somewhere closer than that.’

      ‘Probably a location difficult to surveil with drones or satellites.’

      ‘Agreed.’

      ‘So…?’

      ‘I’m thinking... Pahang. Yeah, Pahang sounds about right. It’s close enough, and it’s the largest state on the peninsula. Filled with rainforest. The foliage there is multi-layered and provides optimum camouflage. And the terrain is rugged enough to be inaccessible to vehicles.’

      Adam clucked his tongue, and he picked up his fork and knife. He started digging into his bacon and eggs. ‘A natural fortress. Easy to conceal and defend.’

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘And being amongst the Orang Asli doesn’t hurt either.’

      Maya nodded. ‘It’s a strategic advantage that’s too good for Khadijah to pass up.’

      The Orang Asli were the aboriginal people on the Malay Peninsula. They were hunter-gatherers, perfectly in sync with the wilderness, and over generations, they had developed the skills that made them the best trackers in the region.

      In 1948, when a communist insurgency took root in the rural areas, it was the Orang Asli who came to the defence of their country. Their courage and fieldcraft had tipped the balance in the jungle fighting, ensuring victory over the communists by 1960.

      Tragically, any sense of national gratitude didn’t last very long.

      The government they had fought and died for quickly turned its back on them, whitewashing them from history, and in the decades since, logging and land clearing had destroyed their traditional way of life. It forced them into poverty, and the government had alienated them even further by pressuring them to convert to Sunni Islam.

      And now? Well, the old saying applied.

      The enemy of my enemy is my friend.

      With nothing left to lose, the Orang Asli had allied themselves with Khadijah, and she had likely found refuge among them in the Pahang rainforests, perhaps the last great frontier in the country. The irony of it was bitter.

      Adam spoke, ‘That kind of wilderness has got to be a frightening place for a city kid like Owen.’

      ‘No doubt.’ Maya sighed. ‘But I’ve read Owen’s psych profile, and he seems like a resilient boy. So long as Khadijah’s not mistreating him, I think he’ll pull through.’

      ‘Hey, if all the proof-of-life videos that we’ve seen so far are anything to go by, then Owen is healthy and well-fed. So it’s safe to assume that he’s holding up okay.’

      ‘Small mercies.’

      ‘Yeah, well, at this point, we can’t really afford to be choosy. We’ll take what we can get...’

      And that’s when Maya heard the explosion.

      Boom.

      It rumbled in the distance, like a rolling thunderclap, and she felt her table vibrate.

      Several of the restaurant’s patrons gasped and cowered.

      Maya looked through the window beside her. She saw a mushroom cloud rising, unfurling like the petals of a flower, blackening the skyline to the east.

      She blinked and swallowed. She figured that ground zero was maybe ten klicks away. Just outside the Blue Zone.

      Close. Too close.

      Adam frowned. ‘What’s that? A car bomb?’

      ‘They must have hit one of the checkpoints.’

      ‘Well, shit. A good-morning call from the Black Widows.’

      Maya grimaced. She thought of all the casualties, of all the collateral damage, and she felt her stomach cramp up.

      Black Widows...

      That’s what everyone had taken to calling the insurgents now, apparently because most of them were female. They were the widows of Shiite men that the Malaysian security forces had murdered over the years.

      Black Widows...

      Personally, Maya thought the name was in bad taste. Still, she couldn’t deny that it sounded sexy – an Islamic militant group driven by a female cult of personality, hell-bent on exacting vengeance.

      Maya glanced around the restaurant. She took in the worried faces. Diplomats. Journalists. Aid workers. They had come from all over the world to partake in this, as if the present situation was a damn carnival. And she had to wonder how many of them actually understood what they had gotten themselves into.

      Outside the hotel, sirens started to wail, rising to a crescendo.

      Maya watched as a Stryker armoured personnel carrier sped past the street intersection just below, trailed by two fire engines, then an ambulance.

      The quick-response force would be mobilising now, locking down the entire area around the attack, mopping up the mess.

      Adam bunched up his shoulders and started eating again, his expression nonchalant. ‘I guess Hunter is going to be delayed. Traffic’s going to be gnarly for the next couple of hours...’

      Maya turned back to Adam, cheeks pinched, wanting to say something in reply.

      But then she got distracted by a flicker of motion to her right.

      A young waitress was sauntering past their table, wearing a headscarf, and she was holding up a serving tray with drinks. She looked demure, non-threatening. But there was something not quite right with her posture. Specifically, there was something wrong with her hand.

      Maya stared, her eyes narrowing.

      And – holy fuck – she saw it.

      It was the scar tissue between the woman’s thumb and forefinger. It was the telltale mark of someone who was used to firing a gun habitually.

      A shooter.

      The woman paused in mid-step, and she craned her neck and locked eyes with Maya. And, in one fluid motion, she dropped her tray, drinks splashing, and she reached beneath her apron.

      Maya lunged to her feet. ‘Gun!’
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      Time slowed to a crawl, and Maya could hear her heart hammering in her ears.

      She didn’t have time to think, only to react. Mouth dry, muscles burning, she threw herself against the table before her, shoving it against the insurgent just as she got her weapon out – a Steyr TMP.

      The table’s legs screeched against the marble floor. Plates and cups flipped and crashed. The table’s edge caught the insurgent in the stomach, and she staggered back, squeezing her gun’s trigger, spraying shots on full automatic.

      The window behind Maya erupted.

      People screamed.

      Adam was already out of his seat, unholstering his pistol, bringing it up to bear in a classic Weaver stance, both hands clasping his weapon and punching it forward, extending his elbows, acquiring a sight picture.

      He fired once.

      Twice.

      Three times.

      Blood speckled the air, and the fedayee pinwheeled and hit the floor, her blouse shredded by bullet impacts. She gasped and wheezed, crimson saliva bubbling on her lips, and Adam pumped two more rounds into her, vaporising her face, making sure she was neutralised.

      Maya stared down at the dead woman. She was feeling stunned, confused. And – boom – that’s when she heard another bomb detonate in the south. And – boom – another blast in the north. And – boom – yet another in the west.

      This was a chorus of violence.

      A symphony of chaos.

      And, in that god-awful moment, Maya understood.

      The bombs are a diversion. They already have sleeper cells positioned inside the Blue Zone. It’s a full-on assault.

      Blinking hard, Maya drew her pistol, and that’s when she saw a chef bursting out from the kitchen doors just beyond the buffet line, ducking low. But – hell – he wasn’t a chef at all. He was an insurgent with an Uzi Pro braced against his shoulder.

      ‘Contact left!’ Maya yelled. ‘Left!’

      Tracking the moving fedayee with her pistol, she sidestepped and fanned her trigger, snapping off as many rounds as she could, and her shots walloped into the buffet line, pinging off the silver dishware, sparks flowering, food exploding.

      But – hot damn – the insurgent was fast.

      He was scurrying like a monkey, and he fired back in three-round bursts.

      Maya hurtled towards a pillar, wincing as bullets scorched past her head, hissing like angry hornets, and she swung into cover just as more gunfire followed, drumming against the pillar itself, powdering the air with flying plaster and concrete.

      Maya knew that she was pinned down.

      The insurgent had taken up a superior position beyond the buffet line.

      Bad. Very bad.

      Maya swallowed, her fingers flexing around her pistol. But, from the edge of her eye, she could see that Adam had sidled up in the alcove directly to her left.

      He popped out, shooting hard, distracting the insurgent, then he ducked back into cover as the insurgent fired back at him.

      Adam reloaded. He dropped his spent magazine, slapping in a fresh one. Then he glanced at Maya and held up one finger and made a circling motion, then clenched his fist.

      Bait-and-switch.

      Maya understood and gave him a thumbs up.

      Adam popped back out again, trading shots with the insurgent, keeping him occupied.

      Maya peeled away from the pillar and dived to the floor, and panting, she crawled and stretched out, aquaplaning on her belly and – yes – she reached the dead female insurgent, still lying where they had left her.

      Maya prised the Steyr TMP from the woman’s limp fingers. Then she pulled spare magazines free from the ammunition belt under the woman’s apron. Then she rolled under a table and reloaded the sub-machine gun.

      That’s when Maya heard someone screaming to her right, and she peeked out. She saw a female civilian trying to make a run for the elevators, her high heels clacking on the marble floor. But the woman didn’t get very far before her screams were cut off by a burst of gunfire, and she slumped against a wall, painting it red.

      Goddamn...

      Maya bit her lip. She knew they needed to end this, and end this now.

      So she chambered a round into the Steyr. She kicked the table over for cover, and she rose to a crouch. ‘Suppressing fire!’

      Maya leaned out, squeezing on the sub-machine gun’s trigger, and it bucked like a wild animal in her hands as she opened up on the insurgent. She fired in sustained bursts, forcing him to keep his head down.

      Adam used the distraction to dart forward.

      He circled around and outflanked the fedayee, and before the bastard could figure out what was happening, Adam had already slid around the corner of the buffet line and pumped two rounds into the side of his skull.

      Tango down.
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      Maya inhaled and exhaled.

      She lowered her smoking weapon.

      The air stank of gunpowder, hot metal, salty sweat.

      The wind whipped through the restaurant’s shattered windows. Torn curtains billowed, and the sound of sirens, helicopters and gunfire echoed from the cityscape outside.

      The restaurant’s patrons huddled in the corners, shivering, sobbing, traumatised.

      Maya reloaded her Steyr and swept her gaze over them. She kept her voice even. ‘Everyone stay down. Don’t move until we tell you to. Do you understand? Stay down.’

      Maya shuffled forward, still cautious, gun at the low-ready.

      She rejoined Adam, who had already picked up the dead insurgent’s Uzi.

      He slapped a new magazine into the weapon. He pointed at his eyes, then pointed at the kitchen doors beyond the buffet line. They were swaying ever so slightly, hinges creaking.

      Maya hardened her jaw and nodded, and they took up positions on either side of the doors. She counted down with her fingers, mouthing silently.

      Three. Two. One.

      They swung into the kitchen.

      Maya aimed low.

      Adam aimed high.

      They cleared the doorway, then they separated and combed the aisles between the benches, stoves and ovens. They sliced past the corners, tracking their weapons this way and that way.

      ‘Clear left,’ Maya said.

      ‘Clear right,’ Adam said.

      All they found were the restaurant’s cooks and waiters, stunned and cowering. Still, they didn’t have the luxury of making false assumptions. So they patted down every man, every woman, just to be sure they weren’t armed fedayeen.
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      They were safe for now.

      Maya and Adam gathered all the civilians on the restaurant’s main floor. With the help of a first-aid kit from the kitchen, they treated and stabilised those who had suffered flesh wounds.

      Unfortunately, they couldn’t save everyone. Four guests had been killed during the gunfight itself. And another – a waitress – had suffered two nicked arteries and bled out shortly after.

      For the sake of dignity, Maya and Adam grabbed tablecloths and spread them over the bodies of the dead civilians. It was the best they could do, given the circumstances.

      Calling for outside help was proving tricky. They had no cell-phone reception, no Wi-Fi, and none of the regular phones in the restaurant worked either.

      Maya guessed that the insurgents had knocked out the cellular networks in the Blue Zone, and they had also cut the landlines within the hotel itself.

      Devious.

      Maya checked the dead fedayeen in the restaurant, and they both carried two-way radios. However, the radios were locked by four-digit PINs, with no way to bypass, which meant they couldn’t receive or transmit. Frustrating.

      Adam clucked his tongue. ‘So what now?’

      Maya shook her head. ‘The smart thing to do would be to hunker down. Create a defensive wedge here.’ She looked at the civilians. ‘Our first priority should be to keep them safe. But...’ Maya hesitated.

      Adam nodded. ‘But you want to summon the cavalry. You don’t want to be waiting idly by; twiddling your thumbs.’

      ‘Yeah, well, we don’t know what the opposing force is like out there. We don’t know how long this is going to go on for—’

      Hiss. Whoosh. Boom.

      As if to punctuate Maya’s point, another explosion went off just outside the hotel. She frowned, shifting her weight from one foot to the other, feeling jittery.

      She glanced out the windows and surveyed the black smoke rising from the streets below. She could just about make out a running battle taking place between the police and insurgents.

      Hiss. Whoosh. Boom.

      Another explosion came from the intersection ahead.

      A rocket-propelled grenade had struck a police patrol car, which burst into flames and skidded into a lamppost.

      The outside breeze fluttered against Maya’s face, and she breathed in the acrid stench of burning petrol.

      Shit.

      It looked bad.

      Adam cleared his throat. ‘Okay. All right. I’ll stay right here. Harden up this position and guard the civvies. And you go retrieve the satphone in your luggage.’

      Maya turned back to face him. ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘We don’t really have a choice.’ Adam shrugged. ‘The longer we wait, the bigger this clusterfuck’s going to get. Agreed?’

      Maya stretched her lips thin, and she sighed. She couldn’t find a reason to argue with that assessment. ‘Well, copy that.’

      ‘Good. Let’s get moving.’
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      The restaurant elevators didn’t work.

      Neither did the service elevator in the kitchen.

      Maya didn’t know who had disabled them – the insurgents or hotel security. But she figured that having frozen elevators was both a good thing and a bad thing.

      Good because anyone trying to breach the restaurant would have to do it the old-fashioned way – through the stairwells. And they were natural choke points which could be easily barricaded, blocking a direct assault. But it was also bad because it meant that Maya would have to use those same stairs to reach her room on the twenty-fifth floor. It was a long way up, and she could think of several things that could go wrong.

      She could be confronted with insurgents descending from the floors above. Or insurgents ascending from the floors below. Or insurgents closing in from both directions at once, catching her in a pincer movement.

      Scary.

      Still, on the balance of probabilities, Maya knew that using the stairs was a far better option than riding in an elevator, because she hated the idea of being boxed in with no room to manoeuvre, never knowing what you were going to face once the elevator doors opened. No way was she going to be a sitting duck.

      No fucking way.

      So the stairwell it was. But which one? There was a primary stairwell leading out of the restaurant, as well as a secondary stairwell leading out of the kitchen.

      After some thought, Maya decided on the secondary.

      She figured that this route would have less foot traffic, giving her the best possible chance of dodging trouble. Granted, it wasn’t a foolproof plan, but for now, it would have to do.

      ‘Stay frosty.’ Adam touched her on the arm and gave her a gentle squeeze. ‘Don’t make me come after you.’

      Maya smiled. ‘I’ll be back before you know it.’

      ‘Hey, I’ll hold you to that.’

      ‘Promises, promises.’

      Maya took a deep breath, press-checked her weapons and entered the stairwell. And behind her, Adam and several civilians grunted and heaved, pushing a refrigerator against the doorway, blocking it off.

      No turning back now.
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      Maya began climbing.

      She held her sub-machine gun at the high-ready, and she kept herself on the outer edge of the staircase, away from the banister, close to the wall.

      She moved at a measured pace, not too fast, not too slow, always maintaining her balance, taking one step at a time. And she swivelled her head from side to side, maximising her field of vision, concentrating, listening.

      Maya felt exposed and vulnerable.

      Tactically speaking, a stairwell was one of the worst places to be in. The sight lines here were limited, and the angles of fire were tight. Too damn tight. Definitely not a great place to get into a gunfight.

      Maya could feel sweat gathering on her forehead, and her skin was flushed. There was no air conditioning in the stairwell, which made it hot as hell.

      At this point, it was oh-so-tempting for her to rush, to push herself onward, skipping over two or three steps at a time. But that would be a mistake. She couldn’t afford to compromise her balance. Or create excessive noise. Or strain herself to the point of dehydration.

      Easy does it...

      So up Maya went, maintaining her smooth shuffle. She cleared each flight of stairs, swinging around each landing, counting down the floor numbers.

      Fifteen.

      Sixteen.

      Seventeen.

      Her leg muscles were beginning to burn, but Maya didn’t dwell on that. Instead she practised what Papa had taught her.

      When we get out of here, Adam and I are going to have a long holiday on a nice sandy beach in Langkawi. We’ll be sipping on coconut water. Enjoying the sun and surf. And we’ll have nothing to stress about. Absolutely nothing at all.

      It was neurolinguistic programming. Using the future tense. Projecting a healthy outcome. It dampened Maya’s discomfort and kept her going.

      Eighteen.

      Nineteen.

      Twenty.

      And that’s when Maya heard a door swivel open with a bang just below her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 30

        

      

    

    
      Maya froze.

      Footsteps echoed in the stairwell.

      Multiple subjects.

      They were several levels below her, and since she was standing well away from the banister, they wouldn’t see her right away.

      However, as she listened to the cadence of their movements, it was obvious that they were making their way up, not down, which meant they would be upon her in no time at all.

      Maya sucked on her teeth, shoulders tightening. She leaned towards the banister and peered over quickly. Once. Twice.

      Five floors below, she caught a glimpse of men in motion, and in their hands, gunmetal flashed under the fluorescent light. They were most definitely armed.

      Are they insurgents? Or hotel security?

      Maya remembered the contractor that she had seen in the lobby last night. She remembered his apathetic attitude, his lack of proper tradecraft, and she understood what would have happened.

      The security contractors would have been the first to be singled out and targeted. And the insurgents would have eliminated them immediately. Hell, that’s what I would do if I was launching an assault.

      Maya shook her head, eyebrows furrowing. She wasn’t hoping for a miracle.

      When there is doubt, then there is no doubt.

      She had to assume that the subjects closing in on her were fedayeen. At the moment, she had the high ground. This was a tactical advantage. She was above. The insurgents were below. And if she initiated contact by firing on them, she could easily pick off one or two before the rest could respond.

      And then what? A running firefight in the stairwell?

      She reminded herself that her objective was to reach her room. Get the satellite phone and call for help. Anything more than that was a reckless diversion.

      Don’t take stupid risks.

      So Maya made a decision. She disengaged and crept up the remaining steps and slipped through the door on the twenty-first floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 31

        

      

    

    
      Maya stepped into the corridor beyond, and she almost tripped over the body of a woman.

      She winced, her breath caught in her throat. The woman was lying face down and sprawled out, her back riddled with bullet holes, and right beside her was a man with similar wounds.

      Maya reached down and pressed her fingers against the woman’s neck, then the man’s. Neither of them had a pulse.

      Damn it.

      It looked like the couple had been cut down in mid-flight, desperately trying to reach the secondary stairwell.

      Maya swallowed, straightened and stepped over their bodies.

      Sorrow clawed at her heart.

      She hated leaving them lying like this. It felt... undignified. But she had no choice. She had to keep moving. She was exactly four floors below where she needed to be, and her best bet now was to leave the secondary stairwell behind and try to reach the primary stairwell ahead.

      So Maya pushed deeper into the corridor, eyes narrowed, gun tracking from side to side. And that’s when she heard the sound of footsteps approaching from up ahead.

      A single subject.
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      Maya had precious few options.

      She couldn’t return to the secondary stairwell, because if she did, she’d only bump into the insurgents ascending behind her. And she couldn’t continue to push forward either, because whoever was approaching was coming in fast.

      Maya didn’t relish the idea of engaging in close-quarters battle in a narrow corridor. It would be a shooting gallery; a fatal funnel. It wasn’t likely to end well.

      So Maya decided that the only thing left to do was to backtrack to the intersection just behind the stairwell door, where the corridor split into two.

      She ducked behind the corner on the left.

      She crouched and waited.

      The footsteps got closer and louder.

      Maya heard panting and sobbing.

      It sounded like a woman, confused, terrified.

      A civilian.

      Maya exhaled. She was about to step out and help the woman when she heard the door to the stairwell burst open.

      Multiple footsteps spilled out into the corridor ahead.

      Voices murmured.

      Maya stiffened.

      Fuck it.

      The insurgents had chosen this exact same floor to emerge. Maya could hear the woman being grabbed and forced to her knees. She was crying out, pleading for mercy.

      The insurgents were going to execute her.

      Maya could feel red-hot adrenaline kicking in her gut, tunnelling her vision, amping up her senses. She couldn’t let this atrocity happen. She had no choice but to intervene.
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      Nostrils flaring, teeth clenched, Maya swung out, and sidestepping from left to right, she opened up on the fedayeen, firing in controlled bursts, dropping two of them with headshots, and the remaining two insurgents realised what was happening and dived for cover.

      The woman was screaming and cowering, tears streaking her face.

      ‘Run!’ Maya yelled. ‘Goddamn it! Run!’

      The woman had the good sense to obey. She lunged to her feet and scampered down the corridor, fleeing back in the direction that she had come from.

      ‘Keep running! Don’t stop!’

      The surviving insurgents returned fire, but Maya was already catapulting herself around the corner, bullets snapping and cracking against the walls.

      A ceiling light exploded into sparks.

      Maya aimed over her shoulder and blindfired until her Steyr went dry. Then she peeled away from the corner and ran, reloading on the move, her mouth gulping air, her legs pumping.

      Maya had saved the civilian but at her own expense. She could hear the fedayeen pursuing her now, shouting obscenities.

      Maya reached another intersection in the corridor, and she rounded the corner, kept on running, and she hit yet another intersection, slicing past it, and that’s when she scooted to a stop, her eyes wide, her heart dropping.

      Maya was staring at a wall.

      Dead end.
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      The only place left to go was the hotel-room door to her right.

      Maya didn’t think. She just reacted.

      She fired on full automatic at the doorjamb, emptying her Steyr’s magazine, splintering wood, and with a desperate leap, she threw her shoulder against the door, feeling the bone-jarring impact.

      The door gave way just as gunfire thundered behind her, bullet impacts chewing up the carpet mere inches away.

      Gasping, Maya fell into the room’s doorway.

      She drew her pistol and blindfired to keep the insurgents at bay while she reloaded her Steyr. Then, swapping weapons, she blindfired the Steyr while she reloaded her pistol until, eventually, she ran out of ammunition for the Steyr.

      All Maya had left was her pistol.

      Bad. Very bad.

      She knew she was in a piss-poor position. She was backed up into a room with no means of escape. And that’s when she heard the telltale thud of a frag grenade bouncing and rolling down the corridor.

      One, one-thousand...

      The grenade came to a rest against the door frame. Maya stared at it. She knew it had a timed fuse. She only had a couple of seconds.

      Two, two-thousand...

      Gasping, she reached out, grabbed the grenade and tossed it back.

      Three, three-thousand...

      The grenade detonated in mid-air, and Maya covered her head, feeling the shock wave ripple through the corridor.

      The walls shook.

      A vanity mirror dropped and shattered.

      But that didn’t stop the fedayeen. They continued advancing, firing hard, their assault fierce, and Maya had no choice but to disengage from the doorway and retreat further into the room.

      She darted behind the bed and fired back, but her pistol was no match for their automatic weapons. They were right at the doorway now, spraying bullets everywhere.

      The bed exploded into fluff.

      A chair toppled over, disintegrating.

      Maya dived-rolled into the bathroom. She flipped herself into the bathtub just as gunshots ricocheted off the ceramic. Her ears were buzzing, and her mouth was dry.

      Good God.

      The bastards had her pinned down. She could hear them coming into the bathroom now. They were almost upon her—

      And that’s when a fresh cascade of gunfire erupted from behind the fedayeen and – holy shit – they both convulsed in mid-motion and went down.

      Maya heard a flurry of voices.

      ‘X-rays down.’

      ‘Clear left.’

      ‘Clear right.’

      ‘All clear.’

      Maya blinked and raised her head, breathing in short spurts, her heart still hammering.

      Commandos in dark battledress were standing over the bodies of the dead insurgents, looking like high-tech ninjas. They were JSOC operators. General MacFarlane’s boys. They had their rifles trained on Maya.

      So she dropped her pistol and raised her empty hands, giving them a weary laugh. ‘Friendly. I’m friendly. And, hey, I’ve got a bunch of civvies holed up in the restaurant on the tenth floor. They really, really need your help.’

      The operators exchanged glances, then they lowered their guns, reached down and helped Maya out of the bathtub.
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      It was evening, and two Apache helicopters were circling in the hazy sky, maintaining an overwatch, their hulls shimmering in the dying light.

      Maya studied them for a moment before lowering her gaze. She was sitting with Adam at what remained of the bar on the hotel’s ground floor.

      Close by, the swimming pool was stained a hideous red from all the blood that had been spilled, and all around them, rescue workers were busy treating the wounded and loading up the dead into body bags.

      The air smelled of antiseptic and ash and cordite, and somewhere in the distance, sporadic gunfire crackled, a reminder that pockets of insurgent resistance still remained elsewhere in the city.

      For the most part, though, the siege was over. A measure of calm had fallen over the hotel. But it didn’t feel like a victory.

      Maya took a long swig from a bottle of vodka. She wasn’t much of a drinker, and she hated the taste of it, but the pleasant burn of alcohol helped to calm her frayed nerves. It took the edge off the adrenaline and made it easier to reflect.

      It had taken the Delta and SEAL operators most of the day to finish their sweep of the hotel. Room by room, corner by corner, they had flushed out and neutralised the hostiles, and they had freed hostages who were being held in the basement.

      All in all, it was a decent op. It had been executed by the numbers. And now… well, now came the inevitable clean-up.

      Maya placed her bottle on the bar’s counter. She hunched over and rubbed her temples. ‘One heck of a day.’

      Adam shrugged. ‘Could have been a lot worse if we hadn’t stopped that attack on the restaurant.’

      Maya puffed her cheeks and exhaled. ‘Well, hooray for that.’

      ‘You’re starting to second-guess yourself. Don’t.’

      ‘We could have done more. A lot more. And – damn it – we should have seen this one coming.’

      ‘Maybe. Maybe not.’

      ‘Ugh. I love your pearls of wisdom. I really do.’

      That’s when Maya spotted Hunter walking over. He had a woman by his side. She was tall and trim and blonde, moving with the sure-footed grace of a dancer.

      Adam waved at them. ‘Hey, mates. Join us. It’s happy hour.’

      ‘Happy hour my ass.’ Hunter chuckled weakly. His face was weary and pinched. He looked as if he had just gone through the seventh circle of hell. ‘Maya, Adam, I’d like to introduce you to my partner, Juno Nazarev.’

      Juno shook their hands, her grip firm and enthusiastic. ‘Great to finally meet you two. Gosh, the JSOC snake-eaters have been spouting platitudes. Calling you the Dynamic Duo.’

      Maya smiled as they all sat. ‘Is that a good thing or a bad thing?’

      Juno threw back her hair and laughed. ‘Well, yowza, when those gunfighters give you a nickname like that, it’s good. Definitely good. You ought to wear it like a badge of honour.’

      Juno spoke in a breezy Californian accent, but Maya could see that she had darkness lurking behind those bright eyes of hers. Juno wasn’t just another easy-going surfer girl. Heck, no. That effervescent cheer was just an act; a masquerade designed to throw off the unwise and the uninitiated.

      Underneath it all, Maya figured Juno was cunning and intelligent. Very much so. Certainly not someone you could afford to underestimate.

      Juno grinned and continued, ‘You seem to have caught the favour of the good general as well.’

      Maya raised her eyebrows. ‘MacFarlane?’

      ‘Mm-hm. That’s why he sent two squads of operators after you when you didn’t answer your satphone. Wasn’t really within his jurisdiction, and the Malaysians are throwing a hissy fit that he didn’t trust them enough to retake the hotel on their own. But, ooh, the man’s clearly taken a shine to you. So he’s willing to bust a few balls to make things happen.’

      Maya exchanged a knowing look with Adam. ‘Well, well. Looks like we’ll have to thank the good general when we see him, then.’

      Adam smirked. ‘Uh-huh. Copy that.’

      Hunter rubbed the back of his neck. His shoulders were tense. ‘We would have come sooner ourselves. But, you know, we were facing a firestorm of our own at the embassy. They were peppering us with mortars, RPGs, the works. And we lost three of our Marines.’

      ‘Goddamn.’ Adam scrunched up his face. ‘Sorry to hear that.’

      Juno snapped her fingers. ‘Closest fight I’d ever seen. Hair-raising would be the word. But, hey, we gave better than we got. That has to count for something, doesn’t it?’

      Hunter sighed and shook his head. ‘We were luckier than most. The sleepers were hitting bus depots, supermarkets, even a medical college. They had students that were supposed to be graduating today. Then – boom – a fucking shahid blew herself up in the middle of the ceremony. Atomised those poor kids.’

      ‘Damn it.’ Maya inhaled. ‘The scale and coordination of this thing… I mean, how did Khadijah even pull it off?’

      Juno raised her hands, frustrated. ‘Short answer? We don’t know. It’s a total intelligence failure. Sure, we’ve been receiving a minor uptick in terrorist chatter over this past week, but nothing that would have clued us in on major asymmetric action. I’m telling you, Chief Raynor is pissed. We’re going to have to kick ass and take names after this. Like, for real. Hard out. No stone left unturned.’

      Adam thumbed his nose. ‘The fact that Khadijah could plant so many sleepers inside the Blue Zone is proof of a massive security breach. Doesn’t exactly inspire confidence in the way the Malaysian administration’s been running the show.’

      Hunter snorted. ‘Yeah, you don’t say, buddy.’

      Just then, Maya spotted a familiar face. It was the woman that she had saved from the fedayeen earlier. The woman was being loaded on to a stretcher by paramedics and was being wheeled away. It looked like she had suffered a leg wound.

      The woman smiled at Maya and gave her a weak wave.

      Maya nodded and waved back.

      ‘Who’s that?’ Hunter asked.

      ‘A civvie I rescued. She was seconds away from being liquidated.’

      ‘Mm. Her lucky day.’

      ‘She’ll have to buy a lottery ticket after this one.’

      ‘Well, no shit.’ Adam folded his arms and cleared his throat. ‘But so much for our non-official cover, eh? We’re not going to pass for aid workers anymore. Not after our little adventure.’

      ‘Can’t do anything about that now.’ Maya shrugged. She turned back and regarded Hunter and Juno. ‘But, look, we still need to interview Robert Caulfield. Is that feasible? Is the man still up for it?’

      ‘As in right now?’ Hunter asked.

      ‘Yep, right now. We can’t afford to wait.’

      Juno retrieved a satphone from her satchel bag. ‘Okay. Let’s call ahead and find out, shall we?’
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      Dinesh Nair was sitting in his apartment’s living room. He was surrounded by lit candles, listening to his battery-powered radio.

      The reports coming out of the Blue Zone were speculative, fragmented, but what was obvious was that the intensity of the fighting was tapering off. It had taken most of the day, but the security forces were finally – finally – bringing order to chaos.

      As expected.

      Dinesh rubbed his face. His jaw was tight. He’d heard enough. Rising from his sofa, he switched off the radio. He padded over to his balcony and opened the sliding door, stepping out and leaning against the railing.

      The sun had almost disappeared, and it was nearly breezeless. The air felt humid, and without power, Dinesh knew that he couldn’t depend on air conditioning to offer him any relief tonight.

      With sweat forming under his shirt, he stared out at the urban terrain beyond. The dusk-till-dawn curfew was coming into effect, and only in the distance could he make out any significant light, mostly from the Blue Zone.

      Dinesh flexed his hands around the railing.

      Frankly, he couldn’t remember the last time Kepong had been hit by a power cut. Up until now, he had been fortunate enough to live in one of the few districts left untouched by the insurgency, and he had almost taken his luck for granted.

      But no longer.

      The front lines of this war had shifted, and hidden plans had been set in motion.

      Dinesh sighed.

      What was it that Tom Stoppard once said?

      We cross our bridges when we come to them and burn them behind us, with nothing to show for our progress except a memory of the smell of smoke and a presumption that once our eyes watered.

      Oh yes. He understood the anguish of that sentiment now.

      Still, Dinesh couldn’t completely grasp his role in all of this. Yes, a part of him was proud that Khadijah had activated him. He felt honoured by her trust. It was the opportunity of a lifetime, a chance to prove himself.

      But another part of him was restless and dissatisfied because what he had been called upon to do seemed almost too simplistic. He had been instructed to stay at home and wait until the assault on the Blue Zone was over. Wait until Farah made contact.

      And when exactly will that happen? And in what form?

      He ached to know because the stakes now were higher than they’d ever been. And, yes, he was feeling vulnerable and scared.

      The violence of the rebellion was tangible now, like an overbearing scent in the air. It was so thick that he could almost taste it. It was sickeningly real, no longer abstract, no longer hypothetical. Not like yesterday.

      Yes, Dinesh knew that he was part of the plan now. He just wasn’t sure to what degree. And that bothered him – his own inability to gauge the depth of his involvement.

      But… maybe he was looking at this thing the wrong way. Maybe it wasn’t in his place to question so damn much.

      After all, what was it that his handler, Farah, had once told him? What was the term she had used? OPSEC? Yes, operational security. The plan was insulated and compartmentalised, and no one person was meant to know everything.

      Exhaling, Dinesh leaned away from the balcony’s railing. He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and stared at it. There was still no reception.

      He groaned. He knew that his sons would have heard the bad news by now, and they would no doubt be trying to reach him. They would be anxious.

      He suspected that if he didn’t get in touch soon, his sons might resort to doing something drastic, like taking the first available flight from Australia. They would do it out of love, without hesitation, without preamble.

      Usually, that would be a good thing. But not now; not like this. Because if they actually came, it would only complicate matters and throw everything off-balance. And, once again, they would prod him to leave Malaysia, to emigrate. And this time, he might not have the strength to say no.

      I can’t allow that. Not now. Not when we’re so close to achieving something special.

      Dinesh shook his head. He had a satellite phone hidden under the tiles in his kitchen. Farah had given it to him for use in emergencies only.

      So… is this an emergency? Does this count?

      Frowning, he rubbed his forehead. He struggled with himself, considering the pros and the cons. Eventually he relented.

      I have to be sure. I need to be sure.

      Dinesh stepped back into the living room. Yes, he would use the satphone to call his eldest boy in Hobart. Dinesh would reassure him that all was well. And he would discourage either son from flying down to Malaysia, at least for the time being.

      But Dinesh knew that he had to be cautious about this. He had to limit the conversation. No idle chit-chat. He had to keep it within ninety seconds. Any longer and the Americans could intercept the call, possibly even track it.

      Dinesh stepped into the kitchen. He approached the stove and braced his weight against it, heaving it to one side, then he crouched and started lifting the tiles off the floor.

      Dinesh knew he was breaking protocol here and taking a risk. But the circumstances were exceptional, and he believed Farah would understand.

      I can’t allow my boys to come here and discover what I’ve been doing.

      Dinesh cleared the tiles away. He reached into the hollow compartment beneath the floor. He withdrew the satphone and tore open its bubble-wrap packaging.

      Returning to the balcony, he powered up the satphone and waited for it to acquire a connection. Then, swallowing back his unease, he started dialling.

      Dinesh reminded himself to be disciplined.

      Ninety seconds. No more than ninety seconds.
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      Maya and Adam loaded their luggage into Hunter’s Nissan, then they departed the Grand Luna Hotel. For the sake of operational security, they had decided that they wouldn’t be coming back.

      As Maya sat in the back seat with Juno, she watched the urban landscape pass her by. Street after street pockmarked by battle damage. The burnt-out husks of civilian vehicles. Paramilitary units cordoning off and locking down entire blocks.

      Maya raked her fingers through her hair and shook her head.

      Unbelievable.

      If anything, today’s offensive had proven that Khadijah was ready and willing to go the distance. And she was clearly upping the ante now. Showing the world that nowhere – not even the Blue Zone – was safe from the insurgency. It was a psychological victory.

      Khadijah’s victory.

      However, that wasn’t the message that was being transmitted to the mainstream. Hell, no. It was too difficult; too devastating.

      So something else had to take its place. Something simpler. So the official story now was that the Malaysian police and military had successfully repelled the assault, killing most of the fedayeen, taking several into custody and saving the lives of thousands of innocent civilians.

      It was a heroic tale, easy to digest, easy to summarise, and all the news agencies had eagerly lapped it up and gone to press with it. CNN, BBC, Al-Jazeera, everyone.

      Unfortunately, that was just propaganda spin.

      Yeah, political bullshit.

      Because the actual truth was uglier.

      When the initial bombings happened this morning, the Malaysians didn’t respond fast enough. They were confused, disorganised, overwhelmed. And then, incredibly, several members of the police and military actually turned their guns against their own colleagues, and the situation quickly deteriorated from there.

      The chain of command fell apart, and the Blue Zone slid into near-total anarchy. And the fog of war rolled in. Conflicting reports led to information overload, which led to battlefield paralysis.

      There was no unified decision, no formal strategy.

      Finally, amidst the orgy of violence, it was General MacFarlane and Chief Raynor who had to step in and assume direct control. They imposed discipline and organised the counterattack, and maybe it was a good thing that they did. Because if they hadn’t, the siege would have been longer, bloodier, and God knows what the final toll would have been like.

      But – hot damn – the world couldn’t possibly be allowed to know this. They couldn’t be allowed to know that it was JSOC and the CIA that had ended the siege. Because if they did, it would shatter whatever credibility the Malaysian regime had left.

      Washington, for its part, was determined not to allow that to happen. The administration in Putrajaya – corrupt and diseased as it was – had to be kept in place by any means necessary, regardless of cost.

      The most vital asset here was the Straits of Malacca. It was a narrow waterway that cut a swathe between the Malay Peninsula and the Indonesian island of Sumatra. It was just under three klicks wide at its narrowest point, yet its small size belied its enormous strategic importance. It was one of the busiest shipping lanes in the world, acting as the gateway between the Indian and Pacific oceans.

      That made it the perfect chokepoint.

      The fear was that if the Malaysian regime collapsed, it might just precipitate a domino effect, and before long, the whole region might go down in flames. Or so the reasoning went.

      Maya inhaled and looked at Juno. ‘Hey, if you don’t mind me asking, what’s the game plan right now? How are the head honchos going to respond to what’s happened today?’

      Juno stretched her neck and shrugged. ‘Well, with all the shit that’s gone down, the rules of engagement are going to change. Radically.’

      ‘Meaning…?’

      ‘Meaning JSOC used to be hitting one or two locations a night. But MacFarlane has secured the president’s authorisation to expand the list of high-value targets. He’s aiming to hit at least ten locations now. And he wants to do it faster. Harder. Unilaterally.’

      In the front passenger seat, Adam nodded slowly. ‘So… the general wants to kick down doors and drag suspected insurgents out of their beds without consulting the Malaysians.’

      Hunter tapped his steering wheel. ‘Exactly right. He sure as hell won’t wait for their approval. If there’s actionable intel, then he’s going right in. And he’s doing it with his own ninjas if he has to.’

      ‘And what does Raynor make of all this?’

      ‘The chief? He’s cautiously optimistic. He wants to drain the swamp as much as MacFarlane does. So he’s all for accelerating capture/kill operations. The Agency and JSOC will be working hand in glove. Complete synergy. Total symbiosis.’

      ‘You aren’t worried about alienating the Malaysians?’

      ‘Aw, who gives a fuck about the Malaysians? Let them throw their tantrums. What are they gonna do? Kick us out the country? Of course not. They need us, and we’re not gonna let them forget that.’

      Maya frowned and shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, but don’t you think you’re moving a little too fast on this?’

      Hunter glanced at Maya in the rear-view mirror. He looked irritated. ‘Too fast? How?’

      ‘I mean, you say you’re gonna expand your list of high-value targets. But how do you decide who qualifies as a legitimate target and who doesn’t?’

      ‘Who qualifies? Hell, that’s simple. Anyone aiding or abetting the insurgency, directly or indirectly. That’s the benchmark we’re using. That’s the benchmark we’ve always used.’

      ‘Okay. But I’m just questioning the methodology of it. Because it takes time to collect human intelligence. Cultivate assets. Verify what’s real and what’s not—’

      Hunter snorted and gestured dismissively with his hand. ‘That’s in the past. And it’s too slow. We’re going for real-time intelligence now. We’re gonna swoop in. Kill anyone who resists. Capture anyone who yields. Then we’ll interrogate those prisoners. Sweat them out. And we’ll use whatever intel we get to head out and conduct more capture/kill operations. It’s a loop, don’t you see? Absolutely surgical. The more night raids we execute, the more we’ll know. And the more we know, the better we’ll get at dissecting terror cells.’

      Adam shifted in his seat, clearly uncomfortable. ‘I assume… well, there’s going to be more resources allocated for all this?’

      Juno smirked and spoke in a singsong voice, ‘Bingo. More cash. More operators. More fireworks.’

      ‘Sounds serious.’

      ‘As serious as a fucking heart attack, baby.’

      Maya stared at Juno, then at Hunter, her throat cramping up. It was obvious that emotions were running pretty high right now. They were hungering for an escalation, thirsting for blood.

      But – damn it – by getting all hot-headed and rushing things, they were only amping up the potential for mistakes. Increasing collateral damage and paving the way for more blowback.

      This was mission creep at its worst. A recalibration so far-reaching, so total, that there would be no turning back. And Maya had a bad, bad feeling about it.

      But, cheeks tight, she sucked in a breath, and she decided not to press the point further. It sounded like the powers-that-be had already made up their minds, and the war was about to enter a whole new phase now.

      What was it that Papa was so fond of saying?

      Oh yeah.

      Ours is not to question why. Ours is to do or die.
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      Robert Caulfield was a man of means.

      He lived in Sri Mahkota, a gated community favoured by wealthy expatriates. The architecture of the villas here was faux Mediterranean – all stucco and arches and palm trees. Even in twilight, everything looked impressive, larger than life.

      As Hunter drove them into the walled compound, Adam whistled. ‘If this isn’t elitist exclusivity, then I don’t know what is.’

      ‘Well, jeepers.’ Juno sniggered. ‘If you’ve got it, flaunt it.’

      ‘While Rome’s burning?’

      ‘Especially while Rome’s burning.’

      Maya observed that security here was tight.

      Watchtowers and machine-gun nests dotted the perimeter, and men in tactical uniforms were on patrol, sporting assault rifles and automatic shotguns, seriousness etched on their faces.

      They belonged to a private-military company called Ravenwood. Yeah, these were upmarket mercenaries. Nothing like the cheap rent-a-cops back at the Grand Luna Hotel.

      Ordinarily, Maya hated the idea of being surrounded by soldiers of fortune. Even at the best of times, she was wary of their motives. And why wouldn’t she be? These were men who fought not out of duty or patriotism but in pursuit of the almighty dollar. Moral restraints, if any, were subjacent to profiteering. And that had always rubbed Maya the wrong way.

      But – damn it – she had to lay her prejudices aside and make an exception here. Because greed, at least, was easier to anticipate than religious ideology, and given a choice, she’d much rather be dealing with foreign mercs as opposed to the local police or military, especially considering the current political climate.

      Yeah, give me a stone-cold professional over a religious turncoat any time.

      Maya continued studying the neighbourhood, and she noted the lack of battle damage. Everything here looked pristine, neatly manicured, fully functional.

      It was obvious that the insurgents had skipped trying to hit this place altogether. Maybe it was because they couldn’t get any sleepers inside. Or maybe it was because they had used up all their resources by attacking other locations.

      Either way, Maya wasn’t about to be lulled into a false sense of complacency.

      She would remain vigilant; assume nothing.

      Hunter pulled into a side street. He coasted to a stop at a security checkpoint. Just beyond was Robert Caulfield’s mansion, and it wasn’t hard to miss. It was big, imposing, decadent.

      Five mercenaries flanked Maya and her team as they got out of their car.

      One merc stepped forward, wearing sergeant’s stripes on his shoulders. He held an Apple iPad and swiped his finger across the touchscreen repeatedly. ‘Hunter Sharif. Juno Nazarev. Maya Raines. Adam Larsen.’ He paused and double-checked the photo IDs on-screen. He gave a curt nod. ‘Mr Caulfield sent us to escort you.’

      Maya smiled a thin smile. ‘Good to know. Please lead the way, Sergeant.’
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      When Maya stepped into Robert Caulfield’s home, she thought it looked swanky. The interior was designed in the neoclassical style – clean lines and open spaces decorated with Impressionist art and Scandinavian furniture.

      Everything here was in perfect symmetry, perfect balance.

      Everything, that is, except for the man himself.

      Caulfield was pacing back and forth when they entered the lounge, anxious energy radiating from his heavyset frame. He was dressed in a three-piece suit, tailored, Italian and expensive. Slightly showy, considering the time and place.

      Right then, Maya knew that Caulfield was a Type A personality. He was an immaculate perfectionist. A man who preferred to have others waiting for him instead of him waiting for others.

      ‘About goddamn time. Finally!’ Caulfield sneered when he saw them, his fleshy face crimping up like a bulldog’s. He spun on his heels. ‘You clowns have kept me waiting the whole frigging day. Waiting and waiting and waiting.’ He made a tut-tutting sound and jabbed a finger at each of them in turn. ‘But, oh, you know what? I guess I’ll have to forgive you, right? Because you were out there playing Jason Bourne and taking care of all the jihadist motherfuckers who were popping up all over the place. Well, hallelujah! Great job! Excellent! No wonder you’re fashionably late.’ Caulfield threw his hands up and plopped himself down on a wing chair. ‘But, see, here’s the part that rubs me the wrong way – jihadist motherfuckers in the Blue Zone. I mean, in the Blue Zone. Oh... my... God! When a disaster like that happens and you can’t even protect your own turf, how can you expect me to believe that you can find and save my son? How?’ Caulfield slammed his fist against the chair’s armrest. ‘My wife drinks too much and sleeps all day. And on the odd occasion when she is awake, she walks around in a permanent daze. Zombified. Like she’s given up on living. And nothing I say or do changes that. Do you know how hard all of this has been on me? Do you? Well, do you?’

      Caulfield finally – finally – finished his tirade, and panting, he cupped his face in his hands and groaned, like a mighty locomotive puttering out and losing momentum. For such a big man, he suddenly looked awfully small, and in that moment, Maya couldn’t help but feel sorry for Caulfield.

      She bit her lip and stared at him.

      In business circles, Caulfield was known as the Oil Palm King. He had a major stake in hundreds of plantations, manufacturing and exporting the refined oil that was used in everything from potato chips to biofuel.

      It was a position of enormous power, and Caulfield had a reputation for being an apex predator. He was always hungry, always berating subordinates, always banging tables. What he desired, he usually got, and no one had ever had the gumption to cross him. That is, until Khadijah did. And now Caulfield was faced with his worst nightmare.

      Khadijah was someone he couldn’t threaten. Someone he couldn’t bribe. Someone he couldn’t do business with. And that was driving him nuts.

      Maya glanced at Adam, then Hunter, then Juno. All of them were frozen in place, as if they couldn’t figure out how to deal with this petulant tycoon.

      Maya flexed her jaw and stepped forward.  She knew that she had to take charge in this interview.

      Sharpen iron with iron.

      Slowly, very slowly, Maya sat down in the wing chair opposite Caulfield. She inhaled, and she spoke in a tone that was flat and even. ‘Frankly, sir, I don’t give a shit about your ego. You’re a bully through and through, and that usually works for you ninety-nine percent of the time. But right here, right now, you’re facing a personal crisis that’s unlike anything that’s come before. But guess what? You know fuck-all about counterterrorism work. You know fuck-all about the sacrifices that my colleagues and I have made to get to this point. And your assessment about us is not only unfair, it’s also downright insulting. So maybe – just maybe – you ought to quit your whining and give us some respect. Because if you don’t, well, we might just walk. And, hey, maybe we’ll come back tomorrow. Or maybe we’ll come back next week. Or maybe we decide you’re too much trouble and we don’t come back at all. Clear enough for you, sir?’

      Caulfield lowered his hands from his face. His eyes were red-rimmed, and his mouth was quivering, like he was on the verge of launching into another tirade. But he clearly thought better of it, so he swallowed hard and tempered down on his rage.

      Maya studied Caulfield’s posture. She saw that he had adjusted himself in his seat, placing his hands over his crotch. A subconscious sign of male vulnerability.

      He was clearly not used to being put in his place, certainly not by a woman. But he had no choice but to suck it up this time, because he was a smart man, and he knew what the score was.

      Caulfield muttered through clenched lips, ‘You’re right. I’m sorry.’

      Maya tilted her head to one side. ‘What’s that?’

      Caulfield cleared his throat and fidgeted. ‘I said I’m sorry. I was just… frustrated. But – goddamn it – I need your help.’

      Maya gave a small nod.

      She maintained a poker face.

      In her heart of hearts, she hated the idea of acting like a cold bitch, coming across as insensitive. But this was the only way to deal with Type A personalities. You had to lay down the ground rules, establish authority, pacify any tantrums. And right now, she had Caulfield exactly where she needed him to be. He was on an imaginary leash, grudgingly compliant.

      Maya spread her hands. This was a placating gesture, generous yet firm. ‘I know you’ve hired a kidnap-and-ransom consultant. Tried to reach out to Khadijah. Offered to negotiate. And you’ve done this despite the FBI and the US State Department warning you not to. Why?’

      Caulfield’s face was flushed. ‘You know why.’

      ‘I want to hear it from you.’

      ‘America... doesn’t negotiate with terrorists. That’s the president’s official policy. But… this is my son we’re talking about. My son. If I have to, I’ll break all the rules to get him back.’

      ‘But it’s produced zero results so far, hasn’t it?’

      Caulfield said nothing. His flush deepened, and his right foot started jackhammering against the floor, a sure sign of desperation.

      Like a drowning man, Maya could see that he was anxious for something to cling on to. Anything. She calculated that she would give it to him. ‘You’re wondering what makes Khadijah different. Why she rebuffs all your attempts to communicate with her. Why she doesn’t just agree to a ransom for your son.’

      Caulfield blinked and frowned. He stopped fidgeting, and he leaned forward. ‘Why…? Why doesn’t she?’

      Maya leaned forward as well, mirroring his posture, as if sharing a conspiratorial secret. ‘It’s her name.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Her name.’ Maya raised her eyebrows. ‘Here’s a bit of a history lesson. Just over one thousand and four hundred years ago, there lived a woman named Khadijah in the Arabian Peninsula. She was a businesswoman who belonged to a powerful tribe of merchants. She was self-sufficient. Ambitious. And, at the age of forty, she met a twenty-five-year-old man named Muhammad. Just about the only thing they had in common was the fact that they were distant cousins. But other than that? Well, they couldn’t be more different. She was rich and educated, while he was poor and illiterate. A total mismatch. But, hey, what do you know? Love took root and blossomed anyway. Khadijah found herself drawn to Muhammad and his prophetic message of a new religion. And she became the first convert to Islam.’ Maya paused. Held up a finger for emphasis. ‘Now, that’s a pivotal moment. Because if Khadijah never married Muhammad, if she never used her wealth and influence to promote her husband’s message, then it’s likely that Muhammad would have just remained another nobody. Consigned to wander the desert sands. Probably fading into the annals of history. Never making his mark...’

      Maya stopped right there and leaned back into her seat. She allowed silence to punctuate the moment, and Caulfield was rubbing his hands together now, gazing at the floor, deep in thought. No doubt using that famous intellect of his.

      Finally he licked his lips and chuckled hoarsely. ‘So let me get this straight. What you’re saying is… Khadijah – our Khadijah – is patterning herself after the historical Khadijah. That’s why she won’t compromise with me. I’m evil. I’m an infidel capitalist. I represent everything that’s against this woman’s beliefs.’

      Maya nodded. ‘Mm-hm. That’s correct. But with one crucial difference. She actually believes God is speaking to her. As in, she claims to hear the voice of the Almighty. And that’s how she attracts followers. She convinces them that she sees their past, present and future.’

      ‘What? Like, psychic?’

      ‘Yes, precognition. Second sight. Whatever you want to call it. But the point is, she took Owen because she has a grand plan. A divine plan…’

      Caulfield snorted. ‘So? How does any of this gobbledygook help us?’

      Maya sighed and glanced at Adam. She figured that it was time to shift gears and change the rhythm. Add another voice of authority to the equation.

      Adam folded his arms. He took that as his cue to speak. ‘Sir, it isn’t just gobbledygook. On the contrary, understanding Khadijah’s beliefs is vital. Because it forms the basis for everything – her beliefs guide her thoughts; her thoughts guide her words; and her words guide her actions. And by dissecting all of that, we’ve managed to put together a Myers-Briggs psychometric profile. And Khadijah falls under the ISFJ personality type – Introversion, Sensing, Feeling, Judging.’

      Maya turned back to Caulfield. ‘To put it in layman’s terms, Khadijah has a protective personality. And she considers herself a guardian. Like Mother Teresa. Or Rosa Parks. Or Clara Burton. Someone who identifies strongly with the downtrodden and oppressed. Someone who will do anything to correct a perceived social imbalance.’ Maya nodded. ‘And, for Khadijah, the motivation is that much stronger. Because she believes her people are being slaughtered. Their traditional heritage is being wiped out.’

      Adam tipped his chin. ‘That’s why she’s been posting proof-of-life videos directly on to the internet. The son of a high-profile American infidel? Oh yeah. That’s what keeps the scenario newsworthy. Otherwise what’s happening in Malaysia would just be another civil war in another Third World country. Easy for the world to ignore. Easy for the world to forget. And Khadijah can’t have that. She needs her cause to be special. Memorable.’

      Maya spoke, ‘She also knows that as long as she has Owen, the United States will avoid launching retaliatory air strikes for fear of harming him. He’s a human shield, and she’s going to keep him close. And by close, I mean right beside her. Because he’s the best propaganda tool she has right now.’

      Caulfield was gritting his teeth now. He was running his hand across his bald head. ‘But none of this brings us any closer to getting my boy back.’

      Adam smirked. ‘On the contrary, profiling Khadijah is the first step towards getting him back. And we can say with some degree of certainty that she’s holding him somewhere in the rainforests of Pahang.’

      Caulfield stared at Adam, incredulous. ‘And how do you know that?’

      ‘Strategically, it makes sense. It’s close enough to Kuala Lumpur, yet at the same time, it’s far enough. And it offers plenty of cover and concealment. The topography is difficult to surveil or penetrate.’

      ‘So how in the hell is this woman uploading all these videos?’

      ‘Simple – she shuns electronic communication as much as possible, and she relies on a network of couriers to get information in and out of the wilderness. That’s her command-and-control structure right there. Old-school but effective.’

      Caulfield smacked his palm against his lap, laughing a bitter laugh. ‘Oh great. So that’s how she’s running circles around the CIA. By being a Luddite and using prehistoric methods. Fantastic. Delightful. Are you not entertained? Because I sure as hell am.’

      Hunter and Juno exchanged uncomfortable glances but said nothing.

      Maya leaned forward and gave Caulfield a measured smile. ‘It’s not a dead end, sir. Because I can promise you this – relying on a network of couriers is, in fact, the chink in Khadijah’s armour. And if we can crack open this vulnerability and exploit it, then we’ll have a fair chance of tracing her.’

      Adam nodded. ‘And if we can pinpoint Khadijah, then we can pinpoint your son. Because this entire thing is like a ball of yarn. All we have to do is find one tiny little thread and pull on it. And it’ll all unravel.’

      Caulfield inhaled sharply and slumped back against his seat. He shook his head ever so slowly, resignation creeping across his face. ‘Well, I sure hope you secret agents know what you’re doing. I really fucking hope so. Because my boy’s life depends on it.’
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      Hunter gave a weary groan as he drove them away from Robert Caulfield’s home. ‘I hate to break it to you, but I think you’re pushing your luck way too far here. The man is a major Super PAC donor in Washington circles. Believe me, you do not want to be promising him things that you’re not in a position to deliver.’

      ‘Caulfield was distraught and cranky,’ Maya said. ‘I needed to settle him down. Reassure him that we’re doing all we can to resolve the situation.’

      ‘By giving him false hope?’

      ‘It’s not false hope. We do have a plan to recover Owen. And we will see it through.’

      Juno twisted her lips. ‘Yo, here’s a dose of reality, chickadee – we have no actionable intel right now. We don’t even have a damned clue about how Khadijah’s running her couriers.’

      ‘Not yet.’ Adam thumbed his nose. ‘But we can start with the obvious – the offensive on the Blue Zone today. First the sleepers passed through security vetting. Then they got hold of some sweet-as weaponry and gear. And then they unleashed violence within a synchronised time frame. And the fact that Khadijah coordinated all of it without setting off any red flags shows a degree of sophistication, don’t you think?’

      ‘Jeez, what it does show is that the Malaysian administration is fucking corrupt. And whatever we decide to do from here on out, we’ll have to do it without relying on those clowns.’

      ‘Agreed,’ Maya said. ‘The local politicos are playing a two-faced game. At least some of them are complicit. No argument there. But, still, how is it that your case officers on the ground failed to pick up on any warning signs beforehand?’

      ‘Well, hey, because we weren’t paying a close enough attention to what was happening on the ground,’ Juno said. ‘We were too busy obsessing about what was happening outside the Blue Zone as opposed to what was happening inside. And Khadijah obviously exploited that and moved her sleepers into place without us noticing.’

      Hunter bunched up his shoulders. ‘Yeah, she used a cut-out.’

      Maya nodded. ‘Maybe a series of cut-outs.’

      In intelligence parlance, a cut-out was a middleman responsible for passing information along from handler to sleeper, forming part of a covert chain. And, by design, this person was often segregated; operating on a need-to-know basis only.

      Hunter sighed. ‘All right. What sort of cut-outs do you have in mind?’

      ‘Could be something as simple as a postman doing a dead drop during his daily routine. Or it could be something as elaborate as a shopkeeper performing a brush pass while operating a legitimate kedai runcit. Point is, the network has to look natural. Ordinary. Ingrained in everyday life. Something your cameras and blimps and agents would have overlooked.’

      ‘Fair enough. Khadijah’s agents are hiding in plain sight. So how do we find them?’

      ‘Well, no one tosses a stone into a lake without leaving a ripple in the water. Doesn’t matter how small the stone is. It still leaves a ripple.’

      ‘Ripple? What? Are you going to give us a Stephen Hawking dissertation now?’

      ‘Look, on a strategic level, Khadijah usually shuns electronics. We’ve established that. That’s why there were no phone calls to listen in on before the attack; no emails to intercept. But what about on a tactical level? What about during the attack itself? I mean, I can’t imagine Khadijah having couriers running back and forth while bombs are exploding and bullets are flying. That just isn’t realistic.’

      ‘Okay,’ Juno said. ‘So you’re saying that she still resorts to electronic communication when she needs to.’

      ‘Selectively, yes.’ Maya unzipped her backpack and pulled out one of the walkie-talkies that she had taken from the dead fedayeen in the hotel’s restaurant. She passed it over to Juno. ‘This is what I’m talking about. Encrypted two-way radios. That’s what the tangos used during the assault.’

      Juno stared at the walkie-talkie. ‘This is sophisticated gear. Do you think Khadijah was actually using it for real-time command-and-control?’

      ‘Khadijah herself? Unlikely. I think she would have used couriers to put instructions in place before the attack. But during the event itself? Well, she would have been hands-off. The sleepers on the ground would have been responsible for coordinating themselves. Sure, Khadijah gave them the overarching strategy, but it was up to them to execute it on the tactical level, improvising if they needed to.

      ‘Hm, if that’s not cunning, then I don’t know what is.’

      ‘Check out the serial number on the radio.’

      Juno tilted the walkie-talkie and checked the bottom. ‘Well, what do you know? Serial’s been filed off and scrubbed clean. It’s as smooth as a baby’s bottom.’

      ‘Yep.’ Adam smirked. ‘We’ve seen this kind of modus operandi before. And we know just the right person to talk to.’

      Hunter cast a sideways glance. ‘Really? Who?’
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      They made their way downtown to Chow Kit.

      This was the seedier side of the Blue Zone, where open-air night markets and sweatshops jostled for space alongside brothels and massage parlours, and smack in the middle of it all were the residential flats, grey and featureless, rising like monuments from another era.

      This was a working-class ghetto, where the people were crammed into skid-row blocks, urban decay festering all around.

      As Maya stared out the car window, she observed that the district was crawling with a surprising amount of vehicular and foot traffic. It was as if the folks here weren’t too bothered by the offensive on the Blue Zone. Or maybe they were just fatalistic in their outlook, shrugging off the event, taking it in their stride.

      Maya couldn’t blame them.

      These people were the underclass – the peddlers, the labourers, the servants. They were the ones who kept the wheels of civilisation turning, doing all the arduous work that no one else wanted to. That meant maintaining the roads and buildings, transporting food and supplies, cleaning up after the rich and privileged.

      Eyes darting, Maya couldn’t detect any signs of battle damage here. Obviously, the fedayeen had focused on attacking the more prosperous districts but had left Chow Kit out of the equation.

      Maya thought about that.

      Unlike Robert Caulfield’s heavily defended residence at Sri Mahkota, the security footprint here was light. After all, no one wanted to expend resources looking after the poor. If anything, the poor had to look after themselves.

      So Khadijah wasn’t avoiding Chow Kit because she was afraid of pushback. No, her reasons ran deeper than that. Maya figured the woman was going for a Robin Hood strategy – strike at the rich but spare the poor.

      By targeting the top one percent, she’s showing solidarity with the bottom ninety-nine. She’s getting the downtrodden to cheer for her, and in the process, she’s whipping up even more resentment against the ruling elite.

      This was classic psy-ops.

      Sway hearts and minds.

      Divide and conquer.

      That means we’re on the back foot, playing catch-up. And we damn well need to fix it as soon as we can.

      Maya unbuckled her seat belt as Hunter nosed the car into a grimy alleyway. He parked behind a dumpster and killed the engine.

      When Maya got down, she breathed in the smell of rotting rubbish. Cockroaches skittered by her feet, and drainpipes gurgled close by.

      Maya slipped on a headscarf, then attached a pinhead microphone to her shirt’s collar and inserted an audio receiver into her ear.

      With the cellular networks still down, they couldn’t rely on their phones to stay in contact. Radio transmitters would serve as the next best thing.

      Beside her, Hunter equipped himself similarly and put on a songkok – the traditional Malay cap.

      Their Asian features would allow them to pass as a local couple and blend in. This was a technique known as profile-lowering – using cultural nuance to hide their true intent.

      Adam and Juno would pair up as well. Granted, their Western features meant they would stick out a little more, especially in this neighbourhood, but that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.

      Hugging the shadows, Maya shimmied past the dumpster and peered out of the alley. She scanned far, then near, watching the pedestrians on the sidewalk, as well as the vehicles that cruised past. She paid particular attention to the motorcycles, which the locals often rode without wearing helmets as they weaved in between cars.

      Maya remembered what Papa had taught her about counter-surveillance.

      Feel the street, kiddo. Use all your senses. Take in the aura, the vibrations. Immerse yourself in it.

      Maya inhaled, her face furrowing in concentration, trying to determine if anything felt out of place. But nothing registered as a threat so far. The immediate vicinity looked clear.

      Maya exhaled, then nodded. ‘All right. Game time.’

      ‘Okay. Moving.’ Adam held Juno’s hand as they stepped out from behind Maya. They peeled away from the alley and hit the sidewalk, pretending to be an expatriate couple out on a leisurely jaunt.

      Their very presence would create a raised signature, leaving ripples in their wake.

      Maya was counting on that.

      She waited, giving Adam and Juno a fifteen-second head start before moving out with Hunter. They didn’t hold hands, of course. They were pretending to be a conservative Muslim couple.

      As she walked, Maya kept her muscles loose, feeling her skin prickle in the humidity. She listened to the rhythm of the urban ghetto, vehicles honking all around her, people chattering in a multitude of dialects. The smell of exhaust fumes hung heavy in the air.

      Just ahead, Adam and Juno were progressing nicely. They had traversed the street and were already on the other side.

      But Maya and Hunter didn’t follow them across. Instead they hung back, taking up a diagonal position on their end of the street, trailing Adam and Juno at a distance of twenty metres. It was close enough to keep them comfortably in sight, yet far enough to avoid drawing any suspicion.

      Soon Adam and Juno hit an intersection, and they rounded a corner. A pasar malam was just ahead. A night bazaar. It was brightly lit and colourful. Traders were calling out, offering their wares. The scent of spicy food and exotic fragrances wafted.

      But Adam and Juno stayed at the periphery of the bazaar. They weren’t diving into the crowd just yet. Instead they moved in an elliptical loop, circumnavigating the block.

      Predictably enough, they drew curious stares from the locals around them.

      Maya could feel the vibes.

      Who was this Mat Salleh couple? Why were they wandering around Chow Kit after dark? Were they looking for an exotic thrill?

      Yes, Westerners are both decadent and strange…

      Maya could almost feel the subliminal thoughts of the locals. It was as palpable as electrical energy. She was in the zone now, completely focused, her inner radar ticking away.

      She pursed her lips, clocking in the sight lines, searching for traces of hostile intent. She checked for pedestrians who tried to echo Adam and Juno’s movements, or tried to look as if they weren’t. And she inspected the cars around her – parked or passing. She checked to see if any had tinted windows, because tinted windows were a dead giveaway for covert observers.

      Maya knew that it was important that she stayed alert.

      After all, their potential opposition here would be the Special Branch.

      They were the Malaysian secret police, charged with protecting the state and suppressing dissent. They had a habit of dispatching undercover field teams – colloquially known as pavement artists – to prowl through Chow Kit.

      Officially, they did this to keep their ears close to the ground and sniff out subversive activity. Unofficially, though, their routine was designed to intimidate the locals.

      The Special Branch, like most institutions in Malaysia, was corrupt to the core, and they made illicit profits through ‘licensing’. This was a polite way of saying that they ran a protection racket, shaking down the street traders and landlords for regular payments.

      If you paid up, life remained bearable.

      But if you didn’t, well, you’d get your legal papers torn up, and you risked getting kicked out of the Blue Zone.

      Yeah, ‘licensing’.

      It was a pitiless choice.

      This was the Special Branch’s playground, and they were the unchallenged bullies. They had a lucrative score going, and they would be fiercely protective of it. That made them sensitive to any intrusion by outsiders.

      In intelligence parlance, Chow Kit was a denied area – a place where you couldn’t hope to operate for too long without getting burned.

      Under any other circumstance, Maya would have avoided this district.

      Why tempt fate?

      Why piss off their supposed allies?

      It went against established tradecraft.

      However, Maya knew that her asset was a nervous guy. His call sign was Lotus, and he had sent a coded message, insisting on meeting only in Chow Kit.

      Sure, Maya could have overruled his request and instructed him to divert to an alternate site. But what would have been the point? Lotus was like a turtle who would duck his head back into his shell if he got anxious.

      Well, we can’t have that…

      Maya knew that the asset had to be handled with kid gloves.

      She had to make allowances for that.

      Besides, Lotus had a good enough reason to insist on Chow Kit. In the aftermath of the offensive on the Blue Zone, the Special Branch would be tied up in forensics and investigative work. They would be focused on combing through the glitzier districts, where the attacks occurred, which meant their presence here would be just about zero.

      There was no better time to set up a meet.

      If we do this right, then the risk is manageable…

      That’s when Adam’s voice crackled in Maya’s earpiece, ‘Zodiac Actual, this is Zodiac One. How’s our heat state?’

      Maya scanned her surroundings once more, then glanced at Hunter.

      He reached up and scratched the side of his nose, which was the signal for the all-clear.

      Maya nodded and spoke into her pinhead microphone, ‘This is Zodiac Actual. The trail’s cold so far. No watchers. No shadows.’

      ‘Copy that. Let’s shake things up a little.’

      ‘Sounds good. Proceed.’

      Up ahead, Adam and Juno began to speed up. They juked left, only to go right at the last possible moment. Then they crossed the street at the next intersection, juking right, only to go left. They moved in an erratic orbit, taking corners aggressively. Then they backpedalled, going from clockwise to counterclockwise, traversing the street once more.

      This was a choreographed dance.

      Maya could feel the adrenaline warming her belly as she went through the motions, keeping it smooth, checking, checking and rechecking.

      This surveillance-detection run wasn’t designed to evade any pavement artists. No, they were serving Adam and Juno up as decoys for a reason. The goal here was to tease out a response and flush out any coverage.

      As much as Maya trusted Lotus’ judgement that the Special Branch presence here was non-existent, she reckoned that it was best to put that belief to the test.

      Yeah, trust but verify…

      ‘How’s our heat state?’ Adam asked.

      Maya pivoted her head, performing another sweep. ‘Still cold as ice.’

      ‘Okay. We’re doubling back towards the objective.’

      ‘Roger.’

      Adam and Juno slowed their pace and looped back towards the bazaar, strolling along its periphery.

      ‘Are we black?’ Adam asked.

      ‘We’re black,’ Maya said, giving final confirmation that they were in the clear.

      ‘Copy that. Go for the belly of the beast when you’re ready.’

      Maya and Hunter quickened their steps and overtook Adam and Juno. Then they entered the bazaar, plunging straight into the thronging crowd.

      Maya breathed in the smell of sweat, perfume and spices. It was hot and stifling, and all around her, traders were gesturing and crying out, peddling everything from fresh fruits to knock-off handbags.

      Maya craned her neck. Just ahead was a mamak eatery, where portable tables and chairs had been set up.

      She scanned far, then near.

      And… that’s when she saw him.

      Lotus.

      He was sitting at a table, hunched over a bowl of ais kacang – a local dessert made out of shaved ice and red beans. He wore a sports cap with sunglasses perched on top. This was a prearranged signal – he had performed his own SDR, and he was clear of coverage.

      That meant that it was safe to approach.
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      Seeing the man again brought back raw memories for Maya.

      It was Papa – Nathan Raines – who had first recruited Lotus as an asset, then developed him into a valued source.

      His real name was Nicholas Chan, and he was an assistant superintendent in the Special Branch. He had served twenty-five years, doing everything from geopolitical analysis to counterterrorism. But, in the end, he had hit a glass ceiling and his career had come to a screeching halt, all because he was ethnic Chinese, an oddity in an organisation that was overwhelmingly Malay. Worse still, he was a Christian, which placed him squarely at odds with his colleagues, all of whom had embraced the Wahhabi doctrine.

      Sure, he could have made things easier for himself by converting to Islam. Either that or opting for an early retirement and going into the private sector. But he was a stubborn man, and he had his pride.

      Papa once told Maya that getting someone to betray their employer wasn’t that hard. All you needed was a simple acronym. MICE – money, ideology, compromise, ego.

      Lotus happened to tick all those boxes. He was middle-aged and frustrated, feeling railroaded in his career. Also, his eldest daughter was on the verge of graduating high school, with the second one not far behind, which meant that he had their future to think about.

      Getting them into a local university was out of the question. The quality of education offered was piss-poor, and besides, racial quotas were in place, which meant that Malays were given preference over non-Malays.

      Lotus didn’t want to stoop that low. He dreamed of sending his daughters to the West for a superior education. That was what every good parent aspired to do. But with the value of the local currency plummeting due to hyperinflation and instability, he had come up against a brick wall.

      It would cost a minimum of three million ringgit to educate one daughter.

      That meant a total of six million for both his children.

      It was ridiculously astronomical, and Lotus just didn’t have that kind of money.

      So Papa had dissected the man’s vulnerability and approached him with an offer that he couldn’t possibly refuse – the promise of an all-expenses paid scholarship for his children in New Zealand, along with the assurance that the family would eventually be able to settle into a comfortable new life there. They would be given fresh identities; a clean slate; a chance to start over.

      Lotus had leapt at the opportunity. And why wouldn’t he? He had already grown to despise his country and what it stood for. So stealing information and passing it on was a natural progression for him. That made him the perfect asset – a double agent inside the Special Branch.

      Maya could almost hear Papa’s words echoing in her head.

      It’s human nature to want the best for your family, kiddo. Most Malaysians with money are already leaving the country. At the very least, they’re hedging their bets and putting their children abroad. Why shouldn’t Lotus get a chance at that? The system has screwed him over, and he’s hungry for some payback. So he gives us what we want, and we give him what he wants. It’s a fair exchange. Simple and uncomplicated. Everyone leaves happy.

      Maya hardened her jaw.

      Yeah, it was simple and uncomplicated, right until the moment Papa got himself killed. That’s when all the goddamn politicos back home placed Section One into deep freeze, putting a halt to all active operations while a parliamentary inquiry was carried out.

      Fortunately, though, Mama – Deirdre Raines – had the foresight to maintain a black-budget slush fund and use it to continue paying Lotus a monthly retainer. It was enough to ensure the man’s loyalty until such a time that they could be in a position to reactivate him.

      Well, that time was now.

      Maya inhaled. With Papa gone, it was her responsibility to act as Lotus’ handler. Her nerves were jittery, but she couldn’t allow it to get the better of her.

      Focus…

      And with that, Maya exhaled and peeled away from Hunter. She approached Lotus. ‘Team Zodiac, the asset is confirmed as black. Moving in for the link-up.’

      ‘Roger that,’ Adam said. ‘Just holler if you need us.’

      Maya nodded. ‘Copy.’

      She didn’t have to look. She already knew that Adam and Juno would spread out, covering her from behind, acting as security. Meanwhile, Hunter would linger close by as well, switching on the portable RF jammer that he had in his waist pouch.

      It would serve to disrupt any illicit frequencies, blocking listening devices and recording equipment, just to be on the safe side. The team’s comms, though, would continue to function with no interference. They were operating on an encrypted bandwidth, which was exempt from the effects of the jammer.

      Maya pulled up a chair and sat down beside Lotus. She pointed at the bowl of ais kacang and issued the challenge, ‘That looks like a nice treat for such a hot night.’

      Lotus looked up and smiled weakly. He gave the correct countersign, ‘It’s the best treat in town. My favourite.’

      With their bona fides established, Maya leaned closer. ‘How are you holding up?’

      Lotus sighed. His shoulders were slouched, and his face was lined with stress. ‘I’m trying to maintain my sanity.’

      ‘The offensive on the Blue Zone was bad.’

      ‘Very bad.’

      ‘How’s your family?’

      ‘They’re frightened but safe. They heard the explosions and gunfire, but they were never close to any real danger. Thank God.’

      Maya decided that now was the time to give him some much-needed good news. ‘Okay. Listen, we’re moving ahead with getting your kids out.’

      Lotus blinked and straightened, barely suppressing a gasp. ‘Really?’

      ‘Really really. Their student visas have just been approved, and we’re arranging a homestay for them.’

      ‘Homestay? You mean… a foster family?’

      ‘That’s right. The foster parents will be Steve and Bernadine Havertine. I vetted them myself. They’re good Christian folks, and they have children of their own – Alex and Rebecca. It’s a loving home. Your kids will be well looked after.’

      ‘Wow. I… I wasn’t expecting this.’

      Maya reached over and patted his hand. ‘Hey, I know you’ve been waiting and hoping for this for a long time. And I apologise for the delay. There were a lot of kinks to work out; hoops to jump through. But we appreciate your service. We really do. That’s why we’re going ahead with this.’

      Lotus’ eyes went moist, and he swallowed, his cheeks trembling. It took him a moment before he could regain his composure. ‘Thank you. Just… thank you. You don’t know what this means to me. I never thought this day would come.’

      ‘We always keep our promises. Always. And here’s something to help your family with the transition as well.’ Maya withdrew a Rolex from her pocket and passed it to Lotus under the table.

      Luxury watches were a portable form of wealth. They held their value regardless of the economic situation, and they could easily be liquidated on the black market for hard cash. More importantly, there would be no digital footprint; no paper trail to follow.

      Maya smiled. ‘All you have to do is get your children to Singapore. Our people at the high commission will take it from there.’

      Lotus wiped his damp eyes. He sniffled and grinned. ‘Yes, I can do that. I have a brother in Singapore. I’ll send my girls to him.’

      ‘Good. We’ll liaise with your brother.’

      ‘What’s the time frame?’

      ‘One month.’

      Lotus laughed. ‘Plenty of time for us to get ready, then. My girls will be so excited.’

      ‘I’m sure they will be. You’ll have a lot of shopping to do. A lot of prep.’

      ‘Oh, I can’t wait. It’s happening. It’s really happening. Finally…’

      Maya saw that Lotus was overjoyed and filled with hope. It gave her a measure of satisfaction that she was able to do this for him.

      Being a good handler was about looking after the well-being of your agent; doing everything possible to nurture and protect him. It was a genuine friendship, and you had to maintain an empathetic bond.

      This was the essence of HUMINT – human intelligence.

      Maya smoothed her hand across her headscarf. She had taken care of Lotus’ needs. Now she could get on with business. ‘Listen, we need your help. I was there at the Grand Luna Hotel when it was attacked this morning. The insurgents we took down had some pretty sophisticated gear – encrypted two-way radios with their serial numbers scrubbed off.’

      Lotus shrugged and stabbed his spoon into the ais kacang. It had melted into slush now, looking unappetising. He pushed the bowl aside. ‘Well, the Special Branch is dirty. We all know that. So I wouldn’t be surprised if those radios came from our inventory. Maybe someone on the inside stole them, then auctioned them off on the black market. Wouldn’t be the first time that it’s happened.’

      ‘Which is why the serial numbers were erased.’

      ‘Exactly right. To disguise the point of origin.’

      ‘Okay. What about satphones? Have any of those gone missing that you know about?’

      ‘Things go missing all the time, and staff members often don’t report it. So there’s no accountability. But I did manage to dig up the next best thing.’ Lotus passed Maya a USB flash drive under the table. ‘You’ll find spreadsheets in here, loaded with details on our equipment and supplies. They don’t list down what’s missing or what isn’t, because like I said, no one bothers to log any discrepancies. However, I believe that the IMSI and IMEI numbers here would still be of interest to you…’

      Maya nodded, understanding.

      IMSI was short for International Mobile Subscriber Identity, a serial number used by SIM cards operating on a cellular or satellite network.

      Meanwhile, IMEI was short for International Mobile Station Equipment Identity, another serial number encoded into the phone handset itself.

      Lotus continued, ‘If you can cross-reference those with any signals that you intercept out in the field, well, you might get lucky.’

      Maya flexed her eyebrows. ‘Mm. Could lead to something actionable.’

      ‘Possibly. I’m sure you’re aware that it’s difficult to track encrypted radio transmissions. However, it’s a lot easier if you’re trying to home in on a satphone. If someone is actively using one, then you can easily capture the IMSI and IMEI numbers as they are being channelled through the network.’

      ‘Sounds like a plan. Well, I’m impressed. I really am. Thank you for going the extra mile on this.’

      ‘It’s no problem at all. I want to do everything I can to help. Whatever it takes to get Owen Caulfield back to his family.’

      ‘Of course. That’s what we all want. I’ll keep you posted on our progress.’ Maya pushed back her chair and rose. ‘We’ll talk again soon, my friend.’

      Lotus gave her a two-fingered salute. ‘Until next time.’

      Maya turned, slipping back into the crowd. She keyed her microphone. ‘Team Zodiac, the package is secure. Time to leave.’

      Adam spoke, ‘Roger. We’re right behind you.’

      Hunter came up beside Maya. ‘Did you get anything good?’

      She pressed the flash drive into his hand. ‘Something potentially good. You need to get your eggheads to analyse this right away. We might have a treasure trove here.’

      Hunter smirked. ‘Well, about damned time.’
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      Owen promised himself that tonight would be the night that he ran away.

      The only problem was timing.

      As he lay awake in his sleeping bag, he listened to the conversation and laughter coming from outside his tent. The terrorists sounded happy, which was surprising. Usually, they were quiet and serious.

      But something had changed. Something big. And that’s why they were celebrating. Some of them were singing in Arabic. He didn’t understand the language, but he did recognise its rhythm. At school, his Muslim friends used to sing like that. They called it nashid – the recitation of Islamic poetry.

      Owen ignored the singing and focused on the other terrorists who were speaking to each other in Malay. His command of the language was basic, and they often spoke too quickly for him to fully understand them. But he did catch them mentioning the Blue Zone, and they kept using the words kejayaan and operasi, which meant ‘success’ and ‘operation’.

      Their excitement was obvious. Something important was going to happen. Or had something important already happened?

      Owen couldn’t be sure.

      Exhaling shakily, he sat up. Slowly, very slowly, he eased himself out of his sleeping bag, and he leaned forward on his knees and peeked through the mosquito netting at his tent’s entrance. Eyes darting, he looked around the camp.

      The terrorists weren’t in their usual sentry positions. In fact, they seemed to be clustered together in small groups, eating and drinking. Their movements were casual, which meant they were less alert.

      Owen’s lips quivered. He stared out beyond the camp’s perimeter. The wilderness beckoned.

      Could he really do it?

      Could he?

      Owen hated to admit it, but he was afraid of the jungle. For months, they had kept him here. But he still hadn’t gotten used to the stickiness on his skin, the wet smells, the hissing and grunting of the wildlife, the shadows that shifted and moved constantly.

      The jungle was both mysterious and ominous to him. It was filled with frightful things, poisonous things, and it was even worse when the sunlight had melted away and darkness had descended. Because all the sensations were heightened. He saw less, but he felt more, and fear squeezed on his heart like a ring of thorns, tightening, always tightening.

      He missed his mom and dad. He ached for them. How far away were they? A hundred miles? Two hundred?

      Owen couldn’t picture it in his mind because he didn’t know where he was in relation to the city. No one had bothered to tell him. No one had shown him a map. As far as he knew, he was in the ass-end of nowhere.

      His only point of reference was that the sun rose in the east and set in the west. That was his only certainty; his only solace.

      So every morning, as soon as he awoke, he made it a point to orient himself and get a fix on the sun’s position. Then he would study the world beyond his tent. The giant trees. The rolling hills. The cavernous valleys. He would memorise them.

      But the details were often useless because the terrorists never stayed in one spot for very long. Seemingly at random, they would break camp and move on, marching for hours on end before setting up in a new location.

      This frustrated Owen.

      It made his efforts moot.

      Thankfully, he was never expected to walk on his own. Strong men took turns carrying him on their backs as they navigated the narrow and windy paths.

      He was pleased that he didn’t have to march, but he was never grateful. Sure, the terrorists fed him and clothed him, even giving him medicine when he was ill. But he wasn’t going to allow himself to be won over by their false gestures. They were the enemy, and he continued to nurse his hatred of them.

      In fact, his secret fantasy was of American helicopters suddenly swooping in, Navy SEALs fast-roping down, catching the terrorists by surprise, blowing them all away like a scene right out of a Michael Bay movie.

      Loud gunfire.

      Big explosions.

      Oh yeah.

      But as the months wore on and the locations kept switching, Owen grew disillusioned and disorientated. And he was no longer confident that the SEALs would come for him.

      They probably didn’t even know where he was.

      Khadijah had made sure of that.

      Owen chewed on his fingernails, and blinking hard, he turned away from his tent’s entrance. He couldn’t hope for a miraculous rescue. Not at this point.

      No, it was all up to him, and if he wanted to escape, he would have to do it tonight. There would be no better chance. It was now or never.
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      Owen had a small rucksack. He slipped a canteen of water into it, along with several cereal bars, and he figured that was enough.

      He needed to travel light. After all, he knew about the rule of three. Human beings could survive three minutes without air. Three days without water. Three weeks without food.

      So all he really needed right now were the bare essentials. Nothing bulky. Nothing that would weigh him down.

      Ideally, he would also have a few other items handy – a compass, a knife, a first-aid kit. But, no, he had none of those things. All he had with him now was a flashlight in his pocket. It was the kind with the red lens.

      Khadijah had given it to him not long ago. She had told him that he could use it if he was afraid of the dark. It wasn’t that impressive, but it would have to do. A flashlight was better than nothing.

      Still, it troubled Owen that he would be venturing out of the camp without a compass. But he sucked in a thin breath and pushed his doubts away. He knew what he was doing.

      He had studied the sun when it came up today, and he had also watched it when it dipped. So he knew which way was east and which way was west.

      He also knew his Malaysian geography pretty well. It didn’t really matter where he was in the country. If he headed either east or west long enough, he was bound to hit a coastline, and from there, it was just a matter of searching along the seashore until he found help. Maybe he would come across a fishing village. Maybe the locals would be friendly. Maybe they would give him shelter.

      A lot of maybes.

      Could he really do it?

      It wouldn’t be easy. Chances were, he would have to walk an awfully long way to get to the coastline. Many, many miles across rough terrain. And that caused him to hesitate. It made his heart shrink.

      But then he thought about his mom and dad once more. He pictured their faces, and he straightened, clenching his fists, his determination renewed. He’d been a hostage long enough, and he needed to break free.

      Be brave. Be tough.

      Owen slung the rucksack across his shoulder. He eased his feet into his shoes and laced them up tight, and he crept to his tent’s entrance. Slowly, very slowly, he unzipped its opening with trembling fingers.

      He peered left and peered right.

      All clear.

      Swallowing back his fear, he ducked low and slipped out.
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      The forest canopy was so thick that the moonlight barely filtered through, and the terrorists hadn’t ignited any campfires. Which meant there was just enough luminosity for Owen to make out the contours of the terrain around him, and that suited him just fine.

      Sweating under his shirt, hair plastered against his forehead, he relied on instinct to guide him. He’d already memorised the layout of the camp, and he figured that he had a better chance of escaping through its eastern boundary. It was closer, plus there seemed to be fewer terrorists on that side.

      Owen could spot them from the glow of their flashlights, dancing dull red in the blackness. Avoiding them would be easy enough. At least, that’s what he told himself.

      Be like Sam Fisher. Stealth it.

      Muscles tight, nerves jittery, he shuffled forward on the edges of his feet, trying to minimise the noise he made. Which was hard to do because the ground was littered with leaves and twigs. He winced every time something crunched and crackled under his shoe. But, thankfully, all the singing and conversation around him masked his movements.

      Owen settled into a cautious rhythm.

      Move. Stop. Listen.

      Move. Stop. Listen.

      He skirted around one tent.

      He dodged another.

      Stay in the shadows. Use stealth.

      Mosquitoes buzzed in his ears, but he avoided the urge to swat at them. He could see beyond the camp’s eastern perimeter now. This was where the wilderness thickened and the terrain sloped sharply downward into a gully. It was probably less than fifty yards away.

      So close.

      Owen paused for a moment, crouching behind a bush, its nettles feeling prickly against his skin.

      Head pivoting, he checked the terrorists around him. He got a fix on their positions, but he didn’t want his gaze to linger on any one of them for too long. He’d read somewhere that staring at someone only alerted them to your presence. Some kind of voodoo.

      Don’t trip their sixth sense.

      Owen swallowed, his lips puckering, his mouth dry. He had the sudden urge to reach into his rucksack and take a sip of water. But – oh jeez – there was no time for that.

      Any moment now, someone was going to check on his tent, and once they did, they would realise that he was gone.

      Owen inhaled, bunching up his shoulders.

      Get going. Move. Move.

      Crab-walking, he peeled away from the bush.

      He zeroed in on the camp’s edge.

      Closer.

      Closer.

      Almost there—

      And that’s when Owen froze up, his heart lurching. Flashlights were sweeping in from his right, the silhouettes of three terrorists looming.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      How could he have missed them? He figured they must have been on patrol outside the camp’s perimeter, and now they were marching back in.

      Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

      Owen desperately wanted to reverse course and backtrack to the bush behind him. But it was too late. He was caught out in the open, and eyes wide, knees shivering, he forgot his own golden rule – he stared right at the terrorists.

      Sure enough, one of them stiffened in mid-step. The terrorist turned and brought his flashlight up and focused its beam.

      And Owen freaked and launched himself into a flat-out run, his legs pumping hard, his rucksack bouncing wildly behind him.
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      Owen didn’t dare look back.

      Panting, whimpering, he plunged into the jungle beyond, tall grass and vines slapping against him as he powered downhill. The slope was steeper than he thought, and he struggled to maintain his footing, barely able to see what was in front of him.

      Doesn’t matter. Just keep moving. Keep moving.

      Owen dodged one tree, then dodged another, leaping over a log.

      Behind him, the terrorists were crashing through the undergrowth, voices echoing. They weren’t using the flashlights with the red lenses anymore. No, the beams from these ones were vivid white, penetrating the darkness like strobes.

      Owen was seized by the fear that they might open fire on him. Any moment now, bullets were going to start hissing and cracking, and he didn’t stand a chance. But – no, no – he remembered. He was precious to them. They wouldn’t risk shooting at him—

      Thump.

      Owen cried out as he stubbed his right foot against something hard. It was an exposed root from a passing tree, and with his arms stretched out and windmilling, he rocketed forward and – oh shit – he was airborne, somersaulting.

      His stomach cramped up, and the world became a dizzying kaleidoscope, and he could hear the air whooshing in his ears.

      He blasted through a cluster of low-hanging branches, his rucksack taking the brunt of the impact before being ripped off his shoulders.

      Then he hit the ground and landed on his back.

      Owen gasped, his teeth slamming together, and he saw stars. His momentum carried him downhill, dust pluming, soil and grit filling his mouth and nostrils, causing him to choke and wheeze, his skin being rubbed raw.

      Flailing, desperate to stop his uncontrolled descent, he clawed at the ground as it whipped by, trying to brake using his shoes. But he only hurtled faster and faster until – oh God – he walloped into a bush and cartwheeled to a sudden stop.

      Owen was crying now, spitting dirt from his mouth, hurting all over. His head was dizzy, his vision was blurry, but he could see flashlights hovering in the hillside above him, closing in fast.

      More than anything, he wanted to just curl up and lie still. Shut his eyes and rest a while. But – no, no – he couldn’t give up. Not here. Not now.

      Groaning, trembling, Owen forced himself to stand. His muscles were stiff and throbbing. His skin felt wet. Was it blood? Sweat? Moisture from the jungle? He didn’t know.

      Grimacing, he hobbled forward, listing this way and that. He fought to stay upright. The voices got louder. The flashlights drifted closer.

      Don’t… get… caught.

      Frantic now, Owen pushed himself to move faster.

      Crunch.

      The forest floor beneath him suddenly gave way, like it was hollow, and he fell, pain spiking through his left foot, radiating through his entire leg.

      Owen screamed.

      Everything melted into shape-shifting grey, and before the abyss overtook him, the last thing he thought about was his mum and dad.

      He missed them.

      Oh, how he missed them.
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      The accommodation at the American embassy was as basic as it got. It was just a single cramped room in a dormitory, with shared bathrooms down the hall.

      But Maya wasn’t complaining. All Adam and she needed right now were two beds, four walls and a roof. Which was enough, considering that space was in short supply.

      At the moment, fresh CIA personnel were being flown in from other stations in Bangkok, Singapore and Jakarta, and Chief Raynor was expediting a dramatic expansion.

      More surveillance.

      More analytics.

      More firepower.

      As a result, the staff at the embassy had almost doubled. It had become a real hive of activity.

      But, no, Maya wasn’t complaining. At the very least, they had a secure location to bunk in tonight, which was reassuring, especially considering all the god-awful stuff that had gone down today.

      As Maya stretched out on her bed, the mattress feeling soft and lumpy beneath her, she stared at the ceiling fan oscillating above, barely keeping the heat away. She had just taken a shower, but already she was feeling sticky with sweat. There was no escaping the humidity.

      Adam was sitting up in the bed across from her. He had a Samsung Galaxy tablet in his hand, and he was watching proof-of-life videos of Owen Caulfield over and over again.

      Eventually, Maya sighed and turned her head to face him. ‘You’ve been doing that for a while now. It’s getting old.’

      ‘Sorry.’ Adam gave her a sidelong glance and winked. ‘Just seeing if there’s anything we’ve missed.’

      ‘Well, have we?’

      ‘Maybe. Maybe not.’

      ‘Ooh, do tell, Sherlock.’

      ‘Okay, Watson.’ Adam tilted the tablet, his finger swiping across the screen. ‘Watch closely. Here’s the first video Khadijah ever uploaded of Owen. Notice how scared he is? His eyes are downcast. He’s fidgety. Doesn’t even look at the camera.’  Adam swiped his finger again and again. ‘Now here’s the next video. And the next. Notice how things are progressing? Owen’s getting more confident. More settled. He even starts eyeballing the camera. Putting on his best tough-guy routine.’

      Leaning on her elbow, Maya studied the images on the tablet’s screen. ‘Right. We’ve already been through all this with Mama. Owen’s being defiant. Rebellious.’

      ‘Kind of strange, don’t you think?’

      ‘As in…?’

      ‘Well, there’s this thing called Stockholm syndrome—’

      ‘Yes, capture-bonding. Where the hostage starts to identify and sympathise with the captor. But that only happens in a tiny fraction of kidnappings. Less than ten percent.’

      ‘Fair enough. But what if the opposite is happening here?’

      ‘Opposite of Stockholm syndrome?’

      ‘Well, instead of identifying with Khadijah’s cause, what if he’s starting to resent her? Maybe even nurture ideas? I mean, four months is an awfully long time for a city kid like him to be stuck in the rainforest, surrounded by insurgents.’

      ‘So…’ Maya flexed her lips and inhaled. ‘What you’re saying is he wants to escape. And that desire’s getting stronger and stronger.’

      ‘Bingo. Do you think it’s plausible?’

      ‘Well, it’s plausible. The only question is, will he actually follow through with that desire?’

      Adam powered his tablet off and set it aside. ‘For Owen’s sake, I sure hope not. Even if he somehow manages to break free and run, he wouldn’t get very far. Khadijah and her Orang Asli trackers would hunt him down in a heartbeat.’

      ‘Not a pretty thought.’ Maya sat up, her bed creaking beneath her. ‘Okay. All right. Let’s assume Owen actually got brave enough – desperate enough – to attempt a jailbreak. So how would Khadijah react if she caught him doing that? Would she punish him? Would she hurt him?’

      Adam rolled his eyes and shrugged. ‘Um, I doubt it. I just can’t see her waterboarding a kid for the sake of punishing him. I mean, she’s shown an incredible amount of self-control and foresight so far. That wouldn’t change.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Based on her psych profile? Yeah, pretty much.’

      ‘Maybe she wouldn’t resort to corporal punishment. But what about something more psychological? Like withholding food? Or restraining Owen and placing a hood over his head? Sensory deprivation?’

      Adam hesitated. ‘Maybe. I don’t know. That’s harder to say.’

      Maya arched her eyebrows. ‘Harder to say because our psych profile doesn’t extend that far?’

      ‘Well, we have no idea what kind of stress she’s under. No one’s infallible. Everyone has a breaking point.’

      ‘So, conceivably, Owen could go from being an asset to being a liability. A hostage that’s lost its novelty.’

      ‘Giving Khadijah an excuse to mistreat him?’

      ‘Not consciously, no. But maybe she stops being considerate towards him. Starts being indifferent to his needs.’

      ‘Gee, that would be drastic, don’t you think? Remember – Owen’s the only thing stopping the Americans from launching drone strikes on suspected insurgent positions.’

      ‘I know. So she does the bare minimum to keep him alive.’

      ‘Bare minimum, huh? Well – shit – I hate the sound of that.’

      Maya sucked on her teeth and fell silent. She was aware of how high the stakes were, and the longer this situation dragged on, the more unpredictable Khadijah was likely to get.

      Getting Owen back was paramount, and yet, there didn’t seem to be any clear-cut way to achieve that. At the back of her mind, she toyed with this fantasy where the Malaysian military and JSOC would invade the rainforest. Go in fast and hard and flush Khadijah out.

      But that was unrealistic.

      One – they would be searching for a needle in a haystack, and they didn’t even know where the haystack was. Blindly combing thousands of square kilometres just wasn’t an option.

      Two – the insurgents would be well-prepared for any incursion. It was their territory, their rules, and in any guerrilla-style engagement, the casualties they could inflict would be unimaginable.

      And three – there was no guarantee that Owen wouldn’t be caught in the crossfire. He could be hurt, even killed, which would defeat the whole purpose of a jungle offensive in the first place.

      Goddamn it.

      Maya sighed. She reclined back against her pillow. She raked her hands through her hair. ‘You know, it’s at times like this that I really wish Papa was still with us. We could use his guidance right about now. His intuition.’

      ‘Hey, your father trained us well enough,’ Adam said. ‘We just have to keep the faith. And do what we’ve got to do.’

      Maya chuckled bitterly. ‘We’ve been in the country for barely twenty-four hours. And, already, we’re seeing a seismic shift. The Blue Zone’s been hit. Our cover as aid workers has been compromised. And Khadijah actually seems to be winning. Could it get any worse?’

      Adam cleared his throat, his voice going all low and gravelly. He put on his best Nathan Raines impersonation. ‘Ours is not to question why. Ours is to do or die.’

      ‘Ugh. Exactly what Papa would say. Thank you for reminding me.’

      ‘You’re welcome.’

      ‘I was being sarcastic.’

      ‘Same here.’

      ‘I’m wondering, though, if there’s something we’re not seeing. Like maybe – just maybe – there’s some foreign influence here. A bigger player. And Khadijah is acting as a proxy.’

      ‘Let me guess – a proxy for Iran?’

      ‘Yeah, VAJA. They hate the Saudis with a passion. They would do anything to undermine them. And the fact that the Malaysians are allied so closely with the Saudis has to be pissing them off. So VAJA arranges for a clandestine intervention. Provides Khadijah with material and logistical support—’

      Adam frowned. He raised his hands, palms up. ‘Whoa, whoa. Go easy on the conspiracy theories. Sure, the Iranians might have the motive and the means. But the modus operandi of such an intervention just doesn’t add up.’

      ‘Meaning…?’

      ‘Have you forgotten? Kendra Shaw and I dealt with VAJA when they tried to mount that op in Auckland. So I’ve seen them up close. And, believe me, they’re the most misogynistic bastards ever. They hate women. They believe women are incapable of anything other than servitude to men. So how is it possible that VAJA would be bankrolling Khadijah? To them, she would be a heretic. A nutcase. It just doesn’t add up.’

      Maya opened her mouth, wanting to argue, but then she hesitated.

      Iran was predominantly Shia, which made them the natural enemy of Saudi Arabia, which was predominantly Sunni. But was that enough for Iran to dispatch VAJA – an intelligence agency made up of bigoted men – to sponsor Khadijah as a fifth column inside Malaysia?

      It just didn’t seem credible.

      Worse still, it sounded like a bad novel.

      Maya groaned. ‘Damn it, you’re right.’ She rubbed her eyes. ‘My mind’s all tired and muddled. I’m not even thinking straight.’

      Adam regarded Maya for a moment. He sighed and reached for the light switch on the wall. He clicked it off, and in the darkness, he stretched out on his bed. ‘What we need is sleep. We’ve been running on adrenaline all day.’

      Maya stifled a yawn. ‘You think?’

      ‘It’s easy to overanalyse the situation. Go chasing bogeymen that aren’t there. But that’s the last thing we need to be doing.’

      ‘Sometimes… well, sometimes I think about what Papa would do when faced with a crisis like this. And I know he’s gone. But, somehow, I feel like I’m disappointing him. Failing him. I’m just not measuring up to his legacy—’

      ‘Hey, don’t think like that. Your father was proud of you.’

      ‘Was he?’

      ‘Come on. I know he was. He made it a point to tell me.’

      ‘Roger that. If you say so.’

      Adam scoffed. ‘I do say so. And, listen, tomorrow’s another day. We’ll do better.’

      Maya shut her eyes. ‘For Owen’s sake, we’ll have to do better.’
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      Khadijah knew that she only had herself to blame.

      She had allowed her fedayeen to relax, to celebrate, to lower their guard. And Owen had seized on that opportunity and tried to run away.

      Ya Allah.

      When Aiman carried the boy back into camp, Khadijah couldn’t help but flinch when she saw the cuts and bruises that crisscrossed his skin. But the worst injury, by far, was the wound on the boy’s foot.

      Even under the tourniquet Aiman had tied to stem the bleeding, the wound still looked like a gruesome mess, the result of stepping on a punji stake. It was a camouflaged trap made out of sharpened wood, planted as an anti-intrusion device. It was only ever intended to deter trespassers from approaching the camp, not to stop someone who was fleeing the camp in a blind panic, which was what Owen had been doing.

      Khadijah shook her head, feeling her stomach clench up.

      It’s all gone wrong. Terribly wrong.

      Aiman laid the boy down on a makeshift gurney.

      All around, they had set up battery-powered lanterns. This was a violation of the light discipline Khadijah had previously imposed. But rules be damned. They needed the light.

      Owen’s foot was still weeping, crimson soaking through the tourniquet. Several of the women got to work, cleaning and disinfecting his wounds. The smell of antiseptic was pungent.

      Khadijah fought the urge to look away. ‘How bad is it?’

      It was Siti who reached for Owen’s eyelids and peeled them open. She shined a flashlight in both eyes. ‘His pupils are reacting normally. So I don’t believe he’s suffered any head trauma.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘And I don’t feel any broken bones.’

      ‘Good.’

      ‘So the biggest danger now is sepsis. Blood poisoning.’

      ‘Can you treat him?’

      ‘Here? No, no. We don’t have the right equipment. And we don’t have antibiotics.’ Siti touched Owen’s forehead. ‘Unfortunately, he’s already running a fever. And it won’t be too long before the toxins affect his kidney, liver, heart…’

      That was the last thing Khadijah wanted to hear. Scowling, she tipped her head back, sucking in a shivering breath, rocking back and forth on the balls of her feet. She struggled to contain her emotions.

      Ya Allah.

      She knew all too well that the punji stake was coated with animal faeces and venom derived from a poisonous plant. These were meant to increase the risk of infection and cripple an enemy. Which, given the present circumstances, was an inconvenient fact.

      Aiman spoke, his voice quiet, ‘We need to get the boy to a fully equipped medical facility. The sooner, the better.’

      Khadijah couldn’t help but scoff. ‘The Americans and their allies are on full alert now. If we leave the rainforest, we risk exposing ourselves.’

      ‘Does it matter? If we do nothing, the boy’s condition will deteriorate.’

      Khadijah chewed on her lip, her fingers flexing. She stared at the tree branches rustling above. She could barely make out the crescent moon beyond, framed by a constellation of stars.

      She shut her eyes.

      She concentrated and tried to meditate. But… why wasn’t the Almighty speaking to her? Why was there no guidance offered? Could this be a rebuke? Divine judgement for her complacency?

      Khadijah wasn’t sure. All she knew was she could feel a hollowness inside her that wasn’t there before. There was a gap in her consciousness, and it was leaving her confused, adrift.

      Which direction am I meant to take?

      Eventually, Khadijah exhaled, her nostrils flaring.

      She opened her eyes and stared down at the boy. Even now – even after everything – he still looked like an angel. So innocent and pure.

      Slumping her shoulders, weary, Khadijah knew that she needed to make a decision. She had to accelerate her plans and improvise. For the boy’s sake.
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      Dinesh Nair was reading the Bible when he heard engines revving and men shouting.

      He stiffened, his hand frozen while turning the page. He had been studying Matthew 10:34. One of Jesus’ most controversial statements.

      Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I did not come to bring peace, but a sword.

      With a feeling of dread, Dinesh shut his bible. Setting it aside, he rose from his sofa. It was past midnight, but candles were still burning in his living room, flickering and casting their orange glow.

      The sounds were coming from outside his apartment, from the streets beyond.

      Dinesh padded over to his balcony, and that’s when he heard gunshots echoing like thunderclaps, followed by voices screaming. It was a hideous cacophony that startled him and made his muscles clench up.

      Sweet Lord. What’s happening out there?

      Heart palpitating, cheeks tight, he lowered his stance.

      He leaned against his balcony’s railing and peered over.

      His eyes widened.

      The scene below was straight out of a nightmare. Halogen spotlights pierced the darkness, and soldiers were descending from armoured personnel carriers, storming into nearby houses.

      Holy Mary, Mother of God…

      Dinesh recognised the yellow berets and green uniforms that the soldiers wore. They were members of the RELA Corps. It was a paramilitary unit.

      An icy chill feathered its way up his spine.

      They’re a death squad. They’re here to bring death.

      Dinesh watched as one family was marched out of their home at gunpoint. And a boy – he couldn’t have been older than thirteen – suddenly broke away from the group and tried to make a run for it. A white-haired man – probably his grandfather – was yelling and waving for him to stop.

      The boy darted maybe fifty yards before a soldier riding on an armoured vehicle pivoted and took aim, opening up with a machine gun, and the boy lurched and exploded into a red mist.

      His family shrieked and wailed.

      Dinesh cupped his hand against his mouth. Hot bile scorched the back of his throat, and he retched and doubled over. Vomit spilled through his fingers.

      Oh dear God...

      Gasping, Dinesh sagged against the balcony’s railing.

      His insides were churning.

      He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, then he turned and scrambled back into his living room. Puffing hard, he blew out all the candles, extinguishing their flames. His eyes darted wildly, adjusting to the darkness.

      Are they coming here? Will they storm this apartment block as well?

      Dinesh rubbed his anguished face, his fingernails digging into his cheeks. He was under no illusions. He had to assume that he wasn’t safe here anymore. The entire area was compromised. He had to leave now.

      Yet Dinesh found himself wrestling with a dilemma. If he departed now, then there would be no guarantee that Farah would be able to re-establish contact with him. He had no contingency plans that stretched beyond this.

      All he had right now was her last set of instructions – he was to remain in his apartment until she came to him. That was the arrangement. Clear as crystal.

      But how can she expect me to sit here and wait while a bloodbath is happening all around me? It’s madness.

      Dinesh shook his head, fidgeting.

      He stepped into his kitchen. He approached the stove and braced his weight against it, heaving it to one side. Then he crouched and started lifting the tiles off the floor, clearing them away and reaching into the hollow compartment beneath. He withdrew the satellite phone once again from its hiding place.

      Dinesh hesitated for a moment, staring at it.

      He had made up his mind.

      He was going to leave, and he would take the satphone with him. This way, Farah had a way of reaching him. It was against protocol – against operational security – but at this point, he no longer cared.

      His immediate survival was more important than adhering to foolish spycraft. He could not serve Khadijah otherwise.
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      Dinesh was tempted to call his youngest son in Melbourne, just to hear his voice. But – damn it – such sentimentality would have to wait. There was no time.

      Hastily, Dinesh locked up his apartment, and using a flashlight, he approached the elevator out in the corridor beyond. He was all alone. None of his neighbours had dared to venture out from their units.

      Dinesh tapped the elevator’s control button. But then he cringed and realised his mistake. There was no power, therefore the elevator wouldn’t work. Panic was messing with his mind and getting the better of him.

      Dinesh turned and pushed open the door to the stairwell. He descended the steps quickly, and he was panting and sweating by the time he reached the ground floor.

      Were the gunfire and screams getting louder?

      Or was he just imagining it?

      Lips quivering, Dinesh murmured a prayer. ‘Hail Mary, full of grace. The Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou amongst women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death. Amen.’

      Dinesh killed his flashlight.

      He exited the building and circled around the apartment block. Breathing through his teeth, he avoided looking in the direction of the massacre. It was all happening maybe five-hundred yards away.

      So damn close.

      But he didn’t want to think about that. All he was focused on was reaching the open-air parking lot in the rear. He had a Toyota sedan waiting there. It was a car that he used only on weekends.

      Hands shivering, Dinesh got his remote out of his pocket. He thumbed the button, unlocking his car. He popped open the door, but then he hesitated. He scoffed and slammed the door shut.

      Stupid. Bloody stupid.

      Rubbing his forehead, Dinesh realised that he wouldn’t be able to use his car at all. The entire city was under a dusk-till-dawn curfew. He couldn’t drive, not unless he wanted to be stopped at a RELA roadblock.

      Dinesh fidgeted with the strap of the messenger bag on his shoulder.

      If they find me with a satellite phone, there’s no telling what they might do to me.

      In his mind’s eye, he pictured himself being strung up and whipped with a rattan cane, each stroke splitting his flesh, drawing blood.

      He flinched. Torture may yet come, and he was prepared for that. But who was to say that a trigger-happy soldier wouldn’t just shoot him dead? If that happened, then all would be lost.

      Dinesh frowned, bunching up his shoulders. He thumbed the button on his remote and relocked his car.

      He desperately needed to escape, but he would have to do it in a less conventional fashion. He quick-stepped through the parking lot and approached the chain-link fence at the far end.

      He stared at it.

      I can do this. I have to do this.

      He steadied his nerves and hardened his jaw, and with a running start, he threw himself against the fence. It wobbled under his weight, and he clung on for a moment, but then he lost his balance, and with his palms slick with sweat, he fell back down and landed on his buttocks.

      Frustrated, Dinesh groaned, wiping his palms against his shirt.

      Don’t lose faith. Not now.

      He stood up and backpedalled. He gave himself a longer running start, then he launched himself against the fence once more. The impact was harder. His chest hurt. But this time, with his legs pumping, he managed to get the necessary traction, and he flipped himself up and over.

      He dropped awkwardly into the alleyway beyond, gasping as he scraped his shin against the lip of an open gutter. His foot splashed into grimy water, and the smell of rotting garbage pinched his nostrils.

      But he ignored the pain and the stench.

      He righted himself and jogged forward.

      At the end of the alley, he paused. He crouched and flattened himself against a crumbling brick wall. An armoured vehicle was rolling by, its halogen searchlight aiming this way and that. He could hear the voices of the soldiers riding on it. They were laughing.

      Dinesh sucked in a thin breath and whispered a prayer. ‘Saint Michael, the Archangel, defend us in battle. Be our protection against the wickedness and snares of the Devil. May God rebuke him, we humbly pray. And do thou, o prince of the heavenly host, by the power of God, cast into hell Satan and all the evil spirits who prowl throughout the world, seeking the ruin of souls. Amen.’

      The searchlight’s beam crept dangerously close to Dinesh’s position. He could feel his heart thudding in his ears, but at the last possible moment, the beam pivoted away. It had missed him. Just barely.

      Once the armoured vehicle rounded the corner and disappeared from sight, Dinesh seized the opportunity to dart across the road.

      He entered the children’s playground beyond, his shoes skidding against the grass, his skin bristling. He took cover behind a merry-go-round. Blinking hard, sweat stinging his eyes, he scanned his surroundings.

      The gunshots and screams were behind him now, and if he could reach the cluster of school buildings just across the field, he figured that he would be safe. Those buildings offered plenty of nooks and crannies for him to hide in. At least until the sun came up.

      Dinesh inhaled and exhaled.

      And, with his mouth dry, he ran.
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      Two-hundred metres.

      One-hundred metres.

      Fifty metres.

      Dinesh reached the school’s perimeter. He squeezed past a broken fence, and he was inside the compound. His breaths were wheezing, and his chest was burning from all the exertion.

      Oh God Almighty…

      He was at least ten years too old for this.

      Doubling over, with his hands on his knees, Dinesh found himself surrounded by junk and detritus. On his left, he saw a rusty refrigerator, cracked open and lying on its side like a slain beast of burden. On his right, he saw a pile of rotting clothes, heaped so high that it formed a mini-pyramid.

      The neighbourhood had started treating the school compound as a convenient dumping ground. And why wouldn’t they? The city council hadn’t collected their rubbish for months now.

      Grimacing, Dinesh straightened and pushed forward, with overgrown weeds and wildflowers slapping against him. He scanned the school blocks that loomed ahead. Each building stood four storeys tall, with classrooms on every level rimmed by open corridors and balconies.

      He chose the last block. It was the farthest one from the main road, and he figured that it would offer him more safety, more concealment.

      He stepped on to a concrete walkway and cut around a corner, approaching a stairwell, wanting to make his way up. But – oh Jesus – that’s when he realised that the foot of the stairs was obstructed by a grated door.

      Groaning, Dinesh wrapped his hands around its wrought-iron bars, shaking it until his knuckles went white. But it was no use. The door was shackled shut.

      Frantic now, he peeled away and checked the next stairwell, then the next.

      But it was all the same.

      No. Damn it. No.

      Panting, Dinesh skirted around the school block, and that’s when he stumbled on an alternative. It was a one-storey laboratory at the back of the compound, looking decrepit, its walls vandalised by graffiti. It sat in the shadow of the larger buildings, which made it easy enough to overlook.

      Dinesh checked the front door and found it chained and padlocked, but daring to hope, he circled around and discovered a shattered window in the rear.

      Yes. Oh yes.

      Dinesh climbed through and dropped into the dusty and cobwebbed interior.

      Switching on his flashlight, he saw that almost everything of worth was gone.

      No fixtures.

      No equipment.

      No chairs.

      Only the larger items of furniture remained – workbenches and cabinets.

      That’s when a glint of movement caught his eye, and Dinesh turned. His swept his flashlight this way and that, and he saw rats darting in the corner, hissing, their claws scratching in a staccato beat. Their menace gave him pause, but then he shook his head and allowed himself a nervous chuckle.

      The vermin are more afraid of me than I am of them.

      Fidgeting, sweating, Dinesh moved to the far end of the room, well away from the rats, and searching, he found a good spot to hole up in.

      He bent over and squeezed himself under a workbench, and he shimmied to the left and to the right, making himself as comfortable as possible.

      Then, with his back pressed against the wall, he extinguished his flashlight.

      I’m safe. I’m okay.

      Breathing shallowly, with dust tickling his nostrils, Dinesh reached for the Saint Christopher pendant that he wore around his neck. He rolled it between his fingers and listened to the gunfire echoing just beyond the school grounds.

      He felt like an animal, cornered and desperate. It was a god-awful feeling. Still, he reassured himself that the death squad wouldn’t come this way. They had no reason to.

      Once upon a time, this school had been home to over two-thousand students and a hundred teachers. But after funding was cut by the government, its attendance roll had dwindled, until eventually, it had been abandoned altogether, left to rot and crumble.

      A damned shame.

      Shutting his eyes, Dinesh could almost sense the ghostly ambience of the children who used to frequent these halls. He imagined footsteps, voices, laughter. He imagined his own boys, who had been educated here so long ago.

      Those were better days.

      Happier days.

      The nostalgia brought a smile to his lips—

      Boom.

      That’s when a blast in the distance dashed his thoughts, and his eyes flew open.

      What was that?

      A grenade? A rocket? A mortar?

      Dinesh was no expert, so he couldn’t tell. But now he was seized by the fear that the soldiers would bombard this school. Maybe by accident. Maybe on purpose. Maybe for the sheer fun of it. It was illogical, of course, but he couldn’t stop himself from entertaining such morbid visions.

      Which was worse? Being cut down by bullets? Or being blown apart by artillery?

      Boom. Boom.

      Dinesh was shivering now, hyperventilating.

      Oh Lord. Please...

      He thought of his sons once more. A part of him was glad that they were in Australia, far away from all this madness. Yet another part of him was terrified, wondering if he’d ever see them again.

      Cradling his head in his hands, he felt a gnawing sense of regret.

      Why didn’t I leave this country when I had the chance? Why?

      No doubt, he’d been swayed by idealism. The chance to embark on a grand and noble adventure; a struggle for democracy.

      How exciting.

      How romantic.

      But now, as he sat holed up under this table, body doubled over and aching, he was beginning to realise that there was nothing heroic in his choice.

      What a fool I’ve been.

      He wasn’t cut out to be a freedom fighter. On the contrary, he was just a middle-aged man with bookish interests, and he’d never been more afraid.

      Holy Mary, Mother of God...

      With his nerves raw, Dinesh began whispering every Catholic prayer that he knew of. He asked for mercy, for strength, for forgiveness. And once he had exhausted all those prayers, he started all over again.

      He began to stutter and miss words, getting the combinations wrong. But, for lack of a better option, he continued going. It gave him something to focus on.

      The minutes ticked by, agonisingly slow.

      Eventually, thirst overcame him, and he ceased his prayer and reached into his messenger bag. He got out a bottle of water. He uncapped it and tilted his head back, swallowing.

      That’s when – sweet merciful Jesus – he heard the gunfire and explosions fading in intensity. Pausing in mid-gulp, he lowered his bottle, not daring to believe it.

      But, sure enough, the barrage had gone from a fierce tempo to sporadic bursts before petering out completely. And now, as he wiped his lips and listened hard, he could make out the sound of engines revving and tyres squealing as they melted away into the distance.

      Thank God.

      Dinesh blinked, trembling in relief.

      His prayers had been answered.

      The bastards are leaving. They’re really leaving.

      Feeling dizzy, he took one final gulp from his bottle. Then, crawling out from beneath the workbench, he stood, and swaying unsteadily, he stretched, hearing his joints pop. Leaning against a creaky cabinet, he pulled out his satphone and connected its battery.

      That’s when he froze.

      The gunshots and explosions had started all over again. This time, though, the harsh cacophony was further away. A kilometre. Perhaps two.

      They didn’t leave. They just moved to a new position. They’re still searching. Still killing.

      Lips quivering in despair, Dinesh felt as if he was cursed. Reluctantly, he returned his satphone to his bag. Then he bent over and crawled back under the workbench.

      He ached to make contact with Farah and arrange for an extraction.

      But – oh God – he would have to wait.

      He wasn’t safe and secure.

      Not yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 52

        

      

    

    
      Khadijah was relieved when Owen regained consciousness.

      Even though the boy was feverish and trembling, he could still answer all the questions that Siti asked him – his name, his age, the current year.

      Inshallah.

      His cognitive functions were intact. And when Siti asked him to wiggle and flex his limbs, the boy had no trouble doing so. Therefore nothing was broken. Nothing was sprained.

      Now all they had to worry about was the puncture wound to his foot. They had cleaned the injury and suctioned out as much of the poison as they could, and the Orang Asli had prepared and applied a herbal salve to ease the boy’s suffering.

      This was the best they could manage. Yet Khadijah knew that they were only postponing the inevitable. The heat and humidity of the jungle was now their greatest enemy. It was a breeding ground for infection, and it was only a matter of time before the toxins circulated and overtook Owen’s young body.

      How long did they have before he began to show signs of organ failure?

      Six hours?

      Twelve?

      Khadijah shivered at the thought. She did not want to play the guessing game. It was not in her nature to gamble, especially not with a life as fragile as Owen’s. She knew that they needed to make contact with the fedayeen stationed in the valley below them.

      So Khadijah turned to Aiman, and she gave him a curt nod. ‘It’s time.’

      Aiman pulled his walkie-talkie out of a waterproof pouch and attached the battery. But then he paused, his head bowed. ‘Mother, are you sure?’

      Khadijah considered it. She was asking him to break radio silence and send a transmission burst. He was nervous, and why wouldn’t he be?

      The Americans were always monitoring wireless frequencies. There was even a rumour that they had planes in Malaysian airspace, orbiting day and night, packed with sensors designed to collect intelligence.

      The shadowy military unit that ran such operations was called the Intelligence Support Activity. However, it also went by a number of other ominous names. Centra Spike. Cemetery Wind. Grey Fox.

      It was difficult to separate truth from myth, but Khadijah had to assume that their SIGINT capabilities were formidable.

      Of course, she knew that the two-way radios her fedayeen were using had voice encryption. But because they were transmitting on the standard UHF/VHF spectrum, she had no doubt that the Americans could not only intercept but break the encryption.

      That was a troubling thought.

      Certainly, Khadijah would have preferred not to communicate by radio at all. It would have been far safer to use a courier. That was the tried-and-true method, but resorting to that would have been too slow.

      Time is of the essence. We must not waste it.

      Khadijah sighed and laid her hand on Aiman’s shoulder. ‘We have to take this chance. God will protect us. Trust in Him.’

      ‘Very well.’ Aiman powered up the walkie-talkie. He spoke into it, his words clipped and precise. ‘Medina. Please copy.’

      Static popped and hissed, and the reply from the female voice on the other end was just as brief. ‘Copy that. Medina.’

      With that, Aiman powered off the walkie-talkie.

      It was done.

      The on-air exchange was kept ambiguous and devoid of detail. This was done for good reason. If the Americans did manage to intercept it, Khadijah wanted them to have as little to go on as possible.

      The code name Medina was in reference to the holy city that Prophet Muhammad had fled to in order to escape an assassination attempt by his enemies. It was an ancient metaphor.

      The fedayeen down below would understand it to mean that Khadijah was planning to move Owen to an emergency rally point, and they would make the necessary preparations to facilitate the process.

      Still, Khadijah felt uneasy about the course of action she had committed herself to. There was now a hollowness in her soul, a paralysing stillness, as if something was missing. So she shut her eyes and sought reassurance.

      Am I doing the right thing? Is this the right path? Tell me. Tell me, please.

      Khadijah strained to listen, her face flushed.

      But, as before, she failed to detect the voice of the Eternal. Not even a whisper. In fact, all she could hear was the unearthly sound of bats shrieking in the rainforest canopy above, like phantoms in the night.

      Were the devilish creatures mocking her? Or was she just imagining it?

      Oh, this is damnation.

      Breathing harshly, with her lips pulled tight, she pressed her palms against her face and rubbed sweat away. She was tempted to jerk her head back and thrust her fist at the heavens, to shout and demand answers.

      But – ya Allah – with her shoulders clenched and body bent, she stopped herself from committing such a blasphemous act. Shaking her head, she wrapped her arms around herself, and she swallowed the bitter taste in her mouth.

      If the greatest sin is pride, then the greatest virtue is humility.

      Khadijah told herself that this had to be a test from the Almighty. A divine trial. She couldn’t understand the rhyme or reason of it, but the Creator seemed to be bestowing an obligation upon her now, giving her the burden of making her own choices, forging her own path.

      But why here? Why now?

      Khadijah opened her eyes and straightened. She swept her gaze across her fedayeen, and she was unnerved to see them staring back at her with great expectation.

      Yes, they were waiting for a decision. She could even hear a few voices murmuring holy passages from the Koran, articles of faith and devotion.

      Khadijah suddenly felt exposed, self-conscious. As if she was a fraud. The conviction of her compatriots prickled her heart, and it was enough to move her to tears.

      Since her husband’s beheading, her only solace had been the Shiite ummah. They were widows; widowers; orphans. Outcasts of society. And, against impossible odds, they had waged jihad and bled together, bound by a crucible of hopes and dreams.

      Everything has led us to this moment of moments. This is an honour. An opportunity. I must not doubt that. I must never doubt that.

      Khadijah inhaled sharply, her nose snivelling, her anxiety hardening into resolve. She wiped her glistening eyes, nodded and forced herself to smile.

      So be it.
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      Khadijah ordered her fedayeen to break up camp, and they began marching downhill.

      It wasn’t ideal – the slopes were steep, the paths were meandering, and the darkness added an element of uncertainty.

      Therefore, as a precaution, she got every member of her platoon to wear a cap with a reflective strip taped on the back. This was classic fieldcraft. It ensured that everyone would maintain an orderly formation, with each person following the one ahead. No one would be left wandering blind.

      So they shuffled down in a single file, with two of the strongest fedayeen carrying Owen as he lay swaddled on a makeshift stretcher. Siti monitored his vital signs throughout and kept him cool and hydrated. Meanwhile, Aiman acted as the pointman, venturing ahead of the platoon, making sure that the trail was clear of obstacles.

      The red beams from their flashlights cut a swathe through the darkness.

      It was eerie.

      Claustrophobic.

      It would have been easier to use regular lighting, but Khadijah had decided that this was the best way to avoid drawing attention to themselves. Unfortunately, it also had the effect of slowing their progress down to a deliberate pace.

      Going downhill, navigating through the foliage, it was all too easy to slip over a loose piece of gravel or get tangled up in an overhanging vine. And the dimness of their red illumination didn’t always make it easy to spot obstructions in the rugged terrain.

      So they had to be cautious and maintain a firm footing at all times.

      Thankfully, Aiman was an able pointman, making Khadijah aware of possible snags on the trail ahead. Still, it wasn’t easy. The descent was exhausting, and it was hard on her knees and shoulders, causing her face to tighten into a grimace. She sweated profusely, her clothes clinging to her skin.

      But finally – finally – they neared their destination. It was the river at the bottom of the valley, filled with croaking frogs and humming dragonflies.

      As expected, the second platoon of fedayeen was already waiting for Khadijah.

      They had used a gasoline-powered generator to inflate several rubber boats, which they now dragged down the muddy riverbank.

      They heaved the boats into the gushing water and held them steady amidst the current. Then carefully, very carefully, they transferred Owen from the stretcher into one of the boats.

      The boy’s eyelids fluttered, and he groaned, his body twitching from his fever. ‘Where…? Where are we going?’

      Khadijah climbed on to the boat and embraced him like a son. She kissed him on the cheek and whispered, ‘Home, Owen. We’re going home.’
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      As the boats’ motors purred and they streamed downriver, Khadijah couldn’t help but feel a sense of abject sorrow.

      She stared at the trees that flew by, the breeze undulating through her hair. She knew that she was leaving a beautiful wilderness behind. Perhaps she would never see it ever again.

      Khadijah sighed.

      She had spent months constructing artificial tills to supply her fedayeen with fresh water. She had assembled food caches throughout the jungle. She had established emergency rally points.

      And now?

      Well, now it felt like she was simply abandoning all of it.

      This was not at all what she had planned from the beginning; nothing like what she had envisioned.

      But as Khadijah gazed down at Owen and stroked his arms, she knew that this was the right choice. She had to accept it and make her peace with it.

      Alhamdulillah. Everything that has a beginning has an end.
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      Maya awoke to the sound of a phone ringing.

      Bleary-eyed, she fumbled under her pillow, grabbing her cell phone. But then she realised that it wasn’t the one that was ringing. Of course not. The cellular networks were still down.

      Dumb-ass…

      The phone that was ringing was on the bedside table. The one connected to the landline.

      Groaning, Maya stretched out and lifted it off its cradle. ‘Yeah?’

      ‘Hey. It’s Hunter here. Hope I’m not waking you.’

      She stifled a yawn. ‘Too bad. You already did. What time is it?’

      ‘0300 hours. And we’ve got a development.’

      ‘Really?’ She blinked and straightened, her grogginess gone. ‘Good or bad?’

      ‘Uh, bit of both.’ Hunter’s voice was tight. ‘Do you guys mind strolling up to the offices? I think this is something you’ll want to see for yourselves.’

      ‘Copy that. We’ll be right over.’

      ‘Outstanding.’

      Maya placed the phone back on its cradle. She glanced at Adam, and she saw that he was already up and flicking on the room’s lights.

      He tipped his chin. ‘Something fresh?’

      Maya exhaled, anxiety curdling like acid in the pit of her stomach. ‘Sounds like we might just have a break in the case.’
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      Hunter was waiting for them in the embassy’s foyer. He had his arms crossed, and his expression was grave. ‘Step right up, step right up. Welcome to the greatest show on earth.’

      Maya shook her head. ‘It’s three o’clock. The witching hour. And nothing good ever happens during the witching hour.’

      Hunter’s frown deepened. ‘Witching… what?’

      Adam smirked. ‘The witching hour. You never heard of it? It’s the exact opposite of the time Jesus Christ died, which was three in the afternoon. So three in the morning is when all the ghouls and demons are let loose. Just to spite Jesus and pervert all that is good and holy in the world.’

      ‘Hm, never heard that one before.’ Hunter rubbed the back of his neck. ‘But, then again, being Muslim, I wouldn’t have.’

      ‘Apt metaphor, though?’

      ‘Unfortunately, yeah.’ Hunter ushered them through the usual security checks and led them into the CIA offices.

      As she stepped inside, Maya noticed that the TOC – the tactical-operations centre – was more hectic than it was the last time around. There was more hardware; more people; more noise. Pretty unreal, especially considering that it was so early in the morning.

      At the front of the TOC, Juno was already waiting for them, cradling a Google Nexus tablet in her hands. ‘Well, yowza. Good of you to grace us with your presence.’

      Maya offered a thin smile. ‘You better have a damn good reason for interrupting our beauty sleep.’

      ‘Uh-huh. That I do.’ Juno tapped her tablet and did a mock curtsy. ‘And… let there be light.’

      The supersized monitor above them came alive. A bird’s-eye view of the city popped up, buildings and streets rendered in 3-D wireframe, and hundreds of icons scrolled across the virtual landscape, smoothly animated.

      Maya stared at the interface with a mixture of awe and unease. She could make out video feeds, audio intercepts, text fragments. It was unlike anything she’d ever seen before.

      Adam gave a slow whistle. ‘Big Brother personified.’

      ‘We call it Leviticus,’ Juno said. ‘It’s an algorithm that allows us to organise and integrate all surveillance data. Create a unified workflow.’

      Juno spread her thumb and forefinger across her tablet. On the monitor, the map of the city rotated and zoomed in on the Kepong district. Just outside the Blue Zone.

      ‘Now, this is what we wanted to show you,’ Hunter said. ‘This area’s been experiencing some spillover from yesterday’s attack. The electricity’s out. No cell coverage. And then, um, yeah, there’s this…’

      Juno swiped the tablet once more, and a video feed enlarged to fill the screen. It was clearly from an airborne drone circling over a suburb, and its camera was transmitting images in thermal infrared.

      Maya could make out what looked like Stryker armoured fighting vehicles cordoning off the surrounding streets, while dozens of soldiers were fanning out on foot, their heat signatures glowing white-hot in the darkness as they tightened the noose around the neighbourhood. From this height, they looked like ants scurrying with a purpose.

      Maya swallowed dryly. ‘What’s happening here?’

      ‘Something astronomically fucked up,’ Juno said. ‘One of our drones was doing a routine overflight when it came across this scene.’

      Hunter shook his head and pointed. ‘What you’re looking at is a RELA unit. Company-sized. They’re forcing their way into homes. Shooting anyone who resists or tries to run…’

      As if on cue, Maya watched a symphony of bright flashes erupt on-screen. Gunfire streaked, and she saw civilians rushing out of a house, only to be cut down on their own backyard, their bodies tumbling one after the other.

      The blood they spilled appeared as silvery blotches that gradually faded from view as they cooled on the grass and soil. The thermal imaging only served to make the atrocity all the more chilling.

      Maya almost choked, and she felt her insides cramping up. ‘Did MacFarlane authorise this? Is JSOC down there?’

      ‘The Malaysians are executing this unilaterally. The general had no advance warning.’ Hunter shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. ‘Neither did Chief Raynor.’

      ‘Well, how in the hell is that possible?’

      Juno spoke, ‘Things have been tense ever since the assault on the Blue Zone. The Malaysians and us… well, let’s just say we don’t exactly have the best working relationship right now.’

      ‘Meaning…?’

      ‘Meaning they’re refusing to allow JSOC to act as ‘trainers’ and ‘advisors’ anymore. They don’t want our guidance, and they sure as heck don’t want our presence.’

      Hunter cleared his throat and spread his hands. He looked sheepish. ‘The chief and our ambassador are in Putrajaya right now. They’re trying to gain an audience with the prime minister. Get to the bottom of this.’

      Adam thumbed his nose, irritated. ‘And how’s that panning out?’

      ‘Well, the prime minister’s chief of staff is saying he’s asleep and can’t be woken up.’

      Maya scoffed and slammed her palm against a nearby desk, her cheeks flushed. ‘That bastard is stonewalling on purpose. An incursion into Kepong doesn’t happen without the prime minister’s say-so.’

      ‘It’s a fluid situation, Maya. We’re trying to—’

      ‘Whatever it is you’re doing, it’s not fucking good enough.’ Maya was gritting her teeth now, flexing her jaw so hard that it hurt. She couldn’t believe that any of this was happening. It felt like the sickest of cosmic jokes.

      The prime minister had risen to power through foreign patronage. He was supposed to be the chosen one – a man the West could work with. Intelligent, obliging and rational.

      But in recent months, his behaviour had grown steadily more erratic, and he had taken to barricading himself in his residence, protected by layers of bodyguards, tanks and artillery pieces. He was convinced that the insurgents were trying to murder him, and incredibly enough, he also believed that his own cousin was planning to depose his leadership.

      As a consequence, he seldom made public appearances anymore, and on the odd occasion when he did venture out from his mansion, he only did so in heavily armed convoys. There were even rumours swirling that he had resorted to using body doubles, just to make himself a harder target. Such was his fear of an assassination or a coup.

      Maybe the attack on the Blue Zone had finally tipped him over the edge. Maybe he had well and truly lost his grip on reality.

      Whatever.

      All Maya knew was that he was looking more and more like another schizophrenic tyrant hiding behind the increasingly thin veneer of pseudo-democracy.

      This was a pretty shitty outcome, especially considering that the international media had once taken to calling him the Mandela of Southeast Asia. The last best hope for honesty and integrity in a beleaguered region.

      Yeah, right. It didn’t quite work out that way, did it?

      That’s when Maya felt Adam’s hand on her shoulder, giving her a gentle squeeze. She flinched, doing her best to rein in her emotions.

      ‘You okay?’ Adam whispered.

      ‘I’m fine.’ Maya eased his hand away, sucking in a breath through her nose.

      One, two, three…

      She exhaled through the mouth.

      One, two, three…

      Civilians were being massacred out there, and that was a very, very bad thing. But she knew that throwing a hissy fit right now wasn’t going to change the situation.

      After all, what was JSOC going to do? Fly in and challenge RELA’s op? Resort to a Mexican stand-off?

      If that occurred, it was a sure bet that the already-fragile relationship between the Americans and the Malaysians would only splinter further. And God only knew how the prime minister would respond once his back was against the wall.

      Damn it.

      As difficult as it was, Maya realised that she had to stay dispassionate about this. Remain objective. That was the best way – perhaps the only way – to make it through this mess.

      Hunter spoke, ‘I promise you, Maya – we will register our strongest objections with the prime minister. But, for now, all his chief of staff is saying is that this is a legitimate antiterror operation. They’re targeting specific homes. Rooting out sleeper agents. And – get this – he’s even claiming that RELA came under direct fire as they entered the neighbourhood. So that apparently justifies the aggressive posture we’re seeing.’

      Maya kept her voice low and even. ‘The prime minister does know that he’s in power only because of foreign aid, doesn’t he?’

      ‘I reckon that he does know, and he’s not afraid to call our bluff. He understands that we won’t cut him loose despite his tantrums and mood swings. Because we still need him to maintain some measure of stability in the country.’

      ‘Oh, charming.’

      Adam looked at Hunter, then at Juno. ‘Listen, this isn’t making any sense. The Kepong suburbs are mostly made up of Christians, Buddhists, Hindus. Which makes this one of the few places in the city where Muslims are firmly in the minority, and they’ve always been fiercely Sunni. Birds of the same feather and all that. So the Shia philosophy has never really gained any traction here. And Khadijah has never tried to push the odds.’

      ‘Good assessment,’ Juno said. ‘Historically, this district has been clean and quiet. Staunchly pro-government.’

      ‘So what gives?’

      Juno sighed and tapped her tablet. The video feed from the drone downsized, and the virtual rendition of Kepong enlarged and pivoted. What looked like a block of apartments was highlighted in red. ‘Earlier in the evening, our analysts caught a signal from a satphone. It was real brief – just shy of ninety seconds. Then it went dark.’

      Hunter shrugged. ‘Coincidence or not, ninety seconds is the amount of time our eggheads needed to intercept the conversation. Which, of course, they were prevented from doing.’

      Adam clicked his tongue. ‘So… someone’s been practising some basic OPSEC.’

      ‘Feels like it.’

      ‘But you managed to geolocate the phone.’

      ‘We did, but it’s not an exact lock. We know the general vicinity, but we can’t tell which apartment unit or even which floor.’

      ‘Did you manage to capture the phone’s IMSI or IMEI?’ Maya asked.

      IMSI was short for International Mobile Subscriber Identity, a serial number used by SIM cards operating on a cellular or satellite network.

      Meanwhile, IMEI was short for International Mobile Station Equipment Identity, another serial number encoded into the phone handset itself.

      Maya’s asset, Lotus, had provided them with a list of IMSI and IMEI numbers that were tied to phones possibly stolen from the Special Branch. She figured that if they could cross-reference that intel, then they stood a chance of finding out who was using this particular device.

      Hunter answered, ‘Yeah, we did capture the IMSI, but it didn’t do us much good. The SIM is registered to a fake name and a non-existent address. It almost certainly came from the black market. And as for the handset itself? Well, better luck there. The IMEI just so happens to match a satphone that comes from the Special Branch’s inventory.’

      ‘Uh-huh. You don’t say...’

      ‘Was the call incoming or outgoing?’ Adam asked.

      ‘Outgoing,’ Juno said. ‘International. We backtraced it to Hobart City.’

      ‘Tasmania…’

      ‘Bingo. We’re getting our Aussie friends at the ASIO to chase that down. Still, the question is, why would anyone in Kepong have a satphone anyway? It’s a restricted item, especially one stolen from the Special Branch.’

      Maya studied the map on-screen. ‘Have the RELA soldiers swept the apartments yet?’

      ‘Nope,’ Hunter said. ‘They came within a few hundred metres of it at one point. But they’ve since diverted southwards. They now appear to be concentrating on a cluster of homes about two klicks away.’

      Maya chewed her lip and considered it. ‘This can’t be a coincidence. I mean, all of a sudden, the Malaysians just decide to go tactical in Kepong? For what? A leisurely fox hunt? Hey, I’m not buying it. I think they have a person of interest on their radar. But they don’t know exactly who he is or even where he is. All they have right now is the sketchiest of ideas. So they’re not searching in the right location. At least not yet.’ Maya exchanged a knowing glance with Adam, her spider-sense tingling. ‘But, look, we’ve got better intel than the Malaysians do at this point. And maybe – just maybe – this is the opportunity we’ve been waiting for.’ Maya looked at Juno. ‘Any chance you can pull up tenancy records for the apartments?’

      ‘I believe I can, chickadee.’ Juno’s fingers flew across her tablet, typing fast.

      ‘Filter out Muslim residents. Focus on non-Muslims only. Then cross-reference the results with those who’ve travelled to Australia in the past twelve months.’

      ‘Why non-Muslims?’ Hunter asked.

      ‘I’m playing off a hunch,’ Maya said. ‘Khadijah’s shown a willingness to work with the Orang Asli. So maybe she’s doing the same here. Networking with an asset who’s Christian, Buddhist or Hindu.’

      Adam nodded. ‘Yep. The enemy of my enemy is my friend.’

      On-screen, a spreadsheet appeared and began scrolling vertically. In the first column, there was a list of names, and in the second, photo identification, and in the third, metadata culled from passports.

      Strictly speaking, Maya knew what they were doing wasn’t legal. They were hacking into the country’s national registry, and they weren’t telling the Malaysians. However, at this point, diplomatic decorum didn’t really matter anymore.

      Maya understood that one of the oddities of the Malaysian regime was the need to classify everyone according to race and religion. This was done at birth, and from the age of twelve, every citizen was required to carry a biometric card.  

      Applying for a job? You needed this card.

      Buying a home? You needed this card.

      Checking into a hospital? You needed this card.

      Through this bureaucratic process, the government could determine who was a Muslim and who wasn’t, and more importantly, they could separate the Sunnis from the Shiites. It was the very essence of social engineering – cataloguing every citizen, then tracking them from the cradle to the grave.

      The irony of this was not lost on Maya. In the past, she would have condemned such a practice. It was a violation of both privacy and dignity. But now – surprise, surprise – she was relying on this abhorrent system to get things done, civil liberties be damned.

      ‘We’ve got three positive matches.’ Juno smiled, swiping her tablet. ‘Wong Chun Oui. Helen Lau. And Dinesh Nair.’

      Maya studied the photos that had been isolated on-screen. If there was a guilty vibe, she wasn’t picking up on it. All three faces were achingly ordinary. No dark voodoo. Her eyes flitted back and forth. ‘Any one of them could be our person of interest.’

      ‘I’ll get our analysts to dig deep into their backgrounds. See if we uncover any red flags.’

      ‘Good. The more intel we have, the more precise our targeting will be. Then we can hit the ground running.’

      Hunter crinkled his eyebrows. ‘Whoa, whoa, whoa. Just hang on a second. We’ve never deployed in Kepong before. Never had any reason to.’

      ‘We have, mate,’ Adam said. ‘We know the lay of the land. And, for crying out loud, this is the opportunity we’ve been waiting for. It’s actionable. Let’s seize it.’

      ‘And the Malaysians?’

      ‘Well, gee whiz, they were kind enough to keep us out of the loop and go rogue. So I believe we should return the favour. Quid pro quo. Fair enough?’

      Hunter hesitated and rubbed his forehead. Then he grunted. ‘Okay. All right. You win. I’ll try to clear this with Chief Raynor and General MacFarlane.’

      Maya sucked on her teeth. ‘Well, sooner would be better.’
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      The CIA’s armoury wasn’t the most appealing place to be in. It was all hard lines, steel racks and sterile lighting. Pure functionality, zero aesthetics.

      This was a room where you got prepped for war.

      Maya slipped on a Dragon Skin ballistic vest, tactical gloves, then protective pads for her elbows and knees. Then she used a marker pen to scrawl out her blood type on her shirt and pants, along with the initials ‘NKA’ – short for ‘No Known Allergies’.

      It was a precautionary measure.

      God forbid that she should run into a storm of bullets and get nicked. But if so, then she wanted the attending medics to give her the best possible care. There would be no preamble, no guesswork. Just straight down to business.

      Today is the day it will happen.

      It was fatalistic thinking, yeah, but necessary. Exactly what Papa and Mama had drilled into her ever since she was a little girl. She should never be afraid to think the unthinkable and pre-empt any possibility.

      It’s always better to be safe than sorry.

      Maya approached one of the weapon cabinets. She picked out an HK416 rifle and stripped it down to its individual parts. She checked the components for dirt and corrosion, making sure everything was clean and lubed up, then she reassembled the gun and performed a functions check.

      She thumbed the selector switch to semi, then burst, then auto. She worked the charging handle and bolt, fanning the trigger, getting a smooth click-clack each time.

      Good to go.

      Maya rested the rifle on her lap. Strands of her hair hung loose and trembled in the stream of her breathing. There was nothing more primal – more visceral – than the act of manhunting. She knew the routine well enough. You gathered analytics on a fugitive unsub, then you chased him down and nailed his ass to the wall.

      Find.

      Fix.

      Finish.

      The mechanics of it were cold and simple. It had been that way since time immemorial. Claws and fangs. Adrenaline and blood. The only part of the brain that mattered here was the reptilian one.

      But something about this mission gave Maya reason to pause. She felt an emotional weight on her soul; a thorny burden that she couldn’t quite shake off.

      She thought about everything that had led her to this point.

      Owen’s kidnapping.

      The assault on the Blue Zone.

      The RELA massacre.

      None of it had taken place in a moral vacuum. On the contrary, each incident was like a rock being hurled into a once-tranquil pond, splashing hard, the effects of the violence rippling outward, disrupting lives.

      Executing this manhunt would just be adding to that.

      One more rock…

      Maya had no illusions about this being a clean and honourable fight. Hell, there was no such thing. Ever since she landed in Kuala Lumpur, she’d been given a crash course in human depravity.

      She’d paid witness to all the cruel and cynical calculations that had been made. The wealthy had shored up their privileges, while the poor had suffered just for being on the wrong side of an abstract equation.

      And what equation is that? Democracy? Freedom? Fairness?

      It was enough to make her head spin.

      Back when she was a soldier, she had been shielded from such difficult questions. When they told you to jump out of an aeroplane, you jumped. When they told you to defend a hill, you defended it.

      Yes, you just followed orders and performed to the best of your ability. No guts, no glory. And if you breached the code of conduct, you could be damned sure that you’d be hauled up before a military tribunal and court-martialled.

      But now she was a Section One spook. A clandestine operator. And suddenly things didn’t look so cut and dried anymore.

      What were the rules of engagement?

      Where were the checks and balances?

      Did the Geneva Convention apply?

      The atmospherics of the situation scared her a little, because this was the shadowy badlands that she was venturing out into, straddling the knife’s edge of geopolitics.

      Well, shit…

      Maya narrowed her eyes and swept her hair back, rubbing her temples.

      Sitting on the bench beside her, Adam was loading cartridges into a rifle magazine. He paused and gave her a sideways glance. ‘Uh-oh. I know that look. You’re thinking dark thoughts again.’

      ‘Don’t try to read my mind.’

      ‘I won’t have to. Because you’re going to tell me exactly what’s bothering you.’

      Maya hesitated, wringing her hands. ‘All right. Okay. Are we the good guys here? I mean, are we really?’

      ‘That a trick question?’ Adam offered a tight smile. ‘Wasn’t aware that this was Existentialism 101. I would have brushed up on my Kierkegaard and Nietzsche readings otherwise.’

      ‘Aren’t you bothered by what we saw in the TOC? The RELA soldiers, what they did was…’ Maya struggled to find the words. ‘It was mass murder. Fucking senseless.’

      ‘Uh, yeah. Not exactly the prime minister’s finest hour.’ Adam shrugged. ‘If I had to guess, I’d say his pride was hurt by the offensive on the Blue Zone. He can’t believe that a woman – a Shiite woman – managed to outwit him. Hell, in Asian terms, you might say that Khadijah made him lose face.’

      ‘Right. He’s humiliated. So he sends his goon squad into Kepong, the last possible place that the Black Widows are going to be in. He shoots at civvies who can’t shoot back…’

      ‘Well, the man’s already killed his way to power. Maybe now he’s trying to kill his way to peace.’

      ‘Killing for peace is about as rational as raping for virginity.’ Maya twisted her lips. ‘Let’s face it – we’re propping up a dirty regime in Putrajaya. We’re perpetuating the problem…’

      ‘Ours is not to question why—’

      ‘Ours is to do or die, yeah. But have you ever considered how all this is going to play out? I mean, let’s say we do chase down this unsub with the satphone. We follow the breadcrumbs. Get Owen back. Finish Khadijah. Then what?’

      ‘Well, hmm, let’s see.’ Adam rubbed his chin and tipped his eyes to the ceiling. He pretended to be in deep thought. ‘One—Owen’s parents will be overjoyed to have their son back safe and sound. Two—we’ll succeed in cutting off the head of the viper and crippling the insurgency. And three—the politicos in Washington and Wellington will sleep easy knowing their approval ratings are on the up and up.’ Adam gave an exaggerated nod, bobbing his head. ‘In conclusion, we can chalk one up for the good guys. Hooray.’

      Maya scoffed. ‘No. Not hooray. We’ll still be left with a tyrant in Putrajaya. Back at square one. And that sure as hell doesn’t make us the good guys.’

      ‘Be that as it may, the man did win the elections by a landslide—’

      ‘Elections that were rigged and paid for. Mostly by the West.’

      ‘Because the alternative was worse. Much worse. And we couldn’t afford that.’

      ‘This is not what Papa fought for. He wanted a proper, functioning democracy—’

      Adam groaned. ‘And he paid the ultimate price for his beliefs.’

      Maya fell silent right then, eyes downcast, fingers curling around her rifle. She was angry at Adam now, but not because he was wrong, but because he was right.

      In a perfect world, liberal democracy would serve as the answer to every problem. A government by the people, for the people. But not here, not now.

      Somewhere along the line, democracy had self-destructed, and this country was now a cauldron of hatred and injustice. No one was interested in building metaphorical bridges for peace anymore. Nope. They were only interested in blowing them up, and the bigger the fireworks, the better.

      Who exactly was to blame for this predicament?

      The Malaysians?

      The Americans?

      The Saudis?

      Khadijah?

      That line between right and wrong – moral and immoral – was getting fuzzier and fuzzier. And it was now becoming harder to tell who threw the first stone that started this never-ending cycle of revenge.

      Maya felt her stomach turn.

      Maybe no one’s innocent in any of this. Because everyone’s complicit in corruption, lies and murder. Even us.

      Adam shook his head ever so slightly and sighed. He held up his palm, a contrite gesture. ‘Maya, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. Your father was a good man—’

      Maya blinked hard and gave Adam the ice-queen look. ‘Oh yes. He was. And he would have been ashamed of all the bloodlust and carnage that we’ve gotten ourselves mixed up in.’

      ‘Bloodlust? What?’

      ‘That’s right. We’ve become gun-toting imperialists trying to shoot our way to victory. But guess what? We have no long-term strategy and no moral high ground. All we have is a psycho dictator.’

      Adam flinched, the cords of his neck straining. ‘Listen, we are not imperialists. That’s left-wing bullshit, and you know it. We are fighting for what’s right – to get Owen back and stabilise this country.’

      ‘And then…?’

      ‘And then maybe we can hold another round of elections. Get some proper leadership in place. But the timing has to be right—’

      ‘Democracy, democracy,’ Maya said with a sardonic lilt. ‘It starts off with moral proclamations, but then it all ends up becoming a quagmire. Remember Iraq? Afghanistan? Hey, what was it that somebody once said about those who refuse to learn from history?’

      Adam stared at Maya, fury colouring his cheeks.

      The edges of his mouth trembled, like he wanted to contest the point, but then he looked down and continued thumbing rounds into his rifle magazine. His movements were sharp and furious. ‘Enough. Let’s just get this op done and dusted. We can argue about the goddamn semantics later.’

      Maya took a thin breath and looked away.

      They had never argued like this before. Not for as long as she could remember. But this mission had driven a wedge between them, revealing fault lines that she didn’t even know existed.

      Yeah, she was beginning to resent Adam. His tone was dismissive; his outlook too cavalier. But, then again, what did she expect? Adam was an unrepentant nihilist. He didn’t care about the nuances of geopolitics. All he wanted – all he craved – was a terrorist to hunt down. Everything else was moot.

      But Maya knew better.

      She understood that there were going to be consequences for that kind of hubris. There was only so much kinetic action you could carry out before you suffered the inevitable blowback.

      What’s the point of eliminating one terrorist if you only end up creating three more? It’s like playing fucking Whack-A-Mole.

      Emotions raw, Maya decided that there were no easy answers. All she could do was stay on task and focus on the problem at hand.

      So she sighed and placed her rifle on the bench beside her. She got out her smartphone, pulling up the images of the three unsubs. She created an animated slideshow, and she allowed it to spool out, studying each face over and over again.

      Frankly, she didn’t have very much to go on.

      Juno was still in the TOC, working with the analysts on data-mining the intel, while Hunter was in the SCIF, on a conference call with Chief Raynor and General MacFarlane, trying to get execute authority.

      At this point, all Maya had was her gut feeling, and that caused her to pause the slideshow. She found herself drawn to the third suspect – Dinesh Nair. On the surface, he looked like just another senior citizen. Salt-and-pepper hair. Trimmed beard. Paunchy chin.

      But there was something about his eyes.

      A hint of sadness.

      She couldn’t quite put her finger on it, but she figured that this was a man with a hollowness in his soul. Someone who hungered for a cause to follow. Maybe he wanted a sense of purpose, or maybe he just wanted to feel young again.

      Maybe…

      Maya tilted her head, wondering if Dinesh was the one.
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      Dinesh Nair listened hard.

      He could barely hear the gunshots now. They had receded even further into the distance, crackling and popping like harmless fireworks, almost insignificant.

      Yes…

      Sweaty and exhausted, he kissed his Saint Christopher pendant.

      Thank God. The bastards aren’t coming back.

      He decided that he had waited long enough. He crawled out from under the workbench, and fumbling for his satphone, he slapped the battery in and powered it up. Rising to his feet, he moved to the shattered window, and resting his elbow against its ledge, he leaned out and acquired a signal.

      With a trembling finger, he dialled the number that Farah had made him memorise. The line connected, and he allowed it to ring exactly three times before hanging up.

      That was the distress code.

      Now all he had to do was wait for the callback.

      Blinking, swallowing, Dinesh wiped his face against his sleeve. He wasn’t sure what would happen next. Would he be instructed to move to an extraction point? Or would Farah come directly and retrieve him?

      Doesn’t matter. Just get me out of here. Please.

      His head was dizzy, and his body sagged. But he couldn’t step away from the window. He knew that his satphone had a poor reception if it didn’t have a clear view of the sky, and he couldn’t afford to miss the return call.

      So Dinesh waited. Propped up against the windowsill, hovering between wakefulness and slumber, he thought of his boys once more. His precious boys. And he felt a stab of grief.

      Oh, sweet merciful Jesus…

      He had spent most of his adult life working hard, saving up the money to send his sons to Australia, telling them never to return to Malaysia.

      And yet… here he was. Getting swept up in this dirty war. Deluding himself with the rhetoric of change.

      His eyes went moist, and his chest heaved. Was he a naive dreamer? Or was he a total hypocrite? He wasn’t sure anymore.

      All he knew was that the hope that he had nurtured — once so potent and tantalising — was now melting away like a shimmering mirage in the desert. All that was left was just fear and despair.

      What a fool I’ve been. What a fool…

      That’s when the satphone chimed and vibrated in his hand. He stiffened and wiped his snivelling nose, then answered it. ‘Hello?’

      Farah’s voice challenged him, ‘But I, being poor, have only my dreams. I have spread my dreams under your feet.’

      ‘Tread softly…’ Dinesh stuttered, stumbling over his words. ‘Tread softly because you tread on my dreams.’

      ‘Are you at home?’

      ‘No, no. I’m at the school. The abandoned school.’

      ‘That’s not where you’re supposed to be.’ Farah paused. ‘You went against protocol.’

      ‘I… Please, I had no choice. There were RELA soldiers killing people. I was scared. I didn’t know what to do—’

      ‘Understood. Stand by. I’ll call you back with instructions.’

      The line disconnected.

      Dinesh grimaced, his face flushed, his lips quivering. She hadn’t asked him how he was. She hadn’t even made an effort to reassure him.

      Damn it. How dare she string me along? I deserve better than this.

      Frustrated, he clenched his fist and thumped the windowsill. Groaning, he made himself a promise.

      If I survive this, I’ll leave the country. Leave for good.
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      Khadijah and her fedayeen reached the village.

      Kampung Belok.

      This was where the rainforest ended and the mangrove swampland began; where freshwater turned into saltwater. The wooden houses by the riverbank were built on stilts, and all around them, densely layered trees grew out of the emerald marshes.

      In the distance, Khadijah could hear the murmuring of waves, and she could smell the saline aroma in the air. The sea was close by.

      It made her smile. Once upon a time, she had grown up in a village much like this one. Yes, in her soul, she was a coastal girl. Always had been. Always would be.

      Khadijah looked down at the boy. He was still shivering from his fever. She touched his forehead, then stroked his hair. ‘Just a bit longer, Owen. You’ll be home soon enough.’

      Their boats slowed as they navigated around a half-submerged tree, and they floated towards the pier.

      Khadijah looked up, and she saw that the Orang Asli were waiting for them on the platform, thronging with red-hued lanterns. It was as if the entire village had shown up to herald their arrival – men, women and children.

      Ya Allah.

      She was humbled.

      It was such an early hour.

      As their boats drifted close, Orang Asli youth reached out to help, and with rope swinging and going taut, they tethered the vessels to the pier.

      Carefully, very carefully, Aiman and Siti assisted them as they hoisted Owen up.

      Then Khadijah climbed on to the platform, and the adoring crowd jostled her. Children grasped and kissed her hands. Women embraced her, chattering excitedly. Their lanterns swayed. The experience was hypnotic; almost spiritual.

      To them, she was both a caliph and a sayyida.

      A leader descended from the bloodline of the Prophet himself.

      Finally, the village headman stepped forward. He bowed his head, his grin accentuating the lines on his wizened face. ‘Peace be upon you.’

      ‘And upon you be peace, Uncle.’ Khadijah nodded. ‘It has been a long time.’

      The headman wasn’t really her uncle, of course. The salutation was an honorific, because that was how things worked in this part of the country.

      Adat dan tradisi.

      Custom and tradition.

      Always.
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      Just under the surface of Kampung Belok, the villagers had carved out a network of tunnels.

      Their painstaking work had begun well before the rebellion. Inch by inch, metre by metre, they had burrowed directly beneath their homes, their labour concealed from the prying eyes of surveillance aircraft.

      Now they had a sprawling grid that stretched far beyond their settlement, its design based off the infamous Cu Chi network used by the guerrillas during the Vietnam War.

      You could take shelter in such tunnels, use them to regroup and resupply, outwit and outlast the enemy.

      The possibilities were endless.

      The headman led Khadijah down a trapdoor under his house, and she descended a ladder. The walls of the tunnel were narrow – barely shoulder-width – and when her feet touched the bottom of the passageway, the ceiling was so low that she had to drop to her elbows and knees. Crawling, she followed the headman as he led her down the twisty labyrinth, his flashlight bobbing and weaving.

      Left.

      Right.

      Left.

      Left again.

      Which way was north? Which way was south?

      Khadijah could no longer tell. All she knew was that they seemed to be going deeper into the depths of the earth.

      She breathed in short spurts, the air feeling agonisingly thin down here, the scent of the soil overpowering her nostrils. To make matters worse, she could see insects crawling all around her in the semi-darkness. More than once, she smacked headlong into cobwebs, and she sputtered and coughed.

      Ya Allah…

      Just when she thought that she could bear it no longer, the narrow tunnel miraculously fell away, and they emerged into a glowing cavern.

      It was the size of a small living room. Light bulbs were festooned on the walls, and a power generator hummed in the corner.

      While the ceiling was still low, Khadijah could at least stand up with her posture bent. The air also felt fresher here, and she gulped it down and gave a grateful sigh.

      The headman smiled and gestured. ‘We’ve installed air vents that lead up to the surface. That’s why the air is so much sweeter here.’ He turned and pointed at the computer gear sitting on a crate, which acted as a makeshift table. ‘We’ve also prepared a secure laptop and a satellite modem, which is wired to a transmission dish aboveground.’

      Khadijah wiped her face with her scarf, studying the equipment. ‘Spread spectrum and signal hopping?’

      ‘Yes, just as you asked for. Also, the generator we’re using is low-power. It operates just under two-thousand watts.’

      ‘Perfect.’

      The headman nodded meekly. ‘Will you be requiring anything else?’

      ‘Not at all. This configuration will suit my purpose just fine.’

      ‘Very well. I will leave you to your task, then.’

      ‘Thank you, Uncle.’

      Khadijah waited until the headman had shuffled back into the tunnel, then she approached the laptop on the crate. She touched it, hesitating, then unplugged it from the modem and pushed it aside.

      No, she wouldn’t be using this computer.

      She trusted the headman, of course, but only up to a point. She hadn’t vetted the equipment personally. So there was always the risk that it could have been infected with malware. Perhaps at the moment of purchase. Or during transportation. Or while being installed.

      Yes, Khadijah knew that she could run antiviral scans on it. She had the right software. But, really, why take the chance? Why boot up a system that you didn’t even trust?

      No, operational security has to come first.

      Sitting down, crossing her legs, Khadijah unzipped her knapsack and withdrew another laptop that she had brought with her. This one was definitely clean. It had already been vetted. That put her mind at ease.

      Khadijah connected the laptop to the modem and set it up with the usual safeguards, then dialled the satellite uplink. The transmission bandwidth she was using was outside the normal range. The modulation would be hard for the Americans to pin down, even if they were actively searching for it. The low-power output was a good countermeasure as well.

      Satisfied, Khadijah used an onion router to connect to the darknet – the secret underbelly of the internet – and through an encrypted gateway, she logged into an email account.

      This was how she communicated with her operatives in the urban centres if she needed immediate access to them. She would type out a text message, then use a steganography app to encrypt it and hide it within a digital image. She usually chose high-res photos of cats. Each had thousands of pixels. She only had to choose one pixel to hide her message in.

      Then Khadijah would save the image as an email draft without sending it.

      The operative, in turn, would log on and access the draft, then decrypt the image to read the message.

      The process would be repeated in order to send a reply.

      This virtual cut-out was the perfect way to avoid detection. Because nothing was actually transmitted over the wider internet, the chances of interception were slim.

      Still, Khadijah knew that this method wasn’t foolproof.

      The darknet was continuously trawled by law-enforcement agencies such as Interpol and the FBI. They were looking for counterfeiters, smugglers, paedophiles.

      The sheer vastness and anonymity of the network made it close to impossible to hunt down any individual user. You couldn’t connect to the darknet through normal web browsers. You couldn’t locate it on regular search engines. Everything had to be done through clandestine gateways and portals.

      Still, on the rare occasion, the law-enforcement agents did get lucky, usually by setting up sting operations and honeypots. They preyed on greed and lust, promising a transaction that was too good to be true. In this way, they got potential suspects to come out of hiding and reveal themselves.

      This was classic entrapment.

      Yes, you can change many things, but you cannot change human nature.

      With this in mind, Khadijah was always careful about venturing off the beaten track. She always refrained from chatting in real-time. Everything would be done in drafts. Just to be on the safe side.

      Cyberspace wasn’t her only concern, though.

      In the real world, Khadijah knew that the Americans had deployed equipment to gather COMINT – communications intelligence. They were mostly intercepting radio transmissions and phone calls. That was their primary obsession. But, to a lesser degree, they were also deploying sniffers to soak up data packets as well. Yes, they had gotten into the habit of tapping the local internet-service providers.

      They didn’t know what they were looking for. Not really. So they looked at everything. Perhaps the best analogy would be them trying to seek out a needle in a haystack of needles.

      All these efforts were concentrated in the cities, where blanket surveillance was possible. That didn’t affect Khadijah directly, but it did place her agents in the urban sprawl most at risk, especially if they had to use a cybercafé or a Wi-Fi hotspot.

      So she had learned to be cautious in her use of technology. It was a great enabler, yes, but she didn’t want to grow too reliant on it. The darknet would augment her use of human couriers, but it would never replace it.

      It’s far better to be safe than to be sorry.

      There was one final reason for Khadijah’s wariness.

      It was, perhaps, a personal bias.

      She knew all too well that saving drafts in an email account was a method used by the likes of Al-Qaeda and ISIS. They were Sunni thugs, responsible for butchering Shiites the world over.

      Yes, Khadijah hated them with a passion. So much so that she had celebrated Osama bin Laden’s death. Others may have seen him as a shahid, but she saw him only as a monster, the very personification of evil.

      Therein lay the irony. She was, in fact, relying on tradecraft perfected by the late emir and his murderous kin. Yes, it was their asymmetric operations – 9/11 and beyond – that had laid the groundwork for her own insurgency.

      Do the ends justify the means?

      Khadijah knotted her eyebrows. She didn’t want to dwell on such moral quandaries. Not here, not now. As it stood, she had gone too far down the rabbit hole already, both literally and figuratively.

      The ends will justify the means. I have to believe that.

      Inhaling, Khadijah clicked open the drafts folder in the email account, and she scrolled through. As expected, dozens of images had piled up since the last time she logged on. She set about decrypting them, revealing the text messages hidden within.

      Most of them were old news – updates that she had already received through her usual couriers.

      The latest message, though, was new.

      It came from Farah, one of her spies embedded deep within the Special Branch in Kuala Lumpur. In coded language, she confirmed that the asset – Dinesh Nair – had been activated. He was already in place, ready to serve as bait.

      Khadijah felt the hot rush of adrenaline in her stomach. Exhaling shakily, she checked the time stamp on the message. It had been saved only minutes ago.

      Yes, this is real. This is happening now.

      Khadijah rested her elbows on the crate before her, head dipping, and in that moment of moments, she felt her resolve waver. This was the opportunity she been waiting for, and yet she felt uneasy.

      Am I ready to make this sacrifice? Am I truly?

      Tensing her jaw until it hurt, Khadijah shut her eyes and cupped her face in her hands. And that’s when she heard the murmuring of the Eternal, pulsing within her skull, and she realised that the Almighty was speaking to her once more.

      Now is not the time to question. Now is the time to commit. Forget not, the world is a battlefield, and believers and non-believers alike must be called to judgement.

      Divine light exploded in her consciousness, a phantasmagoria as searing as multiple suns, so immediate and real that she had to shirk and flinch from it.

      She saw a tsunami of faces and places. She heard an avalanche of voices and sounds. It all came together like the fiercest wind, rising into a crescendo. And all she could do was whimper and nod, arms outstretched, accepting the revelation, even if she didn’t understand all of it.

      Alhamdulilahi rabbil alamin. All praise be to God, the Lord of all that exists.

      That’s when the images melted away, dissolving like dust, ferocity giving way to serenity. And, in the stillness of the moment, Khadijah was left dizzy and panting, bright spots still dancing before her eyes, her ears still ringing.

      Tears flowed down her cheeks.

      She was grateful.

      Oh so grateful.

      When God is with me, who can be against me?

      Yes, Khadijah knew that her path was blessed.

      She had seen the future, and she would do what needed to be done.
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      Khadijah heard movement from the tunnel behind her, and she wiped her tears hastily and smoothed her hair. She regained her composure.

      The village headman had returned, accompanied by Siti and Aiman.

      Khadijah uncrossed her legs and stood. She kept her face impassive, even though her knees were trembling ever so slightly. ‘How is the boy?’

      Siti smiled and gestured enthusiastically. ‘The doctor at the clinic has treated him with antibiotics, along with injections for meningitis and tetanus.’

      ‘So… his condition is stable?’

      ‘Yes, his fever has subsided. Alhamdulilah.’

      Aiman leaned against the cavern wall and folded his arms. He shrugged. ‘This is just a short-term solution. He needs a better medical facility.’

      Siti glared at Aiman. ‘Moving him again only increases the level of risk.’

      ‘I know. But for the sake of his well-being, we should do it anyway.’

      ‘That’s foolish. It’ll be daylight in the next few hours.’

      ‘Yes, but the poison is still in his bloodstream—’

      ‘No, he doesn’t have a fever anymore—’

      ‘Enough.’ Khadijah raised her hand. ‘Owen’s well-being has to come first.’

      Siti winced, her lips contracting, her expression irate.

      Aiman tilted his head, his eyes big and hopeful. ‘So we’re moving him? Yes?’

      Khadijah hesitated. Her mouth had gone dry, and her heart was beating so hard that she could hear it in her ears.

      She suddenly found herself wishing for a cigarette, even though she had not smoked one since she was a teenager, wild and sinful. How odd that she should wish for the vestiges of youth at a time like this.

      Sucking on the inside of her cheek, Khadijah forced the craving away and cleared her throat. She slipped into the gentlest voice she could manage. ‘No, we are not moving the boy. He must remain here.’

      ‘What?’ Aiman scrunched up his face, his tone petulant. ‘Why? Why does he have to stay?’

      ‘Because I’ve received an update from Farah. The asset is already in place. We will proceed with our strategy.’

      Aiman blinked once, twice, the colour draining from his cheeks, his sullenness giving way to despair, and his shoulders slumped.

      Siti reacted much more forcefully, gasping and cupping her mouth with both hands.

      The village headman, thus far silent, only bowed his head, the heavy lines on his face furrowed in deep reflection.

      The atmosphere in the cavern suddenly felt darker, heavier.

      The silence stretched, filled with anxiety.

      Khadijah felt as if she could crumble at that very moment and shatter. Her emotions were raw, piercing the very essence of her soul. A part of her wished that she could postpone this harsh reality. But another part of her accepted that this was her destiny, her calling.

      Everything had led up to this day of days.

      ‘Yes…’ Khadijah sucked in a breath and assumed a dignified smile. ‘Yes, as soon as the initial contact is made, we will be returning the boy to the Americans. It’s time.’ Khadijah glanced at the headman. ‘Uncle, please gather your people. I will address them and lead them in prayer.’

      The headman looked up, his wizened eyes narrowed into pinpoints. There was a tranquillity in his expression. ‘Is this the event that we have been preparing for?’

      ‘Yes, this is the event. I’m trusting in God to see me through.’ Khadijah tilted her head. ‘I’m expecting all of you to maintain your faith. Remember what I have taught you.’

      ‘Mother…’ Aiman lurched forward, starting to sink to his knees, a sob escaping his lips. ‘No…’

      Khadijah quick-stepped and captured him in an embrace. Despite her best efforts, her voice broke. ‘No tears, my son. No tears. This is not the end. Only the beginning of something new. Inshallah.’
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      Juno brought Maya and Adam back into the SCIF.

      The gang was all here. Hunter. Chief Raynor. General MacFarlane. And someone else – a civilian bureaucrat.

      They all pushed back their chairs and stood.

      Raynor looked dog-tired but managed a thin smile. ‘Maya, Adam. I’d like you to meet David Chang, our ambassador.’

      Maya gave Chang the once-over. He was a career diplomat, and he sure looked the part. Wingtip shoes. Tailored suit. An American flag pin on his lapel.

      Chang reached forward and shook Maya and Adam’s hands with vigour, wearing a politician’s grin, too wide and too plastic. ‘Miss Raines. Mr Larsen. I’ve heard so much about you. I’m in awe. I really am. It’s a privilege to finally meet you in the flesh.’

      Maya played along, pretending to be flattered. ‘Same here, Mr Ambassador. We’ve heard a lot about you as well.’

      He laughed. ‘Only good things, I hope.’

      ‘Nothing but good things, sir.’

      Just as she broke the handshake, Maya looked past Chang and saw MacFarlane rolling his eyes and smirking. The microexpression was fleeting, but the meaning was obvious enough. MacFarlane resented Chang and thought he was a Washington carpetbagger, eager to score political mileage but too prissy to do the hard stuff.

      Maybe that evaluation isn’t too far off from the truth.

      Maya glanced at Raynor and saw that he wore a more neutral expression. However, his jawline was tight, and he kept smoothing his hand over his tie. A restless twitch. It was clear that he wasn’t a big fan of Chang either.

      Maya took a slow breath.

      It’s a damn political minefield. I’ll have to watch where I step.

      Maya knew all about the turf battles raging between the CIA, the Pentagon and the State Department. It had been happening ever since 9/11.

      The CIA favoured stealth.

      The Pentagon favoured force.

      The State Department favoured dialogue.

      Their strategies were often contradictory, divisive. And Maya could feel that tension brewing right now in this very room. Raynor and MacFarlane were all set to lock horns with Chang.

      Not a good mix.

      Maya realised that she had to be both perceptive and shrewd here, because cutting through all the red tape and arriving at a compromise was going to be a balancing act. A tough one.

      Raynor motioned for everyone to take a seat. ‘Well, folks, let’s get down to business, shall we?’

      ‘Absolutely.’ Chang slid into his chair, smooth as a cat. His chin was upturned, and he brought his hands together, fingertips touching. ‘Let’s get this ball rolling.’

      ‘Okay.’ Raynor took a sip from a coffee mug. ‘As you know, the ambassador and I have been trying to meet the Malaysian premier. We wanted to raise the issue of what’s been happening in Kepong.’

      Adam spoke, ‘Let me guess – no joy?’

      ‘Unfortunately not,’ Chang said. ‘The prime minister wouldn’t grant us an audience. We waited an hour before giving up.’

      ‘No great surprise there,’ MacFarlane said. ‘The man’s a paranoid schizo. What did you think was going to happen when you showed up on his doorstep?’

      ‘Obviously he didn’t greet us with the red carpet and rose petals. But we were obliged to try, Joe.’

      ‘Well, Dave, you flunked out. The prime minister is both inscrutable and insufferable. He’s been a pain in the ass ever since we got here. Dictating what we can or can’t do. Well, I say we bypass him. Take the kid gloves off, and get on with the programme.’

      ‘Yeah, I know you’re eager to get with it.’ Chang sighed and wagged a finger. ‘Going all Rambo with the night raids and capture/kill missions. Yelling hooah all the way. But guess what? You may have the president’s authorisation to expand on those activities, but it’s not a blank cheque. You can’t just steamroll your way over the Malaysians. They’re our allies.’

      ‘Well, huzzah,’ Juno said. ‘They haven’t exactly been acting like it lately.’

      ‘Be that as it may, Washington has expressed a desire to keep the sabre-rattling to a minimum. That means we remain outwardly civil, and we don’t rock the boat.’

      ‘Rock the boat?’ MacFarlane rapped his knuckles against the table. ‘Let’s dispense with the chicken-shit Beltway politics. How about you take a stand for once in your life?’

      ‘Well, I am. I’m doing my job.’

      ‘Doesn’t look like it from where I’m sitting.’

      ‘Jesus H Christ. You snake-eaters are all the same, aren’t you? If it’s not about kicking down doors and shooting terrorists, you don’t want to know about it. But, look, there’s this thing called diplomacy. Negotiation. It’s what we grown-ups do. You ought to try it sometime.’

      ‘So says the pencil pusher who’s never risked his life to defend his country. Tall words. Tall words indeed.’

      ‘We all have our roles to play. We can’t all be cavemen.’

      Raynor cleared his throat before the argument got any worse. ‘Gentlemen? Gentlemen. Please. You both make good points, but we’re wasting precious time here.’

      MacFarlane and Chang both pivoted and looked at Raynor. Maya could see that their faces were red, and their chests were puffed up with machismo. With so much at stake, neither of them wanted to back down.

      Raynor rubbed his beard, looking flustered. ‘As you know, we have a possible high-value target. His name is Dinesh Nair. A Malaysian national. We believe he’s a conduit for Khadijah.’

      ‘Outstanding.’ MacFarlane nodded and gave a crooked smile. ‘I can deploy my men and assist in the takedown. All I need is the green light.’

      ‘No.’ Chang held up his hand. ‘Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. All I’ve heard so far is conjecture and more conjecture.’

      ‘That’s why we need to bring the subject in. Interrogate him.’

      ‘Uh, that’s the last thing we should be doing. The RELA militia is in Kepong, correct? That means he’s their target, not ours. We should be sharing whatever information we have with them. Try to come to a mutually beneficial arrangement…’

      MacFarlane sniggered. ‘You’re a party pooper. You really are.’

      ‘Look, I’m not gonna commit to a snatch-and-grab without something solid. Do you know what the consequences could be if this goes sideways? We’re talking about a diplomatic shitstorm.’

      ‘Always covering your ass, Dave. Always covering your ass.’

      ‘You may not know it, Joe, but I’m covering yours as well.’

      Raynor shifted in his seat and exhaled sharply. It was clear that he was close to losing his cool. ‘Okay. All right. I hear you.’ Raynor glanced at Hunter. ‘Show the ambassador what we’ve got.’

      Hunter shrugged and rose to his feet, holding a Google Nexus tablet. He tapped it, and the supersized monitor in the SCIF twinkled to life. Icons danced across the screen. ‘Dinesh Nair runs a second-hand bookshop,’ Hunter said. ‘That’s his day job. But we believe it’s a cover. In fact, we’re almost certain that it is.’

      Chang squinted at the monitor, sceptical. ‘And you know this because…?’

      Hunter swiped his finger. A video feed popped up. It was grainy footage, street-level. ‘This is from a closed-circuit camera overlooking the subject’s shopfront.’

      Chang’s expression went sour, like he had just been forced to suck on a lemon. ‘You mean you hacked into the Malaysian CCTV grid? Really?’

      ‘Yes, really.’ Raynor gave Chang a deadpan look. ‘That’s what we do. It’s called intelligence-gathering.’

      ‘Yeah, Dave. You should pipe down and watch.’ MacFarlane grinned. ‘You might even learn something from the pros.’

      ‘Very well.’ Chang inhaled, chastised. ‘Carry on.’

      Hunter continued, ‘Every morning, at seven-thirty, the subject arrives to open up for business. And at four-thirty every afternoon, he closes up and leaves work. Solid eight hours. He does this without fail. Like clockwork. Watch.’

      Hunter swiped his finger, and the video fast-forwarded, skipping frames.

      At the beginning of each day, Dinesh arrived for work, unshackling the grated door at his shop’s entrance before disappearing up the stairwell. And at the end of each day, Dinesh descended the stairwell, locking up before departing.

      ‘The subject’s routine is predictable.’ Hunter juxtaposed the two events, the date stamp on the footage ticking over. ‘Monday. Tuesday. Wednesday. Thursday. Friday. Saturday. He works six days. Only takes a breather on Sunday.’

      Juno spoke, ‘We can confirm that this has been his pattern of life for the past two months. That’s how far back the footage goes.’

      Hunter fast-forwarded for a full minute, zipping through the weeks. Eventually he stopped it and hit play. ‘Now, this is what happened yesterday. This is where his routine shifts.’

      Once more, the video showed Dinesh arriving for work, looking enthusiastic, walking with a bounce in his step. Nothing out of the ordinary.

      Hunter fast-forwarded slightly and hit play.

      Now Dinesh was closing up his shop, but his body language had changed dramatically. He appeared fidgety and anxious. He was eager to get away. It was a damning image.

      ‘Looky here.’ Hunter froze the video and pointed at the time stamp. ‘The subject’s leaving his shop a mere half hour after he arrives. And he doesn’t return for the rest of the day. This is inconsistent with the pattern of life that we’ve established.’

      ‘He leaves ten minutes before eight,’ Juno said. ‘And we all know what happens shortly after eight.’

      ‘Boom,’ Raynor said. ‘The assault on the Blue Zone begins.’

      ‘This can’t be a coincidence.’ Adam clicked his tongue. ‘Hell, no.’

      Chang swallowed, the edges of his eyes crinkling as he stared at the image of Dinesh on the monitor. He rested his chin on his tented fingers. He looked almost meditative.

      The silence stretched.

      It was a eureka moment.

      Yet Maya knew that Chang was reluctant to concede. Maybe it was pride. Maybe it was fear of the unknown. So she decided to give him a little nudge in the right direction.

      ‘Mr Ambassador?’ Maya leaned forward, keeping her tone mild but firm. ‘The situation is fluid, but we’ve caught a break. The satphone that Dinesh Nair is using is now powered on and active. It looks like he’s moved to a new position – an abandoned school just across from his apartment block. And we can confirm that he’s made a call, then received a call. For some reason, he’s staying put, but I don’t think that’s going to hold true indefinitely. We need execute authority. We need it now.’

      Chang blinked hard and turned to look at Maya. He sighed. ‘Miss Raines, I know all about the good work that your late father did for us. All the miracles that he pulled off. And, yes, I’d like to think that some of his magic has rubbed off on you. But this? Well, this is a god-awful situation.’ He gave a throaty chuckle. ‘You want to designate Dinesh Nair as a high-value target. Perform an interdiction under the noses of our allies. I’m sorry, but do you know how many international laws we would be breaking?’

      Maya felt a pinprick of fury, but she didn’t show it.

      Chang was baiting her with a rhetorical question.

      She understood why.

      Dinesh was a non-combatant. Someone who was aiding in hostilities but wasn’t actually participating in it. His bank statements, his travel logs, his pattern of life – all of it was strictly circumstantial. That meant his exact role in Khadijah’s network was still unknown, and yet they were treating him as guilty until proven innocent. That was the exact opposite of how the law was supposed to work.

      Papa would have hated this. The breakdown in civil liberties. The disregard for the rules of war. The collateral deaths.

      But Maya couldn’t afford to dwell on any of that.

      It was too fucking complicated.

      Right now, the only thing she could focus on was coaxing a decision out of Chang, and getting into an intellectual argument about legality just wasn’t going to cut it. No way.

      So Maya settled on the blunt and simple. She went for the emotional jugular. ‘Sir, with all due respect, Robert Caulfield has been calling you every single day since this crisis started. Pleading for updates on his son. You consider him a friend, don’t you?’

      Chang gave a cautious nod. ‘Yes, I do. A close one.’

      ‘So what’s more important to you right now? The sentiments of our Malaysian allies? Or the pain that your friend is feeling?’

      ‘Don’t push it, Miss Raines.’ Chang scowled, his lips puckering. He turned to regard Dinesh’s image on the monitor once more. ‘I’ve seen what the kidnapping’s done to Robert and his wife. I’ve seen how much they’ve suffered.’ Chang spread his hands, gripping his chair’s armrests, making the leather squeak. His voice was strained. ‘If I could bring their boy home right now and put an end to their grief, I would.’

      Maya waited a beat. She had Chang on the hook. Now she needed to reel him in. ‘Mr Ambassador, you’re the only one qualified to make an executive decision here. So what’s it going to be? Are we good to go?’

      Chang hesitated, then he shook his head. ‘Damn it, yes. You have the green light.’ He shifted his gaze to Raynor, then MacFarlane. ‘But just so we’re clear, this will be a limited deployment only. Do you understand? Limited.’
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      Dinesh Nair was anxious.

      The sun would be coming up in a few hours, and he still hadn’t heard back from Farah. This was bad. Very bad. He knew that the longer he kept his satphone on, the greater the risk would be that his position would be compromised.

      Why is she making me wait? Why?

      Still hunched against the windowsill, he rubbed his bleary eyes. He didn’t know what the logistics of an exfil was supposed to look like, but he hated feeling like this.

      At the mercy of a single call.

      Hoping.

      Dreading.

      Eventually he groaned and straightened. He left his satphone resting on the window’s ledge, where it could still receive a signal.

      He paced about the room, restless. His stomach was cramping up. He was both hungry and thirsty. His water had run out half an hour ago. He knew he couldn’t stay here forever.

      That’s when a rebellious thought entered his mind.

      One born out of desperation.

      What if… What if I just forget about Farah? Escape on my own?

      Dinesh fidgeted, wringing his hands.

      Leaving Kepong wouldn’t be that hard. After all, he knew the neighbourhood intimately. Every corner. Every crevice. All he’d have to do was keep off the main streets, cut through the back alleys, stick to the shadows.

      Of course, he wasn’t as fit as he used to be. He wasn’t as fast either. But he did have one advantage – he was just one man, and he could move quietly and carefully if he needed to.

      By contrast, the RELA soldiers were lumbering and noisy. They were also restricted by the armoured vehicles they rode on. Their movements were linear; predictable.

      All he had to do was keep his eyes and ears open.

      He would anticipate the bastards and avoid them.

      Yes, it’ll be easy. I’ll just have to focus. Commit to it.

      Licking his lips, Dinesh thought about the friends that he had in other parts of the city. If he could reach one of them, then he could seek refuge and lay low for a couple of days, then make his way out of the country.

      Dinesh was pacing about quicker now, nodding as he did. He considered modes of transport, schedules, avenues of escape.

      It was all crystallising in his mind now.

      His heart swelled, and he dared to hope.

      Yes, I can do this. I can do this…

      Giddy with excitement, he reached into his messenger bag, his fingers searching for the familiar shape of his passport.

      Where was it?

      He groped this way and that.

      No…

      He stiffened and frowned. He upended his bag and shook it hard, scattering its contents on the floor, then he fell to his knees, switching on his flashlight, fumbling through his belongings.

      No. No. No…

      He panted, his motions frantic.

      That’s when the awful realisation set in.

      He didn’t have his passport with him.

      At first, he panicked, his chest going tight, wondering if he’d dropped it somewhere along the way. But then he realised that the answer was a lot simpler – he’d left it back at his apartment.

      Stupid. Bloody stupid.

      Sweating, Dinesh leaned back, slapping his palm against the floor, breaking into a wheezy laugh. Oh yes. All he could do was laugh.

      He’d made all these grandiose plans and psyched himself up with false bravado.

      But who was he kidding?

      He was just a bookish man without streetwise instincts; a wannabe at spy games. And now he’d made the most basic mistake of all.

      Without his passport, he would never be able to make it past border controls. It would be impossible to secure a plane ticket, and boarding a train to flee to Thailand or Singapore wasn’t going to happen either.

      Dinesh snorted at his own carelessness, rubbing his forehead sheepishly.

      I’ll have to go back to my apartment. Get my passport.

      And what a damn inconvenience that would be.

      He’d have to retrace his steps and delay his escape from Kepong—

      And that’s when the satphone chimed and vibrated on the window’s ledge, startling him. He blinked and jerked his gaze towards it.

      Oh God.

      He’d almost forgotten that it was there.

      Dinesh rose to his feet and half-stumbled, reaching the phone and fumbling it as he answered the call. ‘Hello?’

      ‘Are you still at the school?’ Farah asked.

      ‘Uh, yes. Yes, I’m still here.’

      ‘Where exactly?’

      ‘Uh, a laboratory at the back of the school. It’s a one-storey building.’

      ‘Good. I want you to maintain your position. I will be sending a team to retrieve you. The sign and the countersign will remain the same. Keep your phone on silent mode, but make sure that it’s active. That is all.’

      ‘Wait, wait. I have a problem. My passport—’

      Click.

      The line disconnected.

      Dinesh grimaced, his hand shivering as he lowered the phone.

      Should I stay? Should I go?

      He felt torn.

      If he left Kepong without his passport, what then? Could he rely on Farah to provide him with forged travel documentation? Could she get him to Australia?

      Honestly, he didn’t know.

      They had never discussed such a contingency.

      That had never been part of the equation.

      Frustrated, Dinesh clenched his jaw until it hurt, then he lashed out with his foot, kicking the cabinet beside him. The wooden panel cracked and splintered, and from the edge of the room, rats squeaked and scampered.

      He kicked the cabinet again and again.

      The blows echoed.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      Eventually the rage gave way to resignation, and he stopped and sagged against the wall. He shook his head, his breath hissing through his teeth.

      Sweet Lord Jesus…

      Try as he might, he couldn’t bring himself to believe that Farah had his best interests at heart. All she’d done so far was patronise him, and even if he begged her to let him leave Khadijah’s cause, he wasn’t sure that she would.

      Because I’m just a pawn to her. A piece that she moves around on a chessboard.

      His rebellious thoughts returned, and he knew that he had precious few options remaining. If he wanted to be reunited with his sons in Australia, then he’d have to be brave and take charge of his own destiny.

      Well, to hell with Farah’s orders. I’m going back to my apartment. Right now.
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      When Dinesh left the laboratory and crept out into the night, a breeze hit him, and he suddenly found the air to be smoky and smelling of ash. It stung his eyes, making them water, and a scorched taste filled his mouth.

      That surprised him.

      Where did that come from?

      As he orbited around the school blocks, he observed an orange glow on the horizon ahead, accompanied by a constant whooshing sound.

      Dinesh swallowed, feeling the short hairs at the back of his neck stand up. He was afraid, but he didn’t know why. He whispered a Hail Mary prayer, needing all the divine mercy he was going to get.

      When he reached the broken fence at the school’s perimeter and slipped past it, that’s when all the pieces fit, and he saw the horror in its entirety.

      Just across the field ahead, houses were on fire, flames dancing and soaring, disgorging pillars of smoke. A handful of residents were silhouetted against the inferno, desperately trying to douse the fire with buckets of water. But it was useless. If anything, the blaze seemed to be getting fiercer, spreading hungrily.

      With a loud crack, a house wobbled and collapsed into a heap of rubble, followed by a second, then a third. Fiery embers and powdery soot choked up the air.

      Dinesh could only stare, his stomach turning over.

      Dear God. Where are the firemen? Why aren’t they here yet?

      That’s when the realisation hit him. The firemen weren’t coming. Of course they weren’t. The regime had made sure of that. Because they wanted to punish the residents of Kepong.

      For what? What did we ever do to them?

      It was sickening; distressing.

      Dinesh was suddenly filled with the fear that the soldiers might come rumbling back on their armoured vehicles. Lock down the area once more, and start shooting and bombing again.

      It was an irrational thought, of course. After all, why would the death squad return? Hadn’t they done enough damage for one night?

      But still…

      Dinesh shook his head. He understood that if the worst did happen and he got himself cornered and boxed in, then it would be game over. He couldn’t rely on Farah to save him.

      But – damn it – he had already made up his mind.

      Do it. Just do it.

      Nostrils flaring, face scrunched up, Dinesh scanned his surroundings one last time, then he launched himself across the street, cutting through the field.

      He jogged at a steady clip, his messenger bag swaying and slapping against his side. He could feel the hotness of the fire washing over him, causing his skin to prickle.

      Two-hundred metres.

      One-hundred metres.

      Fifty metres.

      Panting, coughing, he was closing in on his apartment building now. He caught glimpses of it through the swirling smoke, and he was relieved to see that it was still intact, untouched by the blaze that was raging through the neighbourhood. But he knew it wouldn’t stay that way for long, so he picked up the pace, feeling a sense of urgency.

      Dinesh left the field behind and dashed into the street beyond, and that’s when he heard the most ungodly scream. It was ear-splittingly painful, more animal than human.

      Stunned, Dinesh felt his heart squeeze in his chest.

      He slowed down and craned his neck, and he found himself wishing that he hadn’t, because what he saw on the pavement to his left was terrible.

      Under the angry light of the inferno, a woman was crouched over the body of a man. It looked as if he had been cut in half, his stomach disembowelled, intestines spilling out. The woman was trancelike in her grief, rocking back and forth, wailing away.

      The scene was mind-numbing; soul-shattering.

      And all Dinesh could think about was a quote from a movie.

      This barbaric slaughterhouse that was once known as humanity…

      He began to gag. Nausea clawed the back of his throat. It was too much for him to take, and cupping his mouth, he averted his eyes and staggered into the alley ahead, whimpering, refusing to look back.

      There’s nothing you can do to help her. Not a damn thing. So just keep moving. Keep moving.
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      Maya was flying above the city.

      The wind howled against her face, and the urban landscape stretched out below her, a sprawling blur of streets and rooftops.

      It was a white-knuckle ride, absolutely visceral.

      She was sitting on the outer bench of a Little Bird helicopter, port side, strapped to a harness, her feet dangling loosely. Adam was right beside her, while Hunter and Juno were directly behind, occupying the bench on the starboard side.

      It’d been a while since she’d done this, and yes, she had to admit that she felt jittery when they took off from the embassy. But as soon as the helo climbed and reached cruising altitude, the tension melted away, and she achieved a Zen-like focus, taking measured breaths.

      They were leaving behind the Blue Zone now, crossing over into the badlands beyond. And the pilots were flying in blackout mode, no lights switched on, relying purely on night-vision for maximum stealth.

      This would be a clandestine insertion.

      One helo. One team.

      Easy in. Easy out.

      This was exactly what Ambassador Chang had insisted upon. And Chief Raynor had worked out a compromise with General MacFarlane – if the CIA was allowed to capture and interrogate Dinesh Nair, then JSOC would be responsible for rescuing Owen Caulfield and finishing Khadijah.

      That is, if the resulting intel proved to be actionable, but Maya knew that there was no absolute guarantee that it would be.

      That’s when she felt Adam tapping her on the knee, dashing her thoughts. She turned to face him, and he extended his arm, pointing at the horizon.

      Maya stared.

      The Kepong skyline was just ahead, and the eastern half was a ribbon of fire, pulsing and throbbing like some living thing. It was a hideous sight, enough to take her breath away.

      Yes, she already knew that RELA had inflicted atrocious damage, but nothing had prepared her for the scale of the blaze that she was now seeing. It was big and angry. Unstoppable.

      Just then, her earpiece crackled, and she heard Chief Raynor’s voice come in over the radio. ‘Team Zodiac, this is TOC Actual.’

      Maya spoke into her throat microphone, ‘This Zodiac Actual. Go ahead.’

      ‘Be advised – the target is now on the move. He has shifted from the school.’

      ‘Do you have a visual?’

      ‘Roger. We have eyes on the target. The drone’s video is fuzzy because of the fire and smoke, but we’re compensating with hyperspectral imaging. He appears to be heading back to his apartment. He’s about two-hundred metres out.’

      Maya frowned. ‘Is there any chance this could be a mistake? Could it be someone else that you’re looking at?’

      ‘Negative. We’ve geotagged the signal from his satphone as well. It’s definitely him.’

      ‘Okay. Understood. What about the fire in the neighbourhood? How bad is it?’

      ‘Pretty bad, but the apartment block itself is untouched by the flames. However, with the prevailing winds, I don’t believe it’ll stay that way for long.’

      Maya shook her head. She didn’t understand why Dinesh Nair was returning to his apartment. It seemed counterintuitive, especially given the spreading fire, but she didn’t want to rush into a judgement here.

      So Maya addressed her team over the radio. ‘Break-break. Team Zodiac, as you’ve heard, the target has made a U-turn. So what are your thoughts? Give it to me straight.’

      ‘Hey, I’m no mind reader,’ Adam said. ‘But my gut tells me he’s forgotten something important. Maybe his pet goldfish. So he’s backpedalling to retrieve it.’

      ‘Makes sense,’ Hunter said. ‘And, look, even if he moves indoors and we can no longer track his signal, it’s not a biggie. We still have a lock on his location.’

      ‘Copy that,’ Juno said. ‘What’s important now is that we get down there and initiate a takedown before the situation deteriorates.’

      Maya nodded. ‘Roger all. Break-break. TOC Actual, we’re all in agreement here. We’re flexing the op and deviating from the school. We’re going to need a new insertion point. I’m thinking the roof of the apartment block. Is it doable?’

      ‘Hold on. We’re doing a pass with the drone and checking it out now.’ Raynor paused. ‘Okay. The landing zone looks clear. No obstructions. You’re good to go. Break-break. Sparrow, the new LZ will be the rooftop of the apartment block. Please confirm?’

      From the cockpit, the helo’s lead pilot spoke, ‘This is Sparrow Actual. Five by five. We’ll recalibrate our flight path. The rooftop of the apartment block will be our new LZ.’

      ‘Ten-four. Make it so.’

      The helo veered to one side, its engine purring, and Maya felt the G-force push her back against her harness. She felt the familiar kick of adrenaline in her stomach.

      The mission parameters had just taken a turn for the unpredictable. Instead of landing in an open school field, they were now going to descend on to a rooftop, and the raging inferno certainly wasn’t going to help matters.

      Maya slipped on a gas mask, along with night-vision goggles.

      Raynor’s voice came back on. ‘Team Zodiac, I have a status update. The target has reached the courtyard of the apartment block. And… wait. We’ve lost eyes on him. Yeah, he’s indoors now. The satphone signal has fizzled out as well.’

      ‘Understood,’ Maya said. ‘We’ll get in there and box him in.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 66

        

      

    

    
      When the helo swooped in on the neighbourhood, the smoke was so thick that visibility was reduced to less than a hundred metres.

      The heat was oppressive, and Maya broke into a sweat. Breathing in filtered air, she saw everything through the green hues of her night-vision. Amidst the billowing flames and crumbling houses, dead bodies were lying out in the open, while survivors were running back and forth, their faces stricken, their voices wailing.

      Maya watched the civilians with a heavy heart, wishing she could do something to help them but knowing that wasn’t her role.

      The helo’s co-pilot spoke, ‘Team Zodiac, make ready for deployment. ETA one minute.’

      ‘One minute,’ Maya repeated, holding up her index finger, gesturing to her team.

      Hunter held up his finger to confirm. ‘One minute.’

      As the helo descended, the downdraft from its rotor blades parted the smoky air, and the apartment building came into view. The scorched wind created some turbulence, and the helo shook, struggling to maintain its trajectory.

      Maya inhaled, her hands tightening around her HK416 rifle.

      The co-pilot spoke, ‘Five, four, three, two, one…’

      The helo’s landing skids touched down on the concrete roof with a jolt, and Maya unclipped her harness and leapt off her bench, leaning into her rifle, its infrared laser cutting through the gloom, visible only to her night-vision.

      She ran forward, scanning for threats. ‘North-east sector clear.’

      ‘South-east clear,’ Adam said.

      ‘North-west clear,’ Hunter said.

      ‘South-west clear,’ Juno said.

      ‘LZ is all clear,’ Maya said. ‘Team Zodiac is deployed.’

      From the cockpit, the lead pilot flashed a thumbs up. ‘TOC Actual, this is Sparrow Actual. I can confirm that the element has deployed safely.’

      ‘Outstanding,’ Raynor said. ‘Lift off and maintain a holding pattern.’

      ‘Acknowledged. Will stand by for the exfil.’

      The helo ascended and circled away from the rooftop, melting into the hazy night.

      The team stacked up, forming a tactical train.

      Adam served as the point man, taking up the first position. Maya took up the second. Juno occupied the third. And Hunter was last, serving as the rearguard.

      They approached the door that led to the building’s stairwell.

      Adam tried the knob. It turned freely, but the door jangled and wouldn’t budge. He backed away. ‘Secured by a padlock on the other side.’

      Maya jerked her chin. ‘Breach it.’

      Juno unslung the shotgun that she wore on her back. She screwed a sound suppressor on to the barrel and racked the slide. ‘Avon calling.’ She fired above the knob, disintegrating the padlock with a metallic thump and a powdery mist.

      Adam pulled the door open, and they flowed through the breach, descending the staircase.

      ‘TOC Actual, this is Zodiac Actual,’ Maya said. ‘We’ve made entry. I repeat – we’ve made entry.’
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      When Dinesh stepped back into his apartment, the first thing he noticed was how smoky it was. He realised he’d left the sliding door to his balcony open, and now the wind was gusting, blowing in all the bad air.

      Coughing, wheezing, he moved to the balcony, and that’s when he saw the inferno stretched out before him, blanketing the neighbourhood like a sea of fire.

      It was a frightful sight.

      How has it come to this? How?

      Dinesh fingered his Saint Christopher pendant, trembling as he closed the sliding door. He knew he didn’t have much time. The flames were dancing closer, and the temperature was getting hotter. Even now, he felt as if he was being baked in an oven. His skin was raw. He needed to get his passport, then water and food—

      That’s when he felt the satphone in his messenger bag vibrating.

      Grimacing, Dinesh got it out and hesitated. A part of him was tempted not to answer, but given that the situation was now so dire, he figured that he had little choice. He needed Farah’s help. So he took the call. ‘Hello?’

      Farah’s voice was angry. ‘You’re not at the laboratory. Where are you?’

      ‘I’m… I had to return to my apartment.’

      ‘What? Why?’

      ‘I needed my passport. I wanted to tell you about this earlier but—’

      ‘You fool! You need to stay where you are! This time, don’t you dare move!’

      ‘But all my neighbours have already left, and I can see the fire spreading—’

      ‘I said stay! I am redirecting the team to extract you. Do you understand? Tell me you understand.’

      ‘Okay, okay. I’ll stay in my apartment. I promise.’

      ‘You’re an idiot.’ Farah hung up.

      Dinesh fidgeted, stung by her words. Maybe he shouldn’t have answered the call. Maybe he shouldn’t have told her anything. But – ugh – what did it matter now? He’d done enough running for one night. He was sick and tired of it. So, yes, he would stay put and wait for the team.

      Dinesh convinced himself that this was the right decision.

      Farah will allow me to go to Australia. She has to…

      Returning his satphone to his bag, he got out his flashlight and switched it on. He moved to his bedroom, and he threw open his wardrobe.

      Kneeling, he reached for a drawer in the bottom shelf and pulled it loose. He uncovered the false bottom directly underneath, and he retrieved his passport.

      He sighed, feeling better now.

      He pocketed his passport, then moved to the kitchen. He was thirsty and hungry, and he could bear it no longer. He cranked open the tap at the sink. There was a gurgling sound, and he heard the pipes rattling, but no water came out.

      Groaning, he turned to the kettle sitting on his stove. He picked it up and, yes, it still had water. So he drank straight from its spout, gulping hard, relishing each swallow.

      He lowered the kettle and used it to refill the water bottle from his bag, then he opened his kitchen’s pantry, got out a packet of Oreo biscuits and tore it open. He stuffed his mouth with two biscuits and chewed hard. He allowed himself to smile and think happy thoughts.

      Everything would work out.

      He would see his sons again in Australia.

      He was sure of that—

      Bang.

      That’s when he heard his front door being smashed open.

      Startled, Dinesh turned just in time to catch a flicker of motion – a gloved hand throwing something small and metallic through the doorway. It landed with a thud on the living room floor and rolled, bumping up against the sofa.

      He stared at it, his mouth agape, and the stun grenade exploded with a searing flash.

      The shock wave hit him, and he lurched back, colliding against the pantry. Food and utensils fell from the shelves, raining down on him. His vision was bleached out, as if someone has pulled a white curtain over his eyes. His ears were throbbing and ringing. Everything sounded hollow.

      Dinesh staggered forward, clutching his head, and that’s when he felt someone grabbing his arm, knocking his legs out from under him, and he hit the floor face first, bruising his cheek.

      He squirmed, and someone else slammed a knee against his back, pinning him down. He gasped and croaked, barely able to hear his own voice. ‘I’m sorry! Tell Farah I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to do it!’

      He felt duct tape being pulled across his mouth, cutting off his desperate cries. More tape was wrapped around his eyes, while his arms were forced behind his back, his wrists being bound with plastic flexicuffs.

      He whimpered, his skin itching, his joints aching. He wanted to plead with these people, to reason with them, but they were ruthless. They never even gave him the chance to explain.

      For the life of him, Dinesh couldn’t understand what was happening.

      Why was Farah’s team treating him like this?
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      ‘Who the hell is Farah?’ Adam asked. He was blindfolding Dinesh, while Maya was restraining the guy’s hands.

      Hunter shrugged. ‘No idea. Maybe someone higher up the chain.’

      ‘Well, yowza,’ Juno said. ‘When we get him back to HQ, we’ll soon know for sure.’

      Maya nodded and tightened the flexicuffs. ‘TOC Actual, this is Zodiac Actual. Jackpot. I repeat, jackpot. We have the HVT secured. We’ll be executing SSE in a moment.’

      SSE was short for sensitive-site exploitation. It meant searching the apartment for items of interest. Journals, hard drives, cell phones. Anything that would yield intelligence. Maya was eager to get down to the task.

      But what Chief Raynor said next dashed those hopes. ‘Negative. Cancel the SSE. The fire’s reached the building’s courtyard. It looks bad. You need to bug out immediately. Break-break. Sparrow, we’re doing the exfil now. I repeat, we’re doing the exfil.’

      The helo’s co-pilot spoke, ‘This is Sparrow One. Five by five. We’re orbiting around and returning to the LZ now.’

      ‘Roger. Break-break. Team Zodiac, you need to get moving.’

      Adam and Hunter grabbed Dinesh by the armpits and hoisted him to his feet.

      Maya picked up his messenger bag from the floor. She opened it and took a quick look. The satphone was inside, along with some other stuff. This wasn’t exactly the best SSE, but it would have to do.

      ‘You heard the man.’ Maya slung the bag across her shoulder. ‘Let’s double-time it.’
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      Dinesh was dizzy.

      He felt them dragging him along, and his legs were swimming as he struggled to keep pace. He couldn’t see a damn thing, but he sensed they were hustling him out of his apartment and towards the stairwell.

      They forced him to climb, and he stubbed his foot against the very first step. He tripped, but the rough hands of his captors pulled him upright and pushed him to keep ascending.

      His ears were still ringing, but his hearing had recovered just enough for him to make out their foreign accents.

      They sounded like Westerners.

      Dinesh felt a stab of fear, and he couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think.

      Oh God. Oh God. Oh God.

      It was as if his whole world had tilted and spun off its axis. Because this was most certainly not the team that Farah had sent. He couldn’t understand how or why, but he knew that he was in a whole lot of trouble now.

      Please don’t take me to Guantanamo Bay. Please don’t. Please don’t…
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      Maya took up point, leading the way as they climbed the stairwell.

      Adam and Hunter were directly behind, with Dinesh sandwiched between them, while Juno was the last one in the stack, serving as the rearguard.

      They reached the rooftop, and Dinesh’s coughing and wheezing got worse. He sank to his knees, doubling over.

      Adam knelt and pulled a spare gas mask from his combat chest rig. He slipped it over Dinesh’s face. It was the humane thing to do; a small mercy.

      Maya, Hunter and Juno fanned out, acquiring three corners of the rooftop.

      ‘South-east sector clear,’ Maya said.

      ‘North-west clear,’ Hunter said.

      ‘South-west clear,’ Juno said.

      ‘Sparrow, this is Zodiac Actual,’ Maya said. ‘Element is at the LZ. Awaiting pickup.’

      The helo’s co-pilot spoke, ‘Roger. We’re inbound. Forty seconds out.’

      Maya sidled up against the guard rail at the roof’s edge, peering over, checking the street below. Through her night-vision, she could see civilians moving amidst the cauldron of smoke and fire, desperately hauling furniture and belongings.

      It was enough to make her heart ache.

      Damn it. It’s always the innocents who suffer.

      That’s when Raynor spoke, ‘Team Zodiac, this is TOC Actual. Be advised – we’re seeing multiple subjects converging on your position. Three-hundred metres. Coming in from the south.’

      Maya straightened, and she stared out into the distance. The smoggy air made it difficult to see much of anything. ‘RELA soldiers?’

      ‘The drone video’s fuzzy, but I don’t think they’re wearing RELA uniforms. Also, they’re coming in on foot.’

      ‘What are they armed with?’

      ‘I can’t say. But they’re definitely moving with hostile intent. I’m counting six— No, wait. Make that eight tangos…’

      Hunter and Juno came up beside Maya, their lasers shimmering.

      Maya looked at them and shook her head. ‘No lasers. From here on out, we stick to the holosights only.’

      ‘Gotcha,’ Juno said.

      ‘Confirmed,’ Hunter said.

      They disabled their lasers.

      Maya had a very good reason for this. If the opposing force was equipped with night-vision, she knew that they would be able to zero in on infrared lasers. Therefore any advantage to using them would be lost, and the last thing Maya wanted was for her team to paint themselves as visible targets.

      So the only realistic option now was to use the holographic sights on their rifles instead. Of course, they weren’t as quick when it came to target acquisition. You had to raise your rifle up to eye level to acquire a sight picture, which meant no shooting from the hip. But, all things considered, that was a minor issue. A small price to pay for operational security.

      Nodding, Maya switched her goggles from night-vision to thermal mode. She tried to zero in on the tangos’ body heat, but the ambient temperature was too high, and the flames were playing havoc with her optics. Everything appeared as indistinct white blotches.

      ‘See anything?’ Hunter asked, peering through his holosight.

      ‘Nada,’ Juno said. ‘I can’t get a clean visual.’

      ‘No joy,’ Maya said.

      ‘Team Zodiac, we can provide you with fire support,’ Raynor said. ‘Just give us the word, and we’ll neutralise the threat…’

      Maya switched her goggles back to night-vision. She knew the drone carried a payload of Hellfire missiles, and delivering a pre-emptive strike seemed like the smartest move.

      Yes, she remembered what the great military strategist Carl von Clausewitz had said about the metaphorical fog of war and all the uncertainties that came with it.

      Who was the opposing force?

      How were they equipped?

      What was their plan?

      Well, right here, right now, unleashing missiles seemed like the quickest way to resolve all those thorny questions.

      Fire and forget…

      Maya flexed her jaw and inhaled. It was simple, clinical. But then she looked down at the civilians below, listened to their wailing voices, and she felt her conviction falter.

      No…

      The splash damage from the missile impacts would be horrific, and her conscience wouldn’t allow her to entertain that possibility, convenience be damned.

      So Maya sighed and shook her head. ‘That’s a negative, TOC Actual. The potential for collateral damage is too high.’

      ‘No escalation, then?’ Raynor asked.

      ‘No escalation.’

      Maya turned and glanced back at Adam and Dinesh. They were still crouched beside the door to the stairwell. She reassured herself that she had made the right call.

      Discretion is the better part of valour…

      Just then, the Little Bird helicopter came bursting through the veil of smoke, circling overhead, its downwash creating a fierce breeze.

      From the cockpit, the co-pilot was giving a thumbs up. ‘This is Sparrow Two. We’re at the LZ. Touching down now.’

      ‘Copy that, Sparrow.’ Maya returned the gesture. ‘Break-break. Team Zodiac, we’re disengaging. Let’s get the HVT loaded up…’

      The helo began descending, and that’s when Maya heard a hiss and a whoosh. It was a familiar sound, and her heart seized up.

      She turned, and she saw it – two rockets being launched from the street below, soaring up with vapour trails blooming.

      Hunter pointed. ‘RPGs!’

      Eyes wide, Maya turned back to the helo and waved her arms. ‘Abort! Abort!

      The helo banked hard, and the first rocket streaked past its port side, a close miss, but the second rocket hit home, punching right through the windscreen, and the cockpit exploded in a shower of metal and glass. Both pilots were blown apart, and the burning helo drifted sideways, spinning out of control, its fuselage crunching against the roof’s edge, tearing through the guard rail.

      Oh God…

      Maya dived for cover just as the helo somersaulted across the rooftop, its rotor blades screaming as they slashed into the concrete, sparks flying. She felt stony fragments thudding against her helmet and goggles, and gasping, she scooted backwards and curled herself up into a ball, trying to make herself as small as possible.

      The helo thundered past, its tail section splitting into half, its ruptured fuel line spraying burning petrol, and it crashed against the guard rail on the opposite end of the roof. It teetered on the edge for a second, seesawing back and forth, its fuselage groaning, but gravity eventually got the upper hand, and with a final shriek of protest, it tipped over, plunging.

      The helo impacted a car in the parking lot below, erupting in a secondary explosion, and the shock wave rippled throughout the entire building.
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      Dinesh didn’t understand what was happening.

      He could hear a helicopter hovering overhead, descending, but then his captors started yelling, and someone shoved him to the ground.

      There was an explosion, followed by the sounds of squealing metal and tinkling glass, then a bone-jarring impact.

      In the chaos, Dinesh’s gas mask was knocked askew, and the duct tape over his eyes came loose. He was able to see again.

      Squirming, rolling, he found himself surrounded by fire and debris, and he caught sight of the helicopter just as it toppled off the edge of the roof.

      There was another crash from below.

      An even bigger explosion boomed.

      Car alarms started wailing.

      Lying on his back, gasping, Dinesh managed to swing his cuffed hands under and over his feet, and he ripped off the tape that was gagging his mouth.

      Dinesh stood up, staggering.

      His head felt woozy.

      The stench of burning fuel scorched his nostrils.

      He saw one of his captors lying on the ground close by, clutching his side and groaning, appearing to be in pain.

      Blinking hard, Dinesh spun around, but he couldn’t see anyone else. The air was swirling with smoke, black and thick. He was confused and afraid, but he wasn’t about to question divine providence.

      Praise God…

      This was his chance.

      Panting, Dinesh slapped the gas mask back over his face and lurched towards the stairwell.
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      ‘Status report?’ Chief Raynor was yelling over the radio. ‘Can someone give me a status report? Anyone?’

      Maya was dazed and shaking as she wiped dirt and grime from her goggles. She crawled and leaned over the broken guard rail at the roof’s edge and stared at the flaming wreckage down below. ‘This is Zodiac Actual. Sparrow is down.’ She swallowed, her voice cracking. ‘I repeat, Sparrow is down. Both pilots are dead.’

      ‘We’re mobilising the quick-reaction force now,’ Raynor said. ‘You need to get off that rooftop. Find a new LZ.’

      ‘Copy. Will do.’

      Maya leaned back, struggling to contain her anguish. They had just lost the initiative. Instead of acting, they were now reacting, which was a very bad place to be in. But she couldn’t afford to dwell on it. Not now.

      Get a grip. Focus…

      Maya turned around, taking stock of her surroundings.

      Hunter and Juno were right beside her.

      They looked okay.

      But she couldn’t see Adam or Dinesh. The burning fuel from the helo crash was spewing black smoke, blocking her line of sight—

      That’s when she heard Adam groaning over the radio. ‘This is Zodiac One. I’m banged up, and I think I might have cracked a rib and— Oh fuck. Fuck! The HVT is making a run for it.’ Adam sucked in a shaky breath and grunted. ‘He’s disappeared down the stairwell. I’m going after him!’

      Maya leapt to her feet, snapping her rifle up. Hunter and Juno were right behind her as she darted through the smoke, zigzagging past burning debris.

      The stairwell was just ahead, its door ajar and swinging in the breeze.

      But Maya couldn’t get to it.

      Fragments of the helo’s tail section blocked her path.

      She circled to the left, trying to get past the obstacle, but a swathe of fuel suddenly ignited in front of her, launching a plume of fire. She reeled back, shielding her face with her arm, her skin prickling from the heat.

      Damn it…

      Gasping, panting, she wasted precious seconds orbiting to the right before she could get to the stairwell. Desperate to make up for it, she sprinted halfway down the first flight of steps before throwing herself forward, hitting the landing below, her boots stomping hard, and she half-stumbled and swung around the banister, hitting the second flight of steps, adrenaline spurring her on.
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      Dinesh reached the ground floor and dashed through the foyer.

      He burst out of the building’s entrance and was confronted by the angry inferno in the courtyard. It was devilish in its intensity, and the flames were roaring forward, burning through the grass lawn and the flower beds.

      Holy Mother of God…

      Dinesh took an uncertain step back, and that’s when he remembered his car. The Toyota. It was in the parking lot, and if it was still intact, then it would serve as his best chance of getting out of here.

      With both hands still cuffed together, Dinesh reached into his pocket, fumbling anxiously, and yes, he still had the key fob on him.

      Do it. Just do it.

      Dinesh turned and made for the rear of the building.

      Just then, he heard the distinctive pitter-patter of suppressed weapons cycling on automatic, and bullets hissed and snapped through the air like angry hornets.

      Startled, Dinesh ducked around the corner. Breathing hard, cowering, he realised there were now two armed groups fighting each other – the Westerners and someone new.
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      Maya reached the foyer just in time to see Adam backing away from the entrance, his rifle up, firing a sustained volley out into the courtyard.

      ‘Contact left!’ Adam slid to a crouch beside the doorway. ‘Left!’

      Past the windows, Maya could make out shadowy figures bobbing and weaving through the smoke and ash, taking up positions beyond the flower beds, infrared lasers gleaming.

      Maya felt a sickening realisation.

      The tangos have night-vision just like we do…

      Suppressed gunfire echoed, and the foyer erupted in hundreds of bullet impacts. The windows exploded inward, and a chandelier from the ceiling buckled and fell. Plaster speckled the air like confetti.

      Hunter and Juno sidled up beside the windows, angling their rifles around, returning fire.

      Maya kept her head down and duck-walked. She came up behind Adam and touched his arm. ‘Are you okay? How’s the rib?’

      Adam patted his side and winced. ‘Hurts every time I breathe.’

      ‘Let’s fix it.’

      Maya helped Adam lift up his vest and shirt, and with duct tape, she stabilised the fractured rib, binding it tight. It wasn’t fancy, but it would have to do.

      ‘Better?’ Maya asked.

      Adam pulled his shirt and vest back down, inhaling and exhaling. ‘Yeah, better.’

      ‘Where’s Dinesh?’

      ‘I saw him scampering to the right. I tried to follow, but these party poopers showed up and cut me off...’

      Maya spoke into her throat microphone, ‘TOC Actual, this is Zodiac Actual. We need help pinpointing the HVT.’

      Raynor spoke, ‘He’s directly south-east of your position. Just around the corner. And we have eyes on the hostiles as well. They’re west, north-west. Just say the word, and we’ll provide fire support.’

      Maya hesitated. It would be so easy to say yes and let loose with Hellfire missiles. But with civilians all around, again, she couldn’t risk it. So she shook her head. ‘That’s a negative, Actual. I need you to focus on tracking the HVT. Don’t lose him. Whatever you do, don’t lose him.’

      ‘Copy. We’ll keep him marked and tagged.’

      ‘What’s the ETA on the quick-reaction force?’

      ‘Ten minutes…’

      More gunfire from the tangos chewed up the foyer.

      Behind Maya, a table toppled, wooden shavings flying.

      Hunter yelled out, ‘What do you want to do? We can’t stay here forever.’

      Maya considered the situation. The fact that the opposing force had night-vision was a problem. It meant that they couldn’t depend on the semi-darkness for cover when they moved out into the courtyard.

      However, Maya also knew something else. Most night-vision devices had an auto-dim feature, which cranked down the brightness settings whenever there was a flash of light. It was meant to safeguard the user from permanent blindness. In this instance, though, she figured that it was something that could be exploited.

      ‘Make ready.’ Maya nodded at Hunter and Juno. ‘Bang and move.’

      ‘Flash out.’ Juno pulled the pin on a stun grenade, and with a grunt, she tossed it through the window in an overhand throw.

      One, one-thousand.

      Two, two-thousand.

      The stun grenade detonated out in the courtyard, and Juno and Hunter followed that up with suppressive fire.

      The distraction worked.

      The tangos stopped shooting back.

      ‘Moving.’ Maya squeezed Adam’s shoulder, and in a perfectly synchronised movement, they rose as one, button-hooking through the foyer’s entrance.

      They reached the pillars just outside, sliding into cover just as the tangos started shooting again.

      ‘Flash out.’ Maya pulled the pin on another stun grenade, allowing a full second for the timed fuse to cook, then hurled the grenade skywards.

      One, one-thousand…

      The grenade detonated in mid-air.

      The flash was more dazzling than the first, like a stroke of lightning, and Maya and Adam leaned out, firing sustained bursts.

      ‘Moving,’ Hunter said. He and Juno disengaged from the foyer and darted out into the courtyard, sliding into cover at the flower beds just beyond the pillars.

      It was a leapfrog strategy, and it was working. But Maya knew they didn’t have an infinite supply of stun grenades. So they needed to make every transition count. There could be no room for mistakes.
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      Dinesh was terrified by the gunshots and explosions, but he decided that he had nothing to lose.

      I won’t allow myself to get captured again. I won’t…

      He peeled away from the corner and kept on running, reaching the parking lot, and he saw that the crashed helicopter had flattened a car just ahead, leaving a crater in the ground. The chorus of alarms from the surrounding vehicles was raucous; a deafening rhythm.

      Skirting around the flaming wreckage, Dinesh dared to hope.

      Please. Please…

      His Toyota came into view, and he was relieved to see that it was still intact. He thumbed his remote, unlocking his car. He pulled open the door and got in. He started the ignition, and the engine rumbled to life.

      He slammed the door shut, and with his hands cuffed, he had no choice but to twist his body around to reach the gearstick and shift it into reverse. It was awkward trying to drive like this. He released the handbrake and goosed the accelerator, but he was too hasty, and he couldn’t get his hands back on the steering wheel in time, and he ended up reversing into another parked car, metal crunching against metal.

      The impact jolted Dinesh.

      Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

      Groaning, sweating, he twisted his body around and shifted the gearstick once more, reminding himself not to hit the accelerator until his hands were properly positioned on the wheel.
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      Maya’s gun went dry, and she dropped her mag, slapping a new one in.

      Peeking left, then right, she could see the tangos splitting up into three elements.

      The first was laying down covering fire from beyond the flower beds, while the second drifted to the left and the third drifted to the right.

      ‘They’re trying to outflank us,’ Adam said.

      ‘I know.’ Maya ducked and flinched as bullets walloped her pillar.

      Raynor spoke, ‘The HVT is on the move. He’s going for his car.’

      Damn it…

      Maya grimaced. This was a tactical nightmare. Her team was outnumbered and outgunned, and now they were going to be besieged from three directions at once.

      They needed to reach Dinesh, and they needed to do it now.

      ‘Make ready.’ Maya jerked her chin. ‘Sting and peel. Give it all you’ve got.’

      ‘Roger,’ Hunter said. ‘On your mark.’

      Maya unclipped a stinger grenade from her chest rig. This was non-lethal ordnance, designed to unleash hundreds of tiny rubber balls at high speed. Enough to inflict pain but not death, which was exactly what was needed, especially with civilians in the area.

      ‘On my mark.’ Maya pulled the pin on her grenade. ‘Three, two, one. Execute.’

      Maya and her team hurled their stingers. The grenades soared over the flower beds and detonated, their rubber balls ricocheting in a blur, creating a wild drumbeat.

      The shooting from the tangos ceased, replaced by shouts and groans.

      Maya knew their pincer advance had stalled.

      ‘Peel one.’ Juno disengaged from the fight and shifted a couple of metres to the rear, before pivoting back and dropping to one knee, re-engaging with suppressive fire.

      ‘Peel.’ Hunter disengaged and took up position behind Juno.

      ‘Peel.’ Adam moved behind Hunter.

      ‘Peel. I’m going for the HVT.’ Maya disengaged and ran for the parking lot, with the rest of the team covering her.

      She button-hooked around the corner of the building, quick-stepping past the burning wreckage of the helo, her rifle tracking this way and that way, and she saw Dinesh.

      He was already in his car, engine screaming, tearing out of the parking lot. He fishtailed wildly, disappearing into the misty gloom.

      Fucking hell…

      Adam came up behind Maya, panting. ‘We need to catch up with him.’

      Frustrated, she glanced left, and she saw a Volkswagen SUV parked close by. She dismissed it immediately. The design of the SUV meant that it had a high centre of gravity. That made it a poor choice for taking sharp corners in a car chase.

      Maya glanced right, and she saw a Volvo sedan. It had a low centre of gravity. Yes, a much better choice as a pursuit vehicle.

      Maya made her decision. ‘Cover me!’ She darted for the car just as bullets started hissing and snapping all around her.

      The tangos were advancing once more, attacking with renewed determination, and Adam, Hunter and Juno slid into defensive positions behind surrounding vehicles, firing back.

      Maya reached the sedan’s driver’s side. Crouching, she got her smartphone out and launched an app to connect wirelessly with the car’s computer. All she had to do was select the make and model of the vehicle and spoof the right code. Simple in theory but hard to do in the middle of a gunfight.

      It took her thirty seconds to work through the software exploit, and it felt like forever.

      But finally – finally – the sedan unlocked with a chirp.

      Maya yanked the door open and clambered in.

      She flipped her night-vision goggles off her eyes. They were great for visual clarity but bad for depth perception. If she was going to drive, then she needed to be able to discern speed and distance. So the goggles were definitely out.

      Maya started the keyless ignition, and the engine roared to life. She got the car into gear and swung it around, sounding the horn twice to get her team’s attention. ‘People, we’re leaving! I repeat, we’re leaving!’

      Juno was the first to disengage from the fight, throwing herself into the front passenger seat. Adam and Hunter were next, both firing as they surged into the back.

      ‘Go!’ Juno smacked her palm against the dashboard. ‘Go! Go!’

      Maya floored the gas, tyres screeching.

      Through her rear-view mirror, she could see the tangos giving chase behind them, sprinting hard, taking wild potshots.

      Bullets pinged off the car’s bodywork.

      The back windscreen fractured into spiderweb cracks.

      Maya jerked her steering, cutting past a corner.

      The tangos were falling behind now.

      Maya peeled away from the apartment block, then she took another turn at the intersection ahead. There were civilians in her path, and she had to swerve around them, tooting her horn and flashing her headlights.

      Maya glanced at her mirror.

      The tangos were no longer in sight.

      ‘Great driving, chickadee,’ Juno said.

      Maya swallowed dryly. ‘Is everyone okay?’

      ‘I’m fine.’ Hunter brushed glass fragments off his uniform.

      Adam slotted a fresh magazine into his rifle. ‘Shaken but not stirred.’

      Maya nodded. ‘TOC Actual, this is Zodiac Actual. We’ve commandeered a vehicle for transportation. What’s the status on our HVT?’

      Raynor spoke, ‘Stand by. We’re zooming out on the drone’s camera. Refocusing. Okay. Take the next right, then the next left. You’ll be right on his tail. Three-hundred metres and closing.’

      Maya sliced around the bends.

      The air was choked up with ash and embers, and the firestorm was consuming houses in every direction.

      Visibility was getting worse.

      Maya strained to see the road ahead.

      ‘Fifty metres,’ Raynor said.

      And, sure enough, Maya caught sight of Dinesh’s Toyota, his taillights blooming red in the murky fog.

      ‘Okay. I have a visual.’ Maya goosed the accelerator, zeroing in on Dinesh. ‘Preparing for an interdiction.’

      Closer.

      Closer.

      She was almost upon him now, angling in from the left. She wanted to perform a PIT – a precision immobilisation technique. She eyed the right side of Dinesh’s rear bumper. That was the sweet spot. All she had to do was give him a gentle nudge, then steer into him, disrupting his centre of gravity. That would send him into a drift and propel him off the road.

      Simple enough.

      So Maya closed in.

      She was only a second away from executing the PIT.

      But – shit – Dinesh proved to be no easy target.

      He suddenly sped up, lurching across the road’s centre line, then veering back again. It was a reckless move, one born out of desperation. He was clearly trying to shake her off his tail.

      Grimacing, Maya pulled back. She couldn’t perform a PIT. Not when Dinesh’s speed and trajectory were so erratic. The last thing she wanted was to trigger a fatal crash.

      Maya shook her head and agonised over it.

      That’s when Juno leaned forward in her seat and unslung her shotgun. She racked the slide and began lowering her window. ‘What do you say we shred his tyres?’

      Maya hesitated, then she inhaled and nodded. ‘Roger. Let’s do it.’

      She knew Dinesh’s Toyota was a rear-wheel drive, which meant the vehicle’s acceleration came entirely from the back wheels. If they could deflate at least one tyre, then they could cripple Dinesh’s speed and agility and force him to slow down. Then she could finally disable his vehicle with a PIT.

      It wasn’t a foolproof plan, and it came with its fair share of risk. But, hell, it was worth a try.

      So Maya feathered her accelerator and crept up on Dinesh once more. She echoed his movements, swaying left, swaying right, her anticipation rising—

      And that’s when Raynor spoke, ‘Heads-up! You have incoming contacts on your six!’

      ‘What?’ Maya glanced at her rear-view mirror just in time to see a Ford sedan burst through the mist behind them, engine revving, followed by a Hyundai SUV.

      She caught a glimpse of the occupants, and she felt the ice in her veins. It was the fucking tangos, looking all insect-eyed with their night-vision goggles. They had commandeered vehicles of their own.

      ‘Hit them with the Hellfires!’ Maya yelled.

      ‘That’s a negative!’ Raynor said. ‘Can’t do it without hitting you as well!’

      That’s when the Ford sedan nosed in, and Maya realised too late that the driver was executing a PIT. He angled in from the right, crunching against the left side of Maya bumper.

      The impact wasn’t hard. It was more like a love tap, but the spot was well-chosen, enough to disrupt her centre of gravity.

      Maya gasped, feeling her car drifting sideways, going into a spin.

      That’s when a tango leaned out from the passenger side of the Hyundai SUV, firing his rifle in three-round bursts. Maya’s rear windscreen, already damaged from the earlier encounter, exploded completely.

      Glass shrieked.

      Hunter groaned. ‘I’m hit. I’m hit.’

      Goddamn it…

      Maya felt her stomach seize up, but she couldn’t afford to check on Hunter. She had to focus on the here and now. Her car was sliding, and she had to resist the urge to stomp on the brakes and fight the momentum. Because if she did, her wheels would only lock up and she would lose control entirely.

      No, the only way to counter a PIT was to accept the momentum.

      Go with the flow. Go with the flow…

      With her heart pounding in her ears, Maya forced herself to steer into the drift, tyres squealing and smoking.

      Time slowed down.

      Adrenaline seared her senses.

      Maya allowed the car to swing around, performing a dizzying rotation. Then she dropped gears at the last possible instant. The car jerked hard, but the tyres regained traction, and she skipped off a grass verge, barely missing a lamppost.

      Maya swerved right back on to the road, regaining control.

      The Hyundai SUV was ahead of her now, and the tango on the passenger side was bringing his rifle around, about to let loose with another burst of gunfire.

      Maya felt her throat cramp up, but Juno was already reacting. She was leaning out from her window, shotgun raised. She fired multiple rounds – one, two, three.

      Buckshot pellets slapped against the SUV, sparks flowering, and the tango convulsed, dropping his rifle, his body slumping over.

      The SUV veered away, intimidated by Juno’s assault.

      Maya looked ahead. An intersection was coming up, and she saw Dinesh’s Toyota taking a hard left turn, followed by the Ford sedan.

      Maya glanced back at the SUV, measuring its trajectory. She knew that it was going to take that turn as well, and she saw it as her chance to even the odds.

      So she allowed the SUV to enter the curve, exposing its side to her.

      That was the sweet spot.

      ‘Brace yourselves, people!’ Maya yelled.

      She floored the gas, rocketing forward, and she T-boned her car against the SUV’s midsection. Metal screeched. Her headlights shattered. She bounced in her seat, feeling the jolt in her spine, her teeth slamming painfully together.

      The SUV rose up on one side, its high centre of gravity working against it, and it skidded along, balanced on only two wheels. Then it impacted the kerb on the edge of the road and somersaulted.

      Maya watched the SUV roll over and over before smashing through a fence and crashing into a flaming house. Brick and masonry collapsed, and the inferno engulfed the vehicle.

      The bastards were done and dusted.

      Gone, baby, gone…
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      Maya pulled away, racing to catch up with the Ford sedan. With her headlights now shattered, she had no choice but to flip her night-vision goggles back down over her eyes. It wasn’t great for precision driving, but hell, it would have to do.

      She heard Hunter groaning in the back, and she glanced over her shoulder.

      He was squirming and gasping, and Adam was leaning over him, pressing both hands against his wounded thigh. Blood pulsed through Adam’s fingers.

      ‘Oh Jesus.’ Juno lowered her seat, scrambling over to apply combat gauze and a tourniquet. ‘Oh Christ. Hold on, man. Hold on…’

      Maya winced and turned back to focus on the road. Her nerves were frayed, and she had to clench her steering to stop herself from shaking. She knew human physiology well enough, and it was obvious that Hunter had been nicked in the femoral artery. He was haemorrhaging, which was as bad as it got for a battlefield injury.

      Maya keyed her mic. ‘TOC Actual, this is Zodiac Actual. Zodiac Two’s been hit. Code Red. Arterial bleed. Where’s the goddamned QRF?’

      ‘Quick-reaction force is five minutes out,’ Raynor said. ‘You need to stabilise the injury until the medics can get to you.’

      Hunter grunted. ‘Don’t you... fucking… count me out of the fight.’

      ‘Quit squirming,’ Adam said.

      Maya snuck another glance at Hunter through the rear-view mirror. She couldn’t read his expression behind the gas mask, but she could see his eyes, and they were dull and unfocused.

      ‘I’m still combat effective.’ Hunter patted his rifle, slurring his words. ‘I can still fight.’

      Maya wasn’t sure if she believed him.

      Right now, he was going into circulatory shock, which would only make his condition even worse. That meant the ‘golden hour’ had already started. In medical terms, this represented the length of time between suffering a traumatic injury and receiving surgical intervention. The longer that gap, the worse the prognosis became.

      Damn it…

      Maya couldn’t help but remember another mission; another comrade she had lost. And she felt that same fear; the crushing weight of it.

      Don’t go there. You can’t go there…

      Maya swallowed her anxiety. It was like fish hooks in her throat, but now wasn’t the time to falter. Now was the time to be decisive.

      Because ours is not to question why. Ours is to do or die….

      Maya exhaled and gave her team the once-over. ‘Strap Hunter up as tight as you can. Plug that wound and keep him stable.’ Then Maya spoke into her mic, ‘TOC Actual, we’re pushing on. We’ll finish this. One way or another, we’ll finish this.’

      ‘Copy that,’ Raynor said. ‘You need to take the next left. Then cut through the overpass.’

      Maya punched the accelerator, surging through the firestorm.

      The landscape had turned hilly now, coiling up into bends.

      That’s when she heard a knocking sound coming from the Volvo’s engine. Bad news. She checked her instrument panel. A warning light was flashing on the temperature gauge, and the needle was spiking dangerously high. So she switched on the car’s heater and cranked it up to the maximum. This was an old trick designed to vent out as much hot air as possible, cooling down the engine.

      It worked, just barely.

      The needle stabilised and hovered under the danger zone.

      Hold on a bit longer. Please…

      Maya leaned forward, squinting. All the smoke and embers were playing havoc with her optics, but eventually she saw taillights glimmering just ahead. The silhouettes of the Ford sedan and Dinesh’s Toyota came into focus, but they were dancing left, dancing right, trading blows, lurching as they rounded the corners.

      Adam scoffed. ‘He can’t hold off those bandits forever. Sooner or later, they’re going to force him off the road.’

      Maya jerked her chin. ‘Juno, get your noisemaker ready.’

      Juno slid back into her seat, loading cartridges into her shotgun before racking the slide. ‘Uh-huh. Ready to make some noise.’

      ‘Ten-four.’ Maya nodded. ‘Let’s remove the tangos from the equation.’

      She anticipated the movements of the vehicles ahead.

      The trick here was timing.

      Steady. Easy does it…

      Maya goosed her accelerator, creeping up on the Ford.

      Juno leaned out from her window, steadying her aim.

      Closer. Closer…

      Juno opened fire, shredding the Ford’s right tyre. Rubber hissed and exploded into chunks, and the Ford started to fishtail, losing traction.

      Maya zeroed in, going for the Ford’s rear bumper.

      All it would take was a nudge at just the right angle.

      But the Ford’s driver obviously knew that he was destined for a wipeout. Yeah, game over. So the son of a bitch made the only play he had left – he accelerated and swerved recklessly, throwing the full weight of his car against Dinesh’s Toyota. The collision was suicidal, and metal squealed.

      Both vehicles spun out at the next bend.

      Maya felt her heart seize up.

      Oh fuck…

      She could only watch as they catapulted off the side of the road, and in a plume of dust and grit, they tore down the embankment beyond, disappearing from sight.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck…

      With her breaths heaving, Maya twisted her steering and dropped gears, decelerating. Her car drifted, and that’s when the engine stammered and lost power, forcing her to coast to a stop on the edge of the ridge.

      ‘Well, shit,’ Adam said. ‘That’s timely.’

      Maya threw her door open and leapt out. ‘TOC Actual, we’re going in for the interdiction.’ She press-checked her rifle. ‘Adam, you’re on me.’

      ‘I can still fight.’ Hunter groaned, shivering. He tried to rise from his seat.  ‘I’m telling you… I can still fight.’

      Juno grabbed Hunter by the shoulder and eased him back down. She nodded at Maya. ‘Go. Go. I’ll look after him and keep him stable.’
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      Maya descended the slope with Adam covering her flank.

      The gradient was steep, forcing them to move in a diagonal traverse – going downhill at an oblique angle instead of straight down.

      Maya kept her rifle at the low-ready, straining to see the bottom of the gully. But visibility was piss-poor. The smoke was too thick.

      ‘TOC Actual, we need some optics here,’ Maya said.

      ‘Enhancing the drone’s video with hyperspectral imaging,’ Raynor said. ‘Okay. I’m seeing the crashed vehicles down below. Directly west of your position. One-hundred and fifty metres.’

      ‘Any movement?’ Adam asked.

      ‘I’ve got three tangos pulling themselves free from their wrecked car. But no movement from the HVT’s vehicle.’

      Maya grimaced.

      Damn it…

      How bad was the crash? Was Dinesh injured? Or worse?

      Maya was anxious, and her first instinct was to break into a sprint. Get downhill as quickly as she could. But then she remembered what Papa had taught her.

      Don’t be reckless. Slow is smooth, and smooth is fast...

      Yeah, Papa was right. Papa was always right. She couldn’t afford to rush. Because if she did, she would only lose her footing and compromise her balance, making it impossible for her to react to an ambush.

      So she reined in her emotions. She kept her posture squared up, and with measured breaths, she moved in a deliberate shuffle, taking small but stable steps, maintaining her centre of gravity.

      Slow is smooth, and smooth is fast...

      Carefully, very carefully, she button-hooked past bushes and weeds. Fragments from the vehicular collision littered the ground, crunching under her boot.

      She tracked the skid marks in the soil.

      She was close.

      She knew it.

      She raised her rifle, keeping it at the high-ready. That’s when the smoke parted like a veil. Just ahead was an abandoned construction site, where half-finished condominiums loomed, their skeletal husks exposed to the elements.

      Maya crept forward and spotted the Toyota. It had smashed through a chain-link fence and landed upside down. Its roof was caved in, and its fuel tank was leaking. Gasoline pooled on the ground, glistening in the soil.

      Craning her neck, Maya could just about make out Dinesh’s silhouette inside the car. He appeared to be stuck, wrestling to free himself from his seat belt.

      The man was alive and kicking, which was a good sign.

      But what was more important now was the immediate threat.

      Maya shifted her gaze, her rifle swivelling from left to right. The Ford was close by, wedged up against a rusty cement mixer, steam hissing from its front grill. The interior looked empty, which meant the tangos were already out in the open, lurking somewhere close by.

      ‘TOC Actual,’ Maya whispered. ‘Do you have a lead on the hostiles?’

      ‘At your ten o’clock,’ Raynor said. ‘They’re going for the HVT.’

      Maya brought her gun around—

      That’s when two tangos emerged from the shadows, and they lunged at the Toyota. One swung his rifle’s butt against the driver’s side window and smashed it, while the other reached in and grabbed Dinesh, hauling him right out through the shattered glass.

      He was bucking like a wild bull as he hit the ground, and the tangos were on top of him, yelling in what appeared to be French.

      Maya aimed at the first tango, then switched to the second, then back to the first.

      Shit…

      She couldn’t get a clear shot.

      Dinesh kept getting in the way.

      So she dropped her rifle, allowing it to hang by its sling, and she drew her pistol, the adrenaline spiking in her stomach, and time slowed to a crawl as she surged forward, her heart thudding in her ears.

      Fifty metres.

      Twenty metres.

      Ten metres.

      Maya acquired the perfect angle of fire and double-tapped the first tango in the arm, causing him to pirouette away from Dinesh, blood streaking the air, and as his head jerked back and came into focus, she nailed him right between the eyes, blowing his night-vision goggles apart.

      The second tango reacted, bringing his rifle up to bear, getting off a three-round burst, and Maya felt a bullet scorch past her cheek – too fucking close – and that’s when Adam opened fire, stitching the tango up with a line of shots that began at his sternum and ended up at his throat.

      He convulsed and flopped back, clutching his arterial wound, crimson jetting through his fingers. He made gurgling sounds as he collapsed against Dinesh, his body stiffening before going slack.

      Dinesh was flailing and screaming. ‘Get him off me! Get him off me!’

      Breathing through her teeth, Maya paused, her eyes widening. Now that she was close enough, she could see the shoulder patch that the dead tango was wearing on his battledress.

      It was the insignia of a menacing bird in flight, its talons clutching a sword.

      The logo for the Ravenwood private-military company.

      Maya was stunned.

      Goddamn it. These guys are mercenaries…

      But she couldn’t stop to ponder the significance of it right now. There was no time. So she shoved the dead merc off, then seized Dinesh by the collar—

      That’s when gunshots peppered the ground, kicking up soil and grass. There was one last merc remaining, and he was circling around, trying to outflank them.

      ‘Contact right!’ Maya dragged Dinesh backwards. ‘Moving!’

      ‘Covering!’ Adam laid down suppressing fire.

      They stumbled behind the wreckage of the Toyota, using it as a shield.

      Bullets ricocheted off the car’s bodywork.

      Sparks flew, and the gasoline on the ground ignited.

      They only had seconds to spare.

      Staying put was not an option.

      Maya held up one finger and made a circling motion, then clenched her fist. ‘Bait-and-switch.’

      ‘Bait-and-switch.’ Adam nodded. He curved his body around the left side of the Toyota. Then he popped his head out. ‘Hey!’

      The merc paused in midstride, and he pivoted to aim at Adam.

      That diversion was exactly what Maya needed.

      She leaned out from the right side of the Toyota and fired two controlled bursts from her rifle. The merc lurched and went down.

      ‘Threat neutralised,’ Maya said.

      ‘Okay,’ Adam said. ‘Move. Move!’

      Maya seized Dinesh by the elbow and yanked him upright. Adam grabbed him by his other arm. They ran, and they got clear of the Toyota just as the fuel tank sizzled, turning the vehicle into a fireball.

      They staggered to a stop in the clearing just beyond.

      Panting, blinking hard, Maya turned and stared at the billowing flames, feeling the heat on her face. Then she swallowed and looked at Dinesh.

      The man was on his knees, eyes downcast, whimpering. ‘Please don’t take me to Guantanamo Bay. Please don’t. Please don’t…’

      Adam scoffed and slapped Dinesh on the back of the head. ‘Well, you damn well better be worth all the blood and sweat you’ve put us through.’

      Maya keyed her mic. ‘TOC Actual, we have secured the HVT. I repeat, we have secured the HVT.’

      ‘Uh, copy that, Zodiac Actual,’ Raynor said. ‘But I have bad news.’

      ‘Come again?’

      ‘You’ve got RELA militia closing in on your position. Vectoring in from the north. The pricks look like they have every intention of boxing you in.’

      Jesus…

      Maya felt her world tilt, as if she’d just been punched in the gut. Her mind raced. The RELA soldiers must have been drawn by the car chase, not to mention the running firefight with Ravenwood.

      Bad. Very bad.

      Maya turned and looked at the half-finished condominiums. They could seek shelter within those buildings. Hole up until reinforcements arrived. But then she thought about Juno and Hunter. They were still up on the ridge above, vulnerable. With RELA bearing down on them, they didn’t stand a chance.

      Maya exchanged a sharp glance with Adam, and an unspoken understanding passed between them.

      To hell with it. Either we all survive together or we all die together.

      And with that, they hoisted Dinesh to his feet, and they scrambled up the hill.
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      Maya reached Juno and Hunter just as the sound of rumbling engines filled the air. She desperately searched the hazy mist, but she couldn’t see the RELA vehicles just yet.

      But they were coming.

      They were definitely coming.

      ‘Now would be a good time to get the hell out of Dodge,’ Adam said.

      Juno leaned out from the Volvo’s passenger side, tapping the door anxiously. ‘We’re not going anywhere. Engine’s deader than disco.’

      Maya checked on Hunter, still slumped in the back seat. The gauze on his leg was blood-soaked, and he didn’t look mobile. Sure, they could try to carry him and make a run for it downhill. But she doubted they would get very far. Not like this—

      That’s when the Stryker armoured fighting vehicles came bursting through the smog, searchlights gleaming. They were coming in from the road ahead, approaching in a loose arrowhead formation, only a few hundred metres away.

      Dinesh snivelled and sagged in despair. ‘The death squad is here. They’re going to kill us all.’

      Adam started to raise his rifle, but Maya grabbed his arm and stopped him. ‘Don’t provoke them. Don’t...’

      Raynor spoke, ‘We have the Hellfires on the drone primed and ready. We can go weapons-free right now.’

      Maya shook her head. ‘We can’t engage the Malaysians. They’re our allies—’

      ‘With all due respect, they’re not acting like our allies right now. Just say the word, and I’ll give you close-air support.’

      ‘Negative. That’s a negative—’

      The lead Stryker let loose with a burst of gunfire, and tracer rounds punctured the darkness, shimmering like strobes, cracking over their heads.

      It was a deliberate miss.

      A warning salvo.

      Maya flinched, feeling her adrenaline spike.

      ‘You need to reconsider,’ Raynor said.

      ‘How far away is the QRF?’

      ‘T-minus sixty seconds…’

      ‘Then we hold our positions. We do not engage. I repeat, we do not engage…’

      That’s when the RELA commander in the lead vehicle started yelling in Malay over a loudspeaker, echoing like the voice of God.

      ‘What’s he saying?’ Juno asked.

      Maya translated, ‘He wants us to lay down our weapons and surrender.’

      Adam clicked his tongue. ‘Ooh, this just keeps getting better and better, doesn’t it?’

      There was another burst of gunfire, and tracers strafed the ground on their right. Clumps of dirt flew, splattering the car’s bodywork.

      The aggression level was escalating.

      The Strykers roared closer.

      Maya sucked in shallow breaths, struggling to keep her voice steady. ‘Team Zodiac, just hold. Hold. No sudden moves.’

      The RELA soldiers were jumping off their armoured vehicles now, fanning out, rifles at the ready.

      Oh Jesus…

      They were about to be surrounded.

      Maya balled her hands into fists, feeling helpless, absolutely helpless—

      That’s when the wind suddenly picked up, and spotlights blazed from the sky above, punching through the fog. It was an almost supernatural sight.

      Maya turned, her breath caught in her throat.

      She saw two Black Hawk helicopters descending, creating a fierce downdraft, and higher up, she glimpsed the silhouettes of two Apache gunships, circling in an overwatch.

      Salvation at last…

      The RELA soldiers stopped their advance, bracing themselves against the wind.

      A voice bellowed from a loudspeaker, coming from one of the Black Hawks. It was the unmistakable growl of General MacFarlane himself, telling the Malaysians to cease and desist.

      Oh yeah.

      This was his symphony, and he was the conductor.

      The Malaysians were swaying now, clearly confused about what to do. At this very moment, Maya could imagine their commander getting on the radio, fumbling for the right frequency, reaching out to Putrajaya for guidance.

      Maya exchanged glances with Adam and Juno. The last thing she wanted was a diplomatic incident. But – oh hell – they were past the point of no return. Both sides had already drawn swords, and the only question now was whether this was going to end up in blood and suffering.

      Maya could only pray that it didn’t come to that.

      The seconds ticked by, agonisingly slow.

      The tension in the air was absolutely electric.

      Maya fidgeted, her jaw tight.

      Do the right thing, you bastards. Do the right thing…

      Finally – finally – the RELA soldiers appeared to receive a stand-down order. They lowered their guns, and reluctantly, they shuffled back on to their armoured vehicles. They cranked up their engines, swerved around and retreated.

      Maya watched them as they melted away into the mist.

      It was a surreal moment.

      ‘Well, yowza.’ Juno did a slow clap. ‘Score one for the good guys.’

      Adam whistled. ‘Running away with their tails tucked between their legs.’

      Maya took in a deep breath and exhaled. There was relief, yeah, but no satisfaction. Suddenly weary, she leaned against the hood of the Volvo.

      She thought about the Little Bird pilots who had perished back at the apartment block. And then she thought about the Ravenwood mercenaries who had caused all of this to happen. And that’s when she felt an avalanche of sorrow and regret. And, yes, rage. At Robert Caulfield.

      Maya knew the man was desperate. He wanted his son back. He had all the money and all the connections.

      But he didn’t need to do it like this. Damn it. Not like this…

      All Maya could do was swallow back her bitterness. It stung. It really did. But she had to keep it bottled up for now. There would be time for recrimination later.

      Maya watched the Black Hawks as they came in for a landing.

      They touched down on the road, and MacFarlane leapt out from the first helo, in full battledress, flanked by JSOC operators. The medics were the next to disembark from the second helo, carrying a stretcher, rushing over to attend to Hunter.

      Maya made an effort to straighten and salute. ‘Impressive entrance, sir. Never thought I’d be so happy to see you.’

      MacFarlane saluted back. ‘Nick of time.’ He glanced at Dinesh. ‘Now, I’m assuming this is the HVT who’s caused us so much trouble to acquire?’

      Dinesh cowered, whimpering.

      Maya could only sigh and nod. ‘The one and only.’

      ‘He sure doesn’t look like much.’ MacFarlane rested his hands on his hips. He shrugged. ‘Well, in any case, there’s been a fresh development. We’re flexing our objectives. We may or may not be holding on to him.’

      Maya frowned. ‘Sir?’

      ‘Let me bring you up to speed. We’ve zeroed in on Khadijah. She’s holed up in a village on the Pahang coastline. Kampung Belok. I have assets standing by, ready to deploy.’

      ‘What?’ Maya shook her head, confused. ‘But… how? How did you pin down her location?’

      MacFarlane’s eyes narrowed behind his gas mask. Although Maya couldn’t see the rest of his expression, she could imagine him grinning and flashing those canines of his. ‘Well, it’s the damnedest thing. Khadijah called our embassy completely out of the blue. Said she wanted to trade Dinesh Nair for Owen Caulfield. And she told us where she was. Not that we took her word for it. We got our tech ninjas to geolocate her satphone. It’s confirmed…’

      Adam scoffed. ‘Sir, with all due respect, that’s one hell of a coincidence. She’s trying to bait us…’

      ‘Based on what’s happened here tonight?’

      ‘Yeah, she laid breadcrumbs, Hansel-and-Gretel style. And we fucking fell for it. Listen, I’m willing to bet that she planted the intel on the HVT’s location. Manipulated Ravenwood, RELA and us into a confrontation.’

      ‘Ravenwood PMC?’ MacFarlane paused. ‘Those were the tangos who took down the Little Bird and came after you?’

      ‘Absolutely.’

      MacFarlane looked at Maya. ‘Do you agree with that assessment?’

      Maya was tempted to spill the beans on Robert Caulfield. She badly wanted to. But, somehow, she managed to hold back. She knew it wouldn’t do any good. She needed to stick with the known facts for now. ‘Sir, they were wearing Ravenwood patches. And they were speaking French. Using tactics and gear just like ours…’

      ‘That’s troubling. Very… troubling.’

      Adam snorted. ‘Hey, if it looks like a duck, swims like a duck and quacks like a duck…’

      ‘Okay, point taken.’

      ‘We really need to stop and reassess before we move forward with anything else. We’re shooting blind here.’

      ‘Again, point taken. But you need to reserve your judgement until you’ve seen this.’ MacFarlane pulled a tablet from his chest rig. He powered it on and turned it around so that Maya and Adam could see the screen.

      A video started playing. It was grainy, and it showed a semi-conscious Owen Caulfield lying on a bed. He had a gruesome-looking wound on his foot.

      Maya winced at the sight.

      ‘Khadijah also sent us this video of the boy, courtesy of the darknet,’ MacFarlane said. ‘He apparently stepped on a booby trap. A punji stake. And now he’s in danger of sepsis.’

      ‘Sir, it’s a sob story designed to tug at our heartstrings,’ Adam said. ‘We can’t trust Khadijah on this. No way.’

      ‘Well, can we afford not to? Especially when the monsoon is going to happen any day now?’

      Maya knew what MacFarlane was referring to. In Malaysia, the monsoon marked the arrival of the wet season. The weather would become stormy, flooding rivers and turning jungle paths muddy and inaccessible. It was a logistical nightmare for military operations.

      For this reason alone, MacFarlane wouldn’t want to wait.

      Already, it was late in the month, and the monsoon was overdue.

      Maya glanced at Dinesh. In her heart of hearts, she didn’t want to let him go. Not like this. She had questions, and she badly needed answers. But – fuck – a deal was a deal.

      If the CIA was allowed to capture and interrogate Dinesh Nair, then JSOC would be responsible for rescuing Owen Caulfield and finishing Khadijah.

      Only now, there would be no interrogation. Just straight to the main course.

      Maya hated to admit it, but Dinesh had become a means to an end. The reasons didn’t matter anymore. Only the pressing deadline.

      ‘Sir,’ Adam said. ‘We can’t rush into this—’

      MarFarlane raised his hand and cut Adam off. ‘Your concern is noted. But the decision has already been made. This goes all the way up to the White House. We have our orders.’

      Adam inhaled, then relented with a nod. ‘Fair enough. How will the trade work?’

      ‘We’ll get the HVT to the area of operations, then assess how we can use him as leverage. There are no hard and fast rules here. We’ll need to play this one by ear.’

      ‘For Khadijah, will it be capture or kill?’ Maya asked.

      MacFarlane paused. ‘We have to retrieve Owen Caulfield safely. That’s our main priority. Non-negotiable. As for Khadijah? Well, we’re designating her as DOA.’

      Maya nodded ever so slowly, digesting the implications of that. DOA was short for ‘dead or alive’, which meant that it didn’t really matter whether Khadijah came back in handcuffs or in a body bag. It all depended on the atmospherics on the ground.

      Maya felt that familiar kick of adrenaline in her gut. More than anything, she desperately wanted to be part of this takedown. But she knew that her immediate responsibility was to her team. They were bruised and battered. And they’d already done enough. Hell, they’d already seen enough.

      So Maya had to let it go, at least this time. She chose to surrender her pride, surrender her principles. ‘Okay. All right. Take Dinesh. Use him as you see fit…’

      ‘Much appreciated.’ MacFarlane gestured to his JSOC operators.

      They seized Dinesh by the arms and pulled him upright.

      Maya glanced at the medics. They had already pulled Hunter out from the car, and they were strapping him on to a stretcher. Juno stood by, helping hold up a plasma bag, the IV line dangling.

      Maya asked, ‘How’s he doing?’

      The lead medic answered, ‘He’s in a real bad way. It’s absolutely critical that we get him to the trauma team ASAP.’

      MacFarlane pointed at the second Black Hawk. ‘That chopper will extract all of you back to the airbase. They already have an ER ready for Hunter. He’ll be in good hands…’

      ‘And you’re going after Khadijah?’ Adam asked.

      ‘Roger. We’re prepping the battlespace right now. You’ll be able to monitor our operational progress from the SCIF. You won’t miss a thing.’

      Maya knew what MacFarlane meant. The US Navy had a carrier strike group stationed in the South China Sea. That meant they had amphibious assets that could immediately be brought to bear on the coastline.

      ‘Good luck and good hunting,’ Maya said.

      ‘I’ll see you when I see you.’ MacFarlane turned and strode back to his Black Hawk. The JSOC operators hustled Dinesh along and bundled him into the cabin.

      Maya watched the helo lift off, her mouth feeling dry as chalk.

      That’s when she heard sirens wailing in the distance. It took her a moment before she realised what it was – Putrajaya was finally sending fire engines into Kepong to battle the raging inferno.

      Maya could only grimace at the perverse logic of it all.

      Too little, too late…
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      The flight back was a sombre one.

      Hunter was lying in the middle of the Black Hawk’s cabin. Juno knelt beside him, their heads almost touching as she squeezed his hand.

      Maya could only watch, feeling the steady purr of the helo’s turbines as they raced towards the airbase.

      It looked as if the medics had stabilised Hunter’s condition. It was a small mercy, but they weren’t out of the woods just yet. The golden hour was still ticking down, and until they got Hunter into surgery, the situation remained fluid.

      His life hung in the balance.

      Anything could happen.

      Maya secretly willed the helo to move faster.

      Sighing, she shifted in her seat and rubbed the back of her neck. She looked out the portside window, gazing back at Kepong. The neighbourhood was receding into the distance, an angry ribbon of fire haloed by smoke.

      She still didn’t know what to think or how to feel.

      Dawn would be breaking soon. And once it did, the full extent of the diplomatic damage would be clear. This time, there would be no way to divert the press; no chance to sweep this under the carpet.

      RELA had devastated an entire neighbourhood, then gotten into a pissing match with JSOC. That was poisonous; scandalous. And relations between Putrajaya and Washington would almost certainly go into a death spiral.

      What was the right way to handle this? What was the wrong way?

      All Maya could do was chew anxiously on the inside of her cheek and wince.

      It was confusing at best; maddening at worst.

      So, for now, all she could do was focus on the simplest of things. She found herself thinking about the downed crew of the Little Bird helo. They were KIA – killed in action. But another JSOC team had been dispatched to the crash site to retrieve their remains.

      From the comms chatter on Maya’s headset, it sounded as if the process was going smoothly. No further complications. Which, given the grim task, was as good as could be expected.

      Leave no man behind…

      Cliché, yeah, but at least that was something Maya could hold on to. Something she could internalise and digest. It was a lot easier than agonising about geopolitics.

      Still, she wondered if she could have done things differently—

      That’s when Adam nudged her in the shoulder. ‘You did all you could. Don’t beat yourself up over it.’

      Maya blinked. ‘I’m just thinking about what Papa would say about all of this.’

      ‘He’d say the situation is fucked up beyond all recognition.’ Adam paused. ‘But he’d tell us to still carry on fighting the good fight anyway.’

      ‘The good fight?’ Maya stifled a bitter chuckle. ‘Sometimes I don’t know what the hell that is anymore.’

      ‘Yeah, well, it’s a clusterfuck so far. I’ll concede that much. But that doesn’t change our focus. Recovering Owen Caulfield. Finding, fixing and finishing Khadijah.’

      ‘It’s turning out to be much more painful than that. Messier.’ Maya shook her head. ‘I just hope that MacFarlane understands what he’s getting himself into. Khadijah won’t go gently into that good night. I know that much.’

      ‘The general has good instincts.’ Adam clicked his tongue and shrugged. ‘Whatever that woman has in store, he’ll handle it. And we’ll know how that turns out soon enough…’

      ‘Uh-huh.’ Maya swallowed and continued staring back at Kepong. ‘Soon enough.’
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      Khadijah knew that the men with the green faces were coming.

      She stood alone on the veranda of the village headman’s home, gazing out into the predawn darkness. The wooden house was built on stilts, well above ground level, which gave her the perfect vantage point.

      The mangrove swampland was unnaturally quiet and still. It was as if all the animals and insects had decided to flee at once, leaving an empty void in their wake.

      Khadijah sweated, the humidity feeling heavier than usual. She touched the straps of the suicide vest she was wearing. It was packed with Semtex, and it was bulky, biting into her skin.

      Death had never felt so close, so intimate.

      Khadijah sighed.

      She had divided her people into two groups.

      The first had departed the village on foot, led by Siti, heading north, allowing the American satellites and drones to track their exodus.

      Meanwhile, the second group, led by Aiman, had descended into the tunnels down below, taking up hidden positions, lying in wait.

      For all intents and purposes, the village now appeared to be empty and abandoned. Miniature cameras had been installed on the surrounding rooftops and tree branches. They were perched up high, arranged to capture footage at wide angles.

      It would be just like a movie.

      A grand set piece; a tragic narrative.

      Something the Americans have never seen before…

      Still, Khadijah took no joy in what she was about to do. At best, it was crude. At worst, it was vile.

      She felt a flicker of regret.

      Of course, she would have preferred a more elegant solution. One that required less agony, less sacrifice. But time was not on her side. It was slipping through her fingers like sand. Forever slipping.

      Oh, if only…

      That’s when Khadijah heard Owen Caulfield whimpering. She turned, glancing at him through the open window behind her. He was lying on a bed in the living room beyond, his arms and torso chained to the frame. He was groaning deliriously, calling out for his parents.

      Khadijah grimaced. More than anything, she wanted to step inside and comfort the boy. Just hold him. Stroke his cheek and give him a soothing lullaby.

      Her motherly instincts beckoned.

      She almost took a step towards the hallway.

      Almost.

      But she couldn’t do it. Not this time. Because if she gave into that temptation, she would only ruin the scene that she had taken so much trouble to stage.

      It has to be perfect. It has to be…

      Whether Khadijah liked it or not, she had to stay out here on the veranda. She had to make herself fully visible to the men with the green faces.

      They needed to see her.

      They needed to believe.

      So, reluctantly, Khadijah turned away from the boy. She bowed her head. ‘Bismillah ir-Rahman ir-Rahim...’ In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful. She recited the eighty-seventh surah, a favourite of the Holy Prophet. ‘Success comes to him who grows, who remembers the name of his Lord, who performs his prayer. It is better to forsake the ways of the world, for heaven is everlasting. Yes, this is inscribed in the scrolls of the ancients...’

      Khadijah breathed in and breathed out.

      Straightening, she forced herself to smile, even as her lips quivered. Everything that she had done had led up to this point. The kidnapping of Owen Caulfield. The attack on the Blue Zone. The manipulation of Dinesh Nair. The razing of Kepong.

      It was all designed to provoke a response from the Americans, to draw them in.

      And now… well, indeed, this was the moment of truth.

      Khadijah nodded, her eyes straining as she searched the treeline, the river.

      Where will the men with the green faces come from? Where?

      She was convinced that they wouldn’t come swooping in with noisy helicopters. No, they would be far more restrained. They would use cunning. For Owen’s sake.

      So the only strategy that made sense was a HALO jump. High Altitude Low Opening. The men with the green faces would leap off an aircraft soaring high above the clouds, then free-fall through the darkness, opening their chutes just in time to hit the jungle canopy.

      It would be a clandestine insertion.

      Synchronised and seamless.

      But will they bring Dinesh Nair with them?

      Truth be told, Khadijah wasn’t sure if the Americans would hold up their end of the bargain. She could only imagine the complicated logistics involved. They would be transporting an unwilling prisoner on a HALO jump. Which meant they would have to sedate him, to prevent all the kicking and screaming.

      A pity…

      Khadijah sighed, brushing sweat from her face.

      She was sorry that Dinesh had to suffer. She was sorry that he had been used. But he was the ideal tool, was he not? He was a scholarly man looking to play spy games. He had craved excitement and intrigue. And she had given it to him.

      Inshallah. Let us do what is evil so that good may come…

      Now all she could do was take solace in simple faith—

      That’s when she heard something rustling through the undergrowth. She blinked. The sound came from her left. Three o’clock. It was faint, and she would have missed it if she hadn’t been paying attention.

      Her shoulders knotted up, and her throat narrowed. But other than that, she did not react. She did not even turn her head.

      All she did was listen harder.

      That’s when she heard the wooden staircase at the rear of the house creaking ever so slightly. Six o’clock. She felt the vibrations, magnified by her senses.

      Khadijah swallowed.

      They’re here…

      Of course, she knew that the men with the green faces were called SEALs. They were flesh and blood. They were living and breathing human beings, just like she was. Yet, in this instance, there was something primordial and demonic about their presence.

      She felt raw fear squeezing her heart as she glimpsed shadows shifting from the edge of her vision. They were fanning out like wraiths from the jungle, darting from cover to cover, encircling the village, tightening the noose.

      Indeed, some of them were already inside the house itself. She was sure of it. She could smell the angry aroma of their maleness; the menacing threat of violence.

      She waited just a second longer.

      Now…

      She raised her right hand. It was a dramatic gesture. She needed them to see the detonator that she was holding. It was equipped with a dead man’s switch, and her fist was clenched, the lever already depressed.

      Khadijah spoke in English, ‘We have an agreement. Don’t dishonour that agreement.’ Khadijah slapped her vest with her free hand, demonstrating her point.

      There was a beat of silence.

      That’s when a voice replied in Malay behind her, ‘Please think of the boy. You don’t want to harm him.’ The accent was foreign, but the pronunciation was perfect. Maybe too perfect.

      Khadijah knew what they were trying to do. They had already built a psychological profile on her – dissecting her history, her hopes, her fears.  And they were using it to sway her emotions.

      They wanted to soften her up and get her to negotiate.

      But there would be no negotiation.

      Only my terms. My terms or nothing…

      So Khadijah shook her head and rejected any attempt at building a rapport. She turned around, and she continued speaking in English, ‘The boy does not matter. All that matters is God’s will.’

      Khadijah saw the SEALs clearly now. There were four of them in the living room, huddled around Owen’s bed, their weapons held at the low-ready, their night-vision goggles glistening, looking insect-like.

      They had formed a protective cordon, shielding Owen from her.

      Khadijah found that admirable, if misguided.

      The SEAL interpreter was the tallest of the four. He continued speaking in Malay, ‘We are here to abide by our agreement. Please believe me. We have no intention of dishonouring anything.’

      Khadijah insisted on English, ‘I want Dinesh Nair. Show him to me.’

      The SEAL translator relented, switching to English now, ‘The boy’s condition is deteriorating. He needs urgent treatment now—’

      ‘I am not handing him over until I get Dinesh.’

      ‘You will get Dinesh when you release the boy.’

      ‘That is not what we agreed upon.’ Khadijah hardened her tone, and she jerked her hand, waving her detonator. ‘All I have to do is release this switch. Then we can end our talk right now.’

      The SEALs immediately tensed, their guns snapping up to the high-ready.

      They exchanged urgent whispers amongst themselves.

      Khadijah flared her nostrils.

      Only my terms. My terms or nothing…

      Right now, she knew that they had snipers with high-powered rifles standing by, and they had her firmly in their sights. She could almost feel the heat of their crosshairs on the back of her skull.

      But she was certain that they wouldn’t do anything.

      Not with Owen in the kill zone.

      Also, the SEALs in the living room couldn’t just grab Owen and run. He was chained to the bed frame. Even with bolt cutters, any disengagement would be slow and cumbersome.

      Khadijah had made sure of that.

      So, for now, all they could do was stare at her.

      And she stared right back at them.

      The SEALs were warriors, and they weren’t good at subtlety. Their frustration was evident; their rage simmering. They were stuck in this gridlock, and they didn’t like it.

      Khadijah waited.

      They had to give her what she wanted.

      They had to…

      That’s when two silhouettes suddenly shifted from the other side of the room. It was one man pushing another man forward.

      That caught Khadijah by surprise. She had been so focused on the SEALs in front of her that she almost missed these newcomers approaching from the periphery.

      Khadijah recovered and held up her free hand. ‘Stop.’

      The men halted.

      She squinted as their faces came into focus.

      The first man was unmistakably Dinesh Nair. His clothes were torn and dirty, and he was hunched and shivering, his hands bound, his mouth taped shut.

      And… the second man was none other than General Joseph MacFarlane himself. His posture was firm, and his angular features reminded her of a jungle cat, muscles all coiled up and ready to strike. His night-vision goggles were flipped upwards, revealing the intensity of his gaze.

      Khadijah sucked in a thin breath.

      She hadn’t expected the three-star general to come all this way and put himself in the line of fire. She had every reason to despise the man. He had hunted down and murdered so many of her people. And yet, in this instant, she couldn’t help but feel a grudging respect for him.

      ‘General MacFarlane. I am honoured.’ Khadijah did a curtsy, bending her knees, gesturing as elegantly as she could given the bulky vest that she was wearing. ‘Now I can see that all the stories I have heard about you are true.’

      MacFarlane tilted his head, his jaw shifting. His expression was guarded. ‘Stories?’

      ‘You like to accompany your men on night raids. You do it even though your superiors in Washington have rebuked you for your actions. That makes you brave in a way that the politicians and bureaucrats are not.’

      ‘Well… I’m flattered that you think so.’ MacFarlane shrugged. ‘That’s the first rule of combat, isn’t it? Being willing to do what you ask your men to do.’

      ‘Mm. I follow a similar philosophy. I always lead by example.’

      ‘I can see that. In fact, you’ve gone the extra mile here, haven’t you? Sending all your people away from this kampung while you stay behind to make this exchange.’

      Khadijah searched the general’s eyes, trying to detect any sense of irony in his tone. Did he suspect her plan? Could he read her intentions? No, surely not. There was nothing to suggest that he knew anything.

      ‘I do what I must,’ Khadijah said. ‘My people understand my sacrifice.’

      MacFarlane patted Dinesh on the shoulder. ‘So… what exactly makes this man so valuable that you would trade your most precious hostage for him? More to the point, what makes this man so special that you would willingly put yourself in harm’s way here for this trade? You could have easily delegated this to one of your fedayee.’

      Khadijah thought about lying, but then she decided that it was better to offer the general a morsel of truth wrapped up in an enigma. ‘Dinesh is important in the same way that Owen Caulfield is important. They each have their role to play in the grand narrative. The All Merciful has willed it this way. Who am I to question?’

      ‘Okay. All right.’ MacFarlane nodded slowly. ‘I’m a churchgoing man. Granted, I’m not the most devout, but I do appreciate the value of faith.’

      ‘Well, it’s good that we share an understanding about such matters. Sometimes faith is all we have.’

      ‘I can’t argue with that.’ MacFarlane paused. ‘Are you ready to do this exchange?’

      ‘Yes, I am ready.’

      MacFarlane reached for a pouch on his chest rig. He removed a pair of foldable bolt cutters and unfurled them to their full length. ‘I will cut the boy free first. Then I’ll send Dinesh to you—’

      ‘No, that is not how this will work. I want you to send Dinesh over to me first. Then you can free the boy.’

      MacFarlane stared at her, his face furrowing. ‘What does it matter? You have the upper hand here. You could blow us all to kingdom come anytime you choose.’

      ‘Let us not test each other.’ Khadijah held the general’s gaze and didn’t falter.

      MacFarlane smirked. ‘Very well. For everyone’s sake, we’ll do it your way.’ He gave Dinesh a push, urging him forward. ‘Go on, then. Go.’

      Dinesh shuffled forward, timid, tentative.

      Khadijah curled her lip, enjoying the levity of the moment. ‘And what of me? Are you simply going to allow me to walk away with Dinesh? Surely I’m too big of a prize.’

      Dinesh whimpered and shivered.

      MacFarlane tipped his chin. ‘I would love to capture or kill you. That’s the honest truth. But I won’t do it at the boy’s expense.’ He glanced at Owen, then sighed and pivoted his head back. ‘If you live to fight another day, so be it.’

      ‘I appreciate your sincerity. But you must know one thing.’

      ‘What’s that?’

      Khadijah hesitated. She felt a tremor building up inside her. There was a steady buzz in her veins; divine light blooming in her mind. It was the murmuring of the Eternal.

      The timing was right.

      The moment was right.

      Aiman was ready with his rifle.

      He would take the shot.

      All he needed was the signal.

      Khadijah inhaled and exhaled. ‘I am dispensable.’ She released her grip on the dead man’s switch and allowed the detonator to drop from her hand. The connecting wires unspooled and dangled from her vest as the detonator thudded against the wooden floor.

      Dinesh yelped, backpedalling.

      But… there was no explosion.

      The vest wasn’t armed.

      MacFarlane stared down at the detonator, his face hardening with realisation. He growled, ‘Knock her down. Knock her down now.’

      The SEALs rushed her, and Khadijah spread her arms wide to receive them. One SEAL kicked her legs out from under her, while another pushed her down to the deck of the veranda. They ripped her vest off, patting her down roughly for weapons before seizing her arms and cuffing them behind her back.

      Grimacing, Khadijah craned her neck.

      MacFarlane was looming over her, with Dinesh by his side. He scowled. ‘What were you trying to achieve? You were never going to win. Not like this.’

      ‘As I said, I am doing what is right for my people.’

      ‘It doesn’t seem to be working out very well for you.’

      Khadijah groaned, feeling a rush of sadness. She turned to look at Dinesh. ‘I’m so sorry that I couldn’t have done more for you. But, believe me, your sacrifice will be appreciated.’

      That’s when a single gunshot exploded from the jungle. And Dinesh’s head lurched back, his face cratering inward.

      Blood flew, painting the side of MacFarlane’s face red. He flinched, his reflexes taking over, and he caught hold of Dinesh’s limp body as it sank to the floor. ‘What have you done?’ MacFarlane yelled. ‘What have you done?’

      ‘What is necessary,’ Khadijah said.

      That’s when hundreds of gunshots followed, muzzle flashes lighting up the darkness. She could hear her people yelling their battle cry as they poured out from the tunnels, emerging from hidden trap doors.

      ‘Multiple X-rays!’

      ‘Contact left!’

      ‘Contact right!’

      Everything was happening at a frenzied pace now, fuelled by adrenaline. The SEALs laid down suppressing fire as they dragged Khadijah back into the living room.

      Wiping the blood off his face, MacFarlane cursed and abandoned Dinesh’s body. He used his bolt cutters to cut through Owen’s restraints. He heaved the boy up into his arms. ‘Swick Actual, this is Raider Actual. Danger close. I repeat, danger close. We need a hot extraction right now.’

      The SEALs yanked Khadijah to her feet, and with MacFarlane taking point, they darted down the staircase, exiting the house. Other SEALs rallied around them, forming a protective cocoon, and they zigzagged through the village.

      Orang Asli men, women and children were appearing from the jungle. They charged with wild abandon, armed with Kalashnikov rifles, only to be cut down by American gunfire, their screams interspersed with bullets hissing and cracking.

      Khadijah began to sob. Her people were firing blanks at the Americans. It was a grand deception. Which meant they did not stand a chance. They would be slaughtered.

      But there was no choice.

      No choice at all.

      It had to be done.

      With her chest heaving, Khadijah staggered as the SEALs dragged her along, urging her to move faster. The village pier was right in front of them now.

      MacFarlane spoke, ‘Raider Actual. We’re at the waypoint. Tangos are right behind us. Light them up. Light them up…’

      Khadijah frowned, and she followed his gaze. She saw several speedboats approaching from upriver. Her mouth went dry. These were American watercraft, sleek and agile, armed with swivel-mounted machine guns and grenade launchers.

      The boats swerved and drifted, closing in on the shore, perfectly choreographed, and the crewmen unleashed a devastating storm of automatic fire into the jungle, followed by a cascade of shrieking grenades. It was a terrible sight to behold. Tracer bullets danced across the landscape like strobes, and explosions rumbled in a staccato rhythm.

      Trees split apart and disintegrated.

      Dust and soil plumed.

      The earth itself shook.

      Khadijah felt her heart sink, and she sobbed harder. She could only hope that Aiman had managed to get clear of the destruction. She hoped that enough footage from the cameras would survive the onslaught.

      Panting, MacFarlane passed Owen into the waiting hands of a boat crewman before they all clambered on board the watercraft. Then, in haste, they disengaged and veered away from the pier, motors roaring, water splashing.

      It was dawn now, and the sun was beginning to rise, tinting the sky in a golden glow.

      With tears streaking her cheeks, Khadijah glanced back at the village one last time. Her ears were ringing. The acrid stench of gunsmoke scorched her nostrils.

      She shivered.

      Inshallah. Let us do what is evil so that good may come…

      The American boats accelerated upriver, heading for the ocean.
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      Maya was in the SCIF with everyone else, watching the combat videos being streamed live from the SEALs’ helmet cams.

      The grainy images and static-filled chatter were confusing. A lot of running and yelling. Glimpses of insurgents emerging from the jungle. Automatic gunfire. Bullet impacts. Grenade detonations.

      All that jerky motion and shifting angles made Maya’s stomach turn, and she didn’t like what she was seeing. The enemy combatants didn’t even look like hardened fedayeen. They appeared to be simple villagers – untrained, uncoordinated, being used like cannon fodder. And some of them were even children.

      When MacFarlane and the SEALs finally made it to the waiting boats, Maya didn’t feel any relief. Only a deepening sense of horror as she grasped the full enormity of what she had just witnessed.

      ‘Fuck. Shit.’ Chief Raynor was cradling a cup of coffee, and he hurled it across the conference table. It smashed against the wall at the other end. Raynor stood, and he paced anxiously, rubbing his face. ‘It wasn’t supposed to end like this.’

      Ambassador Chang was still seated, and he was fidgeting with his tie, his hands shaking. He was staring a vacant stare. ‘Maybe it was always going to end like this. Another My Lai.’

      Maya swallowed in disbelief.

      She knew what Chang was referring to.

      In 1968, during the height of the Vietnam War, a company of American soldiers had gone rogue in the rural settlement of Son My. The reasons were complex – the trauma of fighting a guerrilla enemy they couldn’t see and losing comrades to booby traps. But the end result was bloodlust and over three-hundred civilians killed. It was the darkest episode of the war, and it damaged American prestige.

      But this… what Maya had just seen unfold in Kampung Belok… surely this didn’t rise to that level. Surely not.

      Adam snorted and thumbed his nose. ‘Sir, with all due respect, this isn’t another My Lai. If the little buggers are old enough to aim and fire AK-47s, then we have to treat them as enemy combatants. After all, what did you expect General MacFarlane and his men to do? Not shoot back?’

      Chang blinked, and he shifted in his seat. He gave Adam a sideways glance. ‘The actual reasons don’t matter. Only the optics. And the optics don’t look good.’

      Raynor grimaced. ‘Well, uh, it was a close-run thing. But we did secure the objective. We got Owen Caulfield and Khadijah. That has to count for something…’

      ‘Like I said, the optics don’t look good. Not when you have kids who appear to be nine or ten.’

      ‘You sound like you’re worried that this footage will somehow leak—’

      ‘We have to take every precaution—’

      ‘Listen, it’s all encrypted. Classified. For our eyes only. It won’t leak…’

      ‘That’s what they said about Edward Snowden and Chelsea Manning.’

      Raynor shook his head, flustered. ‘What are you getting at, Dave?’

      Chang groaned and jabbed a finger on the table. ‘What I’m getting at, Luke, is that some liberal-minded idiots might call this a war crime. And once that happens, then we’ll find ourselves falling into a whole steaming pile of shit.’

      ‘This was a set-up by Khadijah. We just made the mistake of walking into it—’

      ‘Oh, you think?’

      ‘Damn it. I know so.’

      ‘Whatever. It’s all about plausible deniability at this stage.’ Chang held his palms out in mock surrender. Then he cleared his throat and slipped out of his chair. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, it’s been a real heart-stopper, but I’ll have to go brief the president. So wish me luck. I’m going to need it.’

      ‘I’m so sorry, Mr Ambassador,’ Maya said. ‘We never wanted it to come to this.’

      Chang managed a thin smile and shrugged. ‘You and me both, Miss Raines. But it’s a new day. We’ll put a Band-Aid over this wound. Then we’ll move on. We have to.’ And with that, Chang stepped out of the SCIF, the door whooshing open and closing with a thunk.

      Maya ran her hands through her hair, tangling them up in knots, her conscience raw. It was like being stuck in zero gravity. Her sense of morality – or what was left of it – no longer held any weight here. None of it made sense. None of it.

      Maya blew out an angry breath. Then she looked at Raynor. ‘Sir, I really want to talk to Khadijah. I need to know why she did this.’

      ‘Well, you know how it goes.’ Raynor sighed. He was leaning down, surveying the shattered remains of his cup. He carefully picked up the pieces from the floor. ‘Khadijah’s a prize catch. So the JSOC interrogators get first dibs on her. That’s non-negotiable.’

      ‘But right after?’

      ‘Right after…?’

      ‘Once they get everything that they need, would they be open to a request?’

      Raynor gave a bitter chuckle. ‘Well, I’m sure that General MacFarlane will be cordial enough to consider that. Since he likes you so damn much.’

      ‘Understood, sir. I’ll take whatever I can get.’
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      When Maya stepped into the brig of the USS John F. Kennedy, she saw that Khadijah was being held in a wire-mesh cage. She was dressed in an orange jumpsuit, and she sat cross-legged on the padded floor of the cell, fluorescent lights above, stark and sterile. Her head was bowed, and she was swaying back and forth gently, seemingly absorbed in religious meditation.

      Four marines surrounded the cage, guarding her. A little excessive, maybe, but there was strength in numbers. They were watching her hawkishly, ready to intervene if she showed any intention of harming herself.

      Maya knew that a suicide watch wasn’t the ideal situation.

      But, then again, nothing about this was ideal.

      The John F. Kennedy was an aircraft carrier based in the South China Sea. For now, it would act as a floating jail in international waters. It was the safest option. There would be no insurgent attacks. No prison breakouts. No jurisdictional disputes with the Malaysians.

      The United States Navy had complete dominance over this high-value detainee.

      When Maya approached, Khadijah stopped swaying. She uncrossed her legs and rose. ‘You don’t look like a soldier. Nor do you look like a sailor. So… you must be a spy. Sent by the CIA.’ Her voice was playful. Worse still, she was smiling.

      Fucking unbelievable…

      The woman was unbroken even after enduring five straight days of interrogation by JSOC. The programme had included sensory deprivation and stress positions. But it had given them zero results.

      That’s because Khadijah kept interrupting and challenging the interrogators’ questions with questions of her own. About Owen Caulfield’s welfare. About the situation in Kepong. About the alliance between America and Malaysia.

      It was obvious that Khadijah had a messiah complex. An unshakeable belief in her divine purpose. She wasn’t going to submit to any higher authority. Instead she wanted to exert her own sense of power.

      It was frustrating as hell, but the interrogators had stopped short of applying harsher methods. They were concerned about pushing things too far, especially considering Khadijah’s medical condition.

      But – damn it – Maya could feel her anger surging. If it was up to her, she would have moved ahead with enhanced interrogation techniques anyway. Forget about laws and ethics.

      Maya hated the fact that Khadijah looked so fucking smug after sending those villagers to their deaths by arming them with rifles that fired blanks.

      It was sick and grotesque.

      Still, Maya clenched her jaw and strained to keep her resentment in check. She couldn’t be distracted by wrath. She had to be in control here. She had to anchor the conversation.

      Stay cool. Stay calm…

      Maya reminded herself to take measured breaths. She flexed her fingers around the paper file that she was holding, crinkling the edges. It contained her secret weapon – critical information about Khadijah’s health that could tilt the odds in her favour.

      Oh yeah…

      Maya was itching to deploy that right now. If only to wipe that conceited smile off Khadijah’s face. But, no, it would be premature to go nuclear too soon.

      Maya needed to hold back and assess.

      Because there was a more obvious card to play first.

      Sure, Khadijah may not have revealed anything in terms of actionable intelligence. But she had disclosed a single pressure point – Owen Caulfield. In some perverse way, she cared deeply about the boy. Why else would she continue to ask about him over and over?

      So, yes, Maya saw an opening there. She wanted to exploit it. And the way to do that was to gain some leverage on the woman. Amp up the level of suggestibility.

      So Maya pretended to shrug dismissively, and she started to pace around the cage, counter-clockwise. At first, Khadijah rotated her gaze to track Maya’s movement. But, before long, she had to strain her neck to keep Maya within her field of vision. And eventually, when the angle proved impossible, Khadijah began shifting her weight from one foot to the other, turning to face Maya.

      That’s when Maya stopped her orbit.

      And, just like that, with incremental steps, she had chalked up a first victory.

      With her messiah complex, Khadijah obviously didn’t like the idea of being blindsided by anyone. She needed to see everything and know everything. That’s why she had physically switched her posture. But, in doing so, she had surrendered some of her authority.

      This was symbolic.

      Maya was the now the leader, calling the shots.

      Khadijah was the follower, playing catch-up.

      It was a gradual adjustment in power relations, but it was monumental nonetheless. Sure, Khadijah was still smiling, but right now, it was a meaningless smile. On a subliminal level, she had just lost the initiative.

      Maya kept her tone casual, almost condescending. ‘Do you want to know how Owen Caulfield is getting on?’

      Khadijah stared at Maya, a shadow crossing her face. Her smile grew stretched before falling away completely. ‘I already know how the boy is getting on. The surgeons had no choice but to amputate the lower half of his leg. The gangrene was too far advanced.’

      Maya felt her heart lurch, like being on a roller coaster that had just taken an upside-down loop.

      How does she know?

      Maya was confused. General MacFarlane had given her full access to all the interrogation tapes. She had watched them in preparation for this. And not once had the JSOC interrogators revealed anything about Owen’s condition. They had never indulged Khadijah with answers.

      So… how?

      Maya felt an eerie sensation. Like… maybe Khadijah was interrogating her instead of the other way around. But Maya shook off that feeling.

      She’s faking this. It has to be a wild guess. It has to be…

      Maya couldn’t allow Khadijah to upset her. She had to maintain her centre of gravity. This was like a ju-jitsu match. Push and pull. Pull and push. And right now, Maya decided to pull, using Khadijah’s own statement against her. ‘Do you feel guilty? Well, you should. Because you took the boy’s future from him. He had dreams of becoming a professional football player and setting world records one day. But now that’s never going to happen. Never.’

      Khadijah’s eyes dipped momentarily to the floor, and then she looked back up. ‘I never meant to cause him any harm. And if I could have done everything a different way…’ She trailed off, not finishing her sentence.

      There was regret there. Maybe even sorrow. But how much? Maya wanted to drill in deeper. ‘You shouldn’t have taken Owen in the first place. He was innocent.’

      ‘You will never understand…’

      ‘Try me.’

      Khadijah scoffed and turned away from Maya, clockwise.

      Instinctively, Maya mirrored her movement, sidestepping quickly, getting ahead of her.

      That’s when Khadijah stopped and curled her lip in a sneer.

      Oh shit…

      Maya realised too late what had just happened. Khadijah had lured her in by playing on her impulsiveness. And Maya had foolishly reacted without thinking. And now the woman had seized the initiative once more.

      Maya swallowed, stung by Khadijah’s deviousness.

      ‘Imagine being forced to watch while your beloved husband is beheaded in a hudud square.’ Khadijah gestured, one hand chopping into the other for emphasis. ‘Then imagine that magnified many times over. Widows, orphans, outcasts. No one hears our cries. No one dries our tears. We petition the United Nations. We petition the United States. But we are disregarded. All political avenues come to nothing. All appeals for peaceful compromise have failed. We are treated as if we have no right to dignity. No right to exist.’

      Khadijah was swinging the conversation towards geopolitics. But Maya was determined to swing it back towards personal responsibility.

      ‘Everything else failed,’ Maya said. ‘So you took Owen.’

      ‘Yes, we took Owen. Because that’s how the media works, does it not? A million dark-skinned people can be tortured, raped and murdered in a Third World country, and nobody cares. However, when an American child is taken, suddenly everyone cares. Everyone talks about this. Everyone shares the news.’

      ‘Okay. You’re angry with Americans because most of them can’t find Malaysia on the world map. So you needed Owen for publicity. He became the poster child for your rebellion.’ Maya sighed in disapproval. ‘But now that you’ve done it, was it worth it? Was it really?’

      ‘You are not asking me anything that I have not already asked myself. But… sometimes events are bigger than we are.’

      Maya saw the opportunity to bait Khadijah. ‘You seek to follow God’s will.’

      ‘Yes, the Most Holy speaks to me. I listen. I obey.’

      ‘No matter the cost?’

      ‘I do what I must.’

      ‘You planted false intel and manipulated everyone into chasing Dinesh Nair. Because everyone thought it would lead to Owen. And, in the end, the RELA Corps got overenthusiastic and burned down Kepong. It was a disaster. Are you happy with the results of your delightful treasure hunt? Are you?’

      ‘The world needed to see the tyranny of the Malaysian regime. They needed to know how far it would go to exert its supremacy—’

      ‘You cruelly manipulated Robert Caulfield as well. He was so desperate to get his son back that he bribed a member of the Malaysian Special Branch to give him intel on Dinesh. As it turns out, grossly inaccurate intel. And Caulfield contracted Ravenwood PMC to go into Kepong. That just added to the chaos and confusion. Did you know that those mercenaries shot down an American helicopter? Good men died because of that.’

      ‘The fault does not lie with me. It lies with you. If you had reassured Mr Caulfield sufficiently, then he would not have resorted to illicit channels. But it would seem that you failed to convince him that your approach was working. He lost faith in you.’

      Jesus…

      Maya felt that spooky feeling resurface once more, like insects crawling across her skin. The way Khadijah was looking at her now, it was as if she was peering straight into Maya’s soul. As if she knew Maya had spoken to Robert Caulfield. Every word. Every gesture. Every promise.

      She’s messing with your mind. Don’t let her…

      Maya tried to shake off the negativity, but it was harder this time. The self-doubt was mushrooming, gnawing at her. ‘You pitted us against each other. In some sick game.’

      ‘I merely showed you what was always there – your true colours. After all, we only understand what human beings are made of once they are placed under intense pressure.’ Khadijah paused. ‘Tell me, are you a student of history?’

      ‘You’re going to educate me, I’m sure.’

      ‘I shall. During the First Gulf War, Iraq invaded Kuwait. The Saudis became frightened by this development. So they invited the United States to come in and remove the Iraqis from Kuwait. This intervention was successful. The total cost of the war was $60 billion. And the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia paid for half of that.’

      Maya frowned, suddenly thrown by this new pivot in the conversation.

      Khadijah pressed on. ‘Yes, indeed. The Saudis used the American military as a mercenary force to fight their war. And, now, it appears that history is repeating itself in Malaysia. This is a proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia, being fought using the American military-intelligence complex. Can you not see this unfolding? Doesn’t it trouble your conscience?’

      Maya could see what was happening. Khadijah was hijacking the conversation, swinging the pendulum away from herself and towards Maya.

      But – damn it – she couldn’t allow this diversion. She needed to regain the initiative. Redirect the focus back on Khadijah.

      ‘You have a very imaginative mind,’ Maya said. ‘Has it ever occurred to you that most people would prefer to live in a Malaysia that’s based on order rather than chaos?’

      ‘Even if that order is unjust?’

      ‘Your insurgency has no political backing. None. In fact, no country in the world has stood up to say that your movement is legitimate. Not even Iran has acknowledged you, nor offered you any material support—’

      ‘Not yet. But once they understand the morality of my cause, I am confident they will come around.’

      Maya decided to pin Khadijah down based on that. ‘Okay. We can talk about morality. You set us up at Kampung Belok. You sacrificed Dinesh Nair. Then you got us to shoot men, women and children who were carrying rifles loaded with blanks. Then you claim that you filmed all of it…’

      Khadijah lifted her chin, defiant. ‘The footage exists. One of my fedayeen has recorded the massacre and is currently storing it in a safe location. And, if anything is to happen to me, he will deliver it to hacktivist organisations like Anonymous and WikiLeaks. Do you truly want to sacrifice your own standing in the world?’

      Maya searched Khadijah’s face for microexpressions. Anything to show that she might be bluffing. But the woman was stoic. Her messiah complex was absolute.

      Fuck…

      Enough was enough.

      Maya needed to destroy the woman’s ego right now. So she tapped the paper file that she had brought with her. It was time to go nuclear. ‘You see this? This contains all the health screening tests that the US Navy performed on you when you first came in. It’s standard operating procedure. Just so we know how hard to push you during interrogation. And, as it turns out, we discovered we couldn’t push you very hard at all. Because you had an abnormality.’

      Khadijah stared, her eyebrows raised.

      Maya allowed the moment to lengthen, just for dramatic effect. Then she opened the file. She pulled out a CT scan and held it up against the fluorescent lights. She stabbed a finger at it. ‘You see that dark mass there? That’s a tumour the size of a rambutan fruit in your brain. They say that’s responsible for all your visions and prophecies. Now, I’m not a medical expert, but I’m inclined to believe the neurologists when they tell me that you’ve been seeing things that aren’t there.’

      Khadijah’s face remained impassive, almost bored. ‘You put too much stock in science. The Almighty is speaking to me, tumour or no tumour.’

      The woman’s response was not what Maya expected at all. She struggled to find traction, clutching at straws now. ‘How can you be sure?’

      ‘Because I know everything about you.’

      Maya was flustered. ‘You know nothing about me. I haven’t even told you my name.’

      ‘You don’t need to. You are Maya Raines. You were born in New Zealand, but your father was American. He was a former MSOC operator and CIA spy before joining Section One. He was killed by a sniper when a clandestine mission in Kuala Lumpur went wrong.’

      Maya recoiled at the force of the statement. Time itself seemed to slow down. Her vision tunnelled. Her heartbeat pounded painfully loud in her ears.

      No way. No fucking way…

      It was impossible for Khadijah to know any of this.

      Not unless… she was really psychic.

      Can’t be…

      Maya blinked once, twice. Then she reacted, lunging at Khadijah, her nostrils flaring, her breath whistling. Only the cage separated them. Maya slammed her palm against the wire mesh. The blow rippled and echoed. ‘How do you know that? How?’

      One of the marines stepped forward. ‘Ma’am? Ma’am. Please. We can’t have you acting that way with the detainee.’

      Maya glanced at him, her face feeling hot, her cheeks all puffed up. She struggled to regain her composure. ‘I’m okay. I’m all right.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      Maya waved the marine away, her hand shivering. ‘I can handle this. I’m fine.’

      ‘Yes, ma’am.’ The marine stepped back, his expression sceptical. ‘Just… don’t do that again.’

      Maya tensed her jaw and turned back to Khadijah.

      She was feeling a tsunami of emotions right now.

      Rage. Confusion. Grief.

      This was bad. Very bad.

      Maya knew that she was losing her objectivity. Falling through the rabbit hole. Which way was up? Which way was down?

      Maya grimaced, her breaths ragged, and she strained to keep her voice steady. ‘How do you know who I am?’

      ‘I just do,’ Khadijah said. ‘And I also know the identity of the sniper.’

      Maya felt a horrible chill feather its way up her spine. She wanted to scream. ‘Who is this sniper? Tell me.’

      Khadijah sighed. She leaned closer, her forehead pressed against the wire mesh. Her voice fell to a conspiratorial whisper. ‘In due time, you shall know. But, for now, I need you to listen to me. The political landscape in Malaysia is changing rapidly. Jihadi warriors from Sunni nations like Yemen and Saudi Arabia will soon be arriving in droves, aided and abetted by this corrupt Putrajaya regime. They wish to turn this country into another Islamic State. So… I am proposing an alliance. I have the manpower. I have the intelligence. I will help you fight them.’

      Maya didn’t know what to think anymore. She was dizzy, and the entire room was starting to spin. She could taste bitter bile crawling up the back of her throat. The urge to throw up was overwhelming.

      Oh Jesus…

      Maya thought she was in control.

      But she was wrong.

      She had just lost it.

      The bitch is manipulating me. Playing me like a fiddle…

      Maya couldn’t fathom what was happening here. It was impossible. Too much to take. So she did the only thing she could. She turned and walked away, her chest heaving as she scrunched up the paper file in her hands.

      She couldn’t continue this interrogation.

      Not with her soul in such turmoil.

      ‘I know you will reconsider my proposal in due time,’ Khadijah called out after her. ‘And once you do, I will deliver your father’s murderer into your hands…’

      Maya continued walking.

      She did not answer.

      She did not look back.
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      The monsoon had arrived, bringing with it growling thunder and lashing rain.

      But that didn’t bother Robert Caulfield at all.

      Tonight he was throwing a gala event to celebrate his son’s return. His mansion in Sri Mahkota was brightly lit up, and the entire expatriate community had been invited. Tycoons, diplomats, socialites. Ass-kissers, every last one of them.

      It was as decadent as you could get – a full twelve-course dinner along with a classical string quartet as entertainment.

      Security was tight, courtesy of Ravenwood PMC.

      There were uniformed mercs stationed on every corner, armed and ready, as ubiquitous as the furniture. And there were undercover mercs as well, mingling seamlessly with the guests, adding another layer of defence.

      Maya could barely stand to look at them.

      Not long ago, she was trading shots with these mercs. And now she was being asked to pretend as if that never happened.

      Yeah, right…

      Maya could hardly stomach that falsehood.

      But General Joseph MacFarlane apparently had no issue with it. There he was in his Army service uniform, ribbons and medals proudly displayed, posing for pictures with Caulfield, hamming it up for the journalists in attendance.

      It was a cunning exercise in public relations.

      MacFarlane was the toast of the evening – the grizzled war hero who had gone straight into the depths of hell itself to rescue Owen from the terrorists. And Caulfield was the steadfast father who had never lost faith in the greatness of JSOC. There was speculation now that he might use all that sympathy and goodwill to launch a political career in Washington.

      It was all bullshit posturing, of course.

      That’s why Maya decided to retreat to the library on the second floor. By slipping inside and keeping the double doors ajar, she discovered that she could watch the festivities from a safe distance without partaking in any of it.

      She wasn’t going to be a hypocrite.

      Papa had raised her to be better than that.

      Maya leaned against the doorframe and sipped on her margarita cocktail.

      That’s when Adam came strolling up.

      Maya shrank back and gave a look of mock dismay. ‘No one here but America’s Most Unwanted.’

      ‘Playing hide and seek, are you?’ Adam winked. He nudged one of doors wider with his foot and stepped in, prodding her with his elbow. ‘Is there room for one more?’

      ‘Always is. Join the club.’

      Adam made a show of examining the towering bookshelves behind them. He clicked his tongue. ‘Well, you know, this isn’t exactly a sun-kissed beach in Langkawi, but it’ll do.’

      ‘We’ll get there one day.’

      ‘Yeah, promises, promises.’

      They shared a laugh.

      When the chuckles subsided, Maya exhaled. ‘I feel so out of my depth here.’

      ‘What? In a summer dress and heels? You clean up real nice. I wish I could see you like this more often.’

      ‘Oh, gee, you’re not looking too shabby yourself. But you know what I mean. Just take a look at MacFarlane and Caulfield down there. What do you make of their sudden love affair?’

      Adam folded his arms and snorted. ‘Ooh, those two? I’d say it’s a match made in heaven. They both need the positive vibes. It sure smooths over all the questionable stuff that’s happened so far. But, hey, we’ll see if the good publicity lasts…’

      ‘Is Caulfield really running for the Senate?’

      ‘Juno and Hunter seem to think so. A vacant seat in his home state is coming up. He would be a strong contender for it.’

      ‘And if Caulfield does run and win, MacFarlane gets a staunch ally inside the Washington Beltway…’

      ‘That would be a bonus. It would deflect all those allegations of human rights abuses that those pesky liberals keep going on about. In fact, I hear that rumours about what went down in Kepong are starting to make the rounds...’

      ‘That was a hideous mess.’ Maya felt a twinge of regret. ‘It shouldn’t have happened.’

      ‘Maybe. But it’s turning out to be a blessing in disguise.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘Well, no one’s talking about Kampung Belok.’ Adam smiled. ‘Everyone is so focused on this big tragedy in the city that they’re never going to notice what happened at this tiny village deep in the jungle. So, hey, I think everything’s going to work out just fine. Plausible deniability and all that, right?’

      Maya felt a flash of anger, and she found herself squeezing the stem of her margarita glass. She didn’t like Adam’s tone. It was as if all the dead Orang Asli villagers didn’t matter. As if the human tragedy was so trivial that it was unworthy of attention.

      It was a horrible way to rationalise the situation.

      And yet… Adam was right.

      Maya couldn’t argue with his logic, harsh as it was.

      If a tree falls in a forest and no one is around to hear it, does it make a sound?

      It wasn’t the fact that the villagers had died or not that mattered. It was whether there was political exposure to be found in those deaths. And right now, short of Khadijah releasing footage of that terrible incident, there wasn’t likely to be any.

      Of course, they had to cover up what happened in Kampung Belok. And Kepong would serve as the ideal smokescreen. One tragedy conveniently masking another.

      After all, the media was more willing to buy into half-truths instead of outright denials. That’s how you co-opted them – by giving them exclusive access to so-called insider information. Why wouldn’t the media lap it up gratefully?

      Okay, okay. We admit it. The Malaysian prime minister was pissed off because RELA and JSOC had butted heads during the skirmish in Kepong. How did that happen? Well, um, it’s funny you should ask that. I’m actually embarrassed to say this, but yeah, it was an honest-to-God mistake. A misunderstanding. You know, we all had the best of intentions. That’s why we rushed in without following the usual diplomatic protocols. Because we had actionable intelligence that was time-sensitive. Yes, that’s right. I’m talking about a clock that was actually ticking. What kind of intel? Okay, I’ll give it to you straight – we discovered that Khadijah had planted incendiary bombs in the neighbourhood. It was a mass-casualty event. I mean, we couldn’t just sit back and do nothing. That’s why we made a judgement call – we needed to move in to save the civilians and defuse those devices. You can understand that, right? Yeah, we had to do what we had to do. But, tragically, our lack of coordination with the Malaysians made things messy in terms of operational command. There were too many strong personalities on the ground, and we kept getting in each other’s way. And we didn’t defuse all the bombs in time. It was a catastrophe. Personally, I can never forgive myself for it. My heart goes out to all those people who perished in the blaze. But, you know, we tried our level best. We really did. It’s regrettable that we couldn’t achieve a better result. But, look, the partnership between us and the Malaysians has never been stronger. Sure, we’ve had our differences, but after much reflection and discussion, we’ve ironed things out. We’re putting better channels in place now. And we’ll do better next time. We promise…

      Maya imagined that’s how the closed-door media conference run by Ambassador David Chang would have gone. He had given journalists just enough juicy nuggets to pre-frame the story.

      Focus on Kepong. Forget Kampung Belok. Nothing happened there.

      Maya cringed as she thought of the grand deception.

      But… it had to be that way.

      After all, what was the alternative?

      That’s when Maya’s thoughts were dashed by a chorus of whoops and cheers.

      She blinked and leaned out of the library’s doorway.

      Down below in the grand dining hall, she could see excitement rippling through the crowd. Owen Caulfield was being brought out in his wheelchair. She could see the boy’s bewildered expression as adults swarmed around him, shaking his hand, touching his head, patting his back.

      ‘Ugh. Poor kid,’ Adam said. ‘He can’t be enjoying any of that.’

      Maya frowned. ‘There will be much more of this once his daddy runs for public office.’

      ‘You say that like it’s a bad thing.’

      ‘He’s a child, and he should be allowed to be a child. Not political football.’

      ‘Well, time will tell. In the wise and eternal words of Yoda: Always in motion is the future.’

      Maya fell silent, troubled by the public spectacle she was witnessing. So much blood and sweat and tears had been shed. And for what? This circus?

      Maya shook her head, incredulous.

      Adam thumbed his nose and cleared his throat. His voice went low and serious. ‘So, um, switching topics here. I just watched the interrogation tape. Your session with Khadijah didn’t go too well.’

      Maya shifted her weight from one foot to the other. ‘It was gut-wrenching. I don’t really know what to make of the woman. She’s completely unlike any subject I’ve ever interviewed before.’

      ‘Because she knew things about your father? Come on. It’s some sort of cheap parlour trick. She’s messing with you. Don’t let her lead you on.’

      ‘I wish there was an easy explanation.’ Maya hesitated. ‘There’s no way she could have known about that op. We were working under non-official covers at the time. Our legends were rock-solid.’

      ‘See, you’re thinking crazy thoughts now. My advice: don’t.’

      ‘I’m starting to wonder if she’s got some sort of insight—’

      ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake. This is a corrupt country with leaks all over the place. And Khadijah has spies everywhere. You know that as well as anyone.’

      ‘Yeah. That’s what I keep telling myself. And yet…’

      ‘And yet?’

      ‘The question mark remains.’ Maya paused, then gulped down the rest of her cocktail. She turned and kissed Adam on the lips before pulling away.

      Adam froze, going all bug-eyed, then chuckled in surprise. He spread his arms wide. ‘Whoa, whoa. Where are you going, mate? The night’s still young.’

      Maya gave him a dismissive wave as she stepped out of the library. ‘In the wise and eternal words of the Ghost Chips Guy: I've been internalising a really complicated situation in my head. So I have to go figure it out. Don’t wait up for me, lover boy. I’ll be back late.’
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      Maya could only think of the situation in terms of metaphors.

      In Malaysia, there was a traditional performance art known as wayang kulit. Leather puppets that danced behind white cloth, their shadowy forms backlit by a lamp, conveying epic stories of gods, mortals and demons.

      In real life, Malaysia was a lot like that too. It was a land obsessed with shadow puppetry. And sometimes, with all the political manoeuvring, it was hard to tell what was real and what wasn’t.

      There were always hidden meanings; wheels within wheels.

      You had to be astute enough to see the signs, then follow them.

      After changing into her street clothes, Maya hit the pavement, wandering the Blue Zone. The rain and wind had subsided, and eventually, she found herself in Brickfields. This was a historical district, where old spice shops and grocery stands were built alongside terraced living quarters that dated back to the 1920s.

      It was a hive of working-class activity. Where the locals traded colourful textiles, costume jewellery and fragrant street food.

      Maya noted that a general sense of calm had descended upon the city of late.

      There had been no insurgent attacks in the previous week, which was the longest period of peace Malaysia had known in a long time. It was as if the Black Widows had melted away into nothingness.

      There were no signal intercepts.

      No chatter about any forthcoming threats.

      Just… complete silence.

      Ever since they had captured Khadijah, an unofficial truce had developed. She had laid down the ground rules. If the Americans did not publicise her detention or hand her over to the Malaysians or Saudis, then she would make sure that there would be no resumption in hostilities. More importantly, she would not release any footage of what took place in Kampung Belok.

      It was blackmail, plain and simple.

      But the President of the United States had grudgingly agreed to it.

      Because what other choice did he have?

      Personally, Maya couldn’t understand how Khadijah could exert such influence from her offshore prison. It defied logic or reason. The woman couldn’t even sneeze without her marine guards seeing it. So how on earth was she continuing to issue instructions to the Black Widows?

      Unless… Khadijah really is psychic.

      But Maya couldn’t bring herself to believe that.

      Because that was fucking nuts.

      Maya knew that Sunnis and Shiites both believed in the prophecy of the Mahdi. This was the Chosen One who would miraculously appear during the End of Days to defeat the forces of darkness.

      Sunnis and Shiites tended to disagree on how and when the Mahdi would show up. But the hadith – the oral traditions of Islam – were mostly consistent on what the Mahdi was supposed to look like.

      He would be a male of aristocratic heritage. A statesman. A philosopher. A warrior. Someone who possessed the strength and charisma to unite the ummah and vanquish their enemies.

      A female couldn’t possibly be the Mahdi.

      The prophecy was reasonably clear about that.

      And yet, gender aside, Khadijah seemed to tick most of the boxes.

      She had always claimed to be a direct descendent of the Prophet Muhammad himself. That gave her aristocratic credentials. And, so far, she had emerged as the only Shiite leader with the influence and cunning to stand up against Putrajaya.

      Does Khadijah believe she’s the Mahdi? Does she really?

      Maya shook her head.

      Frankly, she didn’t really care about any of that apocalyptic mumbo jumbo.

      It was bullshit, all of it.

      Khadijah was an extraordinary spymaster and a brilliant strategist.

      The Mahdi myth merely fed into that.

      Nothing superhuman.

      Still, Maya wasn’t about to question providence. If cooperating with Khadijah fostered peace, then that was the best possible result for now.

      Yeah, peace for however long it holds…

      As far as the rest of the world knew, Khadijah was still out there, scheming, plotting, hiding. It was a false narrative. But maybe it was better that way. Good for political mileage. Good for political expediency. People needed to believe in villains, just as much as they needed to believe in heroes. It gave comfort, certainty.

      Maya stopped pacing just long enough to buy a bouquet of flowers from a street-side vendor. Behind the counter, a radio played an acoustic song. Maya recognised the introspective rhythm. It was by a Bangladeshi singer named Obaidur Rahman. It was about new beginnings. Renewal. Redemption.

      The song was fitting.

      It stirred Maya’s emotions, and she felt a tingling in her soul.

      Maybe it was a sign.

      Maya continued moving, rounding a corner before approaching a decrepit alley. It was completely unremarkable. Rubbish was strewn all over. Graffiti discoloured the walls. It smelled of piss and cigarettes. Not even the rain had managed to wash all of that away.

      Maya had never been a religious woman.

      She had never found any use for the supernatural or the esoteric.

      But this was as close as it got to a holy place for her.

      Maya entered the alley, then walked in a slow semi-circle before kneeling and placing the flowers on the grimy ground. This was the exact spot where Nathan Raines – Papa – had fallen, shot by an unseen sniper.

      For the first time in forever, Maya allowed herself to cry. She grieved not only for herself but what the country had lost. Papa was a good man who loved Malaysia and had given his life to defend it. But no one would ever know. All the details of that op was buried in a classified archive back in Wellington, kept under strict lock and key.

      What was the point of all this?

      In the end, it was just all pain and death.

      Maya wiped her tears.

      That’s when Papa’s gravelly voice resounded in her ears, as if he was right beside her.

      It’s human nature to hate our enemies, kiddo. We dehumanise them. Call them evil. Do everything we can to obliterate them with bullets and bombs. But that’s the easy part. It doesn’t take much effort. Just lock and load and pull the trigger. Find, fix and finish. Like I said, easy. But do you want to know what the most difficult part is? Do you? Well, here it is: learning to empathise with our enemies. Seeing ourselves through their eyes. Understanding their frustrations and motivations. Now, pay attention to the fact that I said empathise, not sympathise. Because they’re still the enemy and rightfully so. We have to fight them with everything that we’ve got. But if we can’t even understand why they’re doing what they’re doing, how can we hope to defeat them? We can’t break the cycle of conflict if we don’t even know what the cycle is…

      Maya swallowed, sobering up.

      She stood, giving the alley a lingering glance.

      Yeah, she hated Khadijah.

      The woman was a terrorist and a manipulator.

      But Papa had taught her to see beyond all that.

      She needed to figure out how she could turn Khadijah into an asset.

      There has to be a way forward. There has to be…

      As Maya stepped out of the alley, she found herself gazing up at the surrounding rooftops, wondering, hoping.
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      Khadijah had already caught a glimpse of the future, and she knew that the country was on the precipice of great change, whether anyone liked it or not.

      Already, there were rumblings of secession in the Malaysian Federation. Sabah and Sarawak – the two states in Borneo – wanted to break away and form their own nation. They had grown weary of being marginalised and having their forestry and petroleum looted by the central government in Putrajaya.

      No doubt, the discontent was getting worse. It would just be like the break-up of Yugoslavia in the 1990s. The people were starting to wake up. They were beginning to fight back against the oppression.

      Indeed, Khadijah was afraid of what was to come. But at the same time, she had never been more hopeful. The United States didn’t know it yet, but it was in their best interests to use her knowledge and her resources.

      She would give the Americans the best roadmap for stability. And they would listen to her. They had to. After all, what was the alternative?

      That’s when Khadijah heard the tell-tale sound of the brig’s door swinging open. She looked up and smiled expectantly. ‘Miss Raines. You have returned. I knew you would.’

      Maya approached. ‘I have a proposal.’

      ‘Very well.’

      ‘When we first brought you in, you had a clay tablet with you. A turbah. You use it for your prayers. It was a gift from your late husband.’

      Khadijah felt her heart ache with longing. She sucked in a shaky breath. ‘Yes, the turbah is my most treasured possession.’

      ‘I know. I want to give it back to you. But, first, I need a gesture of goodwill.’

      ‘What kind of gesture?’

      ‘I need you to give me information about the sniper who murdered my father. That way, we can build trust, and we can go from there.’

      Khadijah hesitated. ‘Are you certain that you want to know? I must warn you: it will change everything.’

      ‘Tell me.’

      Khadijah relented. ‘His name is Jamal Sidek. He is a member of the Malaysian Special Branch. We call him the Butcher of Kajang.’

      Maya’s eyes darkened. ‘Where do I find this son of a bitch?’

      
        The End
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        Sometimes trust can get you killed.

      

      Deep Del Toro, an Iniquus Special Operative on the Strike Force Team, listened to the radio as the announcer gave details of Lacey Stuarts upcoming press-conference.  He had watched video of her fighting off the FBI agent and escaping from a murder scene the night before, and now she was turning herself over to the police. What Deep’s practiced eye saw in the video was a highly-choreographed crime. But somehow Lacey had thwarted the professionals’ plans. She was in imminent danger.

      When Deep saves Lacey from a sniper’s bullet at the press conference, he becomes enmeshed in a mystery that includes the FBI, the CIA, and a tangle of interconnected international crimes.

      Deep and Lacey work as a team to discover who plays the good guy and who plays the bad guy in a gray world where right and wrong easily overlap.
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        Lacey, Thursday Night

      

      Lacey Stuart’s muscles tightened as irritation prickled through her nervous system. She gave her phone yet another check. No new messages. A swirl of frustration blew past her lips, as she pushed the phone farther back on the bar. It didn’t look like Steve was going to show. Emergencies popped up, she thought, trying to be generous. But really, what could have stopped him from sending a quick text? She slid her thigh farther up her crossed legs, trying not to skate off the ultra-modern, ultra-awkward bar stool made for someone much taller than she. Lacey caught the server’s eye and tapped the rim of her empty Cosmo glass, signaling that another one was in order. She decided to take a Lyft back to her apartment after she finished this drink – with or without Steve.

      She should probably be worried about Steve. It wasn’t like him to stand her up. But honestly, the only thing she felt was aggravation. It had been a long, miserable day at work. All Lacey wanted was to be back in her apartment curled up with a cup of hot tea, and her book. Lacey glanced down at the winter coat she’d thrown across the stool beside hers to save a place for Steve — a good thirty minutes ago. She couldn’t understand why he’d been so insistent on meeting her here, and then not been courteous enough to give her a heads-up that he was running late.

      As the server set a fresh drink in front of her, Lacey caught scotch-on-the-rocks guy staring at her mouth. Again. She wondered if he had a thing for bright red lipstick or if she had a strand of spinach from her afternoon snack caught in her teeth. Lacey held her hand over her mouth, lowering her head to stare at her lap while her tongue foraged in the crevices and along the gum line, hoping to excavate any residue.

      As she raised her eyes, they caught on a man by the door. He was staring at her as if he knew her and was trying to make a decision. She didn’t recognize him, but his attention made a tingle of apprehension skitter across her scalp. Lacey hated living with this pervasive paranoia. Fear and hypervigilance had made her find demons in the shadows. After everything that had happened to her last fall, she no longer trusted her ability to tell the difference between some guy checking her out and some guy who meant to hurt her. I need to find a therapist, she told herself. Lacey reached out to touch the base of the pink girly drink in front of her. An anchor. A reason for her to be sitting alone at the bar. Her shaking fingers encircled the delicate stem, and she lifted the glass for a sip.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Lacey watched the man by the door take another step forward into the room. As his interest pulled her focus back over to him, he tipped his head as if asking her a question. The stranger’s eyes didn’t move from hers, even as he eased his shoulder against the wall, letting a boisterous girl-group push past him in a cloud of perfume and shiny fabrics.

      The man was tall; his sports jacket looked tailored to his athletic body. He bunched his brow into a wrinkled knot as they looked at each other. His face might have been handsome in a rugged Marlboro-man kind of way in his earlier years, but now he was weathered and balding, and there was something vicious about the slash of his mouth and the way he held his shoulders.

      Lacey stopped breathing. Vulnerability swept up from her stomach and stuck in her throat. She forced her eyes away from his and scanned the screen on her phone. No, Steve still hadn’t texted with a reason for not showing, or a time he’d arrive. She tapped the app to call a car. She glanced at scotch-on-the rocks guy, who dangled his glass from his fingertips in such a way as to hide his attention. But his gaze was firmly on her mouth. Lacey felt threats everywhere. She worked at being reasonable. She was a woman alone in a bar. Of course, she had attracted attention. Though, neither of these men was giving off the usual bar signals – there was no hoping-for-a-hook-up vibe. These guys seemed a different kind of predatory. And she felt trapped. Panicked.

      Lacey leaned into the bar. “Hey there, I think I’m going to take my check, please.” She pushed her almost-full glass away from her to signal that she was finished.

      As the bartender slid her tab into a leather folder and placed it in front of her, Lacey jerked her credit card from her phone case. She wished she could ask the manager to let her slip out the back door of the kitchen rather than make her skitter past the guy spooking her at the front. While she signed the bottom of the receipt, Lacey peeked past the long layers of her hair over to the man at the entrance. He was fishing in his pocket, then pulled something out.

      Lacey jolted as a crack of thunder erupted violently, causing a wave of gasps and startled giggles from around the room. The lights flickered, and Lacey slid off her stool to leave. As her feet touched the ground, the doors crashed open and a group of festively dressed couples surged in, laughing and shaking off the sudden rain. With the noise and commotion as a backdrop, the man made his move. In an instant, he towered in front of her, blocking Lacey’s retreat.

      “Danika?” he said quietly.

      Even though the room was loud, Lacey could hear him clearly. When she heard that name, her joints solidified, and she couldn’t move or speak. Her dark brown eyes, heavy with mascara, pulled wide as they filled with shock. Another clap of thunder worked its way across the sky; the sound held Lacey in place, sucking the oxygen from her lungs.

      The man bent his head closer to her ear. “Danika, you’re in danger.” His last word became a sharp sucking sound as he arched backward. His fingers curled into the pewter satin of Lacey’s blouse. He pulled her sideways, reeling to the left, hitting the floor first with his shoulder, then with his head, taking her with him.

      Lacey tried to scramble up, to pull her skirt back down below her hips, to regain some decorum now that she had flashed the bar with her pink silk panties. But the stranger tightened his grip and locked her to him with a tight fist. “They know who you are. Trust no one. Run.” His words bubbled out with red spittle and the visual made Lacey’s mind go numb. She worked hard at processing what was happening, but her brain snagged on the red froth at the corners of his lips, and she couldn’t think past it.

      As the man exhaled the word “run,” he unwound his right hand from the fabric of her blouse. He shoved something cold and hard down into her bra. Lacey tried to pull free. She dropped her jaw to scream, but Lacey couldn’t make any air pass by her vocal cords, so her mouth hung open and empty.

      Someone gripped Lacey’s upper arms, lifted her, questioned her, was she all right?

      All right? Lacey stared down at the stranger, trying to process the fact that he had called her Danika. That he was there to warn her. And now, a red puddle pooled from under his shoulders.

      The bartender rolled the man on to his stomach as the well-clad patrons fished out their phones. Lacey prayed that someone was calling 911. But the bright strobe of flashes meant that most were grabbing pictures to post on Instagram and Snapchat to show what dangerous and exciting lives they led. The flashing lights turned the scene into an impressionist’s painting where the eye only took in and defined certain aspects, the outline of a leg, the hem of a skirt, the swirl of burgundy leaching across the floor.

      Lacey pinned her focus on the knife handle protruding from the man’s herringbone jacket. Someone had stabbed into his lungs, and now he was gasping like a trout lugged from the river. That doesn’t belong there, was all Lacey’s shocked mind could manage. She reached down and yanked the blade from the stranger’s back. Blood dripped from the sharp edge. Lacey dropped the weapon to the ground in disgust. She held her hands wide and let the wine-colored droplets trickle from the webbing of her fingers.

      Hands now pulled Lacey backward, away from the stranger’s flailing legs. A linen napkin rubbed over her fingers. Lacey twisted to see over her shoulder where she found scotch-on-the rocks guy.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said, dropping the napkin to the floor. “He’s a good friend of yours?” His voice was kind and solicitous. With a solid grip, he moved Lacey away from the dying man, around the back of the fascinated crowd, and toward the front door.

      It wasn’t until she was propelled out of the bar and a shot of cold, wet air hit her face that Lacey registered the dying man’s warning. “Trust no one. Run.” She hadn’t a clue what he could have meant. All she knew was that Scotch-on-the-rocks had tightened his grip and was herding her toward a black car with its back door gaping open.

      Lacey set her high heels into the mortar of the rain-slicked brick sidewalk. She snaked her body and protested, but she made no progress in freeing herself. Without forethought, Lacey’s knee slammed into the man’s groin. He collapsed with a grunt. As he hit the ground, he stretched out a hand, shackling her ankle with an iron grasp. Lacey freaked.

      She kicked at his face with her free foot, yelling for help. Swinging her head, she searched the crowd for a hero. She spotted two men clambering from the black sedan and knew she had seconds to get herself free. Lacey aimed her stiletto at her captor’s chest. He blocked it with his free arm. Releasing her ankle, he reached into his jacket. Lacey felt sure he was going for a gun.

      Her scream should have cut through the bar patrons’ glee at tonight’s horrific adventure, should have brought someone to her rescue. But the scream was masked by an EMS truck, speeding up the street, sirens wailing. Lacey reeled back into the bar and ran as fast as her high heels and tight skirt would allow, pushing people out of the way, clambering past chairs. She had to find another way out–a back exit–some way to escape.

      Lacey burst out of the kitchen door, stumbling head long into a pile of black trash bags, lining the alleyway. The downpour stung her upturned face as headlights caught her in their abrupt illumination. Car doors popped open.

      Pushing herself up—her shoes left behind—Lacey sprinted down the alley, down the road, down the Metro stairs, and into the late-evening crowd. Away from the men’s angry shouting.

      

      Sopping wet and garbage streaked, Lacey slid behind a Metro System’s construction curtain. She panted behind the plastic yellow fabric, replaying the scene of her alley escape from the second car of scary men.

      Lacey was sure she had heard a man bark, “Secret Service.” But the dead man had said, “Trust no one.”

      Was he dead? Lacey had never seen anyone blow blood bubbles before and couldn’t imagine coming back from that. It was the stuff of horror flicks and midnight campfire stories – the kind of imagery that ruined sleep for nights, maybe even for years, to come. Lacey lifted her hands, crusty with flaked blood where she had squeezed her fists as she pumped her arms and fled. She rubbed her palms together in disbelief.

      It was possible that the man was alive, she tried to reason. Surely someone had gotten to him with medical help in time. If he lived, Lacey would like to talk to him and find out what was going on. And while she wanted the information, she also never wanted to be near that guy again. Ever. But still. . . Lacey’s head danced with questions like pointillist dots on a canvas all blending together to paint a picture of absolute terror. Lacey was terrified. This was what the word meant. She had used the word so many times when it was just silly – rollercoasters, and exam grades. Lacey pushed the strands of her damp hair back off her face and bit at her lip to stop its trembling.

      Did the man really mean trust no one? Lacey sat on an overturned bucket, propping her elbows on her knees and holding her head, trying hard to calm her shaking. Secret Service seemed like reasonable people to trust. Maybe the police?  “They know who you are.” Suddenly, Lacey wondered why scary people would know who she was. Her mind slipped to her great uncle, Bartholomew Winslow, who owned the art gallery she managed. He was hiding out at his home in Bali, and wouldn’t be coming back to the United States until things settled down – until the arrest warrant went away. Did this have something to do with him and his affiliation with the Assembly? She reached into her blouse to retrieve what the dying man had thrust into her bra.

      A flash drive.

      She sat there, staring at it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      
        Steve – Thursday Night

      

      Steve stood wide-legged in front of the flat screen in Danika’s apartment. He posted his fists on his hips. A scowl loosened his cheek muscles. His nostril pulled up into a sneer. The local cable news station must have beaten some kind of record gathering that many talking-heads to comment on the odd murder that just happened in Alexandria, Virginia. Steve wanted to jump through the screen and stop the newscaster from identifying the victim as Leo Bardman. Leo’s being there at the restaurant, where Steve himself was supposed to have met Lacey, meant she was in immediate danger. Bigger danger than he had believed her to be in. Shit. He had thought he still had time to keep her safe.

      Steve held his breath as a montage of video clips, sent in by excited bystanders, played behind the news anchor’s head. All of them included a dark-haired woman in a black skirt and pewter blouse.

      “God, Lacey, what have I done?” Steve whispered. He pressed his hands together in front of his mouth like a man deep in prayer.

      The image switched to Lacey, wrestling for her freedom in front of the restaurant. Steve couldn’t believe she was capable of stomping on a man’s face. He couldn’t fathom how she’d gotten away from a seasoned FBI agent.

      Steve had had a heads-up that all hell had broken loose at the bar, and Lacey had run away. But the tightly worded text that popped up from his partner hadn’t prepared him for the scenes jostling their way across the television. As he watched Lacey bulldoze her way back into the bar, Steve sent a nervous glance to the bedroom door. If Danika came out now, she’d see WDIU News blow his partner’s cover.

      The news anchor announced, “Tonight, the FBI are being tight-lipped about their agent who failed to apprehend the mystery woman in the doorway when she escaped his grasp. And though the video tapes show men in dark suits, displaying authoritative-looking badges, and yelling their affiliation, the Secret Service denies having a presence at the scene.”

      Steve wished the videos had captured those men’s faces. They absolutely weren’t the Secret Service, and he wanted to know exactly who Pavle had sent after Lacey. He wanted to throttle them. Each and every one.

      The anchor continued with, “The city police ask anyone who might recognize the woman to contact them immediately.”

      As the news panel pushed into over-drive speculating about who was telling the truth and who was covering their rear, Danika moved into the living room. She rubbed a towel over her newly-dyed strawberry-blonde hair. Steve swung away from her and stalked toward the front window in an attempt to hide the perspiration and anxiety on his face.

      “Guess what I did.” Danika bubbled with glee.

      Steve forced his voice to be flat and unemotional. “What’s that?”

      “I flushed those brown contact lenses down the toilet. We’re talking months of stinging agony. I hope everyone appreciates how much pain I was in.”

      Steve grunted his response. He felt Danika focus her dark blue eyes on his back as he parted the venetian blinds. He peeked through the slats with binoculars trained on the entryway to Lacey’s apartment across the street, hoping Danika would stay on the other side of the room. Steve wasn’t acting his usual calm and cool under fire. His body gave away his stress levels. He needed deodorant, badly. He needed his hands to stop rattling the damned blinds. Where the hell was Lacey?

      “No sign?” Danika asked. “Where do you think she squirreled herself away?”

      Steve cleared his throat. “Here are some better questions: How does she know to stay away?” At least his voice sounded unattached, he congratulated himself. “And why hasn’t she called me? This isn’t how she’d normally act.” He glanced back at Danika. “Could Leo have said something to her? Something that would make her run?”

      “Whatever he said before Pavle’s guy killed him, Lacey was running right out the back door and into the trap.” Danika slid up behind Steve, pressing her body against his back and curving her arms around his stomach. “Our guys should have been in place, not sitting in the car, hiding from the rain. It’s their own fault Lacey was able to run out of that alley.” Danika balanced her forehead between Steve’s shoulder blades, rocking it back and forth. “Leo was so nice. I told him not to cut ties with Pavle.”

      “That’s why he’s dead? Serves him right, then. Nobody should be that stupid.”

      Danika’s body stiffened against him.

      “But you liked Leo—maybe I should I be offering condolences?” Steve scoffed. “Handing you a tissue?” Steve had been playing the game for a long time. He’d lived deep undercover for years. And in those years, he had learned a very clear lesson - emotions were crap on the job. Dangerous. They screwed everything up. He had to find a way to pull this fiasco out of the toilet. Now. Get himself together. Now. Lacey’s life depended on him.

      “I think I’m okay, thanks.” Danika paused. “It’s all turned out though.”

      Adrenaline shot through Steve’s system. “How do you mean?”

      “Lacey’s been photographed with the knife in her hand. Her prints are on it – the only prints the police will find on it, unless someone else at the bar was stupid enough to pick it up. When the cops eventually find Lacey’s body, no one will look beyond her for a culprit to Leo’s murder, and we’ll be off on our next project. Crisis averted.”

      Steve ignored the gentle kiss that Danika lay on top of his collar and turned the binoculars to take in the length of the street. “But Pavle doesn’t have her yet. He can’t kill her if he can’t find her.”

      “Hey.” Danika’s voice turned defensive. “Pavle said that with all those cell phones filming, they couldn’t act. Come on, stop worrying. She’ll surface soon, and Pavle will dispose of her.”

      Steve’s body recoiled. He tried to cover his reflex by spinning around and snapping, “What if they don’t find her?” Steve wanted Danika to interpret his odd behavior as worry about their con. He thought he might just be pulling it off.

      Danika tipped her head back so they were eye to eye. “When they get to her, she’ll be eliminated; it’ll be fine. They can’t let her body be found until after next Saturday anyway. Can they? And when the guys do dump her body,” she continued, “no one will be able to connect the dots on any of this — not the murder or the cons. It’s brilliant.”

      Steve’s lips twitched as he held back the words that would make everything implode. Get your head on straight. Stay in the game. He could hear his college football coach’s voice yelling at him.

      When Steve failed to answer, Danika’s mouth tightened into a rigid line, and she ducked her chin as if she were preparing to take a direct punch. “Tell me the truth. Did you develop a thing for that girl?”

      Watching Danika’s moment of vulnerability, Steve felt himself switch gears. His anxiety settled into his intestines, packed in tightly, uncomfortably, but no longer preventing clear thought. He blew a puff of derision through his nostrils. “Lacey is a job, not an emotion.” His voice was impassive. “Screwing her is like changing a light bulb—a chore that needs doing so bigger things can happen.”

      Danika shifted to study Steve’s face. He knew she was looking for any sign that he might be lying, that he had developed a soft spot, that she had reason to be worried about his loyalties. Steve ignored her. He fixed his gaze over her shoulder on the TV where Lacey’s DMV picture filled the screen.

      “Breaking news, the young woman being sought for questioning by city police investigators has been identified as Lacey Elizabeth Stuart, acquisitions coordinator and acting manager for the Bartholomew Winslow Gallery in Washington, DC. If anyone has any information about this case, or the whereabouts of Ms. Stuart, please contact the authorities immediately.”

      He moved back to his look-out post. Watching Lacey’s building entrance through the lenses, Steve muttered a prayer under his breath that she’d find her way to some good guys before the bad guys got her in their sights.
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        Lacey – Thursday Night

      

      Lacey knelt in front of the TV in her co-worker’s otherwise darkened bungalow. She clasped her hands tightly as if beseeching the blonde newscaster to say, “The police want to make sure that Miss Stuart is safe and to tell her what happened tonight.” God, she wished she knew what had happened tonight – some kind of explanation.

      Instead of offering her support, the news crew left her dangling out there, exposed to the public, looking like she was culpable of some great wrong. But she hadn’t done anything wrong. Steve stood her up. Then a man got stabbed. But surely she had nothing to do with either. The man, Leo Bardman, had called her Danika. . .Mistook her for someone else.

      Tears filled Lacey’s eyes as she listened to the talking-heads, speculating about her responsibility for stabbing Bardman, then running from both the FBI and the Secret Service. Shame wrapped around her shoulders and wicked the heat from her body. Whatever happened next, her reputation was destroyed. But that seemed the least of her problems.

      With sudden awareness, Lacey scrambled on her hands and knees toward the windows. Keeping her head down below the sill, she drew the drapery shut. Lacey didn’t want the blue light of the TV to attract the attention of any of Martha’s neighbors. Lacey imagined that Martha had told her neighbors that she’d be gone for a long weekend and asked them to please keep an eye on her place. Martha had gone to visit her mother who was in the hospital, and Lacey had offered to step in and feed Martha’s cat, Twinkle Toes. Any kindness Lacey had extended by way of cat-care was now being repaid in that Lacey felt like she had a safe place to gather her thoughts.

      Lacey thanked her lucky stars that Martha had decided to leave town on Thursday after work rather than Friday afternoon. That gave Lacey this private place to hide. Her other piece of luck was that Martha’s door used a key pad instead of actual keys. Lacey had dropped everything from her hands as she ran from the bar. She had arrived in Martha’s living room freezing cold with only the clothes on her back, and bloody feet. And the flash drive, Lacey reminded herself. She reached up to her blouse to feel the bulge beneath her breast. What could possibly be on that flash drive? It was obviously something big – something that was life or death.

      With her jaw set, Lacey reached toward the coffee table where Martha’s work computer had been left recharging. She lifted the lid, and typed in the management password. As she waited for the computer to come to life, Lacey pulled the flash drive from her bra, stuck it into the port, and squeezed her eyes shut. Decision time. By looking at this, whatever this was, she’d have a new level of responsibility and knowledge. She was afraid to know what was there, and she was afraid not to know. Would it put her in even greater danger than she was in now? Why was she in danger?

      “They know who you are. Trust no one. Run.”

      Lacey’s fingers shook too hard to press the right keys. “Run.” She would do just that if only she had the right direction to head.

      Her mind jumped back to the bar, and she could smell the man’s breath as he leaned down – a yeasty combination of beer and sausage. The scariest part of what the dead man said to her was “Danika.” That was the second time someone had mistaken her for this Danika person, whoever she was.

      Kneeling before the screen like an acolyte before a prayer candle, the first file that Lacey opened was a series of photographs of oil paintings, beautiful works by some of the best artists in the United States. There was “Magnificent Dawn” by Chambray, a piece that she had dearly hoped to acquire for her uncle’s new exhibit at the end of this month. Next week, actually. But that had fallen through. Understandably. With rumors whipping through the industry that her Uncle Bartholomew was on the run because of art theft, who would chance being in a show at the Bartholomew Winslow Gallery?

      Photos of art and the tight grip of the FBI around her ankle, that was an interesting juxtaposition.  If the FBI was after her because of art, then this probably had something to do with her Uncle Bartholomew’s wrongdoings. Maybe even something he framed her for. Again. Even though Leo Bardman had called her Danika, she thought it was too much of a coincidence that she was associated with the paintings on this flash drive, albeit it was a distant kind of association.

      Lacey sat back on her heels, utterly confused. Why would that guy with the FBI be watching her at a bar, or grabbing at her, for that matter? She’d been compliant and forthcoming when they investigated her uncle. If the FBI was trying to find her Uncle Bartholomew, Lacey had already given them all of his addresses and phone numbers. Her name had been completely cleared of any offenses. Deep had made sure of that.

      Deep Del Toro’s handsome face formed in Lacey’s mind. A special operative with Iniquus, Deep had shown up at her gallery when his security company was trying to recover their stolen corporate art collection. Lacey’s thoughts snagged on their first meeting. He and his colleague Jane were there, undercover. Jane and Deep had walked through the door, where Lacey was waiting for the interview they had scheduled with her, and as soon as she saw Deep, Lacey’s insides dropped like she was on a carnival ride.

      There was something magnetic and wonderful about Deep. And it went way beyond his laughing brown eyes and his warrior’s body. Something about him made Lacey feel like, as long as she was touching him, she was home. A belonging. He had shaken her world with that meeting. Lacey wished Deep was there with her. He would know exactly what to do. Lacey bit at her lips. Should she call him?

      “Trust no one.” That phrase cycled through her head. That was just an impossible directive. She’d have to trust someone. Maybe Steve?

      Having experienced that draw and sense of connection with Deep, Lacey saw her relationship with Steve in a different light. Up until she had met Deep, Lacey thought that, even though she and Steve had only been going out for a short time, Steve was probably the one. He had acted like that was their destiny, talked about it all the time, and Lacey had gone along for the ride.

      After she had met Deep, Lacey’s feelings for Steve seemed farcical and staged. She had been trying to break things off for months, but the timing always seemed to be wrong. Roadblocks kept popping up. These past few months, dating Steve was like a child playacting at recess. “You be the daddy, and I’ll be the mommy . . .” until the bell rang, and the game was over.

      Lacey picked up a pen and let it rat-a-tat-tat on the coffee table as she tried to process her situation. Her brain wasn’t functioning properly, and she knew it. Images of the night melted and sagged like objects on a Salvador Dali canvas. She grasped at anything that had the semblance of solidity. She needed facts. Facts like the name Leo Bardman. The news people had said the guy stabbed in the bar was named Leo Bardman, and that he was indeed dead.

      Lacey reached far back into the closets of her memory and searched around. No. She would probably have remembered that name, because it sounded like it belonged to a Shakespeare-like figure, a poet – and the man who had approached her had seemed antithetical to poetry. Well, the nice kind of poetry – the poetry of Keats or Whitman. Maybe he could have been a Don John in Much Ado about Nothing, but that was really beside the point.  The point here was—well, she had actually reached two points of conclusion—Lacey had never heard Leo Bardman’s name before, and she had no desire at all to reach out to Steve.

      Truth be told, thinking about Steve only piqued her sense of resentment. She blamed him, on some level, for being in this situation right now. It was, after all, Steve’s idea to meet in the bar before going out for dinner. And it was he who failed to show up. She couldn’t imagine ever wanting to speak to Steve again. At that moment, the only person Lacey wanted to talk to was Deep Del Toro.

      Lacey typed in her password for Carbonite, which allowed her to pull up files from her personal computer. She searched her downloads for the business card she had scanned in on the day Deep and Jane had stopped by the gallery to gather evidence against her.

      There was a lot of evidence to gather too. She was indeed culpable. Her Uncle Bartholomew had her acquire art for a retrospective. It was some grand scheme on her uncle’s part to get Iniquus’ artwork out of their headquarters and into a storage unit. Why? She had no clue. Absolutely no clue. It made no sense to her at all. Even the FBI had scratched their heads. Iniquus knew. They’d said it was an industry secret that they’d never reveal. Case closed.

      Lacey could understand Iniquus’s wanting to keep this quiet. Iniquus was a privately-owned company who did specialty contracts for both the US government and private citizens. What exactly that entailed, she hadn’t dived in deep enough to ask, but everyone at their headquarters seemed to have come from a military background, and she knew it had something to do with security. That was probably why everything was kept so hush hush. The idea that someone (she) had gone in and removed their corporate art from under their noses wouldn’t be great for their reputation.

      Lacey sucked in a lung full of oxygen then tried to let it out as smoothly as she could to slow her racing thoughts. She pictured Deep winking encouragement her way as things had gotten tense at Iniquus Headquarters where Deep had stood beside her, literally and figuratively while the case unraveled itself. He made sure that she bore no responsibility and was not held accountable for her role in the fraud that lead to the Iniquus corporate art being removed — stolen.

      Could she trust Deep? She flung herself backward and stared at the ceiling. Was he the one person she could trust when she was told to trust no one?

      In that whole Iniquus fiasco, she had been innocent, Lacey reminded herself, and had been following through blindly on her uncle’s orders. Hmm, it seemed that Lacey had been going along blindly for a while now, both in her business life and personal life. It was time she opened her eyes. Was she equally blind about something else going on? Why did Leo Bardman think she was Danika?

      I’m all questions, no answers.

      A car’s engine sounded outside. Heat flowered across Lacey’s chest as her fingers and feet went numb. A sharp prickle across her scalp made her pull her body in tightly, trying to make herself small. Listening. No, the car didn’t stop. It drove on past. Slowly, she uncurled herself and pulled the computer down to the floor next to her. She minimized the picture of Deep’s business card. Then she scrolled back through the paintings in the first file on the thumb drive. She shouldn’t be afraid of the authorities. She hadn’t done anything wrong, Lacey reminded herself. Well, not really. Yes, maybe. But . . .

      The dead man had called her Danika.

      Unable to make her brain form coherent thoughts, unable to get her legs to hold her body weight, Lacey crawled to the bathroom and turned on the hot water. A bathtub had always been her refuge and thinking spot. And that’s what she needed more than anything in that moment - peace and clarity so she could take the right actions. She peeled off her filthy clothes and winced as her feet—bruised and cut from her four-mile, barefooted hike from the Metro to Martha’s place—dipped beneath the water.

      Lacey lay her head against the lip of the tub and let the pictures flutter through her brain. If only Steve had been there on time, they would have eaten dinner and gone home to hear the news of the murder on TV, and it would have been unremarkable. If Steve had been there, he would have protected her from the scotch-on-the-rocks guy’s stares – not a guy on the make, an FBI agent. Questions surfaced and floated in front of her. Leo Bardman had been killed warning her to trust no one. How could she find her way out of this maze if she trusted no one? She was on the run – but why?
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        Lacey – Friday Morning

      

      Lacey pulled Martha’s home phone toward her and lay back. The wooden floor pressed against her shoulder blades. It was cold, and it hurt. She liked that. The ache stopped the hysterical giggles from exploding from her chest.

      Jittery from her night of high-adrenaline pacing, Lacey was exhausted. Dawn hadn’t even scratched at the horizon, but Lacey was ready to go on the offensive. What she needed was to get to the high ground where she could look down at the problem instead of groveling in the ditches – or in a jail cell. And the only way to do it was to show the world that she was just someone standing in the wrong place at the very wrong time.

      Lacey’s teeth scraped over her lower lip as she plugged the numbers from Deep’s business card into Martha’s house phone and waited through two rings.

      “Joseph Del Toro’s line. How may I assist you?”

      Surprised that a woman had answered, Lacey stalled. “I, um. Good morning, is Deep, I mean Joseph, available to the phone?”

      “This is Mr. Del Toro’s answering service. May I have your name and message, please?”

      Lacey’s free hand clutched protectively over her throat. If she gave this woman her name, the woman might contact the police, and Lacey would be on the defensive.  That wasn’t her strategy.

      “Thank you kindly, but no.” Lacey gently set the hand piece back in the cradle.  Okay. Plan B. The only other person she was willing to call right then was her lawyer. She wrinkled her nose at the thought. Four o’clock in the morning seemed too early to call someone’s house—funny how that never crossed her mind as she was reaching out to Deep—but Lacey needed to get going. As each second ticked by, she felt more vulnerable. There weren’t many people who knew that Lacey was taking care of Martha’s cat, but a few did — Steve and some of her colleagues. Someone might make a call and give this address as Lacey’s possible hideout.

      She had no way to leave. Lacey had no transportation, no ID, nor money – not even shoes. And she’d look darned conspicuous walking in daylight in her date-night outfit spattered in dried blood. Martha’s clothes and shoes were much too big for her.

      Lacey dialed her lawyer’s number by rote. She had dialed it often enough during the Iniquus art debacle. Unlike Deep, Mr. Reynolds answered on the first ring.

      “Hello?” Mr. Reynolds sounded wide awake. There was an effervescence about his voice – something excited and anticipatory that made Lacey’s lips seal tightly.

      “Lacey? Is that you?”

      “Yes, Mr. Reynolds, this is Lacey Stuart.”

      “I thought I might be expecting your call. I saw you on the news. Are you alright? Were you injured?”

      Lacey looked down at her cut feet, and the bruise that encircled her ankle from the FBI agent’s grip, but she knew that’s not what her lawyer meant. “I’m a little worse for wear, but I wasn’t stabbed.”

      “I called your home phone and cell, but you didn’t answer.”

      Lacey took in a long, faltering breath. “No, I didn’t feel safe going home.”

      “Are you in a safe place now?” Mr. Reynolds asked.

      “Yes, though I don’t believe I’ll be safe here much longer.” Lacey lay back on the floor. With her eyes squeezed tightly closed, she pitched into her tale of fear and escape. She was glad Mr. Reynolds just let her ramble without asking too many questions. Her whole grasp on what had happened, what was happening, was tenuous. It all felt very dream-like. Nightmarish. Lacey finished up her story but held back two pieces of information – what Leo Bardman said to her, and that he had given her a flash drive. Why she didn’t share that, she didn’t know. But something in her brain felt hyper-protective of that information. And since it wasn’t really tied to her, Lacey, and was instead tied to some woman named Danika, it really shouldn’t matter. Should it?

      “The sooner we get your story out in front of the public, the better this is going to be for you,” Mr. Reynolds said. “Cases are tried in the court of public opinion, and we know you did nothing wrong. We have to let everyone else know you did nothing wrong, before your reputation is further compromised.”

      “Yes, thank you. Yes.” Lacey’s voice was barely a whisper. “People should know that I was a bystander at an unfortunate event, and I was very scared and upset and that’s why I acted the way I did.”

      “I’m going to call the media, and we’ll do a press conference,” he said.

      Lacey’s hand was shaking so hard that she had to hold the receiver away from her ear, making Mr. Reynold’s voice sound distant and tinny.

      “I’ll tell the police,” he continued, “that after we talk to the press, we’ll head down to their precinct so you can answer questions. I’ll contact the FBI and let them know we’ll be available for their questions, too.” Reynolds pushed on. “We’ll stage the press conference right out in front of the gallery.”

      Lacey’s voice warbled. “The gallery? I don’t think that’s a very good idea. I don’t want this to hurt the gallery’s reputation.”

      “Imagine it, Lacey, you’re standing at a podium on the portico surrounded by those beautiful marble columns. People will see you for who you are — an upstanding citizen from an excellent family, who spends her days dealing with artists and the caliber of people who can afford to collect art. Someone who is beautiful, well-educated, and well-spoken. On the news last night, you seemed—” He stopped to clear his throat. “Well, in the videos, it shows a woman who looked like a wrecking ball. We need to reframe perceptions so people understand that you were afraid for your life and fighting strangers who seemed to have malevolent intentions. You had no idea that when the special agent was reaching in his jacket, it was to pull out his badge. Like you told me, you thought he was pulling a weapon in order to shoot you.”

      “I see what you’re saying. You’re probably right.” Lacey faltered. “I’ll have to go by my house and get some clothes. What I have with me is covered in blood.”

      “We want to be the ones who come forward. If you go home, there’s probably an officer staking out your place. They’ll take you in for questioning, and we’ll be behind the curve – reactive isn’t the way to play this game.”

      “What should I do, then?”

      “I think you and my daughter are about the same size.  I can bring you something from her closet.”

      “Okay, yes, I, um, I haven’t any shoes. I lost them when I was running away. I wear a size five.”

      “If my daughter’s not the same size, I’ll find some, somehow. I have your number on my caller ID—I’ll call you back as soon as I have a time set up, and then I’ll come over with the clothes. It’ll be soon. So if you could, you need to work on fixing your hair and makeup. I want this on the air while people are getting dressed and watching – not buried somewhere during the day when people are at work. We want the most exposure we can possibly get.”

      There it was, the glee that she had heard at the beginning of the phone call. “Thank you,” she said after a moment of hesitation. Blood had raced to Lacey’s face when Mr. Reynolds mentioned caller ID. She hadn’t considered that, and was under the assumption that if the call hadn’t gone well, she’d still have her location concealed. But people could Google a phone number to find the accompanying address. It didn’t take a PI. Well, Mr. Reynolds was her lawyer, and that meant any information was privileged, right?
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        Steve – Friday Morning

      

      “What in the hell is going on?” Steve Finely demanded, slamming the door to Monroe’s office in the imposing white stone building on Fourth Street that housed the Washington DC FBI headquarters. It was only zero-six-hundred but already the halls were bustling.

      Monroe leaned back in his chair and considered him. “Too much caffeine? Didn’t get laid? What’s crawled up your ass this morning, Finley?”

      Steve glared at Monroe, his nostrils distending as he breathed in deeply, trying to keep his fist from smashing into the guy’s unperturbed face. Steve had spent a shit night with Danika, making her believe all his lies about their relationship so his team could stay in the game. And he was terrified for Lacey. Steve was sure that Pavle’s assassin hadn’t rested last night as he tried to find Lacey and finish his job.

      Monroe leaned forward and pressed a button on his phone. “Martin, can you find Higgins and get him in here?”

      It didn’t take long for the door to snick open. Higgins shuffled into the office. He acknowledged Monroe with a nod and turned tired eyes toward Steve. The bruises on Higgins face showed just how serious Lacey had been about wrenching herself from his grasp.

      “Catch Finley up,” Monroe ordered. He leaned back into his seat, making the springs screech, ramping up the migraine that lit Steve’s head on fire.

      Higgins crossed his arms and pressed a shoulder into the industrial grey wall. “She got away from me at the bar.”

      “Yeah, I got your text. She’s not in protective custody, then?” Steve’s bottom jaw jutted out, and he stared down at the toes of his boots. They had played a little loose with the pawns in this last game of good guy versus bad. But sacrificing Lacey—a civilian—was not in his DNA, no matter how many bad guys they’d be able to bring down. “I thought maybe you all had caught up to her. Hoped. I hoped you had caught up with her.” His gaze came up, angry and determined. “Pavle told Danika that Lacey slipped by his guys, too, but that doesn’t mean anything. He’s a lying piece of shit.”

      “Near as we can tell, she’s in the wind, man,” Higgins said. “We’re looking, but the trackers were in her shoe, her phone, and her purse. When she ran, she left all three behind. She hasn’t gone anywhere in her normal circuit.”

      Steve’s phone vibrated; he snatched it from his pocket and stared down at the screen. When Steve slid it back into his pants, Higgins pointed. “She hasn’t contacted you?”

      “No. And that’s not like her. I had her on my hook pretty good.” After a pause, he muttered, “Or so I thought.”  That wasn’t true, and he knew it. It was really Steve who was on Lacey’s hook. He loved her. Couldn’t imagine his life without her. He had even decided to give up his job in undercover if that was what it would take to be with her. And he was pretty sure that that was what it was going to take - especially once she found out that the bureau had been using her without her consent or knowledge.

      Higgins shook his head.  “Pavle’s assassin is a brazen SOB, stabbing Bardman in front of all those people. And not a single witness is pointing a finger at anyone but Lacey.”

      “Hmph,” Monroe grunted, scratching at his chin.

      Steve let his gaze settle on Monroe. “The sting went too far.”

      “We were protecting her,” Monroe said.

      “The hell we were. We were never protecting her. We were using her. If we were protecting her, she’d have been put into our witness program months ago. If we were protecting her, we wouldn’t have been casting a bigger net. We would have taken down Danika and her friends and been glad that at least some of the scum was off the streets.”

      “This was our opportunity. These bastards support fucking terror. Because of the Zorics, people are suffering. Dying. Children are in terrible trouble. We had to take the chance.”

      “The chance is that she’ll be killed.” Steve realized he was yelling, and worked to rein himself in. “No. Not a chance. A certainty, unless we can get to her first.”

      Monroe squeezed his lids into mere slits. “It was a calculated risk, and we had you on her heels the whole time. If you’d done a better job of getting her to fall for you, you would have been her first phone call asking for help.”

      “Hell, no.” Steve stabbed a finger at Monroe. “You aren’t laying this at my feet. I did my job. I followed the directives.” He had been ordered to become Lacey’s love interest, and he did whatever it took to be just that. Things had gone along fine until last November when she found out her uncle had duped her into stealing Iniquus’ art. Something about that episode had instantly changed their relationship. Steve had taken the issue to Monroe, and Monroe had ordered Steve to find a way to stay in the game. So Steve had lied. He told Lacey the doctors found something wrong with his heart, and he needed to undergo testing. Lacey had stayed – he knew she would. She was too kind of a person to break up with a guy whose heart was already broken. But she also refused to have sex with him, telling him she was afraid of his heart condition. He couldn’t take that for very long.

      He knew, at that point, how much his undercover role had become a reality. He had come to love her, deeply. To get back in her bed, Steve invented a clean bill of health from his doctor, but that good news was followed on the same day with tragedy as he found out his five-year-old nephew had leukemia. Yeah, he was that much of an asshole. He made up a fake nephew and gave him fake cancer just so he could sleep with the girl. That wasn’t the only reason, he tried to remind himself. He did what he had to to keep the sting going, save lives, fight the money stream to terror organizations.

      Still, things had been different between them. Steve knew for months now that Lacey had left their relationship emotionally but was too bighearted to drop him while he was in crisis.

      “You didn’t follow directives last night.” Monroe countered. “You were ordered to be at that bar moving Lacey into protective custody, not leaving her protection to Higgins.”

      “I called Higgins in because Danika made it impossible for me to take off without raising suspicions.” Steve leaned his back against the cool wall, muttering, “Goddam Danika for taking so long at the warehouse.” Steve wrapped his hand around the back of his neck. “You know, now that Bardman’s dead, I’m thinking Danika wasn’t at all surprised by the news,” Steve said. “Maybe she was ordered to keep me away from the scene so I wouldn’t get involved in the murder. Maybe she knew what was going down on Pavle’s end and was trying to protect me.” He focused on Higgins. “Tell me what happened last night.”

      “You know, man, it was confusing. At first, I couldn’t tell if it was Danika or Lacey sitting there on the stool. I thought maybe communications got the message mixed up, and I was supposed to be trailing Danika. I was trying to catch a look at the girl’s lips.” Higgins pinched his lower lip and pulled it out. “Before I could decide who I was dealing with, the girl dropped her head, and Bardman comes through the door.  He stared at the girl as if he was confused, too. When he went up to her, he whispered something in her ear. I didn’t hear it, but it made sense to Lacey, because she reacted like she’d been punched in the stomach. Then I see him grabbing her, and I jumped up to get in between them. But the two of them went over onto the floor and the crowd pushed forward. I muscled my way through, reached out to pull her up, and Bardman’s holding on to her, whispering in her ear. Then it looked like he shoved something down her blouse.”

      “You didn’t see what it was?” Monroe asked.

      Higgins shook his head.

      “So where were you the rest of the night?” Steve lifted his chin toward Higgins. “Holding ice on your nut sack?”

      “I’ve been out trying to run Lacey down. Unlike you, I was out in the cold, turning over rocks. Meanwhile you were cozied up in a nice warm bed, screwing Danika. So don’t shoot shit at me.”

      Steve’s fists clenched. In his mind, he became defensive. He needed to sleep with Danika to reassure her and keep his foot in the door. He needed to be in the loop in case any news came up about Lacey.

      Monroe made a brushing motion with his hand as if to dismiss their bickering as so much garbage that needed clearing from the table. “Quiet. Let me think. Bardman grabs Lacey, whom he might have confused as Danika, and whispers something to her, then, as his last dying act, he shoves something in her blouse?”

      Monroe stared at the ceiling; silence engulfed the office.

      “Maybe,” Higgins said, finally. “That last part I can’t say for sure.”

      “How much interface did Bardman have with Danika?”

      “Plenty,” Steve said. “When Danika met Bardman there was chemistry. She insisted that Bardman take over as her shadow, so Pavle assigned him as Danika’s partner the whole arts con.”

      “You think they had a something going on between them?” Higgins asked.

      “I’m sure I’m not the only one Danika screws. She thinks that having sex with me keeps me on a leash. She’s that kind of narcissistic. Of course, she sleeps with anyone who can get her what she wants. Though, Bardman seemed to believe she genuinely cared for him.” Steve pressed his thumbs into his temples to stop the thrumming that interrupted his thoughts. “Did they have a side job they were working together? Something besides a romantic relationship? Something that would raise Pavle’s hackles? Nah. His organization’s too savvy. They wouldn’t let Bardman and Danika get away with . . .oh, hell.”

      “Yup. Let’s play that one out.” Monroe said. “Say he and Danika step over some boundary, and Bardman gets his hands dirty. He ends up dead.”  Monroe pointed back and forth between the two men. “I want to know what Bardman said to Lacey and what the heck he handed her.”

      “If he handed her anything at all,” Higgins said.

      Monroe ignored the comment. “And get someone to pick Danika up immediately. We don’t want another body to process.”

      Steve grimaced.

      “Shit. We were days away from shutting this case.” Monroe stretched his hands to the ceiling with a groan, laced his fingers, and posted his hands behind his head. “We need a plan. Come on Finley, what would Lacey do next? Where could she possibly have gone?”
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        Deep – Friday Morning

      

      Deep Del Toro spun his steering wheel next to a parking spot well away from the hubbub up the street and backed his Land Rover Defender behind a bare-branched oak. He took a moment to assess the scene. News vans dotted the street, waiting for Lacey’s press conference, where they’d get the scoop on last night’s murder. Reporters in their long coats and winter hats shivered through their sound checks, then squared their shoulders and smiled brightly as they taped stay-tuned teasers from the sidewalk, with a back drop of stone buildings.

      After his answering service passed him a non-message from Martha’s phone at zero-four-hundred, Deep had decided to run a quick safety check on Lacey on his way to the airport. It had to have been Lacey calling for help from her colleague’s phone. It’s the only thing that made sense. In her crisis, she had reached out to him. And that gave him hope.

      When Lacey had turned down his invitation to dinner the day they met, walking away from Lacey Stuart had been one of the hardest things he’d ever done. Bar none. But she had said she was dating Steve. And all Deep could do was leave the door open and hope that she’d walk through. Maybe today was that day.

      Before he could get over to the address pulled up by his service operator, the radio announced that Lacey Stuart and her lawyer would be holding a press conference at the gallery. Listening to the announcement, Deep’s gut contracted. Lacey was making a big mistake exposing herself in public. He had watched the videos of her at the bar on the news and those posted to YouTube and social media sites last night – and what he saw looked professionally orchestrated. Somehow, Lacey had thwarted someone’s plan. Professionals didn’t like to be thwarted, and they definitely didn’t like it when witnesses answered questions. Especially on podiums in the public eye.

      Deep wasn’t sure what Lacey’s lawyer was thinking by allowing her to have a press conference, in such a public setting. Then again, yeah, he did. Lacey’s lawyer wanted all that free publicity he was going to get. Reynolds would want the televised images to fit a specific picture painted of himself. One that mirrored what Reynolds had seen put on by high-dollar lawyers-to-the-stars.

      Last November, when Lacey had showed up at Iniquus to shake hands all around and to personally apologize for the role she’d played in the art fiasco, Deep had taken a disliking to Reynolds. Deep had made sure he was by Lacey’s side the whole time, keeping an eye out for her. That same protective instinct he felt then had motivated him to come into the city this morning. So what if he missed his flight to Costa Rica for an overdue vacation? He could see that Lacey made it safely to the police station, make sure a few of his buddies over there kept eyes and ears on her, and then take a later flight. After all, the cross-country four-wheeling expedition wasn’t headed out until the next morning. He could catch a different flight later in the day, or, if push came to shove, he’d catch up to his friends on the trail. No problem.

      Deep opened his rear hatch and reached in his jump bag for the black skull cap that he pulled low over his brows. He yanked a hoodie over his head and zipped it up, then tugged the ties enough so it concealed the sides of his face. He added a winter coat that hid his build. He’d rather not be recognizable — even to Lacey.

      Sauntering up the street, in his blue jeans and work boots, Deep blended in with the news crew techs. There was a lot of grumbling going on as they set up their lighting systems. Even though it was coming up on zero-seven-hundred, the sky was dark and heavy. Ice crystals scented the air with a coming storm. The temperature must have dropped thirty degrees in the last hour.

      Deep didn’t have to think long about why Reynolds had chosen this time of day for the press conference. Reynolds wanted to hit the prime news time. He’d want to get his voice on the radios and television sets before people had focused on something else in their day. Deep stepped over a sluch puddle from last night’s rain. His gaze slid along the roof lines. What Reynolds obviously wasn’t considering was the tactical disadvantage all this had on Lacey’s safety.

      Deep took advantage of the buzz and turf selection going on by the TV crews to gauge the area. He tried to figure where he’d initiate his shot if it was his job to take down a combatant. The columns that curved along the portico and the overhanging roof of the gallery offered her some protection. But certainly not enough.

      Deep wished he’d had a better heads-up so he could have been first-on-scene and done a thermal search of the area. But he guessed his surprise at the choices Reynolds was making would have been the same for any would-be bad guys – someone trying to harm Lacey would be scrambling to get into place the same as he was. Chances were that the bad guys wouldn’t even try. They might let this opportunity pass on by rather than stick their necks out so publicly. That was his hope, anyway.

      Deep edged forward through the crowd, his brain moving with the precision trained into him as a Marine Raider. His eyes swept from cover to cover as he planned possible escape routes, choke points, and blind spots. He scrutinized the people’s faces to see who belonged to which group and if anyone stood out as being alone, like he was. It was hard to interpret nervousness or hidden weapons on days like today when people hunkered down and shivered with their hands thrust deeply into their pockets. It put him at an uncomfortable disadvantage.

      

      At the top of the hour, Lacey and Reynolds emerged from the building. Reynolds looked like he was playing his role to perfection with his long, black wool coat and carefully tucked silk scarf. His arm reached in a fatherly way around Lacey’s back as he steered her toward the podium.

      Lacey wore a suit that bagged over her petite, athletic body. The overly-bright colored winter coat looked like she’d pulled it from someone else’s closet. Which might very well be the case, Deep reminded himself. Lacey probably hadn’t gone home since the murder took place. She seemed so small and pale standing there. She lifted her chin and let her gaze travel around the crowd, looking people in the eyes with the conviction of an innocent woman. Though, she still had a vulnerability about her that tugged at his heart.

      By the time Reynolds stepped up to the podium, Deep had maneuvered his way to the front of the crowd, just to the side, where he had a good view of the platform. Deep rounded past a sound engineer holding a long-handled microphone boom.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming out on such an inclement morning.” Reynolds stopped speaking to allow the news crews jostling to come to a standstill and for quiet to descend.

      Lacey offered up a plastic smile, her teeth chattering. Nerves or cold? Deep tried to decide. That’s when he spotted the red dot of a laser scope dancing near her hairline. Even before his conscious brain was able to recognize and interpret the meaning, Deep pushed into the balls of his feet, launching himself towards her. On muscular legs, he propelled forward as the dot slid down toward the center of the T-zone where a bullet would instantly kill Lacey.

      As the point of light settled between her eyebrows, Deep’s feet left the ground. He wrapped his arms around Lacey’s waist, forcing her backwards with the full weight and power of his go-mode.

      Before they hit the ground, Deep rolled with Lacey in his arms so that it was his body that crashed onto the stone flooring.

      There was a collective intake of breath before a woman’s scream cracked the air as if it were glass. The sound glistened the area with shards that ballooned out into the frozen morning, suspending time, then tinkled to the ground. Shouts and chaos followed.

      Deep never stopped his forward momentum. As soon as his back touched down, he kept turning until he was on his knees with Lacey between his legs, his body shielding hers. He looked down to see her face — gray and fixed with her mouth agape. Her brows lifted toward her scalp and her lids peeled back, showing the whites of her sclera all the way around her dark brown irises. He instantly recognized that her brain had shut down. She was frozen with fear.

      From behind the column, Deep leapt to his feet, reached down and grabbed Lacey’s wrist. Then he reached his other hand between her thighs, and hoisted her over his shoulder in a rescue carry. His eyes caught on Reynolds hunkered behind the podium with his hands wrapped protectively over his head. The news people climbed over each other trying to get out of the confined area, dumping their equipment in their haste. A man squatted over a woman lying on the ground, blood spurting from her wound.

      Deep plastered himself against the building where the shot had originated. He sucked in a lung full of air and ran full out down the sidewalk to his car, where he dumped Lacey onto the passenger seat.

      He was extending the seat belt to strap her in when her foot shot out and caught him in the diaphragm. Deep’s lungs deflated, forcing him to take a knee while his body fought to get his respiratory system back in rhythm.  He pushed back away from Lacey’s second kick, then yanked back his hoodie and pulled off the cap to reveal his face to her. It took a second. Suddenly, she pushed out of the car, wrapping her arms tightly around him.

      “Oh my God, Deep. What have I done? I’m so, so sorry.”

      Deep tried to use his arms to create a pocket of air around him while his chest spasmed from her kick. He couldn’t manage speaking yet. Instead, he folded her arms across her chest and pushed her into the car. He made his way slowly around to the driver’s side with a fist countering the jumps of his diaphragm. With or without oxygen, this was a dangerous spot, and Deep had to get Lacey to safety.
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        Lacey - Friday

      

      Lacey’s fingers knotted tightly in her lap. She had squeezed them bloodless. “I’m so sorry I kicked you, I didn’t know who you were.”

      Deep had the car in drive and was steering with one hand, his other hand working the gear shift. With an intense focus, Deep searched his mirrors, taking sudden turns and switching lanes. Lacey had never seen Deep like this – it was intimidating, and she felt very small as she curled into the seat beside him.

      Finally, Deep closed his mouth, and Lacey thought he might be breathing normally again.

      “Can you speak yet?” she whispered.

      “I’m good. Are you doing okay?” He sent her a brief but thorough once over.

      The blood that had filled her brain with pressure as she had dangled from Deep’s shoulders was finally flowing back down into her body, and Lacey was left feeling dizzy and disoriented. “Why did you tackle me and carry me like that?”

      Deep glanced at her then changed lanes to drive between two semis effectively hiding them from view as they sped along the highway. “You didn’t hear the gunfire?”

      Lacey’s face drained of color, and she felt the interior of the car whirling around her. “Gunfire?”

      Deep reached a hand over behind her neck and pushed her head down between her knees. “At this rate, one of us is going to pass out before we get somewhere safe. Hang on.”

      Lacey fought off a swoosh of nausea as grey clouds filled her head and distorted her vision. She put her hands on the floor board and wished that Deep would stop driving like a maniac. She just wanted to be still for a minute and figure out what was going on. As her head cleared she pulled herself back up to sitting.

      Deep lifted his hips and tugged his phone from the pocket of his jeans. Lacey had heard it vibrating since he had thrust his keys into the ignition. Whoever was on the other end of the line was darned persistent. Deep jetted his car off the ramp and onto a different highway. He tapped the screen for speaker phone, then said, “Deep here.”

      “Holy moly! Tell me that wasn’t you downtown dodging bullets at that gallery.”

      “Hey, Lynx.”

      That was Jane. Lacey recognized Deep’s teammates voice immediately. Bullets at the gallery — “Oh my God, that really happened?” she asked. It wasn’t that she had disbelieved him – it’s just that it was so farfetched.

      “Deep, it was you down there,” Jane’s voice came over the speakers, “I knew it. You’re all over the news. You were the last thing the cameras caught before all hell broke loose, and the crews ran for their lives. Was that Lacey I heard in the car with you?”

      “Yup. I thought, you know, she turned me down for dinner last time I asked, so this time I went for the Neanderthal approach.” Deep sent Lacey a devilish wink.

      Was he really flirting with her after such a near miss?

      “Cute. Were either of you hurt?” Jane’s voice was colored with worry.

      Deep raised an eyebrow at Lacey, and she scanned her body. She wasn’t sure if she was hurt or not. She felt sore and nauseated and a little bit like she wasn’t fully pieced together. And she had lost her shoes—again. She offered Deep a tight-lipped smile.

      “Lacey’s fine. I might have some internal bleeding.” Deep rubbed a hand over his chest with a grin on his face. All Lacey could do was stare at him with her eyes stretched wide. He seemed perfectly fine, perfectly at ease with the fact that someone had just shot a bullet in his direction. He actually seemed to be having fun.

      “Internal bleeding?” Jane chuckled. “If that’s all, I won’t worry. Okay, so you’re not in Costa Rica. Instead, you’re saving a damsel in distress. Now that you have her, what are you going to do with her?”

      Lacey pressed her hands over her throat.

      “Well, funny you should bring that up,” Deep said.

      “She can’t come on Iniquus campus. And Striker’s house isn’t habitable yet,” Jane continued.

      “Yeah about that . . .” Deep paused, watching his rearview mirror. Lacey turned to look out the back window. A van was moving up with a little too much conviction, but it didn’t follow their car when Deep veered across three lanes and took an off ramp. Lacey spun back around and grabbed at the armrest, sucking in a lungful of air.

      “Oh no,” Jane suddenly moaned out. “They pronounced her dead. The reporter who took the ricochet, it sliced through her carotid, and she bled out. Shit.”

      Dead. A reporter from the press conference was dead. Lacey repeated the words in her head, trying to make them make sense. Words were so funny right now. Lacey could hear them. Recognize them. But when they were strung together into thoughts that were being passed back and forth between Jane and Deep, it was like listening to a foreign language. She just couldn’t make them mean anything.  It made her panicky. It made her vulnerable. When you can’t think, you have no power. That much she understood. Lacey turned her face to the side window and let tears roll down her cheeks. She could taste them, hot and salty, as they pooled in the crevices beside her lips.

      “Please, tell me you’re headed for the police station,” Jane was saying.

      “For some reason I don’t think that’s the best move. That shot was professional. I’m not sure who’s playing on what team, if you know what I mean.”

      “Gotcha. How about Dave Murphy? I’m sure this case hasn’t landed in his lap, but if you wanted to talk to a detective with whom you already have rapport, and who you know is as clean as they come –”

      Lacey silently listened to the teammates work through a strategy and thought how oddly heavy she felt. Like her borrowed coat had been made of lead.

      “Actually, we’re almost thinking along the same thought line.”

      “So you’ll go to Dave?” Jane asked.

      “Well maybe not so much Dave as maybe your neighborhood. I was kind of hoping I could use your house while I try to figure out why a sniper was aiming between Lacey’s eyes.”

      “Deep,” Jane said, and then paused. “Yeah, I’m not sure about that. If Lacey’s got a target on her back, I don’t want her anywhere near my neighbors. I don’t want any more evil finding their way into my neighborhood.”

      “No one would be able to trace her there. I swear. We’ll use the back entrance, and she’ll go dark. I mean, you’ll have to give your neighbors a heads up that I’m staying there, possibly for a few days, but you wouldn’t have to mention Lacey. She’ll be a shadow.”

      “Are you sure you can manage her?”

      “If I can’t, then I won’t stay there, I promise.” Deep flicked on his blinker and turned onto a new road.

      Lacey felt his eyes on her, so she turned toward him.

      “Lacey and I haven’t had a chance to talk yet, so I don’t know what she wants or needs. I want to get her somewhere quiet so she can think and make her decisions.”

      Quiet. Yes, that’s what she needed. Just some quiet. Just some space so her brain could function again, and she could come out of this funk.

      “There must be a reason you don’t want to use one of the Iniquus safe houses,” Jane said.

      “Well, yeah. If the police or FBI hires Iniquus to find her, I’d have to hand her over. No matter what Lacey wants.”

      “Deep, if Iniquus gets a contract to find her, I’ll have to tell them you picked her up and where you are.”

      “That’s true, but you’d have to know Iniquus had the contract, and with the rest of our team down range, and you in the Puzzle Room by yourself, no one’s going to hand you this case. One of the joys of ‘need-to-know’. You won’t need to know, and people will think I’m on vacation.”

      “I don’t know that that’s true. I mean, you were playing superman on TV.”

      “Lynx, what did you see on the screen? Did they show my face?” This was the first time Lacey had heard anything like concern in Deep’s voice.

      “No.”

      “Then how’d you know it was me?”

      “I guess I just knew,” Jane said. “I mean. Lacey was obviously in trouble from what was on the news last night. I didn’t really think you’d be able to stay away from her. And then that ‘diving into the fray’ bit is kind of your signature move.”

      Deep pulled to a stop in an alleyway. “So, your house?”

      “Okay. You can stay there. But Lacey goes dark. And any signs of interest, you get her out of there.”

      “Understood,” Deep replied.

      “Where are you now?”

      “I pulled up to your garage. I’ll put the code in so I can hide my car.”

      “I’ll let the neighbors know you’re staying there. Call me if you need me. Love you. Stay safe.”

      When Jane said ‘Love you,’ to Deep, Lacey tucked those words into her pocket to think about later. There were a lot of things from that conversation she had filed away. A lot of questions that she needed to ask once she had gotten her balance back - like why would a professional try to shoot her? And why were there questions about the police being safe?

      Deep stuck his phone into his pocket.

      “That was Jane.” Lacey thought her words were slurring a little, like a drunkard.

      “She was only Jane when we were undercover, trying to find the Iniquus art. Her name is Lexi Sobado, she’s engaged to my good friend, Striker Rheas.” Deep seemed to get that Lacey was struggling. He spoke slowly, clearly. He seemed to be reminding her of some information that she already knew but had forgotten. “Lexi and I work on the same team at Iniquus. She goes by the call name Lynx, like I go by the call name Deep.”

      “When we met, you said your mom gave you that nickname,” Lacey said. “’Still waters run deep’ is what you said.”

      “It doesn’t matter where you get a call name, only that you have one.” Deep popped his door open and went to open the garage.

      Lacey watched him move to the keypad and enter a code. Frustration gave way to anger, though she tried to wrestle those feelings down. When Deep got back in the car, Lacey was pinching her nose, considering him. “Did your mom or did your mom not give you the name ‘Deep’?”

      “She did not. I received that name on assignment, and, no, I won’t tell you how or why.” He raised his eyebrows for emphasis.

      She had to be able to trust this man. But how could she trust him if he didn’t tell her the truth about something as simple as his name?  “What else have you lied to me about?” Her voice was smooth and low but there was something in there that made her feel like she was challenging him.

      “Probably everything out of my mouth when I was undercover on the art case was a lie. And not a single thing, when I’m not on a case, has been or will be a lie. I’m not a liar, Lacey.”

      She nodded, but she wasn’t sure she believed him. “So Jane, I mean Lynx, is going to let me stay here at her house?”

      Deep pulled his door shut and rolled silently into the garage. The automatic garage door closed behind them. They sat in the dark with only pinpricks of light to show any illumination. “Lacey, you have some highly skilled people after you. I think you need to keep your head down until you’ve made some decisions. I’m not going to tell you what to do, but I’ll offer you my professional opinion if you want it.”

      “The person who shot at me—you called him a sniper. Why?” Lacey whispered. She felt calmer here in the dark. Safer.

      Lacey heard Deep shifting beside her. “The shot was taken from a rooftop using a high-powered rifle. Not some random guy in the crowd. They had to find their way on to the rooftop, quickly and stealthily, and they used a red dot to hit a specific part of your brain.”

      “Which part?” Her eyes stretched wide in the darkness.

      “The part that makes sure you never get up or speak again.”

      The seriousness in his voice sent a tremor through Lacey’s body. “Lynx said a reporter died. But how?” People went their whole lives with no one dying near them, and now Lacey had gotten two people killed for being near her in less that twelve hours.

      “The bullet ricocheted off the building, or maybe a chunk of marble hit her.”

      A storm cloud of silence filled the car. Deep seemed to wait for Lacey to take the lead.

      “Lynx told you I had to go dark if I were to stay here. That’s operative speak. What does it mean exactly?” Lacey found herself whispering.

      “You have to understand that Lynx’s neighbors are family to her. She’s worried that by giving you a safe place to stay, your presence would attract the people who are after you. You might put her family at risk. There are lots of little kids who live around here. We absolutely can’t let the people who are after you find their way here. So there can be no sign you’re around. You can’t use the phone. You can’t use the Internet. You can’t even stand in a window and look out. If you go anywhere, you’ll be in disguise, and you’ll move out the back door to the garage and away from the area. No contact. Period. If you feel like that’s too much, then I’ll think of something else. Maybe get you into a motel room in Maryland. Or maybe you’d prefer that I talk to some of my contacts and get you into a protection program until everything is straightened out?”

      Deep stopped talking, thank goodness. He had handed her a whole headful of information. It felt like all of the decisions that needed to be made were pushing against the inside of her skull, crowding outward until the seams and cells strained with the pressure. But even in her confusion and feelings of overwhelm, Lacey was grateful that Deep was trying to make sure that what happened to her next was her own decision.

      “I’m so tired.” Lacey’s voice was barely audible. “I haven’t slept since Wednesday. I don’t think I can hold a rational thought right now. Perhaps I could take a nap, and then I might think clearer.”

      “Sounds like a plan. First your disguise, then we’ll go inside.”

      Deep got out and flicked on an overhead light before moving around to Lacey’s side of the car. He reached in the back seat where he had thrown his coat. As Lacey clambered out to stand beside him, she saw Deep take in her stockinged feet. She curled her toes on the cold cement.

      “Let’s get you covered up and inside where you’ll be warm.”

      Lacey shrugged out of the chartreuse-colored coat that Reynolds had brought to her that morning. To be frank, it was a hideous color that screamed for attention. Attention was not welcome. Now that she had been seen wearing it on the news, anyone who might spot her as she made her way to the house would instantly recognize her. Lacey replaced the monstrosity with Deep’s hat and hoodie. As she zipped up, she blanched and groped the bottom of her left breast, feeling for the flash drive, then quickly pulled the zipper the rest of the way up, hopping from foot to foot. Deep grabbed a pair of rain boots from beside the door, handing them off to Lacey. He found the spare key hanging behind the oil collection pan, and walked her to the house.

      “Lynx bought this duplex and renovated it while her husband, Angel, was deployed to Afghanistan. It was supposed to be a surprise for him when he returned home,” he said as he stuck the key in the lock and turned the knob. “Unfortunately, his return trip was in a casket, and Angel never saw what a beautiful job she did.” Deep pushed the door wide, letting Lacey walk in in front of him. “Are you hungry?” he asked as they moved into the kitchen.

      Lacey shook her head.

      She moved through the neat-as-a-pin kitchen, and into the dining room. From the architectural detailing, Lacey could tell that Lynx’s home had been built at the turn of the century in the shotgun style, the bottom floor lined up — kitchen, dining room, and living room. Deep put his hand on her back, steered Lacey to the stairs, and showed her to the guest bedroom.

      The rooms upstairs were lined up just like downstairs, the front guest room, a bathroom, the second guest room, and then the master suite. Deep directed Lacey to the center bedroom. “This one doesn’t have any windows, and from a security point of view, is the least likely to draw attention.”

      Lacey took in the butter yellow room with bright-colored quilt smoothed across the double bed. She stepped forward and ran her hand over its surface, remarking that it had been handstitched.

      Deep leaned against the door jamb, but didn’t follow her into the room. “Lynx’s Kitchen Grandmother, Nana Kate, made that quilt for Lynx when she was recovering from an accident,” Deep said. “You want to wait here for a second? I’ll grab a pair of Lynx’s sweats and socks.”

      “You don’t think she’d mind?”

      From the hall, Deep called back toward her, “Lynx spent her own share of time holed up in a safehouse. I’m sure she’d want you comfortable.”

      Lacey nodded her acknowledgement at her own reflection in the mirror, too tired to call anything back to Deep. She looked like a stranger, disheveled and thoroughly overwhelmed; her shoulders drooped like they bore a tremendous weight.

      When he came back, Deep carried towels along with the borrowed clothes. “You’ll find toiletries under the sink, so help yourself. Lynx keeps things stocked for guests, so you should be set. Here’s a change of clothes. We’ll figure out how to get some more things in for you if you decide you want to stay here. Why don’t you take a nice long soak? I bet it’ll make you feel better.”

      Lacey reached out her hands to accept his pile as she moved passed him into the hall. Just before she turned to shut the bathroom door, Deep propped himself in the doorframe.

      “Oh, and Lacey, while you’re in there, you might want to decide whether you trust me enough to tell me what you’ve got hidden in your bra.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 8

        

      

    

    
      
        Lacey – Friday Afternoon

      

      Lacey woke slowly, stretching out and letting her eyes blink open. It took her a moment to remember where she was. With no windows in the room to add light, she was depending on the ambient glow from the hallway to create outlines of the chest of drawers and lamp. She glanced over at the digital clock on the side table. It said three o’clock. Lacey hoped that meant in the afternoon. Feeling like she had rolled down a mountainside, Lacey’s muscles stiffened and protested as she shifted her weight. She heard voices talking quietly downstairs, but she couldn’t quite make out what they were saying.

      The aroma of something savory cooking wafted up from the kitchen, and Lacey’s stomach growled. She realized that the last time she had had anything to eat was her spinach salad snack on Thursday, twenty-four hours ago.

      Steve never made it to the bar to meet her for dinner. Lacey was still mad at him for that. Still blamed him for leaving her alone while all hell broke loose. Though, he’s probably out of his mind with worry, she thought. People were probably flooding his social media accounts with questions and copies of video since yesterday evening. He’d know that that guy Bardman had died from his stab wound, and the reporter had died from the ricochet. Lacey squeezed her lids tight. This simply wasn’t something she knew how to navigate.

      Everything she had tried to create for so long and with such determination seemed to be falling to pieces.

      Who found themselves in crazy messes like this? Drug dealers. Bad people doing overtly bad things. But that didn’t describe her. She was as vanilla as ice cream - as straight and narrow as they come. The worst she’d ever done was run a stop sign. Well, that wasn’t entirely true, Lacey reminded herself. She chewed on her thumbnail.

      She should call Steve and let him know that she was safe. Was she safe? Well, at least she should let him know she was alive. No, wait. Deep said she couldn’t use the phone.

      Lacey’s stomach wouldn’t let her stand there contemplating. It insisted she go find something to eat. She pulled on the fuzzy house socks that Deep had provided, pushed her hair back behind her ears, and headed for the stairs.

      The voices she had heard speaking in a low back and forth stopped as she walked through the dining room. Lacey found Deep standing in the doorway. “There she is, fresh from a wrestling match with a mountain lion,” he said with a grin.

      Lacey ran her fingers through her hair, and adjusted the sweatshirt down around her hips.

      “Stop teasing her.” Lynx came into view. She was taller than Lacey by a good four or five inches, with long blond hair and bright blue eyes. Lynx flashed her a friendly smile, but Lacey read deep worry in her eyes. “Welcome to my home. Come on in and sit down. I’ve got some food in the oven. It’ll be ready in a few minutes. How about something to drink in the meantime?” Lynx asked as she moved to open the fridge. “I haven’t been staying here lately, so I brought in some groceries. Let’s see — milk, orange juice, some different kinds of soda?” She peeked from behind the door. “Or maybe you’d prefer some tea or coffee?”

      “Coffee, thank you.” Lacey said on an exhale. By the back door, Lacey spotted a grey camo duffel bag that hadn’t been there before.

      Deep followed her gaze. “Lynx brought my go-bag, so now I can brush my teeth.”

      “You can brush your teeth, too.” Lynx moved to the coffee maker, while Deep held a chair for Lacey, and Lacey gratefully sank onto the seat. “You’ll find what you need under the guest bathroom sink.”

      “Yes, thank you kindly. Deep showed me.”

      Lacey wasn’t sure that her Emily Post’s Etiquette for the Modern Age covered this kind of situation. What do you say to someone who puts you up in their home while you’re on the run from the police, the FBI, and maybe even the Secret Service?

      Lynx brought over a pile of dinner dishes to set the table. “You know they have the word ‘brunch’ for a meal served between breakfast and lunch. We really should have a better American word for something between lunch and dinner. ‘Tea’ seems wrong, since I don’t have finger sandwiches.”

      Lacey didn’t answer. She was staring vacantly out the kitchen window at the grey sky spitting ice at the panes.

      “Are you feeling okay?” Deep asked.

      “Overwhelmed.” Lacey blinked long eyelashes at him. “But physically I’m fine.”

      “The news showed Deep landing on you, then tossing you over his shoulder.” Lynx grinned at Deep. “If you need a chiropractor, I’ve got the name of a good one.”

      “That was on the news, then?” Lacey’s eyes rounded with dismay.

      “Since the newscaster was killed, they’ve been looping it all day long,” Lynx said.

      Lacey nodded, then brushed the tears from her eyelashes. That bullet had been meant for her. It seemed anywhere she stood was a disaster area. She didn’t want to put Lynx or Deep in danger. She didn’t want Lynx’s neighborhood kids in harm’s way. She needed to decide. She either trusted these people, and she was truthful with them, or she didn’t trust them, and she needed to leave.

      Lynx put some cream and sugar on the table, then poured coffee in a mug and brought it over. “You want some, Deep?”

      “Thanks,” he said, leaning forward. “You know, Lacey, sometimes it’s good to think out loud. You can hear the holes in your arguments.”

      Lacey reached under the sweatshirt to find the flash drive nestled against the underwire of her bra.  She dropped it on the table as if it were too hot for her to keep ahold of. “When the man in the bar, Leo Bardman, was stabbed, he grabbed me and shoved this into my bra.”

      Deep canted his head.  “I saw him putting something in your blouse on one of the videos. Did you know this guy?”

      Lynx pulled open a drawer then walked over with a pair of nitrile gloves for Deep. She pulled a pair on her own hands.

      “I’d never seen him before.” Lacey shook her head for emphasis.

      “So you were in the bar,” Lynx said, picking up the flash drive and turning it over. “A guy approaches you. He’s been stabbed in the back, and he gives you this?”

      “And he said, ‘Trust no one. Run.’” Lacey added.

      “Sounds like good advice,” Deep said. “Have you looked at what’s on here?”

      “Art,” Lacey said. “I only opened the first file, and it was full of pictures of art.”

      “Art, like paintings?” Deep asked.

      “Yes, and oddly, they’re all paintings I know. I was supposed to be curating a show in the gallery this month. But, as you both know, my uncle pulled that scam on Iniquus, and while people don’t know that there was a kerfuffle specifically with your company – well, sometimes the rumors are worse than the actuality. I can’t clear anything up since I signed papers with Iniquus to never disclose what happened.” Lacey blushed hotly. “Not a kerfuffle a crime. But since that time, all of the artists’ agents snatched their clients back out. No artists. No show.”

      “When did you work on the show?” Lynx asked.

      “I never actually made any headway. Last September, I learned we were to host a show. Then Uncle Bartholomew put it on hold. In November, when he moved to Bali, he said the January show was cancelled. But during the interim, I researched the artists. And like I said, I recognize all of the pieces from my list.”

      “So this wasn’t some random guy who happened to be standing near you in the bar. You were actually the person that he had tracked. And his last act was giving you this?” Lynx asked.

      “That seems to be so.” Lacey’s mouth tugged down at the corners. She dipped her head to sip at the coffee, hoping to warm herself up. Fear hung icicles from her ribs. She couldn’t stop shaking.

      Silence filled the kitchen. When Lacey looked up, Lynx and Deep seemed to be having a whole conversation with their eyes. Lynx caught Lacey’s gaze on her, raised her brows at Deep, and stood up to pull a lasagna from the oven.

      “It’s not Thursday,” Lynx said cryptically. “But Deep likes to eat Italian every night.” She set the lasagna on top of the stove, then reached in to pull out the loaf of garlic bread that made Lacey’s mouth water.

      Deep stood to open a bottle of red wine and poured for three without even asking, while Lynx produced a salad and a bowl of red grapes.

      Lynx raised her glass. “Here’s to a good puzzle that we can put together with ease.”

      “Here, here,” Deep said, then took a sip.

      Lacey couldn’t understand their attitude. Not at all. She dragged her napkin across her lap, dropped her chin to her chest as if in prayer, and squeezed her eyes tight against her distress.

      “Lacey.” Deep’s voice pulled her gaze up to find warm brown eyes framed with thick lashes that gave an endearing, almost boyish, sweetness to his face. The kindness she saw there made her heart skip forward two beats too fast. “We’re going to help you the best we can. And we’re damned good at our jobs.”

      Lacey nodded with a stuttering inhale.

      

      Fortified from their early dinner and relaxed a bit by the glass of wine, they sat in front of the computer with Deep at the keyboard, flanked by the women.

      “So, let’s see here,” Deep said as he pulled open the first file. He flipped quickly through the images.

      “And these are all familiar to you — the artists and the tableaux themselves?” Lynx asked.

      “Yes, they were all on my acquisitions list.” Lacey knotted her arms under her breasts.

      Deep moved to the second file. “You haven’t opened this one yet?”

      Lacey shook her head.

      It was another series of pictures with dates and time stamps. These pictures chronicled Lacey’s days — there were photos of her at the gym, the park, work, dinner . . . There she was with Steve. And there they were again; she was standing on her toes to kiss him.

      Someone had been following her – stalking her. Her whole body buzzed as her nerves lit up. All Lacey could do as Deep scrolled forward was shake her head. “I don’t understand. I don’t understand,” she muttered.

      Lynx reached behind Deep to touch Lacey’s shoulder. Lacey knew it was meant to be a supportive gesture, but Lacey had to brace herself so she wouldn’t jerk away. It was if she was holding all of the sensations that her body could possibly contain, and Lynx’s touch overwhelmed Lacey’s coping ability. Lacey would do everything in her power never to feel this way again.

      Deep pressed the keys to pull up the third file. This one held copies of emailed correspondence with artists’ agents. Contracts with the agents, caterers, engravers, and with shipping and storage companies – it was as if the art show was completely planned and on schedule for next week. And her name and signature was on each and every one. As if she was moving forward on-task with a show that she knew wasn’t going to happen.

      “No. No. No.” Lacey moaned as Deep flipped through the pages. “This is exactly what happened with the Iniquus art.”

      “Not exactly, Lacey,” Lynx said. “When you were collecting the Iniquus art and putting it in storage for transport, you were hands-on arranging all of the details and following through with your uncle’s directives.”

      “Yes, that’s right,” Lacey agreed.

      “You told us that this show was called off because no one trusted your gallery. Your uncle never came back from his trip to Bali, after the Iniquus art theft was exposed. Right?”

      “That’s right. He left me in charge of running the gallery the best I could.”

      “Do you have proof that these agents pulled back from the show?” Deep asked.

      “You mean their letters telling us to take a flying leap? Why yes, they’re on my computer. Do you want me to access them? I can get there through Carbonite.”

      “No not now,” Deep said. “If the FBI has your computer, they could be waiting for you to log on so they can follow the information back to this one.”

      “They can do that?”

      “They have some pretty wonderful capabilities,” Lynx said. “Right now, we don’t want them combing our area. So let’s hold off. It’s not important to see those emails right this second.”

      “They can trace a computer?” Lacey’s brow furrowed. “Huh. Well, hopefully it won’t matter.”

      “What’s that?” Deep asked.

      “Well, I accessed my computer through Martha’s work computer at her house. I was looking up the business card you gave me. I had scanned it into my downloads file. I called you earlier this morning, before I contacted my lawyer, but it was your service that responded.”

      “Well, I knew you called me. My answering service gave me the phone number and address of where you’d called from. Of course, the name they gave me was Martha Schwartz, but I was pretty sure it was you. I was swinging by Martha’s house on my way out of town when I heard the radio station announce your press conference.”

      “Wow. That’s pretty scary,” Lacey said. “Not that you were coming to check on me, thank you for that, but that you had all that information when all I did was hang up on the woman.”

      “Another reason why I thought it was you,” Deep said.

      “What I find the most bizarre about these three files are all the third-party photos of you. Did you know you were being photographed?” Lynx bumped Deep’s shoulder with hers and flicked her finger toward the screen.

      “No. I never saw anyone with a camera. But I guess anyone on a phone could have taken these.”

      Deep scrolled back over to the pictures of Lacey. Lynx stood and tapped her hip into him. He got up and switched chairs with her. They obviously had been working closely together for a long time; they seemed like two wheels on one bicycle. But Lacey didn’t feel like she was a third wheel. More like she was the cart being dragged along behind them.

      “Lacey, who’s this guy in the photos?”

      “Steve Adamic, he used to be my boyfriend.” Lacey’s lips had trouble forming the word boyfriend and she wondered, as she said it, why her answer felt like a lie. She also noticed she had used the past tense. That at least felt truthful.

      Lynx continued to flip through the photos. Without taking her eye off the screen, she said, “Lacey start at the beginning and tell me the story. Was the bar Thursday night a place you go often? What were your plans for the evening?”

      “Well,” Lacey said. “We were usually pretty quiet, especially on weeknights. Even on the weekends, we cooked in and watched Netflix. Bars weren’t really our scene.”

      “He lives with you?” Lynx asked.

      Lacey shot a glance toward Deep. He seemed to be engrossed in the photos. “Not officially, but he was at my place all the time.”

      “How long have you two known each other?” Lynx asked.

      “Not quite five months. We met in September.”

      “And he started hanging out almost all the time at your house when?” Lynx pulled a pad toward her and drew a couple of bubbles where she filled in Lacey’s information.

      “Well, I was hurt at the time we met, and he was worried about me. I guess he started staying over almost right away.”

      Lynx looked up. “Hurt how?”

      “I was in a car accident. I swerved when I hit a deer, and I crashed into a tree.”

      More thought bubbles were drawn on the paper. “So you normally stay in. Why was Thursday night different? Were you celebrating something?”

      “No, Steve called and asked me to meet him there for drinks and dinner.”

      “You sound like you didn’t want to go,” Lynx said.

      “I was tired. I’m finding it pretty stressful trying to run the gallery without my uncle there – trying to save our reputation.”

      “It wasn’t a special occasion? Have you ever been to that restaurant before?” Lynx pushed.

      “I’ve never been there before, and I have no idea why Steve wanted to meet me there. Or for that matter, why he never showed up.”

      Lynx stalled. “Wait. What? He never showed? How late was he?”

      “About forty minutes. I’d given up and was leaving.”

      “No text? No call?” Deep’s brow furrowed.

      “Not anything,” Lacey said.

      Deep focused on Lynx.

      “I can call from a secure line back at headquarters,” she told him.

      “Let’s hold off until we can figure out if he’s playing on the right team,” Deep said.

      What that meant, Lacey wasn’t sure.

      Lynx flipped the notebook page to a clean one. “Do me a favor, would you? Can you write down everything you know about Steve? Full name. Address. Contact numbers. Social media accounts. Where he works? Where he was born? Names of friends and family – that kind of thing.”

      “But why?” Lacey asked.

      “Just turning over rocks,” Lynx said.

      Deep got up and walked toward the kitchen. Lacey could swear she heard Deep mutter, “To see if there are any snakes hiding underneath.”

      Lynx went back to the beginning of the photo-journal chronicling Lacey’s days. After Lacey finished with her list, she stared out the side window. It was dark already. Suddenly, Lacey’s eyes pulled wide. “Oh, no.”

      Lynx followed her gaze to the window then back to Lacey. “What?” she asked.

      “Martha’s cat. I’m supposed to feed Twinkle Toes.”

      “Well, you can’t do that. You can’t go back to a house where people might be waiting for you,” Lynx said.

      “The FBI could have traced your computer,” Deep agreed as he came back in the room. He handed Lacey a cup of tea. “This should help warm you up.”

      “No, the FBI can’t do that,” Lacey insisted, taking the tea and sending Deep a brief smile. “The IP address would merely show the city I’m in. They can’t home in on a single address, can they?”

      “I can,” Deep said.  “Well not here on Lynx’s ThinkPad. But if I were at Iniquus, I could.”

      “But Twinkle Toes.” And that was it. The last straw. She had been grabbed, bloodied, herded, chased, shot at and bounced on Deep’s back down the street. She had found out that she was being stalked and photographed for months on end. Why it was that thinking about Twinkle Toes, alone and hungry back at Martha’s house, set off Lacey’s crying jag, she wasn’t sure.

      Lacey pushed her mug onto the notepad and pulled tissue after tissue from the box that Deep held out toward her. He seemed unfazed by her near hysteria. Lacey tried to hide the worst of her splotchy red eyes and mucus-filled nostrils from his view behind her French-manicured nails.

      Lynx reached out and moved Lacey’s tea toward the center of the table and out of harm’s way, allowing Lacey to fold her arms on the table and hunker down to finish her cry. Lynx put a comforting hand on Lacey’s back but didn’t try to stop Lacey’s tears.

      “You know, Deep, I could stop by on the way back to the barracks and feed the cat,” Lynx offered.

      “Oh, no, you won’t. Striker would kill me.”

      “Striker would never know.”

      “No. But thank you.” There was no compromise or wiggle room in the tone Deep used.

      Lacey looked up over her tissues as she wiped the last of her tears.

      “Do you know anyone else who could take care of the cat?” Deep asked Lacey after she blew her nose in a long, satisfying way into yet another Kleenex.

      Lacey couldn’t believe that she was comfortable enough with these two veritable strangers that she’d allow them to see her blow her nose. She didn’t even let Steve see her do that. She unfolded her legs from under her and stood up. “Well, they’d simply need the door code.” Lacey moved to the powder room to throw the Kleenex away, rinse her hands, and run her fingers through her hair to try to regain a touch of her normally lady-like demeanor, but the hiccoughs betrayed her. “I could ask Mary to go over.”

      “Uh-uh. Lynx will ask Mary to go over from a secured line.”

      Lacey jotted down Mary’s number and the house code on a sticky note and handed it to Lynx.

      “And if Mary can’t go?” Lynx asked.

      “Then send Panther Force.” Deep’s teasing smile lit up his eyes. “Titus Kane is a softie for furry little kitties.”

      Lynx snorted as she headed out the door.

      Lacey turned to Deep. “What happens next?”
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        Steve - Friday Night

      

      The crisp crackle of cellophane wrappers broadcast large against the otherwise soundless night. Steve hunkered in his car, unwrapping stadium hand warmers. As they came free of their packaging, he shook the contents to create a chemical reaction. He slid one down his shirt and rested two on the tips of his boots to help revive his toes and keep them safe from frostbite. The last one, he held between his hands to keep his trigger finger warm. The weather app on his phone said it had dropped to twelve degrees, and that didn’t take into account the wind rocking his car. But he couldn’t risk running the engine.

      He had pulled his car into a ditch, comfortable that the magnolia tree masked most of its bulk. He still maintained a pretty clear view of Martha’s bungalow. He knew Lacey. If she was physically able, she’d show up to feed the cat. Lacey couldn’t stand the thought of an animal suffering.

      She’d been here the night before. The bureau traced her location down when she’d accessed her computer remotely. Higgins said after that, Lacey made a forty-second phone call to someone named Joseph Del Toro. Higgins was following up on that. The next call went to her lawyer’s house. Those were the only calls she made. Lacey hadn’t called him, and Steve couldn’t fathom it.

      Steve thought about all the lies he had been feeding her since she first met him. Almost everything about the case – who he was, what he did for a living, how he spent his days – lies. But he hadn’t lied about his feelings. He loved her. He had already decided she was the one he wanted to make a life with. The one to mother his kids and spoil the grandchildren.

      But first he had to find her, keep her safe, and explain.

      He wasn’t sure, after this mess was over, how he could help her to understand what he did or why he’d done it. He knew that trust was going to be an issue. But he truly believed he could build back her trust with time. If she’d give him the chance.

      Right now, he needed to figure out what was going on. Who scooped Lacey up at the press conference? Where had he taken her?

      His phone vibrated and displayed a number he didn’t recognize. “This is Steve.”

      “It’s Higgins. I’ve got the skinny on your boy Joseph Del Toro.”

      “Yeah?”

      “He’s clean as a whistle. Born on Long Island. Lived there through high school, then signed with the Marines. After Parris Island, he trained as a Marine Raider. He deployed three times to the sandbox, has medals all over his chest, and now he’s home working as an Iniquus operative on their Strike Force team. Goes by the call name, “Deep”. And as it turns out, I’ve worked a case with him. Good guy. Highly skilled. Tenacious. Fearless.”

      “Huh.”

      “She must have met him when her uncle stole the Iniquus art work,” Higgins said.

      “And when she was in trouble, that’s who she called.” Steve scrunched down in his seat as a pair of headlights bounced down the road.

      “It’s who I’d call. She thinks you’re a software engineer. What the hell would you do up against big bad men who aren’t afraid to stab people in public?”

      Steve didn’t take the bait. “So did you call Del Toro in for an interview?”

      “Iniquus has him listed as on vacation overseas – ‘unavailable for emergency deployment.’”

      “So that wasn’t him grabbing up Lacey at the press conference?”

      “Not unless he’s got himself a worm hole.”

      “Call you back, Danika’s on my other line.” Steve swiped his finger over the phone to pick up the new call. “Hey babe,” he said. He watched as a car turned slowly at the corner and was now inching up the street.

      “When are you coming home? I’ve got the munchies, and I want you to bring me something.”

      “Yeah sure, in the next hour or so. I’m still out here looking for Lacey.”

      “Oh, you don’t need to do that anymore.”

      Fear grabbed hold of the base of Steve’s spine and shook him violently. “Why’s that?”

      “Pavle picked her up this morning at the news conference.”

      “I was at the news conference.”

      “I know. I saw you on TV.”

      Steve felt the fine hairs on his arms lift as his skin puckered with goose flesh.

      “We all saw you. Pavle is pissed as hell that you got your face front and center on the news. He says it was sloppy-ass work. He doesn’t need clowns mucking up like that in his organization.”

      He swallowed hard. “What do you think that means?”

      “I don’t know, but I’d be kissing his ass if I were you.”

      “Hang on, I was at the press conference trying to catch hold of Lacey. The sniper was late with his shot. Some guy tackled Lacey, and the bullet ricocheted and hit the woman standing in front of me.”

      “Right, well, that was Pavle’s plan, see? The family staged it so the sniper didn’t hit Lacey, but it gave an excuse for his guy to grab her in plain sight instead so she couldn’t go talk to the police and so we’d have hold of her.”

      “So it was Pavle’s sniper? You’re a hundred percent sure?”

      “Who else would have a sniper gunning for Lacey Stuart?”

      “This makes no sense. Why would they go through that charade?”

      “Did you think someone was trying to kill her?”

      “Yes,” Steve replied, lifting his binoculars to watch a woman getting out of her car in Martha’s driveway. She was too bundled up for Steve to get a good look. She was pretty short – it could be Lacey.

      “Did you think that some hero ran in and saved her life?”

      “That’s the way it looked to me,” Steve said, half-paying attention to Danika. If he didn’t get a good visual when this person came out, he’d follow her car and call the license in to Higgins.

      “But what really happened was Pavle kidnapped her. Isn’t that marvelous?” The receiver filled with gleeful laughter. “So now the family can ask her nicely to get the stuff back from her friend, then they can dump her body. Everything’s handled.”

      As the woman walked back out the door, Steve saw a long blond braid hanging down her back. It was the gallery intern, Mary. Shit.  “The family can ask her nicely to — what? What stuff are we talking about here? Do you know where they’re holding Lacey?” Steve pressed his eyelids tight in prayer.

      “I’m not sure where they’ve got her. Pavle didn’t say. So you’re coming home now? Could you bring me some Nacho-flavored Doritos and some chocolate Ben and Jerry’s?”

      “Yeah, that’s fine, baby.” Steve tried not to let his emotions come anywhere near his words. If Danika picked up on anything wrong, he could be the next one in Pavle’s assassin’s crosshairs. He needed to play the game to stay in the game. He needed to move the ball and move it fast.

      He knew that any chance of saving Lacey was thin. And he was terrified about what techniques they might use on her while they tried to get her to talk. Talk about what, though? He’d have to ask Danika in person, when he had her full attention. “I’ll swing by the grocery store. I have one quick errand to run first.”

      “K. Hurry.”

      As soon as Steve swiped the red button, Higgins was back on the line.

      "Steve, man, Monroe wants you in the office ASAP.”

      “Yeah, alright.” Steve reached out to turn the key and crank his engine. He’d be glad to get some warm air blowing. “Did he come up with something?”

      “Yeah, our snitch says Pavle’s got your name out for a hit.”

      Steve could feel his heart beat accelerating. His armpits were damp with a sudden sweat. “I just talked to Danika. She’d find some way to warn me if that was true.”

      “You sure? What was she calling about?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. She’s got the munchies. It’s her time of the month. So everything will go smoother if I stop and pick her up some carbs and chocolate on the way back to the apartment.”

      “She said that? Bring her back some carbs?”

      “Doritos and ice cream, if you need the list.”

      “And she was calling you from where?”

      “The apartment. She wanted me to come home with junk food. What’s with these questions, man?”

      “Yeah, here’s the problem with that scenario. Monroe asked us to pick Danika up, right? Keep the body count down? So we’ve got our boys out looking. I pulled the short straw, and I’ve been freezing my ass in the van, watching her place all day. From where I parked, I can keep an eye on Lacey’s front door, too.  Lacey hasn’t come home yet, no one’s turned on the lights up there, and the lights are out at Danika’s, too. They’ve been off all day. At Danika’s, though, there’s voices, male voices speaking what sounds a whole lot like Slovakian, but you’d know better than me. No female voices and nothing coming up as a positive on voice recognition.”

      “Wait. Let me get this straight. Danika calls me, making me think she’s at home, asks me to go back to the apartment right away, and says she needs me to bring munchies. But her lights are off, and you didn’t record her talking to me – all you got were male voices. How many?”

      “Four, from what I can tell,” Higgins said. “They’ve put on the lights in the front room of the apartment and drew the drapes. I can hear the music from down here. I don’t even need to have my headphones on. They’ve got the place rocking, and ready for your arrival, ice-cream delivery boy. Looks like your time playing with the Zoric family has come to an end, my friend. Monroe called it; they’ve got their guys waiting for you. You showed your colors at the press conference. There’s no way they could overlook that, man. I know it’s against your core to walk away, but trying to keep that reporter alive when she was a lost cause sunk your ship, dude. I’ll let Monroe know what’s going on. I’d head home to your real apartment for tonight. We can gather our task force in the morning and figure out our next move.”

      “Yeah, man, okay. Shit.” Steve had accidentally run a stop sign, and now his rear-view mirror was lit up with red and blue lights. He patted his belt, then remembered he didn’t have his FBI ID on him. Well, this ticket was going to Steve Adamic, anyway. Steve Finley would still have a clean record. “A boy in blue’s pulling me over. Are you going to stay there and watch for Danika?” Steve asked. “I don’t want her walking into that apartment.”

      “Yeah, I’ll try to grab her before she goes in. We need her testimony, and between you and me? It’s feeling like her hours are numbered.”
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        Lacey – Saturday Morning

      

      Lacey woke up not knowing where she was. She cast her eyes around the room, then down at the pink flannel pajamas a couple of sizes too big. I’m at Lynx’s house. I’m safe.

      She slid slowly out from under the warm covers and pulled on Lynx’s thick terrycloth robe and a pair of socks before she made her way out of the guestroom. The door to the front room where Deep slept stood wide open. She padded down to take a peek in. His bed was made with precision. Unlike the haphazard way that Steve would toss the covers, Deep’s duvet looked like you could bounce a quarter off the top. She smiled.

      Deep’s room had windows that lined up with the front of the house. Edged with curtains, beautifully embroidered with white on white leaves, the windowpanes were painted with the feathery strokes of blue morning frost backlit by a dove-colored sky.  Lacey longed to go over and see what the neighborhood looked like. But she had promised to go dark and live this weird little shadow existence. She couldn’t take the chance that someone might see her, recognize her, and bring attention to her from the wrong people. Though who the “right people” were – well, she was still guessing at that.

      Lacey moved to the bathroom, where she gave her teeth a quick brush, gave her hair a quick comb, and tried hard not to focus on the dark circles under her eyes. Lacey let her nose lead the way as she followed the rich oily aroma of freshly brewed coffee.  As she made her way through the house, Lacey seemed to be the only one there. She wondered where Deep could have gone. When she made it to the kitchen, she discovered it was much colder than the rest of the rooms. She thought she might take her coffee into the dining room, where a cheerful fire snapped.

      As she reached up for a mug where she’d seen Lynx place them the day before, Lacey saw Lynx and Deep standing together outside. Lynx had her hands on top of Deep’s forearms and Deep had reached his hands underneath to support her elbows. They stood locked together as they talked. Then Lynx released Deep’s arms to rise up on her tiptoes and give him a hug. If Lynx kissed him, Lacey decided instantly, she’d walk right out the front door and move on down the street. That thought came as a complete surprise. It was shocking how bitterly jealousy sat on her tongue, and Lacey wondered where those feelings had sprung from. She had no room for jealousy – only gratitude.

      Lynx caught Lacey’s eye through the frost coated widow and gave her a friendly wave and smile, then she released Deep and moved through the back gates, her prancing black Dobermans cavorting at her heels. Lacey would have liked a chance to have pet Lynx’s dogs.

      When Deep came inside, his arms were full of bags.

      Lacey quickly moved over to shut the door behind him. “What’s this?” she asked.

      “Lynx went shopping for you. She thought you’d be more comfortable in clothes your own size.”

      Lacey rifled through the bags. She couldn’t believe how well Lynx had chosen things for her. Not simply her size, but her personal style – the one she wore when she was comfortably at home and not dressed for public view. There was even a bag from Victoria’s Secret. Okay, that was a little odd. She was grateful, but, hmmm, still . . . Lacey frowned as she looked up to catch Deep’s gaze.

      “I told you, didn’t I, that I first met Lynx when I was guarding her at a safehouse?”

      “You mentioned a safehouse, yes.”

      “So she knows a thing or two about how that can feel. She says she hopes you’ll forgive her for any mistakes in picking things out.”

      “Oh, no. This is all so very kind of her. I’ll be sure to tell her how grateful I am when she comes back.”

      Deep shook his head. “That probably won’t happen. Lynx came by this morning to let me know that our boss lent her to Echo Force, one of the other teams at Iniquus. She’s headed out of town to look at some evidence and try to lay a trail.”

      “You said your team is ‘down range.’ What does that mean exactly?”

      “They’re off on assignment. I was scheduled for R and R. It’s required that we take time off every few months so we’ve got our head in the game when we’re on duty.”

      “Then you shouldn’t be here with me. This is more on-the-job time, right? This is what you do?”

      “More or less. My job’s pretty diverse.” Deep moved to the fridge, where he pulled out the makings of breakfast.

      “I’m sorry,” Lacey said.

      Deep turned to her—his hands full of eggs, cheese, and vegetable—and tipped his head.

      “That you’re here with me, when you should be relaxing.”

      The warmth of the smile that Deep sent her way stopped her breath. She gazed at him and thought she had never seen such a gorgeous, capable man in her life. How was it possible that someone like her had found a man not only willing but able to run in front of a speeding bullet to save her? He was the reason her brains were still safely stored in her head. Good things didn’t normally come Lacey’s way. And while bullets and bad guys definitely weren’t good, Deep most definitely was.

      Maybe too good. She took in a faltering breath and released it in a sigh.

      “Hey, now.” He was suddenly by her side, tumbling the food onto the table, and reaching for her hands. “None of that. I’m here because I want to be, okay?”

      “Okay,” she agreed reluctantly. “Was everything alright outside? Lynx seemed a little upset when you two were speaking.” Lacey wished he’d pull her into a hug. She longed to rest her cheek on his chest and listen to his heart beat and feel his arms wrapped protectively around her.

      “She’s concerned that Iniquus picked up the contract to find you, so she was warning me off making contact with the office. She isn’t sure; she didn’t hear if any of the teams picked up the assignment, but your name was floating around the halls when she was over there this morning.”

      “She was already at the office, and then drove here?” Lacey glanced at the wall clock. “It’s hard to believe she went to bed at all.”

      “She didn’t.” Deep released her hands and went to pull a frying pan from under the counter. “Last night, she was running information on Steve – Lynx only had time to do a cursory investigation, but she says everything checks out.”

      “You said that with a funny tone.” Lacey pulled the lapels of the robe tighter across her chest and dipped her chin under the fabric.

      “Yeah, she said that, on paper, Steve’s a little too clean. Something seems off to her, but she didn’t have time to dig enough to find out why.” Deep caught Lacey’s eyes, and it felt as if he were trying to drill down and find a truth. Lacey lowered her lashes and looked at her fingers, knotted in her lap.

      “Oh, okay,” was all Lacey could figure to say.

      “She pulled your calendar from October and November. She thought it might be interesting to get a timeline going – where did you go when, and why you thought they took those particular photos. She also said that there is something majorly off about the photos. Something was niggling her about them the whole time she was looking at them. But again, she didn’t have time to pin it down.”

      “Something niggled at her?” Lacey wrinkled her nose.

      “Do you know what Lynx does for Iniquus?”

      Lacey shook her head.

      “She’s our Puzzler. It means you hand her a bunch of odd pieces, and she sees how they fit together. It’s really kind of nuts how she pulls some of this stuff off. Believe me, if Lynx says there’s something there, there’s something there. I just wish she was playing on our team while we figure this out. But it looks like it’s going to be you and me.”

      “Are you sure this is a game you want to play?” Lacey whispered. Her voice was colored with hope that honestly felt more like fear.

      He sent her a happy grin. “It’s been pretty fun so far.” He cracked an egg into the mixing bowl. “Are you ready for my famous Frittata Italian?”

      [image: ]

      With breakfast over and dishes cleared, they moved to the dining room, where Deep stoked the fire to make the sparks fly. The smell of hardwood burning was comforting, and for a moment Lacey was back in her grandparents’ house on a snow day, drinking hot chocolate and listening to her nana reading from Charlotte’s Web. She must have been about four years old. It was one of her nicer memories from childhood, and she wished she could live in that picture a while longer.

      Deep unrolled a huge tube of white paper across the dining room table. “When Lynx starts a puzzle, she likes to get things out there visually. She says that if you see it, say it, hear it, write it, and think it, it gets more parts of your brain working. And I’ve found she’s right. So I thought we might try this with your photos.”

      While Deep covered the table with paper, Lacey dashed upstairs to change into a pair of black yoga pants. She pulled a thigh-length sweater, knit from the softest mohair, from one of the shopping bags. She thought the rich plum color made her brown eyes particularly pretty, and found herself hoping Deep would think so, too. She swept her hair into a makeshift bun on the nape of her neck and hurried back down to the dining room, where Deep held a jar of colored markers. He placed them gingerly on top of the credenza, then fished around, looking for something else.

      Lacey moved over to stand beside him. The smell of smoke and the outdoors had caught in Deep’s sweater. Steve always smelled like men’s lemony aftershave, which seemed urban and somehow feminine to her. Really, she should find a way to get word to Steve that she was okay, she thought once again. But the solution to that problem hadn’t come to her. And there was that back and forth that had gone on between Deep and Lynx — something about not being sure about what team Steve was playing on. Could he be a bad guy? Could he have set her up somehow? That didn’t resonate as right with her – but then again, it didn’t resonate as wrong, either. Maybe she should talk that over with Deep?

      Lacey felt guilt wash over her. Standing there thinking about Steve made her feel like she was cheating on Deep. Even though it was Steve who had been her boyfriend, and Deep was . . .  was what? A guy who risked his life to save hers. A guy who gave up his vacation to dive in front of a bullet. I guy who was so darned cute that he’d made her dreams last night particularly difficult to pull herself from this morning.

      Deep glanced up at her from where he’d bent over the drawer. “What?”

      “You dove in front of a bullet for me. Who does that?”

      “I didn’t dive in front of a bullet. I dove under a bullet.” He smiled. “There’s a difference.”

      It was Lacey’s turn to ask, “What?”

      “The laser sight was focused on your forehead. You’re about five-foot-two, right? So as long as I kept myself down around four feet, I wasn’t in much danger.”

      Lacey didn’t know what to do with that. She saw the laughter in Deep’s eyes. This must be gallows humor, she thought. Probably some kind of soldier coping-mechanism he’d developed in the Middle East. But Lacey didn’t find anything funny about the situation at all. And he did too risk himself for her—otherwise he would have stood there and watched her die. “Five-foot-one,” she mumbled.

      Dear God, she’d nearly died. Someone had aimed a bullet at her head. Lacey reached out to the wall to steady herself. She needed a drink – a double shot of bourbon to defrost her veins. This whole mess made her glacial inside. She couldn’t imagine ever feeling warm again.

      What she really needed to do was get busy fixing this, figure everything out, and regain control. Control of her life. Control of her emotions. All of these horrible feelings would go away once she was back in control. Her eye snagged on a printout of her calendar. She picked up the papers.

      “Deep?” she asked as he moved back over to the table and lay out the ruler, pens, and markers. “How did Lynx get hold of this information?” She turned the pages so Deep could see.

      “They were on your computer.”

      “But you said not to access my computer because people could track me, and I never gave you my password for Carbonite.”

      Deep’s ears turned pink at the tips. “You know, you were under investigation when we were working through the Iniquus art theft.”

      Lacey nodded.

      “Well we – I—I hacked into your computer, and we have an in-house copy of your hard drive.”

      Now Lacey understood why his ears had turned red, like a little boy who had been caught in the act of stealing candy. What right did he have? Hack her computer? Oh, no. Lacey’s hands came up to frame her face as her eyes stretched wide. He had looked through her computer. There were pictures. Her personal, private pictures. Pictures from her childhood that she used to remind herself of how far she’d come. A demarcation of “that was then, and this is now.” Pictures that she didn’t want to share.

      Deep seemed to understand the look she shot him, because he followed up with, “The only thing that I looked at was your email correspondence with Japan. I would never look through a lady’s computer. That would be pretty scummy. I mean, I have sisters, and if they ever caught me reading their diaries, well, I’m sure I wouldn’t be around today.” He smiled with the chuckle of a private joke and shook his head. “You know my family’s Italian. We tend to get passionate about things. Living in such a small space, my sisters were definitely passionate about their privacy.”

      She gripped the turtleneck collar at the top and stretched it up to cover her chin.  “But someone else could have gone through it? Seen things?”

      “Only my teammates, and believe me, our plates are so full, we’re not randomly looking through computer files.”

      “Now that that case is closed, can you destroy what you have or return it to me?”

      “I’ll ask Colonel Grant for permission. We’ll figure it out. What’s on there that you don’t want me to see?” He looked out of the corner of his eye at her, and she could swear there was more than a hint of teasing in his smile. But to her there was nothing funny about this. Those pictures should have been safe, and now she felt more exposed than ever. Lacey felt her face warming as she blushed.

      Deep was out and out laughing at her. “It must be pretty good, whatever it is. Come on.” He patted the chair. “Let’s get to work.”

      Lacey pursed her lips and drew in a breath, trying to let the moment pass. She’d deal with her pictures later. They were the least of her problems at this moment in time.

      Deep gestured to the blank paper. “What I think would be helpful is if you use this paper to make a timeline of everything you did from your calendar and recollection, and then switch marker colors and layer on the top of your schedule the dates and times of the photos and what is in the picture.”

      Lacey put the photocopied schedule in her lap and picked up a blue marker. “Write down what’s in the picture on this flash drive? I’ll know what’s in the picture by where I am on the timeline.”

      “Look at what’s specifically in the picture. Is it you and Steve? Is it you with an obvious location? For example, if someone was taking your picture in front of a business with the name displayed, that might mean that they wanted to put you in that location at a specific time and date. That kind of thing. There’s a reason for these pictures, and that’s what you’re trying to figure out.”

      “Okay. It might be faster if we worked as a team.”

      Deep took his place in front of a metal case that looked like it might hold the Presidential launch codes. But when he opened it, Lacey saw it was another computer.

      “I’m going to approach the same problem from a different direction.” His fingers typed out what she assumed was a code, then he leaned in to the screen. “Optical recognition,” he said. There must have been a prompt because then he said, “Deep Del Toro. Iniquus special operations, Strike Force.”

      Lacey stared at him.

      “Lynx brought me my field computer.”

      Lacey blinked.

      “I have some specialized software that might help. When she said there was something off about the pictures, I wondered if maybe it was odd shadows Lynx was picking up on – like maybe these pictures were Photoshopped. I have a program that can tell me if that’s the case.” He looked up, caught her eye and held there. A slow smile crossed his face, and his chocolate brown eyes warmed. Lacey found herself smiling back, though she couldn’t guess what he was thinking. He cleared his throat, and with the smile still on his face, focused back on his computer screen.
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        Lacey - Saturday

      

      After about an hour, Deep sat back and said, “well, isn’t that interesting?”

      Lacey glanced up from her task of putting her calendar onto the time line. “What are you doing now?”

      Deep pushed his chair back and Lacey watched him flex his long legs. The material of his jeans wrapped tightly around his thigh muscles then released as he stretched out. “Ever since this morning when I said goodbye to Lynx, I’ve been concerned about what she saw on the news when I was rescuing you. I can’t have my face out there in the public eye – it could compromise future missions. If my face is known, it puts not only me but my teammates at risk and makes an already dangerous job that much more difficult.”

      Lacey’s eyes filled with concern. “Is there anything you can do about it?”

      “I’ve been pulling up the various tapes that’ve been posted on the web. Now, I’m feeling more secure that Lynx is the only one who could possibly figure out it was me tossing you over my shoulder. There don’t seem to be any frames that include any part of my face. This guy, on the other hand. . .”

      Deep reached out to tap the screen and still the video that had been playing. He adjusted the metrics, then turned the computer toward Lacey, “This is Steve Adamic, right?”

      Lacey’s brows pulled in tightly with surprise and confusion as Steve’s face filled the screen. Even though he wore a baseball cap that shadowed most his features, Lacey nodded immediately. “Yes, that’s him. He was at the press conference?”

      “Just a sec.” Deep diminished the picture to make it part of the videoed scene. “Come here, I want you to watch this.”

      Lacey moved over behind Deep. Resting her hands on his shoulders, she bent down until they were cheek to cheek, and she was seeing what he was seeing. He pressed the button, and the screen changed as the camera shot panned over the small park across the street from the gallery entrance. The park was crowded with news equipment and cold people, stomping and huddling to keep warm. Their breaths came out in little clouds that hung in the air. The camera view swung up to take in the steeple of the church that filled the window behind her desk when Lacey was sitting in her office at the gallery. Next it swung down to the portico as the gallery door opened and Mr. Reynolds walked out. Lacey stiffened. She didn’t want to see this. She absolutely did not want to see the red dot sliding down her forehead, and Deep diving in to rescue her. Her hands gripped his shoulders.

      “Hey, it’s okay,” Deep said, as he reached out and wrapped his hand around her elbow. He pushed partway onto his feet, lifted and spun his chair so the corner was in front of the table, then pulled her around, seating her on the extra part of the chair between his legs. He reached around her and typed his commands into the keyboard. “I edited out all the parts with you in it. There’s no reason to put those images in your head.”

      Lacey pushed back into his chest, rolling her shoulders forward. Deep tapped enter, then folded her tightly in his arms and held her closely to him. Lacey closed her eyes and let Deep’s warmth radiate into her. She lowered her hands to rest them on his thighs and thought how perfectly they fit together. How comforting it was to be here. Safe. Cared for – Lacey felt cared for in a way that she had never experienced before. She had to force her eyes open to see what Deep had wanted to show her.

      The camera shot was of the crowd. There was the back of the guy that she had identified as Steve. Why was Steve there hanging out in the crowd of onlookers? He should have been knocking on the gallery door, or, even standing where she’d see him and gain some confidence because he was there supporting her. Something was off. And it became more apparent when the echo of the rifle fire split the air. As she heard the bullet crack through the sky, Lacey jumped and coward against Deep. He used his legs and arms to hold her tighter.

      Deep whispered in her ear. “Most people have never heard gunfire in real life. It sounds nothing like it does in the movies, and their brains don’t immediately register what the sound means. You only jumped because you knew what was coming. They didn’t. See how the crowd stood there, non-reactive.” He pointed at the screen where Deep had set the video to move forward in slow-motion. “The thing that created the panic and stampede was not the sound of gunfire, but the sound of this woman’s scream when she was hit by a stream of blood.” Deep pointed at an Asian woman in a royal blue hat who dove backwards with her hand up protectively. “That’s blood from the newscaster’s neck.” He moved his finger to the redheaded woman whose arms flailed out to the sides. “See how people spin toward the sound of the scream? Now they see the blood and the woman collapsing. That’s when their brains put together the pieces, and told them to get out of there. But watch carefully.”

      Deep moved the video back several frames. “Steve was front and center in the frame of this camera. When the rifle cracked, he squatted and his hand reflexively reached for his hip. That’s where a right-handed person would find their holster. His first reaction is to duck and retrieve a gun. His head tips back, and he’s scanning along the rooftops. Hang on, this is where the cameraman abandoned his camera.”

      There was a moment of crazy shots of the sky and buildings until it came to rest, pointed at where the victim collapsed beside Steve. “Okay, watch what he’s doing. His finger stabbed into the woman’s wound to stop the flow of blood, but he’s not looking at her. Do you see how his head is moving? That’s the trajectory I took with you on my shoulder. Have you ever heard of something called tunnel vision?”

      Lacey shook her head.

      “Unless you’re trained for stressful situations, and sometimes even if you’re trained for stressful situations, what can happen is that your brain focuses all of its power on the threat. Someone’s holding a weapon on you? All you see is the weapon. You’ve got your fingers in some woman’s neck while her blood geysered around your finger? All most people would be able to focus on was that wound or maybe that woman.”

      “Oh, God.” The sight of the mayhem made Lacey’s stomach churn. She pulled Deep’s arms tighter around her stomach and leaned her head back into the cup of his neck under his chin.

      “Sorry,” Deep said, dropping a kiss into her hair.

      Lacey stalled. Deep probably didn’t realize he’d done that. Though he’d never kissed her before, it felt like an everyday part of their communication. Normal. Right. Lacey felt her cheeks turning pink and with a sigh, she forced herself to refocus on the computer screen.

      The next frames showed Steve placing his other hand on top of the first increasing the pressure on the woman’s neck. Blood seeped between his fingers. When the blood stopped flowing, Steve pulled out his finger, checked for vitals, pulled back the lid of her eye, and touched her eyeball. He shook his head, wiped his hands on her coat, stood, and almost nonchalantly walked away. With Steve out of the picture, the camera now took in the slack jaw and half-opened eyes of the dead woman and an empty city cul-de-sac.

      Deep quickly reached out to tap the screen black.

      Shifting his weight to the side, Deep rotated Lacey until she was looking in his eyes. “Lacey, you said Steve was a software engineer. Was he in the military? Did he serve on the frontline?”

      “No.” She shook her head. What was Deep talking about? Why would he think that?

      “Police? ROTC? EMS-Fire?”

      “No, are you kidding me? Steve isn’t the hero type. He’s the geeky, latte-drinking, book-reading type. And to tell you the truth, he’s a little bit overboard about germs. If I hadn’t seen this video myself, I’d never believe that Steve would stick his finger into that woman’s neck.”

      “Are you okay? Your face is a little grey.”

      Lacey swiped a hand across her brow. “I’m overcome.”

      “Do you want me to get you a cup of tea? Maybe lace it with some whiskey?”

      “Please, don’t let go of me.” Lacey leaned her forehead against his chin.

      Deep tucked her back into his arms and changed the image of Steve on the screen. Lacey was glad when he moved the conversation to safer grounds.

      “He’s in good shape.”

      “Yes,” Lacey agreed. “He goes to the gym every day. His father died when he was in his forties — type two diabetes and heart-disease. Steve is fighting his genes.”

      Deep shook his head from behind her. “No, that’s not the reason.”

      “Why would Steve lie about his dad’s health?”

      Deep tapped the screen to start the same video again. “No clue. He’s trained, though. Very well-trained.”

      As Lacey watched the scene, she curled her fingers tightly into Deep’s knees. Deep rubbed his hands over hers, then loosened her grip.

      “I’m sorry,” she said with chagrin. For a second, it felt like she was heading over the top of a rollercoaster, grabbing onto whatever might keep her from flying from the cart. Lacey hadn’t realized she’d actually grabbed hold of his leg.

      Squeezing her shoulders to hold her in place, Deep stood and swung his leg free. He pulled another chair up and sat so their knees were touching, his elbows on his thighs, his hands resting on her legs.

      “Lacey, I need you to tell me how you met this guy.”
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        Lacey - Saturday

      

      Lacey’s eyes lost their focus as her mind spun backwards in time to when and how she had met Steve. It was that horrible day. She’d been racing down the road, thinking that if she could get home, she could figure this all out. Where should she start the story for Deep? She decided it was best to simply answer his question – how did she meet Steve? Lacey rolled her lips in, and with her chin dipped nearly to her chest, she looked up at Deep through her eyelashes.

      His eyes hardened. “That right there. That’s why you scare the hell out me.”

      Lacey lifted her chin and widened her eyes.

      “No. You’re not going to look at me like you’re an angel. No.”

      “I. . .” Lacey was about to defend herself, but she didn’t have a clue what Deep was talking about.

      “Lacey, look. I’m not playing games with you. Straight up, here’s the way it stands with me. I was working field support for Lynx the day I first saw you. I was eyes and ears and backup if she needed it, but the case was need-to-know. I didn’t know why we were at your gallery talking about Iniquus’s artwork. All I knew was that when I saw you, everything changed. I never felt that kind of connection with anyone before in my life. And I know you felt it, too. That’s why I told you my real name and not my call name, something I got raked over the coals for by the Iniquus owners.”

      Deep’s eyes had changed in energy. This must be what Deep looked like on the battlefield. His intensity was almost unbearable, and Lacey wanted to push back in her chair and give herself a cushion of air between them.

      “I asked you out for dinner, and you said you were dating Steve. It was like taking a body blow. Physically painful. But I walked away.”

      “You never tried to call me or change my mind,” Lacey pointed out.

      “I don’t do that, Lacey. You said no. No, to me, is a clear statement. No doesn’t mean maybe. No doesn’t mean I should try harder or go after you like a predator. I’ve got sisters. If one of them ever said no to a guy, and he kept pushing? I promise you, if I walked into the picture, it wouldn’t go well for him. It’s a matter of respect. I trust that you know your mind.  You knew how to get in touch with me. And when and if you were going to say yes, you could.”

      Wow. That was . . . something. What Deep said went against all of her understanding of how men and women interacted. Maybe it had to do with her Georgia upbringing, where girls were taught to flirt and act inaccessible. She’d always been told it was important to make the boys jump through hoops to get to the girl. The boys had to prove to everyone that the girl was a hard-won prize, and therefore valuable.  She would look easy and cheap if she said yes the first time a man asked her out. So of course, Lacey would never have said yes to a first request. Besides, she had been in a relationship with Steve. Had been? Yes, that relationship seemed to belong to a different lifetime, one where people didn’t shove flash drives down her blouse and die in front of her. No meant no — that was a culture shock to Lacey.

      “You called me, Lacey. You had a choice between phoning me or Steve – or the police, or anyone else. You called me. Why?”

      Pain slid across Lacey’s jaw line.

      “There.” Deep pointed at her. “Say that out loud.”

      “I wanted to feel safe, and I thought you were safe.”

      “I am,” he said definitively, taking both of her hands in his.  “You are safe with me. But Lacey, in order to keep you safe, I have to know everything that’s going on. You can’t censor or edit the story. I’ll miss something. And those little somethings can end up making the difference.”

      Lacey pulled her hands free and raked her fingers through her hair, fisting her hands around the ends. If she told him, they’d kill her. And if they killed her, they’d kill Deep, too. She hadn’t thought through the ramifications of her phone call. Hadn’t even realized what they were until this conversation started. But here, she’d sucked him into the vortex that had been spinning her world. Could the murder of Leo Bardman be connected to the horrible day that she and Steve met? It had to. Somehow. Because the dead man had called her Danika.

      “Okay, I can see this is going to be a process,” Deep said. “We’ll take it one step at a time. One thing you can’t do, though, is lie. If you can’t tell me the truth, I’d rather you be quiet. Can we agree on that much?”

      Lacey nodded.

      Deep chewed on the inside of his cheek while he considered her, then he rubbed his hands down his thighs and leaned forward. Very quietly, he said, “When I was on the battlefield in Afghanistan, I wasn’t afraid of dying. I was a little afraid I’d be injured — lose my legs or my sight. Afraid of what that could mean to the rest of my life. But what I was really afraid of was that, in a moment of personal weakness, I might let my brothers down. That I’d make a mistake that would put them at risk.”

      Lacey watched his lips forming words. She had wondered since the moment they met what it would be like to kiss Deep’s beautiful lips. She pictured him on the battlefield with his mouth pulled tight and grim, worrying about his brothers. And her heart swelled with pain. Thank God he had survived. Had kept his legs and sight. Had come home – the “to be with me” part of that thought was pushed back into the recesses of her brain. It felt too selfish for Lacey to allow it to fully form.

      “That’s how I’m feeling right now.” As he spoke, Deep’s brown eyes had darkened to almost black. “Like there’s a landmine somewhere near your feet and if I don’t spot it first, it’s going to be my fault that you trip the wire. And Lacey, I need you to hear this.” He paused until she fully focused on his eyes, then he pressed on. “I’m not asking for my feelings to be your feelings. But the very first time I saw you, I felt like you were meant for me. And if there is such thing as an instant connection, a belonging – well, I felt that. Intensely. That conversation is for another time. But I figure if I lay everything out on the table for you to see, then maybe you’ll feel like you could do the same.” He didn’t wait for her to answer. He used raised eyebrows to end that statement then he moved on asking, “What can you tell me about meeting Steve?”

      Lacey was a little shell-shocked by Deep’s words. It made speaking feel like a new skill, but she worked to make her lips and tongue form words. “I remember driving too fast down a country road. The speed limit was 55, but I was going a lot faster than that. I was headed toward the highway, back toward DC. I slowed for a turn. I remember putting on my blinker, but not stopping at the stop sign. The next thing I knew, Steve was calling my name. I woke up, and Steve had his hands around my throat—he was trying to keep me from hurting my neck. Apparently, I lost control and hit a tree. He said he was travelling behind me when I swerved after I hit a deer.”

      “This is the story of how you met Steve?”

      “Yes.”

      “He was calling your name? How’d he know your name?”

      Lacey shrugged. “I imagine he looked in my wallet or something.”

      “Okay, go on. He was first on scene after you lost control of your car and crashed.”

      “Yes, I was scared. My whole body hurt. Every inch of me. My chest. My face – when the airbag shot out, it took the top layers off my face. It was like acid being poured onto my skin. When the paramedics got there, they put a collar on me. Steve held my hand; he didn’t leave my side. He even rode in the back of the ambulance when they took me to the hospital.”

      Lacey watched a cloud pass over Deep’s face, but he didn’t say anything.

      “I didn’t have any broken bones or anything, but I had deep bruises and whiplash. I had to wear the collar for six weeks.” Lacey leaned over to look in the mug. It was empty, so she swallowed hard, trying to unstick her words.

      Deep nodded.

      “Steve was wonderful to me after the accident. I don’t have any family here to help me.” Lacey cleared her throat. “I’m from Georgia, originally. I moved up here for grad school and to work for Uncle Bartholomew. Anyway, Steve was there for me – helped me around the house, did the groceries, you know—the stuff boyfriends do.” And now that she was looking back on things with a little perspective, Steve seemed to just move into her life and make himself at home. One minute she was coming back to awareness in her bashed in car and the next she had a live-in boyfriend, readymade, taking care of her like they had been together for a long time.  With a little distance and discernment, the speed of their relationship did seem . . . odd.

      “We can get an email to him. I can send it through encryption software so it’ll be untraceable, but if you say something personal, he’ll know it’s you. That way, he’ll know you’re safe. Put his mind to rest.” When Lacey said nothing Deep said, “Or your mom and dad. They’re probably pretty worried about you. I think I remember you saying you were an only child, so no sisters or brothers, but your parents—we can get word to them.”

      Lacey shook her head.

      “Friends that would be worried?”

      “I don’t have any of that.” Lacey focused on the rug. “It’s not that I’m anti-social, it’s simply that . . . It seems from the little bit that I know about you, our childhoods were probably night and day. When I left Georgia to go to grad school here in DC and work for my uncle, I wanted to leave that part of my life behind. I needed a fresh start.”

      “Did you get a fresh start? Do you think any of this has to do with family ties outside of your uncle and the art world? Something you left behind in Georgia?”

      “Surely not. It’s been years since I had contact with anyone down there. I’ve been in DC for five years. I was busy with grad school and work, and then just with work. Seems everyone I know is associated with the gallery and my job, besides Steve, of course. I’m not close enough to anyone up here that I think I should reach out to them. Uncle Bartholomew – but he’s in Bali and probably has no clue this is going on.”

      “And Steve?” Deep asked once again.

      Lacey lifted her gaze to the window and held it there for a long moment. Bony twigs from a tree branch tapped against the pane like fingers working on a tempo to accompany the whistle of the wind. Cold and bleak. Lacey wanted to go back upstairs and curl herself under the covers of her borrowed bed.

      “Do you find it odd how many pictures there are of Steve and me together in those files?” She glanced at Deep briefly, saw his keen eyes on her —thoughtful and intelligent—but he didn’t comment.

      Lacey knew that he had absorbed all of her words and would process through them. He hadn’t missed a thing. She wished in that moment that she did have friends and family who cared about her, who sat on the couch and sobbed as they begged the TV cameras for people to come forward with information. But the truth was, nobody cared. Lacey felt the shame she always felt when people realized she was disposable. That nobody gave two hoots if she lived or not. She preferred that people assumed, like her lawyer Mr. Reynolds did, that she came from a good upstanding family. That she belonged somewhere.

      “There are pictures of me alone, and pictures that have me and some strangers, but the only person that I recognize is Steve—no pictures included me with my friends or colleagues. That’s kind of curious, don’t you think?”
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        Steve – Saturday Afternoon

      

      Sprawled in an armchair in Monroe’s office, Steve pitched a pencil into the air and caught it time and again. He was listening to the tapes that Higgins had recorded from Danika’s apartment the night before. It was all crap. Many of the words the men used seemed to be slang, and Steve didn’t understand the meaning behind things like, “Crank man, he’s in the tub.” Maybe that wasn’t what the guy said at all. It was hard to tell between the crackling of the microphones and the guttural accents of the men speaking.

      Steve would be glad when the Slovakian translator finished the English transcripts and handed them to him. Though she’d been told to push the pedal down on this assignment, she couldn’t be fast enough, from Steve’s point of view. Every second counted. He rammed his imagined pictures of Lacey being tortured as far back and as deep down in his mind as he could. If he panicked, he wouldn’t be helping her.

      Leaning forward to tap the start arrow, again, Steve listened hard. No, he didn’t recognize these men by their voices, but it didn’t matter. One member of the Zoric family or another – they all worked together as one body. And Pavle Zoric was the brains.

      Pavle was the one who’d brought Danika Zoric to the US when she was twelve, when her birth family couldn’t afford to feed her anymore. She had earned her keep as a prostitute all the way through high school. After that, she danced and worked hard to lose the remnants of her Slovakian accent. Now, the family found her useful for other things. Most of it had to do with information-gathering and blackmail. Why earn a hundred dollars turning a trick when you can videotape an affair and use it like the proverbial goose laying golden eggs? It had been her idea. And Pavle appreciated her creativity and her business acumen.

      Monroe moved into the room and put an uncharacteristically fatherly hand on Steve’s shoulder. “I’m sorry you lost her.”

      Steve froze as he tried to interpret that sentence.

      Monroe pulled out a rolling chair, sat down with a thud, and pursed his lips. “Hell of a thing, to stick your fingers into someone’s neck. You would have been a hero if you’d saved her. ‘Course, if you’d saved her, you’d be on desk duty for the rest of your career. Your face would be too recognizable to use you in the field anymore. As it is, you can’t interface with anyone associated with our investigation. Your cover’s blown to smithereens.”

      Steve felt lightheaded and reached up to rub the back of his neck, trying to force some blood into his brain. Monroe was talking about the reporter who took the ricochet at the press conference, not Lacey. Lacey still might be alright. Well, alright in the Zoric family’s hands would be stretching it – but maybe alive.

      Monroe pulled out his phone, checked the screen, then crammed it back in his pocket. “Higgins catch up with Danika?”

      “Not yet,” Steve said. “He’s gone home to get some shuteye. Last I talked to him, there were men in her apartment. No sound from her. I’m listening to those tapes now – translation should be coming up soon.” Steve rubbed a hand over his five o’clock shadow. “When Higgins saw the team leave, he went up to take a look around the apartment, and everything was in place. No signs of trouble. But Danika’s keys were on the kitchen table, and her purse was in the bathroom. He found her phone on the bedside table.”

      “When’s the last time you got some shuteye?” Monroe asked.

      “Not happening until I get Lacey back. Even if you order me home. So don’t even go there with me.”

      “Danika, then. What are the plausible explanations that that’s all normal?”

      “She doesn’t carry her purse unless she’s carrying something for work – weapons, what-have-you. Instead she has a coin purse that she keeps in her pocket with her ID and Metro pass. Higgins didn’t find that. She has a house key on a chain necklace that she sometimes wears when she wants to be hands-free. She’s not as addicted to her phone as some people. Besides, she knows Pavle follows where she goes with the GPS app. I can see her going out to visit a friend, not wanting Pavle to find her, having too much to drink, and crashing on their couch.”

      “You don’t believe that’s what happened.”

      Steve took a minute to explain that Danika had called to let him know that Pavle had Lacey and she was trying to lure him back to her apartment. But Higgins had warned him about the ambush in time.

      Monroe tugged at his earlobe. “I think whether she’s alive or not at this point depends on the answer to two questions — do they need her anymore? And does her benefit to the family outweigh any drawbacks?”

      “What’s going on at the warehouse?” Steve asked.

      “It’s been almost seventy-two hours since anyone turned the lights on. No one’s set off the motion-sensor cameras. Their artist hasn’t shown up, but he’s got to be going in soon. The art show’s this week and one canvas still isn’t finished.”

      “Are you putting someone in place to watch?”

      “We’ll have to depend on the cameras. I haven’t got the manpower to cover the warehouse, too. I’ve already got extra agents in the field trying to hunt down Lacey Stuart, and now we’re going to have to try to catch up with Danika Zoric.” Monroe got up and shuffled some papers around his desk. “You let yourself get personally involved. It’s a risk all of us take in the field. It happens to the best of us.” He turned to catch Steve’s eye. “So who is it you fell for, Danika or Lacey?”

      “Lacey, of course,” Steve muttered.

      “She’s a beautiful girl, smart, on the way to being a big success in her industry – well, before the Iniquus shit happened, anyway. She was exactly what we needed, too – no real ties to anyone but her great uncle, no one to give you the look-over and warn her away. Probably a little lonely, a little needy. She was the perfect cover for an easy sting. Funny how everything just seemed to unfold so perfectly. It’s like it was meant to be. I was glad when you joined our task force to pull down the Zoric family.  Surprised. But glad. Have we moved forward enough in the case that you can give me some background now? Why is it that the terrorism task force is interested in the Zoric family?”

      “I can tell you this much. When I was trying to find the Zorics’ weak spot, we landed on Bartholomew Winslow. He was on Pavle’s hook.”

      “Hook? How?”

      “Extortion,” Steve said. “The specifics I can’t share with you right now. We still want this compartmentalized and need to know.”

      “Understood.” Monroe said with a nod.

      “You know the name Krokov?”

      “Krokov?” Monroe shook his head. “No, I haven’t heard his name before.”

      “He’s dead so any part he’s playing in this is over. Publicly, Radovan Krokov bought a few paintings from the Bartholomew Winslow Gallery. The CIA mentioned it in their briefing on the Krokov family sent in from their Slovakian station. We found out after Krokov’s death that he was actually Winslow’s long-time secret lover. This is interesting in that Danika Zoric was working some kind of con either on Krokov or with him. When she was with Krokov, Danika called herself Lacey Stuart. That was long before Lacey’s accident happened. What kind of relationship Danika had with Krokov at his death, I’m not clear. But I do know that Krokov had known Danika since she was a young teen. She was some kind of olive branch between the families. A peace offering, maybe.”

      “You mean a piece offering?” Monroe asked with derision. “When did Danika start calling herself Lacey Stuart?”

      “June of last year. It was when Danika started to help Winslow work on the show, gathering the paintings they wanted to steal.” Steve’s head was pounding, and he wondered if Monroe might have some Advil or something in his desk drawer. “We discovered that Pavle Zoric gave Winslow that list of paintings he wanted to have collected, and we knew that Winslow was actively trying to set up a show with those pieces so they could be stolen all at once. We brought that to the arts task force, hoping they could take our players off the field. Then we discovered that you guys were already going after the family. But then Lacey was in the car accident. My coming to Lacey’s rescue was a huge break—it gave me the idea for the bigger con – more money, more players. I fed the idea to Danika, and she pitched it to Pavle. This turn around meant we were going to be able to take down almost the whole family in a single sting. But to do that, we needed you, and arts and us all working together.”

      “And it was happenstance that put you on the road behind Lacey Stuart when she had her car accident? Life doesn’t happen that way.”

      “Danika,” Steve said. “I still think it was Danika who caused this shit to go down with Lacey that day. And for the life of me, I can’t figure out how or why. Especially since Danika saved Lacey’s life.”

      “What’s this?” Monroe asked.

      “The day of the car accident, I got a call from Danika. She’s screaming that Musclav is going to kill some woman and ruin everything. She said I had to stop him. Musclav was going after Lacey, but I caught up with him and told him to leave it alone, that I’d handle Lacey.”

      “Why would Musclav Zoric be trying to kill Lacey Stuart?”

      “I’m sorry, I’m not going to be able to tell you the particulars. Those details are classified with a different program, and you haven’t been read in.”

      “The day of the accident is the day you joined the team.” Monroe paused. “When I ordered you to date Lacey, it was so you had an inside track and could keep her safe while the con played out. And I have to admit your con was genius, really. Up until then, the Zorics had kept us at arm’s length. Once you stepped up to the plate with the insurance game, things changed. It was an important move. It had to happen in order to take the Zorics down.” His last words sounded deflated.

      Steve thought Monroe was rationalizing. Steve’s mom always said that if Steve had to rationalize something, he’d know that he’d done that something wrong. Involving Lacey had definitely been wrong. “Looks like I did a shit job on the protection front.”

      “What does Lacey know about all of this?”

      “Nothing. She didn’t remember anything from the accident, only that she was going to Radovan’s house to hang some art and woke up stuck in her car. Other than that, she did her thing at the gallery, she dated me, and she talked about getting a puppy when the spring warmed things up.” Steve voice cracked as he realized he was talking about Lacey in the past tense. “She led a quiet life. A nice life.”

      Monroe scowled. “I thought we had the Zoric family all but cuffed and deported. Off our darned streets.”

      “I think we need to focus on Danika. She’s had something up her sleeve.” Steve was now pacing manically in the small confines of Monroe’s office.

      “Is Danika smart enough to outthink Pavle?”

      “Street smarts and high IQ make up for a lack of higher education. I’m sure she thought she was smart enough to pull one over on Pavle. I guess if she succeeds in her endgame, that’ll tell us who can outthink the other.”

      Monroe pulled at his eyebrow, a sign that he was in his head moving parts around, trying out theories, rejecting them, and trying out others. “She could be in the wind. She might have had an exit plan if things got iffy.”

      “Maybe.” Steve let his thoughts do what they would, trying to get a sense of whether or not that was a believable scenario. “That doesn’t feel right to me,” he concluded.

      “Sit down already. You’re jumping on my nerves,” Monroe growled. “What does feel right?”

      Steve moved to a chair, but he couldn’t stop his leg from jackhammering the floor. He didn’t answer Monroe’s question. Nothing felt right. Nothing at all. He shook his head. He had nada.

      “Yeah,” Monroe said. “I’m right back in the ditch with my tires spinning over how Lacey ended up slung over some guy’s shoulder and disappearing from view.”

      “I feel like this all ties into the car accident. I can’t figure out, though, what Musclav was trying to accomplish. If he caught Lacey and killed her, the Zorics wouldn’t have the art in one location to steal which was the directive from Slovakia. If he killed her, there would be no art to ship home.”

      Monroe tapped Steve’s knee to make him stop jiggling. “How’s that?”

      “If Lacey were murdered, her Uncle Bartholomew wouldn’t have stuck around for his turn at the point of a gun or in a prison cell. He would have done exactly what he did when he was caught stealing from Iniquus – headed for Bali. And the Zoric family? Instead of one hit, they’d have to make a dozen to get the artwork that they needed for their Slovakian family members.”

      “This whole thing’s a powder keg. I think our mistake was not bringing Lacey in and explaining that to her.” Monroe pointed a fat finger at Steve. “If she gets in front of a news camera. . .” He shook his head. “She needs to keep her mouth shut.”

      “I hope she’s still alive, and I get the chance to tell her that.”
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        Lacey - Saturday

      

      Lacey woke up when the persistent beeping of the oven timer sounded. She’d been napping on the living room sofa at Deep’s insistence. He said that being a witness to a crime was sort of like being a traveler in a foreign country, where your brain is turned to the highest setting all the time, trying to understand the language, the culture, and the new sights. It was fatiguing, and she needed the extra sleep. Lacey couldn’t argue with that. She’d been exhausted ever since the day of her accident way back in September. Her brain, indeed, had needed a little extra sleep.

      She stumbled into the kitchen, rubbing her eyes, and punched the timer on the stove as the back door swung open. Without thinking about it, Lacey shuffled into Deep’s arms, her cheek nestling into the dampness that clung to his sweater. She closed her eyes and breathed in the scent of wool and wind. Pushing to her toes, Lacey tipped her face back for a kiss. It was only when the electric sizzle of soft lips on hers made its way through her body that Lacey realized what she’d done.

      “Oh!” Lacey lowered her heels and looked wide-eyed at Deep.

      Deep grinned down at her, his hands still wrapped around her waist. “Hello to you, too. That was a nice welcome home, and all I did was take out the garbage. What happens if I go grocery shopping?” He wiggled his brows.

      She knew he was teasing her, but all the same, Lacey’s cheeks warmed to bright pink. Deep released her and headed over to the oven to pull out the lasagna he had re-heated.

      “Wait. Do that again,” Lacey said.

      Deep set the pan on top of the stove and turned his gaze on Lacey. “Do what again?”

      “Kiss me.”

      He offered up a slow smile that warmed his eyes. “You have to say the magic words.”

      “Pretty please?”

      “Close enough.” Deep grinned and moved in her direction. He wrapped his arms around her waist, and started to lean down.

      “No, sorry, not like that.”

      He stalled.

      “Just stand there, okay? Let me kiss you.” Lacey watched Deep’s face become a complicated jumble of merriment and confusion. But he dropped his hands to his sides as she approached him. She put her hands on his shoulders, pulled herself back up on her toes, and tilted her head. “Put your hands back around my waist,” she instructed. “Okay, now kiss me.”

      And he did.

      The second kiss was even better than the first. It was like a switch was turned on in her body, and she tingled down to her toes. He moved her around to deepen the kiss and add a tangle of their tongues, not letting her up until they were both breathless.

      “You do that really well,” Lacey said. Her hands rested on his chest, and she could feel his accelerated heartbeat. She shook her head a little to clear her thoughts. “But I need you to kiss me again—this time, no tongue. Actually, don’t really kiss me. Just lean down – I need to be able to think. I can’t think when your lips are on mine.”

      Now the confusion was gone from his eyes, and they were bright with full-on laughter. “Should my hands be here?”

      “Uh huh. Lean down, and hush yourself, would you, please?”

      He stood that way for about the count of three, and then he was kissing her again. “Sorry,” he said. “I couldn’t help myself.”

      Lacey took a step back. “How tall are you?”

      “Six feet even.”

      “Steve is five-foot-eleven.” Her brow was pulled in tight. “Isn’t that curious?”

      “You’ve lost me.”

      Lacey reached out and grabbed Deep’s hand so she could pull him into the dining room. She sat in the chair behind Lynx’s ThinkPad, where she’d spent the morning cataloguing the photos.

      She flipped through a couple of them. “Here, look. I’m kissing, Steve.” Excitement painted her words.

      Deep gave her a good long look. She thought the smile that she usually found in his chocolate-brown eyes had dimmed. He pulled a chair over so they were thigh to thigh, and he could see the screen from the same angle as she.

      Lacey moved forward in the file. “Here, I’m kissing Steve again. Can you do something to put these photos side by side?”

      “Sure.” Deep turned the computer toward him and his fingers moved over the keyboard.

      “Okay, so I’m five-foot-one in bare feet. If I’m wearing heels, they usually add another four inches or so, making me about five-five. Look at the picture on the right. This one seems about right to me. See how when I kissed Steve, I rose up on my toes and tipped my head back? When I do that, he still had to bend his head to kiss me. But look at this one on the left. Same dress. Same heels. But look, in this picture, my heels were flat on the ground, and I’m leaning in with only the slightest tilt in my head. Now look at my dress. See? It comes just under my knee in the right-hand photo. That’s where I like my clothes to be cut, but here on this other woman the dress is slightly above her knees. She’s the same size around the hips though. We probably have the same dimensions except for our heights.”

      “You’re absolutely right, Lacey. Look, different time of day too,” Deep pointed out. “See? Same location, but look in the picture in the right, sun shining in the windows. In the left-hand side, the sun’s coming from the opposite direction. There’s about four hours’ difference in these two shots. Different weather, too. It’s easy enough to reset the date and time stamp on a camera. I’d say from the angle of the sun this last one is mid-afternoon. Where were you supposed to be around three?”

      Lacey looked down on the schedule she had diagrammed on the white paper table covering. “At the time of the second photograph, I was supposed to be at the gallery for a meeting with my uncle. This is up the street from my apartment, so the wrong side of town.”

      Deep studied the picture. “The right-hand picture with the female on her toes —”

      “That’s me.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, that’s why I was experimenting in the kitchen. I’m sure I stood on my toes and tilted back when I kissed Steve.”

      “Oh, so that’s what was happening in the kitchen? I was a lab rat?” Deep sat back and crossed his arms over his chest, making his biceps bulge. “And here I thought my magnetic personality had finally drawn you in.”

      Lacey’s face brightened with her smile, and there was even the tiniest fringe of laughter mixed in.

      Deep leaned in and kissed the tip of her nose. “That’s the first time you’ve really smiled since the gallery.”

      “It’s the first time I’ve honestly smiled since. . .” Her eyes clouded over as she looked past him into the living room like she was seeing ghosts. “Well, in a very long time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      
        Deep – Saturday Evening

      

      “This is pretty amazing,” Deep said, staring at his screen. They had each moved back to their computers to try to work through the data, looking for more clues about Lacey’s mysterious double. Hoping for understanding.

      “What’s that?” Lacey uncoiled herself from her twisted pretzel position on her chair and moved to the seat next to his.

      “I’m using this face-recognition programming. See here? I’ll put up three pictures. A. B. C.”

      Lacey let her eyes scan over the images.

      “This is you on the left. This is the mystery girl on the right. The one in the center is an overlay that points out the differences, so that an operative can look to see if prosthetics are used to change her appearance. The computer analyzed her coloring – eyes, hair, and skin tone. Your eyes and hers are pigmented differently. The mystery woman is wearing colored contact lenses. The computer suggests that she used a hair colorant because her hair doesn’t have the variant shades mixed in like yours does. Hers is monochromatic. And you’re both wearing makeup in the exact same shades.”

      “Which means?”

      “That she knew your brand and the color name and used the same ones you did. Those differences are probably only visible to computer analysis, though. People aren’t that observant. No – that’s not accurate. What happens is the brain interprets what it sees within the context of the known. So if one of you were in a room, walked out, and the other woman took your place – the person who saw this happen would read it as the same person even with these subtle variations.”

      “I would agree with that. Even though it’s me in some of those pictures, I looked at all of the photos and I didn’t immediately see a difference. Now that I know there are two of us, it’s pretty obvious to me. Tell me about photo B.”

      “The center photo is what you need to pay attention to. Here, where the dotted white line runs along—it shows the geographical differences in the planes of the face. The eye shape is almost identical. The noses are almost the same. Yours is only millimeters shorter, see that?”

      “Her lips are fuller, too. Actually, that’s the most significant difference.”

      “Let me magnify this. There, do you see how she’s used a lip pencil to shape her lips and make them a little smaller? Not enough that it’s obvious. She’s good at this, whoever she is.”

      Lacey rubbed her index finger over her bottom lip. “Hmm.”

      “What, hmm?” Deep tipped his head.

      “The night in the bar. I was sitting on the stool, and I felt trapped. Leo Bardman was looming over by the exit. And the scotch-on-the-rocks guy, the FBI guy who grabbed my ankle, was at the end of the bar, blocking the hall that lead to the bathrooms and the kitchen. The FBI guy was staring at my mouth the whole time. I thought I had spinach in my teeth. That or he was really into red lipstick.”

      “Always a possibility.” Deep winked. “Go through that part for me again. Higgins was there before or after Bardman showed up?”

      “Who’s Higgins?”

      “The FBI guy.”

      “You know him?” Lacey asked.

      “Yeah. Well, I worked a case with him last year. Good guy. I’m trying to figure out what he’s got to do with you, though. It’s possible he was re-assigned, or was lent to another task force.”

      “Because normally he . . .”

      “Works for Violent Gangs. He’s not on their Arts Crime team. And from the files on the thumb drive, I’d guess that that’s what we’re looking at here — some kind of arts con.”

      “Did you recognize Steve, too?” Lacey asked.

      Deep shook his head. “I don’t know Steve. Who got there first, did you see? Higgins or Bardman?”

      “Higgins was there when I arrived. He already had a drink in his hand. He was sitting alone for the whole time I was waiting for Steve, and I thought that was a little suspicious.”

      “Suspicious, how? Do you think he was looking for Bardman? Do you think he recognized Bardman when he came in?”

      “Higgins? No, he was kind of fixated on me. He was dangling his drink in front of his face to hide the fact that he was staring. It’s not unheard of that a guy would stare at me at a bar, but he didn’t make any kind of move. He didn’t lift his glass in a salute; he didn’t order me a drink; he didn’t move any closer. He simply sat at the end of the bar alone.”

      “You were alone – that could have been seen as suspicious, too.” Deep countered.

      “True, but I was waiting for someone. Do you think that was the case here too? Do you think he was waiting for someone else to show up? Maybe he was off-duty, and when he saw the guy die, Higgins might have thought I had something to do with it, so he tried to hold me for the police? No, that couldn’t be it.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “You saw Steve in the video. He did first aid on that woman. Wouldn’t Higgins’s first job be to save that guy somehow? He’d have to prioritize, right? How’d I become the priority?”

      “Good questions. I don’t know. But you’re right. If he was assigned to follow you, especially if he was assigned to protect you, then he’d have to stay with you and not get diverted.”

      Lacey rocked around in her chair as she stared at the computer screen.

      Deep checked his watch. “It’s getting close to dinner time. Are you hungry?”

      “I wish I could —”

      Deep put a hand on her arm to get her to stop talking.  Footsteps on Lynx’s front steps had caught his focus. He signaled for Lacey to be quiet. Then, with hands cuffing her upper arms, he shifted her out of her chair and moved her into the bathroom. He pushed in the lock button and pulled the door quietly shut. He automatically shifted into combat breathing – inhale for four — as he moved to put himself between the person coming through the front door and Lacey. Hold for four — he pulled his Glock from the back of his waistband. His finger lined up with the trigger guard; his elbows tucked tight, ready to punch out and fire if need be. He pointed the barrel in the low ready position. Exhale for four — there was a scrape of the lock, and then a woman burst through the door.

      When she saw the gun, she screamed. Her eyes tracked up to Deep’s face. “Holy crap, you nearly scared the actual shit out me,” Sarah said, her hands on her cheeks.

      A grin spread across Deep’s face, but his heart still thrummed against his ribs. “Sorry about that, Sarah. I wasn’t expecting anyone.” He tucked his gun back away.

      “It’s my fault. Lynx called and said she lent you her house – she said you were working on a project that needed your undivided attention. I forgot you were here. I . . .” She looked back over her shoulder across the street to her house, then back to Deep. “I have no idea why I’m here. You scared the thought right out of my head.”

      Deep moved over to give her a warm hug. “I’m so sorry.” He caught her under the elbow and pulled Sarah farther into the house, shutting the door behind her. “Good to see you, though. How are the kids? Mikey? Ruby?”

      “They’re a mess, as usual.” Sarah grinned. “Are you here by yourself?” Sarah’s eyes seemed to focus on the two sets of chairs that where set close to each other on either side of the table each with an open computer. The white paper covered the table with the timeline penned over its length. The notes Deep and Lacey had been jotting weren’t readable from that distance, but Deep still moved to block Sarah’s line of sight.

      “All by myself.”

      “Good, then come to dinner tomorrow night. I’ll make spaghetti and invite everyone over. Justin and Manny will be really glad to see you. Jilly-Bean still hero-worships you. It would mean a lot to her to see you.”

      “That’s such a tempting invitation, thank you. But this assignment’s got my full attention. It’s time-sensitive. I have to stay fully focused on it. But when it’s over, I’m going to take you up on a neighborhood spaghetti feast.”

      “Okay. Just let me know.” Sarah turned to leave.

      “Uh, Sarah?” Deep caught her elbow. “Did you need something from Lexi’s house?”

      Sarah threw her hands in the air. “Flour. I told Mikey I’d bake him cookies if he could be quiet while the baby was sleeping. Who would think he’d be able to follow through? I’m all out of flour, though.”

      “Wait here, and I’ll go get the bag for you.” Deep moved toward the kitchen. He turned back as he made his way through the dining room arch to make sure Sarah understood that “wait here” meant she shouldn’t wander around looking at anything. Sarah kept her focus on the ceiling. She understood enough about what they did at Iniquus that she knew better than to pry. Deep grabbed the blue and white paper sack of Pillsbury flour, slid it in a plastic grocery bag, and took it in to Sarah.

      Sarah kissed him on the cheek and jogged down the front stairs with a backward wave.

      Deep went to tap on the bathroom door and let Lacey know it was safe to come out. Wide-eyed, she rolled into his arms and grasped him tightly around the waist. He wrapped his arms around her and felt her body relax into him.

      “She scared me to death. I thought it might be that woman from the photographs.”
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        Lacey – Sunday Morning

      

      Lacey stood at the bottom of the steps, watching Deep work at his computer like a maestro over a grand piano. He was focused on the screen as his fingers flew over the keyboard. The morning hush was broken by a family outside calling to each other as they got into their car to head to church.

      “Do you ever sleep?” Lacey asked as she moved into the room. Deep looked up with a smile. his fingers still tap-tap-tapping.

      “I’m a hound on a scent.” He reached out a hand and pulled her gently into his lap, then rubbed her hair with his nose. “I’m sorry you didn’t sleep very well last night.”

      “How’d you know?” Lacey lay her cheek against his head and tried to read over the information on his screen.

      “You were thrashing around a lot, talking in your sleep. It’s pretty typical for people in a safehouse. The anxiety from what landed them there makes recuperative sleep difficult. If you need medication to help, I can get you something.”

      “We’ll see,” Lacey said. “What’s this you’re doing?”

      “I was trying to figure out who was in the photos from the flash drive. We know there was you and someone you call Steve Adamic.”

      “You don’t think that’s his name?” She turned to look at Deep. He rewarded her with a kiss.

      “Probably not. But I don’t make any assumptions. We know that there’s a guy that you call Steve Adamic. Is that his name? At this point, it’s irrelevant. We can tag him, and that’s what we care about. There are four other people in the photographs, right?”

      “Yes.” Lacey twisted back until she was facing his laptop where it rested on a rolling computer table.

      He had pulled up a gallery shot showing each of the people on the flash drive. “Using my access to our facial recognition database, I found this one woman here.” He pointed. “Her name is Lynda Stamos.”

      “She’s the agent for Reagan O’Neil. One the artists on the flash drive.”

      “Have you met her?” Deep asked.

      “Lynda Stamos? No, not in person. I recognize the name. She was in your database? Does that mean she’s broken a law?”

      “She’s in there because she went to the White House to do a consultation, and they run background checks on all White House visitors.”

      “Oh.” Lacey leaned forward onto her elbows to get a better look, and Deep’s hands moved down her back to her hips. Lacey was suddenly aware of how their bodies were lined up.

      “So after I realized she was an artists’ agent, I wondered if the other three people were, as well.”

      “Were they?” Lacey twisted around.

      Deep caught hold of her and held her still. His eyes dilated to almost all black with a predatory look that he softened with a chuckle and a shake of his head. “If you’re going to sit on my lap, you’re going to have to sit still.”

      Lacey felt the air charge with sexual tension and blushed as her body responded, heat spreading across her chest and catching her breath.

      Deep held her tightly to him as he stood up. “Are you hungry? I made coffee.” With his arm still around her, he moved toward the kitchen.

      Deep had changed directions on purpose. Lacey wondered why he hadn’t taken advantage of that moment. Maybe she had misheard or misinterpreted what he had said before about how he felt about her. Maybe she misjudged those kitchen kisses. “Not hungry. Antsy.”

      “I wanted to talk to you about maybe taking a field trip and get you out of the house for a little bit.”

      “Wait, I was asking about the other three people in the photos?” Lacey reminded him.

      “Three of the four are agents for the artists on the list. I was working on number four when you came down.  Why don’t I make some pancakes while you tell me what had you in knots last night?”

      “I was thinking about Steve.”

      Deep offered up an encouraging nod as he opened the fridge.

      “I’m trying to figure out if he’s a good guy or a bad guy. Who do you think Steve is in all of this?”

      “No flour, I gave it to Sarah yesterday. Omelets?”

      “That’s fine, anything really. Just a cup of coffee would be lovely.”

      “You need to eat. It helps your body deal with the stress. Protein.” He raised his brows as if he wouldn’t take any argument on the fact. Lacey thought that was probably a face his mom used to keep him in line when he was a boy. Deep reached for a bowl and started cracking eggs. “About Steve? I’m afraid to speculate.”

      “Please do anyway.” Lacey went to the cupboard to pull out the dishes and flatware to set the table. And for a moment in time, everything seemed domestic and normal. Happy, even. For a moment, she could almost pretend nothing was wrong.

      But then Deep answered her question.

      “Clean file could mean nothing at all. Or it could be a good cover. He’s well-trained—that’s not speculation. He’s fit and ready – that’s not speculation. Higgins is FBI and was in the bar watching you – that’s interesting. Could be that Steve was running late and asked Higgins to serve as his eyes and ears to make sure you were okay. Could be Steve is under Higgins’s spotlight and Higgins was waiting for Steve, just like you were. Could be Higgins has nothing to do with Steve, and it was all happenstance. But that last one doesn’t feel right. I’m pretty sure, though, that Steve is playing on the good-guy team.”

      Lacey poured coffee into the mugs. She doctored hers with sugar and milk and set the mug of black coffee by Deep’s plate.

      Deep wandered over and took a sip. “Thank you.” He took another one, then set his mug down and moved back to the counter. “I can’t imagine another reason that they’d let a stranger from a car accident jump in the back of the rescue squad – he must have flashed his badge and handed them a story.”

      “I don’t think he’s a good guy,” Lacey said, her voice flat and angry.

      Deep was chopping herbs, a kitchen towel tossed over his shoulder. He paused to turn and take her in. “Why do you say that?”

      “He was kissing the fat-lipped girl.” Lacey’s own lip pouted out like a little girl whose feelings had been stepped on. She didn’t want it to be true – but it did hurt her that Steve was kissing someone else. And Lacey wasn’t stupid enough to think that Steve would stop with kissing another woman. They were all adults. Obviously, if Steve was intimately involved with someone else at the same time she was dating him, it made her disposable in his eyes. And that feeling took Lacey right back to when she was six-years old, when she became a knick-knack to be shelved and intermittently dusted.

      Deep scattered the herbs over the eggs sizzling in the pan.

      Lacey talked to his back. “When I first realized there were two of us, I thought this woman might have duped Steve. He thought he was kissing me, when he was really kissing fake-Lacey. But that’s naïve. Of course he knew he was kissing someone else. Look at you.”

      Deep turned and rested his hips against the counter, crossing one ankle over the other. He held his hands out to either side and smiled. “Look at me.”

      “When you kissed me, your hands knew exactly where to go. Your head knew exactly how far it needed to bend. If suddenly I changed height, even if you missed all of the other subtle things, wouldn’t you know that the person you were walking next to was at a different conversational level? When you kissed all of the women in your life, if suddenly they were a different size in your arms, wouldn’t you know that?”

      “Well, of course. If I played a violin and suddenly I held a viola in my arms, I would need to position my hand differently, change the way I pulled my bow across the strings.” Deep stopped and grinned. “You know, you’re pretty cute when you get that jealous crinkle under your eyes.”

      Lacey blinked, trying to change her expression. Deep was right. She had imagined flashes of other women in his arms, beautiful women, intelligent women, fabulous, world-wise women. She knotted her hands tightly in her lap and felt very clearly that she didn’t belong in that picture. She belonged in a picture with a latte-drinking software engineer. Someone more white bread and less, oh, Channing Tatum-as-GI Joe-like. Maybe a lawyer. Possibly a director of some well-intentioned nonprofit. But not Deep. He was so much more vibrant and . . . male.

      Deep watched her speculatively. “Do you want to share that thought?”

      “No, thank you.” Lacey reached out for her mug. “When I came downstairs this morning, you said maybe we could leave the house today? Go on a field trip?”

      “Yeah. I pulled up the files from your accident with Bambi. It doesn’t follow protocol for an accident. The way things stand, I’m surprised your insurance paid out.”

      “It hasn’t. My lawyer’s trying to figure things out.”

      “I’d like for us to go by the spot and see what there is to see. Nice drive in the country. It should be good for you to see some trees and sky.”

      Lacey gulped in a lung full of air.
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        Deep - Sunday

      

      Deep didn’t need Lacey to point to the place where she’d had her accident. The tire marks decorated the roadway like a picture made with his nephew’s Spirograph. He reached out to squeeze Lacey’s knee, and she held on to his wrist with both hands. He wondered if he made a mistake bringing her here.

      “Looks like Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride,” he said. “This is from your accident?”

      She nodded.

      “Do you remember spinning around like that?”

      Her head shook.

      Deep needed to get her talking. The more she talked, the more she could process, and the more she talked, the less she’d get trapped in fear. He wanted her to be able to move through this, maybe get some closure. “Lacey, look behind us. Tell me what was happening before the accident.”

      Lacey unhooked her seatbelt and flipped around in the seat. “I came up that road.”

      “Here, let’s get out.”

      Deep unhooked his belt and popped open his door. Before Lacey could right herself, Deep was at her side, helping her jump down.  They moved around to stand at the back of the Land Rover.

      “Okay, so you were driving up that road, and you said you were speeding. That doesn’t seem like something you’d do. I’d guess you’re the kind of driver that has a perfect driving record. Maybe even the kind of stickler for minding the speed limit that ticks off the other drivers.” He hoped if he poked at her a little, it might get her blood flowing again. Lacey was as white as a sheet.

      “What you’re really saying is that when you researched me and the accident, you saw that I had had a perfect driving record.”

      “Well, this is true. I did see that – but it confirmed my suspicions. You’re a little tightly wound, you know, Lacey. Breaking a few rules every now and again is human.”

      Lacey looked down at her shuffling feet. She’d probably missed the teasing tone he’d used. She looked like a child who got caught doing something naughty, even if he was kidding her for the exact opposite reason. “Something made you feel more afraid than the fear you usually experience when you break rules. You said you didn’t come to a full stop at the stop sign; you remember putting on your signal, and then you can’t remember any more.”

      Lacey stared at the length of street that she had sped down, then looked at the stop sign. And then she looked up the street at the skid marks. Gripping at her chest, she said, “I remember not being able to breathe. Like I was suffocating. And my heart – my heart had been doing strange things.”

      “Do you remember why you were frightened, Lacey?” Deep asked gently. “Do you remember someone chasing you in their truck?”

      Lacey looked up at him, her eyes wide.

      Deep reached for her hand, and they walked to the front of the car. “See here? These are your wheels. But this track here? Those are from a different vehicle. See how they line up? The vehicle behind you hit your back left bumper and spun you. Come on.” Deep hoped he wasn’t pushing her. She looked awful. But when he started walking, she tucked under his arm and walked with him.

      “Three circles, and then the rotation stops. There’s a break . . .” He walked farther up the road until he found a tree that had obviously taken one heck of a blow. “And this is where your car stopped. Did Steve ever tell you why he was out this way?”

      Lacey shook her head.

      Deep’s eye caught on the glint of sunlight on a lens. His jaw tightened. And he felt his chest expand, ready for action. He pulled Lacey in to his body and stepped back so a tree on the hill stood between him and the reflection. He peeked back over his shoulder and saw two points of light. Binoculars — not a rifle sight. Still, he didn’t want anyone’s eyes on Lacey.

      “You’re trembling,” Deep said. “Let’s get you back into the car and warmed up. I want to take some pictures before we leave.”

      He didn’t like how quiet she was. He wondered if he had overstepped, bringing her to the place where she’d had such a traumatic event. He had hoped being here might get her talking about things that would give him more clues to work with. Even though he was working to solve her case and make life safe for her again, he still felt selfish.

      Last year, he remembered watching Lynx go through the rings of hell when a lunatic was stalking her. He had watched Striker try to navigate the act of managing Lynx as a crime victim living in their safehouse, Lynx’s role in solving the crimes, and Striker’s own feelings for her. Deep suddenly had a great deal more insight into what a tightrope act that had been for Striker. And now he had to walk a similar tightrope with Lacey.

      With the heat blasting out of the vents, Deep grabbed his camera and climbed onto the roof of his Land Rover. While he wanted to take photos of the area in order to study them later, he also wanted to use his zoom lens to figure out who had their eyes on him.

      Soon a pale blue mid-century Ford, more rust than paint, chugged its way up the road and pulled over on the opposite shoulder. Deep tapped his elbow against his hip, reassuring himself that his sidearm was ready.

      “Howdy,” the man said as he jumped down from his cab. Dressed in jean coveralls, a red plaid wool overshirt, and a baseball cap that said NRA, the man tilted back to get a good look at Deep, then spit a stream of tobacco juice into his Budweiser can.

      “Hey,” Deep said and climbed down from his roof. “You the guy watching us from over in the woods?”

      “I was out tracking rabbit for tomorrow morning’s hunt. Thought I saw something peculiar happening over here, and decided to come take a look see.”

      “I’m Dean Huit,” Deep said reaching for his wallet, pulling out a card, and handing it over.

      “I’m Horace Taylor. It says ‘investigator’ on here. Whatcha investigating?”

      Deep pointed up the road. “My client’s insurance company doesn’t want to cover her accident. So we’re going to end up in court. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about the accident here, would you?”

      “I reckon I do. But I already told the authorities all about it. You can get hold of the report. That should be all you need.” He reached in his pocket, pulled out a bag of Red Man, and packed a little more tobacco back in his cheek. “The lady, she lived through it? They wouldn’t tell me – said it had to do with some damned HIPAA privacy crap.”

      “She survived. It took her a while to get better. Amazing, though. When you look at these road marks you wouldn’t think it was possible. Could I ask you, Mr. Taylor, to share with me what you know? Could I tape record it so I can understand what I’m seeing when I get back to my computer with my photos and measurements?”

      “Name’s Horace, not Mr. Taylor.” He held Deep’s eye like he was taking his measure. “You look to me like a military guy.”

      “Yes, sir, Marine Raiders. Three tours in Afghanistan.”

      “Ooh-rah, son. I served in Nam, myself.” He rotated his cheeks and jaw and spit into his beer can. “Sure, I’ll tell you what I seen. That’d be fine.”

      Deep pulled out his phone and hung it from his pocket, allowing him to hands-free video record.

      Horace pointed back at the stop sign. “I was out ahead of deer season, tracking to figure out where might be good to put my hide. Engines come racing up the road over there. I thought it was some high school kids playing hooky. I was going to get a description of their cars and call it in to the sheriff. You can see pretty far from my hill over there.” He turned and pointed. “That’s where I was with my binoculars. I never go out the house without ‘em. Curious darn thing, that’s for sure. I saw a grey car — found out later it was one of them rich cars, an Audi A3—coming up too fast, like I said. But behind it was a truck coming up even faster. Black Chevy Silverado. The faster it came, the faster the girl in the Audi drove until she run out of road. She slowed down to make that there turn, see, and the truck tapped her back bumper. Looked to me like it was aimed and on purpose. Guy brakes his truck in the middle of the road. The girl, her car’s making crazy circles down the center. Well you can see – kind of banged along some of the berms. Good darned thing they slowed her down some before she hit the tree. See here? These ain’t ditches and hills. They’re trenches dug during the Civil War. Some parts still come up to a man’s neck. Here, they’re eroded down. Some parts of the shoulder are softer than others. Still, if her wheel caught in there, her car would have flipped for sure. Seen it happen time and again. This here’s a dangerous stretch of road.”

      “It’s interesting how you can see the spin marks, but then it looks like she straightened out like she regained control but for the curve in the road. If the road had gone straight, she might not have crashed,” Deep said.

      “Yeah, I can see how you might think that – but she never had control of that car. So imagine she’s spinning down the road and all that squall from up under her tires trying to grab ahold of the roadway, a buck comes flying out of the woods, and she clips him. He’s flat out dead, and she’s wrapped around the tree. Blink of an eye.”

      “Deer in the road, girl in the tree,” Deep said, and clicked a picture with his camera.

      “You’d think that’d be the end of it. I was getting ready to run to the house and get her some help.” He pulled a red bandana from the back of his coveralls pocket and mopped at his face, even though the day was vivid with cold. “The guy in the Silverado slowly rolls up to the deer. He jumps down and for a while I can’t see him.” Horace turned to point. “I hustled up to that there hill. When I got to that oak, there he was. He’s looking up and down the road. He stands right there in front of that holly tree and watches another car come up and park in the road behind him, and they’re arguing. The wind was carrying their voices my way. They sounded right heated, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying. The big guy — big as in tall, not, you know, muscle-y big – skinny guy but really tall. Good guy for a basketball team. He pulls a pistol out from inside his coat. He walked over to the woman’s car and aimed his gun at the woman’s head. I thought for sure I was witnessing a murder.” Horace spat in his can again. “The other guy—the short one with brown hair—is pushing the gun down and gesturing for him to get back in his truck. The tall guy finally does and takes off down the road. So the brown haired-fella runs over and gets the door open on the back passenger side. It’s the only one that isn’t bashed in – he crawls over to the front seat. I’m thinking he might be trying to kill her, ya know? I was creeping up on them. I’m a quiet man; I’ve had my time in the jungles.  I had my knife with me. Course, it would have meant a swim through that there gully. If I needed to, I coulda tried to stop him. You know, if the guy were trying to kill her.”

      “Had you already called 9-1-1?”

      “Ain’t got cell service in this here part of my land. Things are kinda spotty out this way. But the brown-haired guy must have a different provider, ‘cause he was on the phone. He was looking up and down the street like he was trying to give them landmarks. I saw him staring at that historical marker up the road.” He pointed up past the tree Lacey had hit. “Probably gave them that as the place they should head. He seemed to be trained in what he was doing; he checked her over. Held his fingers to her neck and the like. She wasn’t conscious. He kicked at the door to open it, then gave up and crawled back over the seat. He moved his car to the side of the road, put up flares, and grabbed a first-aid kit. Professional. This wasn’t his first rodeo.”

      Deep nodded. “I really appreciate you telling me this. This is all going to help my client. Did the brown-haired man stay here until rescue arrived?”

      “Yeah, he climbed into the back seat. Ambulance came, fire truck, a couple of police cars. She was awake by that time. Guy was keeping her head from moving and helped put on that white collar that they use. He stayed in the car and held the blanket over her while they were cutting her out. Jaws of Life. Pretty amazing invention. Still, it took a while.”

      “Did the brown-haired man stay and give a report to the police?”

      “He took off in the ambulance with her – so I assumed he was off-duty rescue of some kind. Another car pulled up. Some guys got out and pulled credentials from out of their pockets. Even though I could see all this going on through my binoculars, it wasn’t like I could head on down and tell them what I saw. With the water there in the gully, ain’t a good way for me to make my way down.  When I spotted you standing in the road, I had to go get my truck and drive over here. The day of the accident, though, I thought I’d sit tight for the moment. Do my reporting from back at the house.”

      “Leaving a car out on this turn looks like it might be a hazard. Did they tow the brown-haired man’s car?”

      “The other car I told you about, the one that had pulled up, one of those guys, he goes and gets in the brown-haired man’s car and takes off. That left the driver of the SUV. I didn’t get a make or nothing. If it ain’t a pickup, I don’t really pay the new models no mind. The SUV driver goes over to the cops and shows them his badge – looked like a badge wallet from where I was standing, anyway. There’s some talk between them. He’s pointing to the deer, then the police officer’s on his phone, then everyone packs up and goes home. They didn’t do none of the things you’re doing, taking pictures . . . and what’s that thing in your hand?”

      “This does laser measurement. I can put a plastic tent on one end and aim the laser at it, and it will calculate and store the distance. I can put all of this into my computer, where I have software that can analyze distance and speed of the car at impact, things like that. And this camera,” Deep lifted the Nikon and held it out to Horace, “is 3D, which is pretty cool. See when you look through the lens, it sets up the photograph so it’s not a flat picture but you can see dimensionally.”

      “Pretty fun toys.” They stepped to the side as a car inched past. The man driving waved. “That’s the preacher. He’s probably headed down the road to talk to Maud. She’s newly widowed and in a bad way.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. I hope he can bring her some comfort. You know, I really appreciate you coming down and introducing yourself to me. Standing out here in the cold. You were telling me how the police packed up that day and went away. Do you think that the accident went uninvestigated?”

      “I’m not for sure. I went back to the house, and I had to think through what I saw. I wanted to figure out if I could explain it in my head. But it sure did look like someone was chasing that woman – wanted to kill her. So I called the police to make a report, you see?”

      Deep rocked back on his heels. “They sent a police officer out to talk to you?”

      “Not police. No, sir. FBI.”

      Deep let his camera hang from its strap and reached up to rub his hand over his head. “Do you remember a name?”

      “I got his card back up at the house,” Horace said.

      “I’d be grateful, sir, if you’d let me take a look at it.”
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        Lacey - Sunday

      

      Lacey was quiet on the way back to the house. While Horace Taylor had been talking to Deep, she had laid her seat back and waited. She didn’t want the man to pay any attention to her. And when Deep got into the car, she didn’t want to hear what Horace had said. Deep didn’t push her. But she could tell by the way he kept both of his hands on the wheel and his increased vigilance, looking in his mirrors, that what Horace said set off Deep’s warning buzzers.

      When they got back to Lynx’s, Lacey pulled the hood up over her hair, ducked her head, and moved quickly from the garage to the kitchen door and inside.  She sat down in the first chair she reached. Her legs were so rubbery they wouldn’t hold her weight. She was scared to know what Deep had found out.

      Deep came inside and crouched down in front of her. “I need you to watch this. And I need you to hear how close you came to being killed. Whoever Steve is, it looks like he saved your life. Whether he turns out to be a good guy or a bad one, right now, you’re breathing because of him.”

      “The accident?”

      “Was more like an on-purpose. Any idea why a guy pulled a gun on you?”

      Lacey’s jaw set.

      Deep leaned forward until their foreheads touched. “Lacey, I’m going to keep telling you this until you can hear me. I’ve never felt the way I feel about you before with anyone else, ever. I can’t imagine these feelings going away. I hope you’ll learn to trust that – and me.” He lifted his head and looked her in the eyes. “Try really hard to believe me.”

      Lacey nodded and waited. Inside, she knew that was the preface.

      “I hope you can tell me what about that day is scaring you so badly. For everyone’s sake, the sooner, the better. There’s backstory. I know it, and you know it.” He paused, waiting for her to start talking.

      She couldn’t tell him. Her silence was the only thing that was keeping her alive.

      “Lacey, not that I can imagine this is true, but if you’ve done anything wrong, we can face it together. I know really good lawyers, I . . .”

      Lacey rolled her lips in so her mouth formed a straight line. Pushing on his shoulders, Lacey got up and tried to walk away, but Deep caught her wrist. “Take this in the living room and watch it.” He pressed his phone into her hand with the video queued up. “I think we both need a little space. I’ll check on you in a little while.”

      

      An hour had passed. Lacey had watched the video three times. Each time, a few more of Horace’s words seeped down through the protective filters her brain had constructed. She figured that tomorrow, she’d try to listen again and hear about the gun pointed at her head and how Steve had knocked it away. How he had crawled over the seat of the crumpled car, and how he stayed with her until she was away and safe. He had kept watch over her ever since. But why? He obviously knew her. Well, maybe not knew her but knew something about her before the Silverado hit her car, before the gunman pulled the pistol. Lacey’s mind searched back, but she couldn’t find a pickup truck anywhere in her memory of that day.

      It didn’t mean she didn’t know why it was chasing her down. And that was her sticking point.

      Lacey walked over to the TV and clicked it on. It was tuned to some children’s show. She didn’t care; she simply wanted noise that came from outside of her head. Something that would drown out the voice that told her what a royal screw-up she was.

      Deep seemed to take the blare of the TV as his signal that she was done thinking. He walked in and stared at the screen. “Really?” He quirked his brow at her. “Bubble Puppies?” He picked up the remote and moved over to the couch, where he unceremoniously pulled her to standing so he could lay down its length, and then drew her down to lay in front of him. He tucked the lap blanket over her and wrapped his heavy arm around her torso. Lacey lay perfectly content in his arms. She was glad that the discordant emotions that had bump into each other in the kitchen had smoothed out. Her head was pillowed between his shoulder and bicep. He rested his head on the arm of the sofa, where it was easy for him to bend forward and kiss her hair.

      “Comfortable?” he asked.

      “Yes, thank you,” Lacey said, pushing backward and burrowing a little bit closer.

      Deep channel surfed until he got to the weather station.

      Lacey tipped her chin up so she could catch his eye. “The weather?”

      “What?” he asked. “It’s good to know what’s blowing our way.”
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        Deep – Sunday Evening

      

      Deep wrapped Lacey tightly against him so he wouldn’t jostle and wake her, but her hip was grinding painfully into his hard-on, and he needed to shift her to the side. She had fallen asleep almost instantly. And not a delicate lady-like sleep—she was snoring, and his shirt was growing damp where drool dribbled out from her slackened jaw. When he met her at the gallery, he could never imagine Lacey being this comfortable.

      She isn’t comfortable, he reminded himself. She’s traumatized. He knew from his work—saving victims from war zones and mass disasters, from hiding witnesses and stealing back hostages—that one of the things that they all seemed to have in common was the sleep of the dead. They swam so deep in their delta waves that nothing brought them back to the surface. And then, as their sleep glided into the shallows, where nightmares could torment them, they’d moan and writhe and talk in their sleep.

      “You don’t know me.” That’s what Lacey had been shouting last night. He had heard her in her bed, pitching around with a nightmare. Listened to her muttering under her breath words that he couldn’t quite make out. He’d pulled on a pair of sweats to go sit by her bed and hold her hand. But by the time he got to her, she had descended into a different layer of sleep—one that allowed her to breathe steadily—and he didn’t want to disturb her. But it was hard to walk out of her room.

      He didn’t know her. That had been the steady drumbeat pulsing in his mind since the day he first laid eyes on her in the gallery, and fell for her. Hard. He had tried to talk himself out of his feelings. But that was kind of stupid. Feelings weren’t something you could wish away, and they sure as heck didn’t listen to rational argument. You had them, and you dealt with them. And when they were uncomfortable, you got busy focusing on something else. That technique had gotten him through many a break-up in his past, but it had done nothing to get Lacey out of his blood stream.

      He remembered back when they met at the gallery, his first thought was “high maintenance,” then she reached out to introduce herself and shook his hand. Her hand was small and soft and absolutely female. When their fingers touched, his heart beat so powerfully that he could hardly speak. Neither one of them let go. He was like that kid with his first crush — completely tossed end over end by her touch. Ever since then, she walked his dreams at night. He found himself playing sappy love songs.

      The day Lacey came by Iniquus to apologize for her role in the art theft, he’d hoped that she’d tell him that Steve wasn’t in the picture anymore and, yes, she would like to go out to dinner with him, if the invitation was still on the table. But she had turned to him, and held out her hand to say good-bye. It had killed him. This was killing him still.

      I don’t know her, he reminded himself for the umpteenth time. He bent his head and brushed his lips over her forehead. Last night he’d gone over the photos again and again – the ones he knew were of her. He could easily tell her from the mystery woman. Lacey had a softer, finer mouth, intelligence instead of cunning in her eyes. He had studied the clothes Lacey chose, and they all seemed to have the same kind of armored appearance. Well-tailored from expensive fabrics, she presented as a refined lady. Her jewelry was always large and heavy around her throat like the gorgets the medieval knights wore into battle.

      Lynx had picked up on that, too. The clothes she brought to Lacey were mostly jewel-toned sweaters that made Lacey’s hair look like sable. The fabrics, though, that Lynx brought were softer and more pliant than the clothes Lacey wore to the office.  He thought they suited Lacey better. She had a gentler, kinder spirit than those suits were meant to suggest.

      The sweaters Lynx had chosen all had cowl necks or turtlenecks. All of them covered Lacey’s throat. When Lacey felt threatened, she’d pull the wool up higher and covered her chin. Lacey wasn’t an embattled knight, and she wasn’t a damsel in distress. She was a woman playing out of her league. Whether she was a victim, whether she had committed a crime — that he didn’t know. All he really knew was that even in the heat of the battles he’d waged in Afghanistan, he’d never been this scared before in his life.

      Laying there on the couch, with the weatherman in the background, predicting more ice storms, Deep found himself squeezing Lacey a little too tightly.

      “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, lifting her head, and wiping her wrist across her mouth. “I fell asleep.”

      “You passed out.” He grinned down at her.

      She scooted around until she was laying with one leg running alongside of his and the other tossed over him. She stroked a hand down his chest, past his belt, and smiled as it came to rest on his hard-on.

      She pushed herself higher to kiss his mouth. It started out with soft pressure, but when a little moan parted her lips, Deep’s hormones took over. His fingers tangled into her hair as their tongues danced together.  She pushed herself up on top of him, straddling his hips, with her knees bent beneath her.

      When she lifted up so she could rock herself along the ridge of his cock, his breath caught. They stared into each other’s eyes as she moved. She arched back, letting her breath push from her lungs followed by a groan.

      Deep stilled her with his hands on her hips.

      She looked back down into his eyes, her focus hazy. Her panting told him to take her. There was nothing he wanted more at that moment. Nothing.

      Except not to hurt her.

      “Lacey.” He’d meant for his voice to focus her, but in his head, it sounded more like a benediction. He cleared his throat and tried again. “Lacey.” This time it came out more forcibly, and she stilled. “We can’t.” Deep wasn’t able to disguise the regret in his voice.

      “Yes, we can.” She smiled seductively as she bent to kiss him again, long and soft, a woman’s kiss that held a little mewl of need.

      His dick pulsed and drew almost all of the blood from his head, making rational thought nearly impossible. He sucked in some air, hoping oxygen would help, as he lifted her off him so she was kneeling with her thighs wide, her hands on her knees, and a look of disbelief on her face. His focus dropped to the sweet spot between her legs where he wanted to play. He dragged his gaze back up to her eyes. “It wouldn’t be ethical. You’re under my protection.”

      She tipped her head. “Is that an Iniquus rule?”

      “Yes—an important one.” He worked to bring conviction into his voice and gain control of the situation. “Someone in danger might make decisions they normally wouldn’t make — a kind of psychological duress. I wouldn’t make love to someone who had too much to drink for the same reason. They weren’t making their decision from a place of clarity.”

      “Because the person you’re guarding is subordinate?”

      Good. The more he talked from the rational part of his brain, the more he had a handle on the situation. “Only in terms of dependence. Yes, the people I’m guarding depend on my skills to stay safe. It’s not about me being superior. It’s about roles. And getting emotionally involved in cases.”

      “I thought you were emotionally involved,” Lacey said with a scowl.

      Deep let out a wry laugh. “That would be a gross understatement.”

      “So this Iniquus ‘don’t fuck your subordinates’ rule — you remember, don’t you, that I’m not a client? I’m . . .” She stalled out.

      Did she really just say ‘fuck’?  His cock pulsed. “What? What are you, Lacey?”

      She didn’t answer him for a moment. It looked, from where he was sitting—as she twitched her lips to the side—like she was searching for a good word to toss out there.

      “I don’t share,” he filled in for her. “As long as Steve’s in the picture, we aren’t going to happen.”

      “Steve’s been out of the picture since I chose to call you and not him. And to be honest, he’s been fading from the landscape since I met you.”

      “But all those months — you didn’t call me until you were in danger.”

      “I didn’t call you all those months because I was in danger, I didn’t want you involved. Then, I wasn’t thinking, just calling.” She wrinkled her brow and looked at him pointedly. “And you didn’t call me, either. It was your ‘no means no’ rule.”

      Deep caught her words about being in danger and filed them away. He was having trouble keeping his brain in charge as testosterone pumped through his body.

      “If you trust a girl’s no to mean no,” she crossed her arms at her waist and pulled her top off, leaving her breasts on display in white lace and pink ribbons, “why wouldn’t you trust a girl’s yes to mean yes?” She sent him a seductive smile that clipped the last thread of his restraint. She batted her eyelashes. “What if I were to ask pretty please with sugar and cream on top?” She licked her lips as she rocked forward on the couch, leaning in to kiss him. “Please?”

      She twisted until she was in his lap with her arm wrapped around his neck. The “please” became a hum, a siren song. And Deep did the only thing a man in this situation could do. He scooped her up and carried her to his bed to please her.

      [image: ]

      Deep sat with his back against the headboard, looking down at Lacey. He’d been up for a while, but couldn’t bring himself to leave her side after the night they’d spent in each other’s arms. He couldn’t remember ever just lying in bed. Before, when his eyes opened, he was ready to get on with his day. But today, yeah, he wasn’t ready yet to break the spell.

      The room was dim, with the only light coming from the street lamps. Dawn had not yet crawled up from behind the horizon. The sky was still dark. It was really nice to sit here and watch Lacey relaxed and peaceful in her sleep. The longer she could sleep, the better.  He smiled at the fan of silky brown hair that draped over her shoulders. Lacey shifted to wrap an arm around his leg, and Deep reached around to tuck the duvet over her.

      As he pulled the warm covers up her back, Deep noticed the tattoo between her shoulder blades. It was as large as a fist — an intricately rendered Mockingjay symbol, recognizable even in the darkened room. This was not the tattoo of a drunken night on the town. This was planned. From his own tattoos, Deep knew this one was done by a high-dollar artist over several sittings.

      She presented as so prim and proper – if he met her and was guessing about her role in life, he’d say she was a lady-who-lunches. Pampered. Entitled. That she was tattooed at all was a surprise. That she’d chosen this one—rather than hearts or butterflies or even ribbons and poetry like he’d seen on the girls he knew who had tattoos—this one had the feel of a soldiers’ ink.

      It was another puzzle. She was a puzzle.

      Whatever was going on for Lacey, she needed to trust him. With that thought, Deep felt the friction of her obstructions rubbing against his nerves. And as he contemplated all of the mysteries that surrounded her, Deep grew angry. He didn’t know what to attach this anger to; it was an emotion he rarely experienced. He did know, though, that the energy blowing off his skin like a desert haboob would make everything worse. He needed to burn it off before he spoke to her.

      Deep quietly left the bed, grabbed some clothes, and moved to the bathroom, where he set a note against the mirror, letting her know where to find him. He headed down to the basement to run his daily five and do some lifting in Lynx’s home gym.

      [image: ]

      As Deep put the weights back on their stand, he felt like he’d screwed his head on straight again. Water moving through the pipes told him that Lacey was in the bath. The thought of her naked body covered in soap bubbles made his cock hard. Once again, his dick was taking over his brain. This might be a problem. He moved toward the tiny gym bathroom to take a quick rinse in the shower. A very cold rinse in the shower. There were actually good reasons for Iniquus’s ‘keep your dick zipped’ rules. Deep had blown it by taking Lacey to bed. True, he was emotionally invested before they’d made love. But having had her in his arms like that, it would muddy his perceptions and decisions even further. It would be better if he was at arms’ length and fully in his rational mind. But that bridge had been crossed and burned. It couldn’t be helped, and didn’t even really matter. From the get-go, Deep knew he’d do anything it took to protect her, whatever the threat and whatever her truth.
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        Deep - Monday Morning

      

      Coffee on, Deep sat at the computer and worked on his task from yesterday, finding addresses that might turn up more information.

      Lacey walked in and dropped a kiss on his lips.

      “Good morning.” A sappy smile spread across his face.

      “Have you been up long?” she asked.

      “A couple of hours.” He shifted some papers out of his way. “There’s fresh java. I thought we could grab breakfast out.”

      Lacey moved into the kitchen. “You want me to top off your cup?”

      “I’m good,” he called to her.

      “Oh, I’d say you’re better than just good,” she called back.

      That made him laugh. He was still grinning when she made her way back to the dining room with a mug on a salad plate and sat down kitty-corner to him. She curled a knee up to her chest and tucked the other foot under her hip. She looked very small and fragile as she blew ripples across the surface of her coffee, and he felt his protective instincts ramp themselves up. He was going to get to the bottom of this, one way or another, so they could move forward—one way or another.

      “How did you get so good at this computer thing? Is that what you have your college degree in? Cyber security or something?” Lacey asked, then took a tentative sip from the mug.

      Deep leaned back in his chair, stretching his long legs out in front of him and crossing them at the ankle.  He scratched at his over-night stubble. “I went to the University of Hands-on Experience.”

      Lacey tipped her head as if asking for more information, and Deep decided that she was testing him – seeing how forthcoming he’d be about his past. He’d better serve up some meat, he realized, if he was expecting her to share something from her plate with him afterwards.

      “Dad took off and left my mom with five kids — my four sisters and me. I was the filling in the sister sandwich – I have two older sisters and two younger sisters. But we were all born in the same decade, so we were close age-wise and caring-wise. When I graduated from high school, though, I’d had it up to the throat living in a woman’s world. So I did the manliest thing I knew.”

      “You joined the military and became a soldier.”

      Deep puffed out his chest. “I became a marine. Ooh rah!”

      Lacy giggled, and it was the sweetest sound he thought he’d ever heard.

      “I imagine that was like diving into a testosterone swamp,” she said. “Did you like it? Bootcamp?”

      “One of the best decisions I’ve ever made. It was a good fit for me. Filled in some of the manly shit I’d missed out on when my dad moved on.” Deep offered up a lopsided smile. That won him a soft smile in return that warmed Lacey’s eyes. And his heart stuttered.

      Deep licked his lips. Keep going, he told himself. Tell her the truth and not the bar pick-up lines. “They sent me for advanced training with the Raiders, then deployed me to Afghanistan for a few go-rounds. Things went bad, and I landed back in the states at the VA hospital for a while. To keep myself sane, I worked on learning new skills, and it seems that hacking computers fits the way my brain’s wired. It comes easily to me. When I was released from the hospital, a SEAL I met on a couple of combined efforts, Striker Rheas, helped me get my gig at Iniquus. They put me on Striker’s team as technical support – as things improved for me capability-wise, I went back into the field with them.”

      “Striker Rheas—that’s Lynx’s fiancé?”

      “Right.”

      “Is that why you have scars on your hip and legs? You left the Marines because you were injured over there?”

      When did she see the scars on my hip and legs? “Once a Marine, always a Marine.” Deep said it in such an adamant tone that he saw Lacey dip her head like a chastised kid.

      “The scars on my legs. . . I turned around one day to find myself standing a little too close to a grenade, which won me a free trip to Europe, then back stateside. They gave me a new femur and hip – stainless steel and Teflon. They’re pretty good. My injury’s not holding me back from much. It acts like a pretty accurate barometer, and I can still save a beautiful woman from a little red dot.” He reached out and brushed Lacey’s hair from her eyes and bent in to kiss the tip of her nose, trying to roll back the mistake he’d made with his earlier growl. “But I did retire my position in the Marine Corps.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Her eyes turned red and glassy like she was going to cry, and Deep knew if those tears were for him, he wouldn’t be able to take it.

      “Don’t be. Really. I was one of a handful of lucky soldiers that got picked to play guinea pig with this new-fangled skin gun they were trying out. I’m a walking miracle.”

      “Say that again - a skin gun?” Lacey put her mug on the plate and wrapped her arms around her posted knee.

      “You know that when soldiers are injured in the Middle East, they send them first to Germany and then home.”

      “Yes, Landstuhl Medical Center,” Lacey said.

      Deep scratched his cheek and ran his hand over his chin to buy himself a few seconds. He hated talking about that point in his life. “I was pretty badly burned — forty-three percent of my body. My whole left side, up my leg, over my chest and face. I looked pretty horrific. But lucky for me, I had second-degree burns and not third-degree burns. Of course, that would be lucky on any day. But I arrived at Landstuhl the same day as this guy from McGowan Institute for Regenerative Medicine. He had developed this gun that sprays a solution of cells and water onto the damaged skin.”

      Lacey’s brow creased. As she listened intently, she leaned forward and rested her chin on her posted knee.

      “The professor and his research fellows came to talk to me. They offered to let me be a test subject. I jumped at the chance.”

      “What did it do when they sprayed water and cells on your burns?”

      “Basically, what these guys were doing was harvesting healthy skin from other parts of my body, and then they used a ‘skin gun’ to spray my own skin stem cells onto the wound. Sort of like using a paint sprayer. Then they wrapped me up in special bandages that helped support my skin as it regenerated on its own. A couple of weeks later, I looked in the mirror, and I was back to my pretty self.” He smiled and stroked a hand over his face and neck.

      Lacey craned her neck, scrutinizing him. “All I see is a really hot guy.” She smiled and leaned back.

      “It was the biggest miracle, Lacey. If you had seen me before – I looked like a monster. I thought that that was going to be my life, walking around freaking people out by how horrible I looked. I didn’t want to get shipped home. I didn’t want my mom to see me like that, you know? I mean – it would have killed her.”

      Lacey was frowning at him and shaking her head. He wasn’t sure how to interpret that. “The guys I met who got the normal treatment – the grafts that they grow – that takes months, and they got terrible infections and some of them died because of them.”

      “Why couldn’t they use the skin gun on all of the soldiers, even if it was experimental?”

      “Some of the wounded had third-degree burns, and the skin-gun technique doesn’t work for that yet. But on me, it worked great. It took a few months for the color of my skin to come back to normal and the texture to develop. When you feel my skin, there’s not much changed except where they did my leg surgery and sewed up all the holes. I was so blessed. I’m telling you, this skin-gun technology is a miracle. Of course, if you ask my mom, she’ll tell you that I got myself back together and almost as good as new because I was wearing the St. Michael’s medal she gave me.” Deep reached into his shirt and pulled out a chain with a pewter pendant.

      Lacey took it in her hands to examine it more closely. “Did you know that St. Michael is the patron saint of artists?”

      “Also of bakers and soldiers.” Deep grinned. “I told Mom I thought that she would have preferred I became a baker to a soldier. My mom loves going to the bakery. Every Sunday, without fail, we’d go up to Fiorina’s after mass to get cannoli and cakes.”

      “That sounds lovely. Do you still go to mass?” Lacey kissed the medal and stuck it back in his shirt.

      “When I’m home. Special occasions. Always on Christmas. My religion is important – a touchstone. My culture.”

      “Kind of like the background in a painting. It dictates the color and mood, but doesn’t really affect the action in the picture?”

      “Exactly.” Deep leaned back and crossed his arms. “Okay, now it’s my turn, why don’t you tell me the story behind the Mockingjay symbol on your back? I would think, since you’re a fine arts kind of girl, that you would pick something different.”

      Lacey cocked her head to the side and sent him a one sided smile. “Like what?”

      “I don’t know, Van Gogh’s missing ear? A Monet water lily?”

      “You like 19th century art?”

      “I’m not much when it comes to knowing about art. Those are the ones I remember from my Western Civ class.”

      “I see. Well, there’s not much to the story. I gave it to myself as an eighteenth birthday gift.”

      “It’s done by someone with a lot of skill. I’ve seen tattoos done by some amazing artists – yours is one of the best. It looks 3D. That was an expensive birthday gift. I was surprised when I saw it. You didn’t strike me as the type of girl who’d get a tattoo.”

      “Really? What kind of girl did I strike you as?”

      “Oh, you know, the kind of girl who likes to have tea parties in her rose garden and throw charity galas for the country-club set.” The smile he sent her was to tell her he was teasing – but in reality, he wasn’t teasing much. “Why’d you choose there, between your shoulder blades?”

      Lacey reached back and touched the spot where her tattoo lay. “It’s where I’d reach for an arrow if I were wearing a quiver.” She smiled as she mimed pulling the arrow over her back, stringing it on a bow and letting it fly.

      “So you identified with the character, Katniss? I haven’t read the book. I saw the first movie, though. It was pretty intense. What part of that speaks to you?”

      Lacey stalled, as she often did when he asked her things. He’d tried to make it sound like polite conversation. But it felt to Deep like his words caught on the hem of all those layers she had donned to protect herself. He desperately wanted to lift up the edges and peek under the skirts of her armor.

      Deep read resignation and anxiety in her eyes, and he felt like an ass. Here he was, pushing her again.

      “The book came out when I was a senior in high school, and I was heavily into reading dystopia. In the first book, Katniss Everdeen’s dad was killed in a coal mining accident, leaving her mom depressed and unable to provide for her children. It was up to Katniss from a very early age to use her intelligence and her skills to stay safe and alive and maybe even flourish. I thought she was a pretty good role model for me.”

      “I’m not sure I’m following.”

      “My dad, he was killed in a skiing accident. If you’re a rich guy, that’s really the way to go. He was skiing in Vail and lost control. Plowed right into a tree and died on impact.”

      Deep nodded encouragement her way.

      “I was six when Dad died, so I remember everything pretty well. We had a big house–too big—and it was just mom and me. My mom wasn’t a very strong woman. She was depressed after Dad’s death. She spent most of her days in bed. She didn’t want the lights on, or the drapes opened. She didn’t want noises around her, like talking. It was rather tomb-like.” Lacey chuckled a little, though there was nothing funny about what she was saying.

      As Deep listened, he wanted to gather Lacey into his arms and stroke her hair. But he thought if he did anything other than listen, she’d use it as an excuse to stop talking.

      Lacey’s eyes strayed to the window, so it looked like she was telling her story to the naked branches tapping against the pane. “We were very rich, but Mom fired everyone who worked for us in the house. She didn’t like their noise or movement. She kept the gardeners because someone had to cut the lawn. That’s about it.” Lacey seemed to fold in on herself.

      “She was like the mother in The Hunger Games?” Deep asked, trying to pull her back into the room and out of her memories.

      “Yeah. Incapable. When you’re as depressed as my mom was, you forget things. Things like paying the electrical and water bills, buying food and stuff. I understood that she was ill. Her mind wouldn’t let her love me. Or take care of me.”

      Deep reached out his hand to cover Lacey’s. “Did she finally get the help that she needed?”

      “No, she died. I guess breathing became too much for her, too.”

      When Deep saw Lacey’s body wilt, he knew she was sharing something very private and painful. “How old were you when she passed?” Deep sought out her eyes, but Lacey refused to look at him.

      “Almost seventeen. My Uncle Bartholomew became my guardian. He told me to stay put and finish up my senior year, and then go ahead with my plans for college. So I did. I had been running the house for a while, anyway.” She paused for a long moment. “It didn’t make much difference in the day to day of my life. The day I turned twenty-five and came into my trust fund, I sold the place. I accepted the first offer that came my way, which was about half the market value. Not a sound economic decision, of course. But a huge weight lifted off me as soon as it was out of my hands. I’m so glad I’ll never see that house again.” She offered up a sad smile. Talking about her house and childhood seemed to drain all of the light and life out of Lacey.

      “People had to have intervened on your behalf – someone must have noticed.”

      “My teachers, eventually. They told me I stank, and I needed to take a bath. But we didn’t have any water. They turn it off when you don’t pay the bills, no matter how much money you have in the banks. The principal at my prep school ended up contacting my mom’s lawyer, and the lawyer hired a CPA to pay our bills. He hired a nanny and a housekeeper.”

      “But that didn’t turn things around?”

      “The help made noise, so Mom would fire them. I’d call her lawyer; he’d send in the next wave.”

      “And the tattoo?”

      “Reminds me that I have skills. I can take care of myself. I’ll be fine, thank you kindly.”

      “Do you believe that?” Deep asked.

      “Ha! No. I don’t believe that at all.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t have the kinds of skillsets I need to get free of this mess.”

      “But I do,” Deep said.

      Lacey finally focused on him.

      “I do,” Deep insisted.
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        Lacey – Monday

      

      Lacey tucked her hair under a fuzzy hat and wrapped a scarf around her neck and the bottom part of her face, effecting a disguise so she could leave the house. She was glad they were headed out the door. This morning’s conversation had been hard to hear and hard to speak.

      She kept seeing Deep in a mud hut in the desert, burnt and broken, and screaming in pain. God, it sucked the oxygen right out of her cells, completely deflating her. The image she conjured of that grenade exploding blew enough sand into her consciousness that it masked the shame she felt for being loveless and unlovable as a child. Unwanted. A task for a lawyer to contend with. And really, her story was sad, but Deep’s was harrowing. No comparison. It felt selfish for her to harbor any sense of self-pity when he had survived so much worse.

      Lacey had been afraid that knowing about her past would make Deep see her as others had – as a nuisance to contend with. An object to be shuffled around. But telling Deep her story didn’t seem to change how he looked at her at all.  She pinched her cheeks and tried on a smile in the mirror before she headed down the stairs. Since they had missed breakfast, they were going to grab some lunch out. Then they were headed over to the warehouse where the mystery people, the ones who were planning the gallery’s art show, stored the paintings. Deep said that he wanted to get a peek inside and see if they could pick up any information that might help them get a clearer picture of what was going on.

      

      Deep had done what he called his “due diligence.” He knew the security systems and the schematics of the place. He said he’d go by himself, but he needed her there to sign in with a security guard.

      Deep parked the car in the garage, and they walked the two blocks to the warehouse hand in hand.  Lacey was pretty nervous as she moved past the steps that she had seen time and again in the pictures on the flash drive.  Deep reached out to hold the door for her, and Lacey set her shoulders as she hustled through, and turned left the way Deep had instructed so she could sign the book.

      She was a little taken aback when the guard called her by name.

      He laughed and winked. “Good thing we have that privacy clause in our contracts. I saw you on the news again this morning. The police are still looking for you.”

      Lacey’s eyes stretched wide.

      “I ain’t gonna call nobody. The boss would fire me if I did. And I couldn’t care less that you killed that guy. You probably had a good reason, huh? He treat you bad?”

      Lacey didn’t know what to do so she just turned on her heels and walked away.

      She and Deep hung out around the corner for a few minutes while Deep used the camera on his phone to watch the guy. The guard kicked back at the desk and was eating a sandwich.

      Deep took her by the elbow, and they moved through the spider web of corridors of the climate-controlled warehouse until they reached the unit that was supposedly hers.

      Deep left her standing outside the massive metal door while he carefully paced the hall. She had no idea what he was looking for, but his eyes seemed to cover every inch of the space. Arriving back by her side, he unbuttoned one of the pockets that lined the legs of his grey cargo pants. He handed her a pair of blue nitrile gloves, then pulled out a second pair that he tugged onto his hands. Lacey followed suit.

      “Okay, Lacey, are you ready?”

      Lacey turned her wide-eyed stare toward Deep. Ready for what?

      “Here’s the plan. I want you to put your hand on the wall right here.” He moved her over to the wall and stuck her hand where he wanted it. “Don’t move from here. I’m going to turn off the lights in the hall, and it’s going to be pitch black. Don’t be afraid, everything’s going to be fine. I just need you to hold still.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “There’s probably some kind of security system inside the unit that was put in place by the FBI, if they know about this place, or maybe there’s internal security put in here by the criminals,” Deep whispered in her ear. “Someone’s bound to be protecting the interior. I’m going to put on my night-vision goggles from my backpack, go in and look around, and if I find a system, I’ll neutralize it. If it’s a camera, it might be triggered by movement or heat. Either way, I don’t want them to see us. So you’re going to hang tight. I’m going to make it safe to go in with the lights on without giving us away. Okay?”

      Lacey nodded.

      “Now when we go in there, we need to work fast. If someone sees we’ve taken out their system, they’ll probably head right over to get eyes on the problem. We’re going to look around quick, and then we’re going to leave. I don’t want you to say a word until we’re out of here, in case they’ve got bugs planted. I don’t have the equipment with me to find those. So take mental notes, and we’ll compare our observations when we get safe. Okay?”

      Lacey nodded, her eyes growing wider and rounder.

      Deep pressed her hand against the wall, then moved down the hall to the switch plate, covered over with a plastic box and locking system. Deep pulled his wallet from the cargo pocket on his leg and picked out what looked like two thin sticks. With a couple of movements at his wrist, the box popped open, and Lacey was plunged into a stygian lake of nothingness.

      “You okay?” Deep whispered near her ear, causing her to buck to the side.

      How did he get up the hall without her hearing footfalls? “Yes,” she breathed out.

      “I’m tumbling the lock.”

      A sharp squeak told Lacey that Deep had gone inside, and she was standing in the hall alone. Standing. Standing. Lacey felt a bubble of hysteria work its way up her throat. This was more than she had bargained for. She put both of her hands on the wall, trying to keep her emotions under control. She couldn’t believe the relief that flooded her body as the unit light clicked on and Deep appeared in the doorway.

      He gestured her in and reminded her of the plan to be silent by putting his finger to his lips.

      She walked into a room that was a mostly empty twenty-foot cube.

      Photography lights were set up facing a painting that she recognized right away as Grover Whitlock’s Nude, with Anthurium. Since Whitlock was still alive, this was one of the moderately priced paintings on the acquisitions list, and was set to sell for forty-four thousand dollars. That’s what happens to the value of an artist’s work when Forbes puts one of their paintings in his pool house. Lacey didn’t actually believe Anthurium was worth that price. She didn’t even like this piece. It was vulgar, in her opinion.

      Deep tapped her shoulder and handed her a tiny video camera. She could see the red record light was already illuminated.

      Lacey focused the lens on the artwork, then swung around, where a like-sized canvas was posted on a tripod. She noticed that an artist had already applied a thin coating of gesso to the linen canvas and had begun layering on the colors for the background. They were obviously replicating Whitlock’s nude.

      Lacey’s gaze moved along the floor, where fans oscillated gently and a large dehumidifier hummed. She crept along the wall, where canvas after canvas stood in various stages of drying. The lighting in the room was bright and the heat was turned up high enough that Lacey wanted to ditch her outerwear. She knew Deep wouldn’t approve, though. She needed to stay wrapped up and unrecognizable in case anyone came through the door. But the wool from her hat and scarf made her itch as perspiration formed on her head and neck.

      Walking back to the workspace, Lacey picked up a clean rag, which she dipped into the can of Ace Artist’s White Spirits, then moved over to the enormous expanse of the Chambray-like work. Gently, she rubbed the painting’s surface, pulling off some of the pigment. She folded the cloth and put it in her pocket just as Deep’s hand landed on her arm.

      Lacey turned to him and saw his night vision goggles were positioned on his forehead. He put a finger to his lips, reached for her hand and steered her toward the light switch. With a flick, Lacey was back in complete darkness. She was wholly dependent on Deep’s guiding touch as he moved her to the back of the room, toward the stack of boxes she’d seen piled there. Deep pressed on her shoulders, and Lacey folded her body down until she was bunched into as small a package as she could make herself.

      Whistling moved up the hall with the steady heel taps of an unhurried gait. The door pushed open, the lights snapped on, and rustling movements filled the space.

      Lacey turned her head toward Deep. He was crouched between her and anyone who might move this way; the toes of his work boots were curled under and his weight rested on one knee. Lacey felt her lips sticking to her teeth, and she moved her tongue around to encourage her mouth to produce more saliva.

      As the noises from the other side of the boxes settled down to a rhythm, Deep slowly reached his hand out and just as slowly pulled his hand back in. He tapped the screen, then showed Lacey the video of a man painting. She got her best view of the artist when he scrutinized the Whitlock. Deep raised his brows as if asking did she know him. She shook her head in response.

      That’s when the guy’s phone rang.
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        Lacey – Monday

      

      “Yeah?” The man’s voice conveyed his distraction.

      “I’m checking on your progress,” a voice on the other end of the phone echoed out of the speaker.

      “Good. Good. I’m a little behind because I had the flu, but I’m well enough now that I can finish. I’ll have all of the canvases ready for the show. Not dry, but ready. When do you want to start moving them?”

      “Thursday morning.”

      “So soon? Why not on Friday? Friday would be better.”

      “It has to be Thursday. They need to be hung in time for Friday’s reception. Everything has to be ready for the agents and photographers. There can be no mess ups. No missing works.”

      Deep had taken his phone back from Lacey and was recording the call.

      “You will make sure you can get the paintings done in time. Understood?” the caller said.

      “I’m finishing up the last one today. It won’t be dry, obviously. You’ll have to move it with great care and place it in the dimmest part of your room. But ready nonetheless.”

      “You’re sure?” When the man asked, his voice changed precipitously. Now, menace rose from the phone.

      “I’m a professional. I meet my commitments,” the artist growled from the other side of the boxes.

      “My friend, you and I both know what Lacey Stuart is like when she doesn’t get her way. I’ve been there when things haven’t followed her plans. I’ve seen what she’s capable of, and I’m telling you, I want no part of her temper. For your well-being, as well as mine, I need to make sure Ms. Stuart stays happy.”

      “Don’t worry about the show. Everything will be ready, I swear.”

      Lacey was freaking out as her name projected into the air. The perspiration that had dotted her brow now made her clothes humid. Her tongue sat on her lip as she panted for air.

      Deep twisted in his crouched position, reached out, and swept his hand along her cheek. His fingers held her chin, tipping her face until he held her focus. Suddenly, there was nothing for her in the room but his brown eyes, so intensely brown that they were almost black and the defining line between his pupils and irises was not visible. They were intelligent and steady. They were solid and capable. They were home – she could live there in his gaze. If all this crap could fade away, and she could be allowed to live there in his gaze, everything would be okay.

      After a moment, she pulled her tongue back in to lay in the bed between her lower teeth. Her lips sealed and her breathing came softly through her nostrils. The claustrophobia that drowned her in her sweat-drenched clothing abated. And her heart, though it still beat thickly, became small enough in its protective cage to allow her veins to carry blood, unimpeded, to her still-tingling extremities.

      Deep’s eyes clearly asked if she was okay and if he could trust her to keep it together.

      Lacey wanted more than anything to be able to impress him with how courageous she could be. I’m fine. I’ve got this, Lacey tried to telegraph back to him.

      With Deep poised between her and the old man at the easel, she’d get out of the warehouse today. But the phone call reminded her that her name and likeness was being used in something bigger. Something 2.8 million dollars big, if she multiplied the worth of the original show to match the doubling of the artwork. What would someone do to protect an almost three-million-dollar payday? One of her professors during her undergrad days had been shot leaving campus over the three dollars he had in his wallet. Dead for three dollars. So would anyone’s life be safe if they stood in the way of a million times that amount?

      [image: ]

      “It makes sense to me that the FBI would be involved if they thought that there was a crime involving art,” Deep said. “They’re the ones you called when you thought that someone had stolen the Iniquus pieces from your warehouse last November, so I know you know that art theft falls in their laps.”

      Deep was navigating through the streets in a less than pleasant part of town. Lacey would have avoided this section if she were driving alone. After the fear she experienced hunkered down behind the boxes, she was almost okay with the street corner thugs that looked speculatively into her window.

      The artist had painted for about an hour, and when he went to take a break, they’d used the opportunity to get out of there. They had clomped down the front stairs and started down the street when suddenly Deep had reversed directions and walked her away from where they had parked. “He’s on the corner, smoking a cigarette,” Deep explained. So they shared a piece of cheesecake at Cutie Pies, sitting in the window where Deep could keep an eye on the guy. Now they were on the road, and Deep was making absurd U-turns and quick lane changes to make absolutely sure they hadn’t picked up a tail.

      “Not a huge amount of new information. Most of what the guy was saying is already available in the files on the flash drive Bardman gave you.”

      Lacey sat silently as they drove past an empty park. Icicles hung from the monkey bars and the swings wavered in the wind.

      “I’ve run a search online,” Deep said, “and in every case I can find, there are only two choices when it comes to art theft – art is stolen, or art is replicated and sold fraudulently. You saw what I did in the warehouse, Lacey, you’ve seen the computer files, and you heard the guys’ phone conversation. From your background, what do you think could be happening?”

      Lacey leaned back in her seat and crossed her legs. “Art thieves are usually motivated to take art because, for the size and weight, it can be very valuable. Some art pieces are worth millions of dollars. It’s easy to transport — simply detach the canvas from the frame, roll it up, and stick it in a tube. You could mail it anywhere without raising suspicion. People send mailing tubes all the time with drawings and schematics.”

      “Wouldn’t that damage the painting, though?”

      “Yes, but depending on the price of the painting, someone might be willing to inflict damage. For example, have you ever heard of the theft from the Gardner Museum in Boston?”

      He shot her a quick look, then did another mirror scan. “Sorry, that doesn’t ring a bell.”

      “Two guys, dressed like cops, showed up at the museum saying they were responding to a call. The museum had two guards on duty. The guard watching the front went ahead and let the uniformed men in through the security door. Then the fake cops had the security guard call the other guy on duty, telling him to come to the front desk. The robbers took the legitimate security guards down to the basement, where they cuffed the poor men to the pipes, and duct taped their heads. The security guards weren’t found until the next morning when their relief came in. Meanwhile, the fake cops cut twelve paintings from their frames. They took a box cutter or some such sharp tool and dragged it along the canvases to cut them off the frames. Some of those works were priceless. Nothing was ever located—either the paintings nor the thieves who stole the works.”

      “What happens to stolen art?” Deep asked. “Seems a hard thing to fence.”

      “There are a lot of private collectors. People who have secret vaults with their special collections.”

      “You said that with a sneer.”

      “Absolutely. A lot of the things in those private collections are there because they’re illegal. For example, they might be stolen pieces of national treasure – things that were discovered in archaeological digs and are owned by the people of the nation – pieces of antiquity that should be housed and curated by a museum. Other times, it’s art made from the body parts of endangered species—rhino horns and the like. Some of the things might have been stolen during a war – the Nazis, for example, took whatever they wanted from wherever they wanted it. Stolen pieces have been handed down in families. Quietly.”

      “None of that fits here.”

      “No, but sometimes, people like a piece of art – they simply don’t want to spend the kind of money on it that’s being asked on an open market. Or maybe it’s not even available on the open market. Megalomaniacs who think their every desire should be fulfilled don’t care about such things. Then those people might hire a thief to go in and get it for them.”

      “How about insurance fraud? Could the pieces be stolen so the owner could collect the money?”

      They were back on the highway, and Lacey was starting to recognize the exit signs again. Deep must have deemed it safe to head back to Lynx’s house. “Not very likely. High-profile museums have extremely tight security. The Louvre, for example. But for the most part, multi-million-dollar art collections have disproportionately poor security measures in place – there’s really very little security protecting art, and that includes the Bartholomew Winslow Gallery, too. Poor security but also very little in the way of insurance.

      “What does your security entail at the gallery?” Deep asked. Lacey could tell his mind was buzzing with ideas, and she was impressed that he was still able to listen to her and ask systematic questions. Self-control. She found it very sexy.

      “We have a security guard 24/7. But that’s really for show. If someone wanted one of our displayed pieces, a retired police officer isn’t going to stop them, I’d imagine. We rely on electronics, and the paintings are attached to the wall with a lock.”

      “But someone could cut them free from their frames like at the Gardner?”

      “We have infra-red detection. If someone steps too close, moves a body part past the velvet ropes, then a silent alarm sounds and our off-location security monitors can manipulate the cameras to do a close-up of the action and the person who got too near. The off-site security would notify police, and we can track the bad guy as far as the corner of our block. So we’d have copies of their license plates, probably.”

      “But those cameras only function if the alarm is set off?”

      “Right, we don’t run them all the time. There’s no point. We really don’t have anything other than art that’s of value to a thief at the gallery – we don’t have cash, for example. The only reason for anyone to eye us as a potential target would be the art.”

      “So there’s no way that your cameras might have caught the face on the sniper?”

      “No. No one would have been in our building other than our night security guard. So no one would have set off the alarm that would start the off-site security taping.”

      “That’s too bad. I’d sure like to get a look at his face. Even seeing his rifle would give me a lot of information. So, insurance—you were saying you have very little – so this probably doesn’t have anything to do with insurance fraud?”

      “If we got an insurance payout, it would go to the artists whose work was stolen. We work on commission. We don’t buy and then sell. We show the works, and then take a forty-percent cut of the sale. The agent usually takes fifteen percent, and the artist is left with thirty-five. If a hundred-thousand-dollar painting is stolen pre-sale, and if it were insured, it would only be insured for thirty-five thousand dollars—that’s the amount that the artist would be out. The gallery would make no money. The agent would make no money. We all understand this from the beginning. No art? No payday. The owner, in this case the artist, is the one who posts the loss, and the artist would recoup the loss of his share of the payday pie. See?”

      “Yes, that makes sense, but how do you come up with that amount? How does the insurance company know what a painting’s worth?”

      “Exactly the right question. How could they know? ‘I’m Joe-anybody, and I painted this picture of my dog smoking a cigar. I think it’s a million-dollar masterpiece.’ That’s not going to wash. Value is developed through expert opinion. It’s similar to real estate. A house value is somewhat subjective too – where is the house located? What is the condition of the house? Did someone famous live there, or did something historically important happen there? What’s the market doing now? What is a buyer who bought a similar house this month willing to pay? Those kinds of questions. It’s really a matter of knowing your market as to what price you put on a piece – and everyone has to agree: the artist, the agent, and the gallery.”

      “You were making a point about never-before-sold paintings.”

      “Just that once they’ve been sold, then they’ve established a market price. We know what they’re worth. And since someone paid a hundred thousand dollars to procure the painting, they’d get the whole amount if they filed an insurance claim. Just like if you crashed your fifty-thousand-dollar car, they don’t go back and give you the amount that it was when it was sitting in the factory parking lot before all of the middlemen took their fees.”

      “Huh, interesting. Did you insure the paintings when you started the collection process?”

      “Honestly, I didn’t get that far. My uncle gave me the project, then asked me to hold off making any overtures, then he let me know that we wouldn’t have any art with which to move forward.” Lacey sniffed as she opened the glove compartment and peeked inside. Then she patted her coat pockets.

      Deep popped a button on the central console and reached in for a plastic travel pack of tissues. “So fake-Lacey made all of the arrangements?”

      “Someone else. Not me, that’s for sure.” She pulled a tissue from the pack and rubbed her nose, hoping she wasn’t catching cold. She really didn’t need a fever and misery to add to her problems. “Let’s remember what the counterfeiter said. They needed the fakes on display; they needed the agents to be photographed with the fakes, thereby giving them the air of authenticity; and they were doing that on Friday so something could happen Friday night ahead of the Saturday opening show. That’s extremely strange. What were they going to do with the originals?”

      “Well, we can watch and see. But our presence there today might have shaken things up,” Deep said.

      “How would they know we were there?”

      “You signed your name. The bad guys would know either you or fake-Lacey were there today, if they were to check the logs – a stretch, but it could happen. Also, there were two cameras in the room. When I went in there with the lights off, I moved boxes in front of the lenses, so the camera feed would show black.  And even though I moved everything back the way I’d found it, that will probably raise some suspicions. But sometimes, you have to take chances to gather intel. And I think we lucked out on the artist being in there and taking the phone call.”

      Lacey’s body convulsed with a suddenly shiver.

      Deep sent her a searching look.

      “Someone just walked over my grave.”
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        Steve – Tuesday, Dawn

      

      “Steve, man, I hate to do this to you,” Higgins’s voice came over his phone. “We need you in the morgue to do a quick identity check from the Zoric case. I’m swinging by to pick you up.”

      Steve had just fallen asleep, and for the briefest second, thought this was his recurring nightmare.

      “Are you there, man?” Higgins’s voice picked up in volume, and Steve had no choice but to wake up fully.

      “Why do they need me?” There were only two possible victims that would have the bureau pulling him from his bed. Sudden tears blurred his vision.

      “They think it’s either Danika or Lacey. You’re the best person to refine their search.”

      “Shit.” Shit. Shit. Shit. Steve scrubbed shaking hands over his face. A living shit-filled nightmare. Please, don’t let it be Lacey. “How far are you out? I need to pull on some clothes.”

      “I’m outside already. And I’ve got a cup of joe in your cup holder.”

      Steve couldn’t make himself stand up. His body wasn’t cooperating. The last thing he wanted to do was go down in the basement of the hospital and pull out a drawer to find Lacey laying there. It was as if his body had decided if it wouldn’t stand up and make the trip, if he stayed put, then Lacey would be safe and not artificially preserved in a refrigeration unit.

      Safe, Steve reminded himself, wasn’t really on the table. If Lacey got scooped up by one of Zoric’s professional abductors, then she might be wishing she were dead at that moment. And with Joseph Del Toro out of the country, Steve couldn’t imagine another man from Lacey’s rather narrow life who had the capacity to sweep in and save the day, like some freaking action hero. In his mind, Steve couldn’t find a single scenario that made Lacey okay.

      “Look, have them measure the body. Lacey is five-foot one, and Danika is five-foot five,” he said.

      Higgins cleared his throat. “That’s not going to be possible. I’m sorry.”

      [image: ]

      “I can tell you she was already dead when the train hit,” the medical examiner said as he pulled back the drape to expose the victim’s head and shoulders.

      Steve looked down at the long brown hair. Her face was bruised and battered. It was one of them, Lacey or Danika, he was pretty sure. Last he had seen, Danika had dyed her hair strawberry-blond. But he knew that had been temporary, since Danika was supposed to host the agents at the pre-opening cocktail party Friday night, acting as Lacey.

      Lacey should have been in a safehouse by now. Steve was trying to pull her out the night Bardman was stabbed. They had planned to hide her away where she’d be safe until the bureau scooped up all of the players and put them in jail. He’d failed her. Then Higgins had failed her. And Lacey had run.

      “They beat her up a couple of days ago. There was time for her injuries to start healing. Then she was shot. Three rounds in the heart is what we can see from a cursory exam. She’s third on the list for autopsy once the rest of the team gets in to the lab and our workday gets underway.”

      “When did she die?” Higgins asked.

      “With this cold snap, it’s going to be hard to give a tight timeframe. We’ll know better with the autopsy. I’m not going to speculate.”

      “So she was already dead when they dumped her body on the rail?” Steve asked.

      “She was dead when she was found.” The medical examiner shoved his hands into his lab coat and rocked back on his heels. “You can read the witness report the police left. It basically says a nurse saw some men dump a woman on the tracks, jump back in their car, and drive away. No descriptions. It was too dark. Only headlights from the car and what they illuminated as they moved the woman. The witness saw the train coming and tried to get to the track in time to save her. The witness was dragging the victim off the tracks when the train came up, and she had to let go of the victim to get away herself. The train cut off the victim’s legs above the knees. That’s when the witness realized the woman was already dead. The PD are trying to find the legs now. They must have gotten dragged down the track.”

      Steve stalked over to the corner, grabbed the lip of the trashcan, and vomited up his coffee and a good dose of stomach bile. He moved to the sink to rinse out his mouth. His face was slack as he moved back toward the victim, his eyes drooping with exhaustion and grief. Lacey wasn’t okay. Whether this was her or not, she wasn’t okay. She was a kind, sweet, amazing girl who happened to be at the wrong place at the wrong time; the great-niece of a really wrong-minded man, and the girlfriend of a freaking asshole. Steve knew that whatever had happened to Lacey, he could have stopped it. Should have stopped it. And didn’t.

      Please don’t be Lacey. It was an idiotic prayer; either it was Lacey or it wasn’t. Wishful thinking couldn’t change one girl’s fate for the others. Not that he wished Danika dead. Shit.

      “Lacey Stuart has brown eyes and Danika Zoric’s eyes are navy blue.”

      The medical examiner shook his head. “Too soon to tell. The victim’s eyes are blood shot with broken blood vessels from the blows to her eye sockets, and the pupils are still dilated from her death.”

      Steve swallowed hard as bile jumped up his throat again. He had to bend over and put his hands on his knees to try to catch his breath. Higgins pat his shoulder, then left his hand there, stabilizing Steve.

      With a barely audible whisper, Steve offered, “Lacey had a tattoo of a Mockingjay about four inches wide between her scapulae.”

      The medical examiner shook his head again. “High caliber exit wounds. Her back is shredded behind her heart.”

      “I’m sorry,” Steve said, his eyes squeezed tight against his tears. “I can’t tell you who this is. I don’t know who this.”
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        Lacey – Tuesday, Dawn

      

      Sleep that night had been tough for Lacey to catch hold of. It seemed like she had spent hours swirling on the dark waters in that Neverland place on the other side of wakefulness. She must have been making a lot of noise, because Deep left the bed to snap on the hallway light, then went back in to untangle her from the sweat-dampened sheets. Fear was cold, sweaty business.

      When he’d straightened her bed clothes and tucked her neatly back in, Deep started to leave again to click off the light.

      “Please don’t go,” she whispered, in the darkness of the windowless room.

      “I’m right here.” His voice, warm and comforting, came from the side of her bed. Then she felt the mattress sink as he put the weight of his knee down. He climbed under the covers and pulled her tightly against the curve of his body. He stroked her hair, kissed her neck; Lacey had responded by sitting up to wiggle out of her nighty.

      Large and strong, with the rub of callouses, Deep’s hands made Lacey feel oh so much like silk and femininity. His loving hands stroked over her body; his touch pulled her away from the anxiety that overwhelmed her. There was nothing that she wanted more than Deep’s hands on her. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Perhaps there was something she wanted more. And as Deep complied with her body’s request, Lacey had giggled against his neck.

      The stubble of his nighttime beard rasped past her cheek. “What?” he’d asked.

      “Nothing. I was thinking about your call name.”

      “This is not the reason I earned it,” he said, tucking his hand under her thigh and pulling it over his hip.

      But Lacey wasn’t sure she believed him.

      

      Lacey peeked at the clock. According to the time, the stars were already hiding behind the sun and a new day had begun. She missed waking up and looking out of a window. It was strange to contemplate all the things she’d taken for granted, she thought, as she stretched out in the bed. She was surprised she had slept so soundly this morning. She hadn’t even noticed when Deep had gotten up.

      Lacey rose to shower and get dressed, choosing a beautiful sapphire sweater that she thought Deep might like on her. Then she twirled her hair into a low-riding bun, letting her long layers frame her face. For the first time in her life, she felt pretty. People had always told her she was a beautiful girl and that she took after her mother. The pictures she had seen of her mom in her twenties, before her dad had died and before the psychotherapeutic medications left her grey and hollow-eyed, were indeed very lovely. But Lacey had never seen the resemblance, and assumed people said that about her because having a lot of money in the bank has a way of making people seem more attractive.

      As Lacey headed down the stairs, she hoped Deep hadn’t started breakfast yet. She wanted to do something for him this morning, and cooking was about all she could come up with under the circumstances. She gave Deep a finger-wave as she passed through the living room. He glanced up with a smile, but tucked right back down into his computer, where something was pulling his attention.

      Deep had hot chocolate already in the pot, and there was a little bowl of marshmallows laid out next to a quiche that he’d warmed from the freezer. He’d already eaten a slice. Lacey wasn’t hungry yet, but the cocoa smelled warm and inviting. She poured two mugs and moved to join Deep in the front room.

      “You had a rough night last night,” Deep said as she joined him.

      “I’m supposed to be dead.” Lacey handed Deep a cup of hot cocoa, then sat cross-legged with her back to the brown leather couch. Beneath her stretched hardwood floors that had been scored and stained in various shades to make it look like antique marquetry. The walls that wrapped around them were a beautiful shade of rose terracotta, at once warm and grounding, cheerful and uplifting. This was a magical jewel of a house. Even sucked into her own crisis, Lacey could appreciate the uniqueness and care that went into creating this space. And she felt deep gratitude that Lynx allowed her to be here.

      “Many times over, I’m supposed to be dead. I’m actually surprised that I’m still breathing.” Lacey’s sigh tried to sound like a chuckle.

      “How many times over?” Deep asked.

      “Three. No, wait.” Her eyes lost their focus and landed somewhere near the fringe of the rug. “Four,” she whispered. Clearing her throat, she sent a tight-lipped smile Deep’s way. “Somebody wanted to shoot me the day I killed the deer, then Leo Bardman was stabbed while he was warning me to run. The FBI was there in the bar in the front on the street. Who knows who was waiting there in the back, and whether they would have caught me if the rain hadn’t been falling so hard. They jumped out of their car when I came out the door – so they must have been trying to stay dry. I would have done likewise. It was a terrible storm.”

      “Right,” Deep said. “Then the sniper. That makes three.”

      “I’m sure the only reason why I’m alive right now is that I’m hiding here in Lynx’s beautiful home and no one knows where to find me.” Lacey’s eye travelled around the room, from the skillfully rendered oil seascape over the mantelpiece signed Gavin Rheas to the thick drapes that hid their movements from the street. “I’m so lucky to be here with you. Thank you.” She brought both hands up to her heart.

      Deep offered a half-smile, but his eyes showed his mind was pinging.

      Lacey picked up the mug of cocoa resting between her bare feet and lay her head back on the sofa cushion, the mug dangling between her posted knees.

      “I keep thinking about fake-Lacey and my clothes. There are two ways she could have worn my clothes. One, she or someone had access to my apartment, which would be fairly difficult in that I live in a high-security building that requires a thumbprint scan to access the stairs or elevators. Or, two, Steve gave her my clothes. I was thinking about that possibility. Steve was a little OCD about our laundry. It wasn’t like we had a laundry day. For Steve, every day was laundry day. He made jokes about it. I’d take off an outfit and the washable things, my hose and lingerie went right into the washing machine. They weren’t even left for the maid to handle. Every day, Steve would take my dresses to the dry-cleaners on the way to work, then he’d pick up our clothes on his way home.”

      “That’s interesting. Same dry-cleaners?”

      “Yes, it’s across the street and down the block at the Metro station. So it’s not a big deal. Steve took the Metro to work anyway.”

      “What about the shoes? Fake Lacey couldn’t possibly have had your size feet.”

      “I mostly wear neutral-colored pumps. If she had a picture of my shoes, or the brand names, it wouldn’t be hard for her to find a look-alike in her size.”

      “Interesting. I have another question about your dresses. If Steve brought a dress to the cleaners in the morning, would it be the same dress he brought home that night?”

      “No, there was a day’s lag. It says on the sign ‘Same-Day Cleaning,’ but that’s only if you get it in by a certain time.”

      “Who said that to you, Steve or the cleaners?”

      “Steve.”

      “And whose name is on the cleaning receipt, yours or Steve’s?”

      Lacey pursed her lips in concentration as she tried to remember the yellow paper stapled to the plastic garment bags he’d brought home. “I believe it’s my name.”

      “I think we have another fieldtrip to take later.”

      Lacey’s brow bunched, and she set her mug down. With crossed legs, she leaned over looking into the depths where her mini-marshmallows were melting, like she was using the surface to scry the future. “Deep, if they killed me at the news conference, how could they have continued their scam? Wouldn’t they need me alive to make that work out?”

      “I don’t know, sweetheart. I can’t guess at what they’ve got going on.”

      Hearing Deep call her ‘sweetheart’ blurred Lacey’s vision with tears. She was glad she was looking down, and Deep couldn’t see. The endearment twisted her gut with bitter-sweetness. If she weren’t in this mess, Deep wouldn’t be here with her. He’d be off on his vacation, having fun, resting and relaxing. It made her feel a little less guilty about how things were turning out now that he called her “sweetheart”.  She swiped at her tears surreptitiously. He had told her a few times now that he believed they belonged together. And she had understood his feelings in a kind of distant, amorphous way. But hearing him call her ‘sweetheart’ suddenly made his words feel true. Solid. And Lacey’s heart expanded with gratitude. When she looked up her tears were shining her cheeks.

      Deep tipped his head, concern filling his gaze.

      “Those are thankfulness tears,” she said with a rueful smile.

      Deep suddenly turned his ear toward the front door. He caught Lacey’s eye and lifted his chin, pointing toward the bathroom.

      Lacey scrambled up, grabbed her mug, and tiptoed to the powder room. She was locking the door when the bell rang.
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        Deep – Tuesday Morning

      

      “Dave, man, good to see you.” Deep spread his arms wide to hug Dave Murphy, one of Lynx’s oldest family friends who lived across the street and two doors down. It had been Dave who’d helped Lynx find this house, so he could keep a closer eye on her when she had a psychopath stalking her.

      Dave stepped back with a smile. “You’re up early.”

      “I haven’t been able sleep past zero-five-hundred hours since boot camp. It’s like my drill sergeant moved into my head.” Instead of inviting Dave in, Deep put his hand on the door and held it against his shoulder, effectively blocking the detective from peeking in.

      Dave gave him a knowing look and nodded. “I just stopped over for a second. I have a message for you from our girl.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      “She’s fine, but somebody’s not. Falls Church PD brought a body in early this morning that they haven’t identified yet. Lexi picked up on it over the police band, and called me first thing this morning. She was afraid it might be a mutual acquaintance of yours. They’ve put out pictures to the PDs to see if anyone had a name or a missing person file that might make sense. I pulled a few of the images and brought them over. Lexi thought they might be of interest.”

      “Thanks, I appreciate that. Do they know what happened to the victim?”

      “Three shots to the chest, thrown on a train track. PD’s got the dogs out looking for her legs.” Dave handed Deep a sealed manila envelope. “But everything’s okay here? Lexi wants me to text her a thumbs-up. She says to let you know it would probably be a bad idea to contact her directly unless you need their help.”

      Deep nodded. “Yeah, everything’s good. Catching up on some computer stuff. Enjoying a little peace and quiet.”

      Dave grunted and moved on down the stairs.

      Deep went back inside, and with his back to the door he unsealed the envelope and pulled the photos out. Three. One of the victim’s face, and either side of her profile. Someone had beat this girl viciously. Still, he could see the victim was a dead-ringer for Lacey. Whatever role Fake-Lacey had played in the scheme, it was now over.

      Deep slid the pictures in the envelope, placed them on the dining room table, and strode to the bathroom to give a knock and let Lacey know she could come out.

      “Everything okay? Another neighbor inviting you for spaghetti?”

      “Lynx got in touch with a friend of hers after she heard some chatter on the police scanners. There was a murder in Northern Virginia, and they’re trying to identify the victim.”

      “Lynx thought it might be me?”

      Deep nodded, then realized that he was blocking Lacey from coming out of the bathroom. He knew he’d have to tell her about the other woman, and he didn’t want to add this stress in with the rest. For a split second, he considered shoving the envelope into a drawer, but he also knew that Lacey was holding something back. This morning, she had said there had been four attempts to kill her, but only named three. He needed to know about the fourth attempt. He needed to know everything. Honesty and trust on his part might make the difference to Lacey when she was making her choices about whether to trust him with her story. He stepped back.

      “Deep, you’re scaring me. Who was at the door?”

      “Dave Murphy. He’s a detective who lives in the neighborhood. He came over with photographs of the victim and to make sure everything was okay. Lynx was asking for a thumbs up.”

      Lacey’s gaze darted to the table where the envelope lay. “Is it her? Is it Fake-Lacey? Oh goodness, we can’t ever call her that again. It seems so . . . so . . .”

      “Disrespectful. I know. It looks like her. But we can’t jump to conclusions. The girl was pretty banged up, and it could be another lookalike.”

      “You don’t believe that,” Lacey said, walking over and putting her hand on the envelope.

      Deep’s gut contracted. He didn’t want her to see those photos. Knowing that someone was trying to kill you and seeing that they could be successful only added to the level of psychological torture. He didn’t think Lacey needed her nerves ratcheted any tighter.

      “Is it okay if I don’t look at them?” Her brows pulled tightly together, making lines crisscross her forehead.

      “It won’t inform you in any way. I’d leave it alone. But if you think you need to see them, I’m putting them away here in this drawer.” He moved into the room and picked up the envelope, sliding it in one smooth action into a credenza drawer and closing it away.

      “Her being dead, if it is the stand-in from those pictures—what does that mean to the scam that’s being pulled?”

      “I’m not sure. You have to be careful about how you line up your thoughts about crimes and criminals. This isn’t a novel plotline.”

      “I don’t understand,” Lacey said.

      “Come on, let’s get our coats on and head over to the dry-cleaners. We can talk in the car.”

      

      Going forward, their fact gathering was going to be a little tricky. Deep wished he had a couple of his Iniquus pals at his back. Heading in to the dry-cleaners could be a non-event. But then again, he’d been in enough situations that he knew not to assume anything. He’d have gone himself and left Lacey back at the house, but he wasn’t willing to let her out of his sight. Things felt too shaky, especially now that he had stashed the manila envelope with the dead woman’s photos in the credenza drawer. Besides, Lacey was the only one who could legitimately pick up her clothes — if there were any there.

      He wasn’t sure why snagging Lacey’s freshly-pressed dress needed to be done. But he felt in his bones that this move was important. And if he learned anything from working with Lynx, it was to follow his gut like a bloodhound on the trail. Home in, put his head down, and go.

      The question was, would anyone else know that Lacey might show up at the dry-cleaners—or maybe they might think the other woman would—and be staking it out? The thought might seem a little paranoid, but Deep had seen weirder things go down.

      When he was in his room going through his tactical decisions, his plans had come down to winging it. I have to keep Lacey bundled up as much as possible, he had thought as he slid a .380 into his ankle holster, and pressed his Glock into the conceal carry pocket on his tactical jacket, his normal level of protection.

      When he jogged down the stairs he had a pair of pants and a blouse in his hands from Lynx’s closet. He saw Lacey focus in on them.

      “What’s up with those clothes?” she asked.

      “I don’t want people to know we’re together. Couples don’t normally go to the cleaners together and the workers will be used to associating your name with Steve. So I’ll follow you into the cleaners as a customer while you do your thing.”

      Deep put his hand on her back and ushered Lacey out the door. They crossed the backyard quickly with their heads bowed and slid into the garage, separating to get into their respective sides of Deep’s car. Deep pulled the door shut and looked over to find Lacey smiling at him. God, she’s beautiful. Deep felt the full weight of her confidence in him, not just here today, but in the whole mess. While she seemed secure in his abilities, Deep wished she’d be a little more forthcoming, so he could feel the same level of conviction that they’d get this figured out.

      They were buckled in and heading down the road when Lacey turned to Deep. “I can’t think about this like a novel, you said. What does that mean?”

      “A novel, a movie, it’s all nice and neat. You know what you’re supposed to know, and everything progresses in a linear manner. There might be some red herrings thrown in to take you off the path, but for the most part there’s a straight trajectory: a bad person acts, good guy figures out how to stop the bad guy, the bad guy goes to jail. Real life doesn’t work that way at all.”

      Lacey swiveled in her seat, and Deep felt the intensity of her focus without shifting his gaze off the traffic in front of them.

      “First off, in real life, if law enforcement gets some of their questions answered, they’re lucky. If we catch a bad guy, we may have to let them back out on the streets. Sometimes the bad guys are really good at what they do, and we don’t find them at all.”

      “Sometimes they’re powerful with friends in the right places, and their criminal behaviors are part of the status quo and brushed under the carpet,” Lacey added.

      Deep glanced her way, then focused back on his driving. “You’re thinking about your Uncle Bartholomew and the Assembly.”

      “I am.”

      “Let’s revisit that in a minute when we talk about families. I want to explain three very broad groups of criminals. I’m talking in generalities, so you can kind of get a feel for what we’re dealing with here. There are crews, families, and gangs.”

      “Are we dealing with a gang, since Special Agent Higgins was at the bar?”

      “You can’t jump to conclusions. The guy might have been at the bar for a drink.”

      “He was staring at my lips the whole time.”

      “Well, you can’t blame a man for that. They’re beautiful lips.”

      Lacey reached out to swat at Deep, then folded her arms across her chest. As he changed lanes, he caught a little smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

      “Okay, so a crew is a group of criminals—anything more than someone working as an individual—who come together because they see an opportunity. Usually, crew members are chosen for their skillsets. For example, someone might be good at popping locks, and someone might be good at intimidating security, and someone might be a good driver. There, you put that crew of three together and you’ve got a quick breaking and entering team. They can get a lot more complex, depending on the job and the dollar amount involved. If we’re dealing with a crew, then a criminal picture is harder to put together. They come together, then they blow apart. It’s difficult to find them and make the connections. See?”

      “Yes, I’ve got it.”

      “When you pull a crew together, there’s danger because each person is in it for themselves. There’s no loyalty. And each person might have their own agenda. You have to remember that criminals, in their minds, know that they are doing something wrong in that they’re breaking laws and can be punished. But at the same time, they also think that their actions are justified – they’re out there hustling, trying to make a life for themselves. Sometimes they think that they have to bend some rules to overcome where they’ve come from. Sometimes they feel they get to bend the rules because of who they are or where they come from. “

      “Yes, like my Uncle Bartholomew—he was a member of the Assembly. They truly believed that they were God’s chosen and that the rules were in place for the everyman. The rules kept the sheep together. But the Assembly, they were above the rules and could act with impunity.” Lacey’s voice was small, and she looked out the side window instead of at him.

      “The Assembly have members in high-ranking places that make sure their members suffered no consequences from their improper actions. That reinforced the idea that they were special – secretively special – but a special part of society.” Deep sincerely hoped this didn’t hook into the Assembly somehow. Even though Iniquus had been instrumental in exposing the Assembly and their crimes – they still had an enormous amount of political and financial power. Going up against them was like going up against a Moby Dick. A severely wounded Moby Dick – but a monster of a problem all the same.

      “The Assembly, though, functioned like a family.” Deep glanced quickly her way then over her shoulder as he changed lanes and let the Jaguar asshole blow on by. “A criminal family works like a genetic family. There’s the head that steers the members in certain directions. They think longer term and try to position the group in such a way that their tasks are easier and more lucrative. It used to be back in the day that they would have certain gigs.”

      “Like the Mafia and their protection money and bootlegging?”

      “Right, protection – you pay me X amount of dollars each month, and no one burns your store down. Couple that with running drugs, and you can keep a family well-fed. In modern-day crime, the big thing in both gangs and families now is diversification, a broader portfolio, so if things get too hot in one area, they can lean on another.”

      “And gangs work like families, too, don’t they? That’s what I’ve read.”

      “They have elements of families – all those things I already said but, and this is a big but, they also are in tight. It’s not healthy for a gang member to try to pull a private crew together or try to eat a piece of pie without sharing. A family is more like a nuclear family. Sure, Mom and Dad try to steer the kiddos toward the same values and get them to work together. The reality is, the kids like the security of the nest, and they want to fly out and do their own thing at the same time.”

      “Gangs don’t do that?”

      “Not if they want any kind of life expectancy.”

      “And with the art, what do you think we’re looking at here—crew, gang, or family?”

      “I don’t have enough information yet to tell. Even though Higgins’s task unit is Violent Gangs – families fall under their roof.  So, I’d speculate that this isn’t the Crips or Bloods – this doesn’t feel like gang activity. It’s not a matter of sophistication. Gangs can be highly sophisticated. Here, the education level’s too high, and a sniper rifle from the roof isn’t really their MO. It’s not what families usually do, either. The sniper has me confused.  But this seems to be a little too complex for a crew looking for an opportunity – they like things streamlined. In and out. So I’m guessing family.”

      “A dysfunctional family.” Lacey grimaced.

      “Could be,” Deep said.

      “Huh.” Lacey pinched at her nose.

      “Okay, what was that thought?” Deep asked.

      Lacey didn’t want to share, so she pointed out the window, “Looks like we’re here.”
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        Deep - Tuesday

      

      Deep was glad when he found a parking spot near the Metro entrance. In the almost non-existent on-street parking of DC this was a real coup, and Deep chose to take it as a good omen. Lacey got out, according to their plan, and started down the stairs to the underground shops to the side of the Metro entrance. Deep waited a beat, then followed after, his eye scanning for nonchalant individuals standing alone anywhere in the corridor.

      When he got down the stairs, Lacey was already in the cleaners, apologizing for losing her receipt.

      “You haven’t been in in almost a week. We were wondering what happened. You’re usually here like clockwork.”

      Lacey offered up a smile, the slightest upward tip at the sides of her mouth, as another person came forward and took Deep’s clothes and started a ticket for the items.

      “I got behind on a project at work, and it’s taken over my life,” Lacey said.

      “Oh, I thought it might have had something to do with that guy getting killed. Wasn’t that you on the news the other day?”

      “Same name, different woman,” Lacey said with a trace of hesitation.

      The worker went away and came back with a suit and blouse. She hung it up on the rod and read the receipt. “You left something in your pocket,” she said and moved to a side table where there was a box of junk. After rifling through, the worker came back with a coin purse and compared the numbers, then held it up for Lacey’s inspection. “You recognize this?”

      “Oh, yes, thank you kindly. I was wondering what happened to that.”

      “You left twelve dollars in your pocket as well.” She used a key dangling from an elastic on her wrist to open the cash register. And began to count out the money for Lacey.

      “Thank you, but why don’t you keep it? Have lunch on me,” Lacey said, lifting the clothes from the rod.

      The woman looked up with a frown. Deep walked out of the store.

      “Please,” Lacey said. “I so appreciate your good service. Have lunch on me.” She gave a little wave and headed out the door where Deep was bent over, pretending to tie his bootlace three steps away. Lacey held the change purse by the tag that had been safety-pinned to the hole at the top of the zipper pull and walked right by Deep, up the stairs, and to the car.

      Deep pressed the button on his fob to unlock the car and without waiting, Lacey popped in. She flung the clothes in their thin plastic covering onto the back seat and laid the coin purse on her lap while she pulled her buckle into place. Deep climbed in and in a flash, had the motor humming and the car tangling into the DC traffic.

      As they pulled up to a stoplight, Deep bent over, popped the glove compartment, and pulled two nitrile gloves from a box he had stored in there, and laid them on Lacey’s lap. “You okay?”

      “This feels like a present on Christmas morning. Like I was just handed a gift.” This time, Lacey’s smile was broad and bright and believable.

      Deep smiled in return, then crept forward with the traffic, trying to get them to a place that was safe and quiet so they could look at what was left behind.

      Lacey pulled on the gloves and sent a questioning glance toward Deep. “Should I?”

      “Yeah, go ahead.”

      Lacey licked her lips and pulled the zipper. Into Lacey’s lap tumbled a pocket comb, a tube of lipstick, an ID card with Lacey’s name, and a Metro card. Lacey looked down at the stuff and then looked out the window.

      Disappointment seemed to wrap around Lacey, but also confusion. Deep let it sit. Sometimes the mind latches onto something that is unconscious – something that needs a moment of quiet to bubble up. He recognized that look from his brothers in combat. They’d stop at a doorway, stall. A sense of something — the mind needed a moment to filter the right piece of information into the right portion of the brain for a thought to form. If it was interrupted, it might never take the required path. And as he knew from battle, that could be deadly. So he moved as little as possible as he got them to a parking garage and waited at the ticket machine with the window still up until she was back in action.

      Deep collected their parking ticket and waited for the security arm to rise, allowing them through. Lacey rubbed her thumbs around the insides of the coin purse. She turned it inside out as Deep backed into one of the better-lit spaces. Then she held it out to him so he could see that the lining had been carefully cut and sewn back together. Deep slid his knife from the concealed sleeve pocket in his coat and severed the threads.

      He handed it back to Lacey so she could be the one to pull the paper out. She unfolded the sheet and smoothed it over her knee. “Superior Pawn Shop. That’s my name, but not my address.” Lacey picked up the ID card and flipped it over. “Same address, 2759 East McKinley Avenue. Apartment 511. She lives – lived — directly across the street from me.” Lacey held the ID out for Deep.

      Deep reached past her and grabbed his own set of gloves from the glove compartment before he took the DMV card. “This is either an official driver’s license, or an expert forgery. I’m guessing it’s a forgery.”

      “Why is that?” Lacey twisted around in her seat so she was facing him.

      “This card says Lacey Elizabeth Stuart is five-foot five. If your lookalike had gone into the DMV and said her license was lost or stolen, they would have used the characteristic information from the computer. Your height being one of those attributes. She wouldn’t have been able to ask them to update the height.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Well, whoever’s running this con is sophisticated for sure, but we knew that already. What’s your home address?” Deep pulled out his phone to do a Google search.

      “2760 East McKinley Avenue. Apartment 520,” Lacey replied.

      Deep turned his phone toward her. “She had an apartment right across the street. With a telescope or binoculars, she could probably have seen right into your window. I wonder how long she’s been renting there.”

      Tears filled Lacey’s eyes, and she pulled her turtleneck up to cover her mouth. “Someone’s been watching me in my place? That’s so violating. They could have seen everything, me walking around naked, having sex, eating a bowl of ice cream in front of the TV. I never shut the drapes. I assumed everyone was minding their own business.”

      Deep’s brows suddenly pulled together. He picked up the lipstick case and fiddled with it until the bottom popped off and a button battery and wire slid out.

      “Shit.” He rolled down his window and tossed the lipstick across the garage. Jammed the car into drive and drove steadily out into traffic, his eye scanning. He felt his awareness expanding, as adrenaline shot through his system.

      Lacey trembled beside him.  “What’s happening, Deep?” Her question came like an oscillating breeze as her words stuttered out from her turning head as she mimicked his movements.

      “The lipstick had a tracker. If anyone’s watching it, they’ll know that it moved.”

      “What if it’s the FBI? Surely the garage has security cameras, and they’d have caught your license plate. They could track your name down.”

      “Not this car, they can’t. This car belongs to an offshore corporation. It can’t be traced to me.”

      “I can’t believe I’m running from the FBI. Maybe I shouldn’t be.”

      “That’s your call. I’ll help you do whatever it is you want to do.” Deep’s muscles tightened at the thought. He wasn’t sure that the FBI was a good choice until they had a better grasp on what was going on.

      “If you thought it was a smart move though, you would have told me that. Shouldn’t we trust them? I mean – you hear such bad things about the police on TV these days, all of the problems in Chicago and such. People who misuse their jobs. Is that what happens with the FBI, too?”

      Deep’s muscles became less armor-like and his eyes softened from their predatory sharpness the farther away they drove from the garage. “I’ve worked hand in hand with the FBI for a long time now. And I only know of two incidents where the agents went bad. I absolutely believe in and depend on the integrity of the special agents.”

      Lacey frowned. “I can hear a big but dangling in your words.”

      “But something really screwy is happening here. I think they lost control of a mission. Things got out of hand, and somehow you’re looking like collateral damage to them. I’ll do everything I can to not let that be the case. Bottom line, though, I’ll help you go whatever direction it is you want to go. If you think talking to the FBI is in your best interest, then I’d suggest we do it through Iniquus. My company is highly respected, and they’d make sure that no one was playing fast and loose with your safety.”

      They had driven in silence almost all the way to Maryland when Lacey finally spoke. “If it’s okay with you, I’d like to keep my head down and try to figure out a little more of what’s happening before I make that kind of decision.”

      “Alright, if you look back at the photos, they started at the end of September after you were back at work, following your accident. Let’s say the accident was the starting point. This is speculation – I’m throwing out an idea, okay?”

      “Okay.” Lacey gave a vigorous nod.

      “Steve seems to be the connector. Something had to start the con off. Steve saved you at the car accident for reasons we don’t understand, but there can only be two possibilities. He had no idea who you were, or he had an idea who you were. Right?”

      “Yes, I guess.”

      “If he had no idea who you were, he was trying to stop your murder for a reason that had nothing to do with you personally. In that case, it might be that he saw a resemblance and got some con under way. You were out of work for ten days. That’s enough time to get a new ID made and rent an apartment, set things up and move forward.”

      “And if he did know me?”

      “That gets a little more confusing. If he knew you, and he’s FBI, say, then he would have saved you because that’s his job. Add to that you might have been an asset, someone who somehow played into something that was already underway. When did you get the letters from the people pulling out of the show?”

      “My uncle emailed the file to me from Bali.”

      “They didn’t come to you at all?”

      “No, to my uncle,” she replied.

      Deep did a U-turn.

      “Where are we going now?”

      “I think we need to go pick up whatever our mystery girl left at the pawn shop.”
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        Lacey - Tuesday

      

      Deep parked the car in Lynx’s garage and popped his door open. Lacey had tilted her head back against the headrest and closed her eyes. She hadn’t said a word since they’d left the pawn shop.

      Deep leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Lacey, we’re here.”

      Lacey didn’t want to move. She was exhausted. She couldn’t remember a time in her life when she felt like the plug on her cells’ energy had been pulled, and she was so thoroughly depleted. Since she had arrived at Lynx’s house, she was sleeping at odd intervals and waking up only long enough to discover some other awful new truth, and then she’d be back to sleep again. Asleep, awake, asleep, awake—her body was so confused. She was so confused.

      “Come on, Lacey, you’ll freeze sitting here in the car.”

      Lacey doubted she even had the power to drag herself across the tiny backyard into the house.

      “I’ll fix you a cup of tea and make some sandwiches. You’ll feel better after you eat.”

      Lacey peeked through her eyelashes at him. “Why do you always try to make things better with food?”

      “I’m Italian.” Deep winked. He pushed the button on her seat belt, and it retracted. “Come on, up and at ‘em.” He walked around and opened her door, reaching for her hand. “What you’re experiencing now is typical. Your body can only handle so much stress before it says it needs to hibernate. So sandwich, tea, and nap.”

      Lacey responded with a wide-mouthed yawn that she hid behind her elbow. “How about nap, then sandwich. I’m not sure I have the energy to chew.” She let Deep guide her body into the house and up the stairs, where she flopped across the guestroom bed. Deep chuckled as he pulled off her boots and socks and worked at her coat. “You’re going to have to help a little bit.”

      “Alright,” Lacey said, not helping at all. Finally, Deep scooped her legs further onto the bed and threw a blanket over the top of her before he quietly shut the door. Lacey was already delicately snoring.

      

      Lacey woke from her nap discombobulated. She lay there staring at the ceiling, filtering through all of the things that had been happening over the last few days. Everything seemed new and terrifying. Not the least of which were her feelings for Deep. They were much too sudden. Much too profound. And yet, he was the only thing that felt solid around her – everything was spinning like a carnival ride, throwing her center of gravity off with its centrifugal force.

      Lacey’s bladder was what had woken her up, and was now forcing her out of bed. She shuffled to the bathroom. As she was washing her hands, she looked into the mirror, trying to see what Deep saw when he called her beautiful. She wasn’t even wearing makeup. Hadn’t used a blow dryer or products since the bar scene. Even her gel manicure was giving out. She was a mess. Yet the way he looked at her, well—his eyes called her beautiful as much as his words did. She believed his eyes more than his lips. Well, no. That wasn’t true; his lips were reverent as they moved over her body. She felt cherished in his hands. This was a really horrible place to be, but for the first time in her life, she didn’t feel like she was facing things alone. Someone stood by her side.  And it felt . . . strange. Part of her scoffed at the idea and part of her—a small part of her—had hope. Maybe after everything got cleared up, and she was safe . . . If, she reminded herself, maybe if things got cleared up, and she was safe . . .

      Lacey picked up the comb and pulled it through her hair, then started down the stairs to check out their newest piece of information. Now they had a black fur coat from a pawn shop that meant enough to the mystery woman that she sewed the ticket into her coin purse to hide it. Lacey wondered why.
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        Steve – Tuesday Evening

      

      Steve sat in Lacey’s apartment gripping a tumbler from the bourbon he’d knocked back in one gulp. He punched a fist into his chest to get his lungs going again. He liked the alcoholic flames engulfing his esophagus; he welcomed the pain. Steve reached for the bottle and poured two more fingers, appreciating for a moment the deep amber color magnified by the prisms of Lacey’s Waterford crystal. He swirled it twice, then tipped it back. He wanted to get drunk – badly. But this was all he was going to allow himself. A couple belts of whiskey and a shower. Then he’d hit the streets again.

      He wasn’t sure what he was doing, driving around like he was. But Monroe had told him no contact with the case, and that meant he couldn’t tap any of his informants or show his face in any of the places where people might know him as Steve Adamic. And that made tracking Lacey’s movements after the press conference all but impossible.

      Today, though, something happened. Someone had gone by the cleaners. His computer had pinged, letting him know one of his trackers was on the move. This was the first ping he’d picked up from either woman since the day Lacey disappeared. He grabbed Higgins, and they hauled it over to a parking garage four blocks from the women’s apartments. It could have been either of them. Whichever one of them was still alive. Higgins found the lipstick, with the tracker exposed, thrown in the corner.

      The garage was right near the dry-cleaners he had used to pass Lacey’s clothes to Danika so she could pose for the pictures. It was a long shot, but he and Higgins went by the cleaners on the off-chance that it was indeed Lacey or Danika who made the tracker move from Point A to Point B.

      Yes, the cashier had said, recognizing Steve right away. Lacey Stuart had been there that morning. She had gone into the store alone to pick up her suit. But he and Higgins both knew that didn’t necessarily mean anything. If someone had made either woman go in under duress, their handler could have been waiting outside.

      “She seemed fine,” the cleaner said. “No, not stressed or upset or hurt in any way . . . No not in a hurry. As a matter of fact, she was the nicest she’s ever been . . . She was smiling and gave me a tip; told me lunch was on her today.”

      This whole lipstick thing was nuts. Why the heck would either Lacey or Danika go pick up that suit? It made absolutely no sense to him. His fingers drummed against his glass. He knew the lipstick was at the dry-cleaners because that’s where the GPS had positioned it on his map for the last few days. Okay, they search your pockets before they put the clothes into the machines. So they must have handed it back to the woman when she picked up her suit, and then there was movement as the person went from where the cleaners was located to the garage. And someone obviously discovered it. Would Lacey think to look for a tracker? Would Danika?

      The color of lipstick didn’t tell him if Lacey had left it in the clothes or if Danika had, since both had the exact same lipstick manufacturer and color, and he had wired them with the exact same tracker unit. He was such an idiot. Of course, they had to wear the same color to pull off the photos. But with the trackers floating back and forth between the two women, Steve should have found a way to mark the lipsticks as different. Twenty-twenty hindsight wasn’t helpful.

      Someone was alive and not visibly hurt. Could it possibly be Lacey? Did he have a chance to right his wrongs? To find her, explain, apologize, and tell her he had never lied about his feelings? He was willing to spend the rest of his life making this up to her. Nothing would make him happier.

      Who was alive? The medical examiner was working on it. They didn’t have a fingerprint match in the system. They were doing some math to try to estimate the person’s height, but that would be unreliable in that people’s bone structure was sometimes longer in the torso and sometimes longer in the leg. It was pretty hard to tell with certainty. They still hadn’t found her legs. Steve pushed his imagination away from the visual of the hunt and discovery that popped up like a horror flick.

      Higgins had told Steve that they had warrants for Lacey’s dental records. Steve had brought Lacey’s toothbrush to the lab for DNA samples, but if they ended up relying on DNA, that could take months. Years, even. He had also brought a few items that Lacey might have been the only one to have touched. But honestly, it was unlikely they’d find prints. Lacey had hired a housekeeper with OCD because of her thoroughness. This woman attacked Lacey’s apartment twice a week like she was in an out-and-out assault against an invading bacterial army. There was nothing that didn’t get lifted, scrubbed, and disinfected within an inch of its life. Lacey thought she had hit the jackpot of all housekeepers, and Steve had actually taken a cue from the maid. He claimed to have a little OCD issue of his own, one that had to do with anxiety around germs on clothing. Pavle had thought the move was brilliant. He’d won kudos and deeper entrée with the Zoric family. And sucked Lacey deeper into the world of crime.

      Steve tipped back his glass to swallow the very last drop, then carried it to the kitchen sink and rinsed it before putting it, still wet, back on the shelf. Not knowing if Lacey was alive or not was killing him. He lived in a constant state of panic. And he couldn’t let it show. If Monroe thought he couldn’t handle his emotions, Steve would, rightfully, be completely pulled from the case, even the little he was allowed to do now.

      The Zorics were moving forward according to schedule. Higgins was watching them and reporting in as the family set up the rented gallery space, prepping to hang the paintings, and adjusting the lighting. They had already moved in the catering tables and the all-important open bar where Musclav Zoric would be doctoring the drinks. With the addition of a little powder, the arts agents would be pliable and uninterested in the details of the evening, especially when it came to whether the paintings were the originals or not.

      Yup, the Zorics acted as if everything that had happened was part of the con and all was going along as planned. If that were true, there was still a chance that the FBI could round them up as one big fat family, and the good guys could stop at least one path that allowed so many people to get hurt. Honestly, it felt like turning off the faucet in the kitchen when Steve knew well enough that under the streets there was a whole piping system with gallons flowing freely and unseen. What was the use of turning off a single faucet? Especially if someone he loved died in the process?

      Steve eyed the bourbon again. Then forced himself toward the bathroom, dropping his clothes along the way.

      Who was it that was alive, damn it? Lacey never picked up her clothes at the dry cleaner. He didn’t even know if that was the dry cleaner she had used before he had insisted on taking over that chore. Had she thought that was odd? Did Lacey go there to try to figure out why he did that? Lacey didn’t think in those terms, though. She thought in terms of strokes of paint and pallette colors. She thought in terms of finding beauty in surprising and unexpected places—the rust on a gate, or a mud-stained shoe in the street.

      “It’s so interesting, Steve. Look at it from this angle, and you have the grey of the cast-away shoe juxtaposed with the bright red leaves the dogwood is casting away, too,” she’d say.

      “Juxtaposed” was one of her favorite words when Lacey was viewing things through her Lacey-colored glasses. She’d brought the world to him in a whole new way. Surprising. And poignant.

      “Poignant.” That was another Lacey word. She’d use it when she was crying over articles about elephants that were rescued from circuses or when dogs with the mange were given veterinary care.

      “It’s so poignant. These poor animals were cast away, and then someone reached out and helped them.”

      Huh. “Cast away” seemed to be another Lacey phrase. Yeah, she used that one a lot.

      Was she alive? Or was she cut open by a medical examiner, weighed, and repackaged in her skin bag, waiting for someone to claim and bury her? Who would even do that? Lacey’s only relation was her Uncle Bartholomew. And her uncle would never put himself at risk to come home and make final arrangements for her. Steve thought probably it would fall on him to do it.  That winded him. He leaned forward in the shower and sucked and blew air in and out like an old man with respiratory failure.

      He imagined himself sitting in the office, talking to an undertaker. What would he do if that became reality? What would she want to have happen? Maybe it was in her will. Maybe it would have to be that shithead Reynolds who would claim her and use the process to make some big show to get himself more time in front of the camera. That was exactly what that guy would do. Just look how he trotted Lacey out in front of the crowd and risked her life for a little celebrity. And that action had killed her.

      You don’t know that, he tried to talk himself down. But still, there was a sniper and there was an abductor. There was a body.

      “A day or two,” the medical examiner had said. “We should know by sometime later in the week.”

      Of course, in a day or two the con would be done. The Zorics would either succeed or not. The Bureau would either succeed or not. But the dead woman would always be dead.

      Steve wasn’t sure he could survive this feeling until he knew for sure what had happened to Lacey. He turned off the water and rubbed himself dry with a towel. Until they’d definitively IDed the victim, Lacey could still be alive. And if she were alive, she was okay enough to go to the drycleaners. And that meant he might have enough time to find her and save her.

      He pulled on a pair of jeans and a turtleneck, yanked on some socks, shoved his feet into his boots, grabbed his jacket and keys, and ran from the apartment. If only he knew where he was running.
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        Lacey – Tuesday Night

      

      As Lacey came down the stairs, she was surprised that Deep didn’t react. He didn’t glance up at her and offer her food. He didn’t glance at her at all. But she didn’t mind. It gave her time to observe Deep’s face when he wasn’t being his steady, tender self.

      This must be his warrior’s glare. His lip snarled back. Disgust painted his face with intensity. She watched his finger tapping the enter button, watched his eyes focus on the screen. Each tap seemed to roil his emotions. Each tap seemed to make his muscles expand like Maori warriors performing the Haka, showing how they’d use their primal ferocity to drive the enemy back into their boats and away from their shores. Yes, that’s what glowed in Deep’s eyes. Primal ferocity. And it unnerved her. She moved to scamper back up the stairs, but then Deep noticed her.

      He quickly shut the lid of the computer, tamped down on the overt waves of aggression, and stood. “There you are. Are you hungry?” His voice was a lower range than usual, but as he directed his words toward her, there was only gentleness and concern.

      The laugh that bubbled from Lacey’s throat was from nerves. “I knew that would be the first thing out of your mouth. Food. I’m not hungry. Thirsty, though. I’m going to get some water. What can I get you?”

      “Water’s fine.” He scrubbed his hands over his face, further calming the combative energy that swirled around him. He followed her into the kitchen. “The mystery woman was pretty darned smart,” Deep started.

      Lacey stood on the tips of her toes and stretched for a glass. She could just barely touch one with her fingertips. Deep came up behind her, reached past, and handed two down to her open hands. “Thank you kindly,” she said as she moved to the fridge and pressed the button for the ice maker. “Smart, how?”

      “She needed something of value to offer to the pawn store, and so she used the coat.”

      “She needed money?”

      “She needed to hide two thumb drives somewhere off-premises is my guess.”

      “Two more?”

      “Yup.” Deep took the water from her hands and sat down at the kitchen table.

      From her point of view, Deep looked like he was weighing his words carefully. Lacey gingerly sat in the chair opposite him and waited.

      “How well do you know your Uncle Bartholomew?”

      Lacey’s gaze searched over the table, then returned to Deep’s. “I’m not sure how to quantify that for you.”

      “Did you know he slept with other males?”

      “Well, yes, I did. But he’s not the one who told me. Uncle Bartholomew hasn’t come out of the closet. The Assembly doesn’t approve of homosexuality. He wouldn’t be allowed to remain a member if they knew he was homosexual, so it was a tightly-guarded secret. His lover probably thought I was in the loop, because he mentioned it to me. Mentioned a little more than I could ever want to know, to be honest.”

      Deep’s jaw tightened. “What did he say to you?”

      “Oh you know, girlfriend gossip. ‘He’s so cute,’ ‘he makes me so hot.’” Lacey gave a shudder. “It’s fine to hear from your friends when you’re out for a drink, but I didn’t need the visuals put in my head about two old wrinkly men with paunch bellies going at it.”

      “Visuals from words? Only wrinkly old men?”

      Lacey stilled. “What’s going on, Deep?”

      “What’s the man’s name whom your uncle was seeing?”

      “Radovan Krokov. Why?”

      “And you met this man in person?”

      Lacey’s voice tightened down. The last thing she wanted to be talking about right now was Radovan. Poor Radovan. “Yes, but he’s passed away now. Why?”

      “I’m going to tell you, Lacey, just. . . Let’s start somewhere easier first, okay?”

      “Yes, alright.” She rotated her glass on the table, spinning it faster and faster, until some of the water sloshed out. “You’re really scaring me.” She got up to grab the dish towel, hanging beside the sink.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to. One step at a time, okay? First step—while you were asleep, I searched the coat and found the thumb drives sewn into a pouch that attached to the pocket in the lining. It was very clever how it was placed. Like the thumb drive Bardman gave you, there is a purpose behind these, I’m sure. They both hold information. One is very clear and condemning information.”

      “Like what?” With her spill sopped up, Lacey leaned forward and grasped Deep’s hands as if she was going over the ledge, and he was the only thing that could keep her from falling. She had no idea what was coming, but she knew it was going to be bad. And once she heard what Deep had to say, she knew she could never unhear it. She sensed that Deep was preserving some piece of her innocence for a little longer, and while she appreciated that – it also made her feel terrified. Yes, there was that word again. It never seemed far. It was always painted right there in the picture with her.

      “Okay, we’ll start with the first thumb drive. Mostly, it held some contracts. There were contracts signed by each of the painter’s agents lending the various works to the gallery. All of them included the provision that the paintings would be insured until sold or shipped back to the artist.”

      Lacey blinked. “But that would have cost a fortune. Who signed these contracts?”

      “Your uncle.”

      “I doubt very much that my Uncle Bartholomew would sign something like that. Did he actually take out insurance on them?”

      “Yes, but not the kind described in the contracts allowing the paintings to be represented by his gallery.”

      “An insurance scam? No, he would know just how little insurance we have in place. We really just cross our fingers and hope for the best. Everyone in the business knows that theft is always a possibility. It’s in our contracts, for heaven’s sake. But you said these contracts were different.”

      “Help me to understand that. Maybe, for example, your uncle took out extra insurance on this particular show you were planning.”

      “That would stand out too brazenly. For example, do you remember the twelve works stolen from the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum that I was telling you about? That was one of the biggest art thefts in history, and those paintings were completely uninsured. Well, the collection was insured against damage, but not against theft. Part of the reason was the rapidly rising cost of art back in the ‘80s. And part of it was the increase in art robberies at that time, too. Both things coupled together made theft insurance more expensive than most museum or gallery’s operating budgets.”

      “Okay, compared to value –”

      “Which is subjective, when it comes to art,” Lacey interjected.

      “Compared to subjective value, art in general has relatively little security and almost no insurance. I’ve been researching art theft for the last few days and it seems that not even the insurance companies are fighting to stop these crimes. When I looked it up, I found out the FBI’s art theft division is headquartered here in DC – but there are only sixteen special agents on their task force. That’s pretty small. Did you meet any of them when you called the FBI about the disappearance of the Iniquus art works from your warehouse?”

      Lacey shook her head. “They spoke to Mr. Reynolds, my lawyer. Why?”

      “Just wondering if you had a description of the agents. Wondered if maybe any of them have floated into your path since your part in the Iniquus case was put to rest. So we’re left with possible fraud and possible theft. What do you think about a combination of the two?”

      “How do you mean?”

      “It’s a pretty odd setup, don’t you think? The team working on this is up to something complex. They’ve got someone pretending to be you who is setting up a gallery opening. And there is a whole file on the show, including catering receipts. There are printed invitations. There’s a location. They’ve made reservations for the artists’ agents at some very nice hotels. Pricey. Why?”

      “They’re making copies of the work – the forger who’s doing them is really talented. I can’t tell which ones were fake and which ones are the real deal simply by looking,” Lacey said.

      “When we were in the warehouse, you were wiping one of the paintings with a chemical. Why?”

      “All of the paintings are oils. Acrylics dry very quickly, but oils can take months to cure, and then sometimes they’re varnished. But that last step is up to the artist. It looked to me like the forgeries of the paintings where the original artist chose to use varnish had been painted first, and the last ones to be forged were of the paintings that weren’t varnished, which makes sense. The room was set up with de-humidifiers, fans, and warm temperatures to encourage the quick drying process of oil on canvas. What I was doing with the cloth was testing to see if the painting was dry or not. On the real painting, the one that had been allowed to cure properly, I wouldn’t have picked up any pigment. I was reassuring myself that what I thought I was seeing was in truth what I was seeing.”

      “You’re confident then that you saw fake paintings. And when we looked in the crates, we found what we think are the originals.”

      “Right. I think they’re the originals, but I didn’t test them for dryness, and without the right equipment—even with the right equipment—that’s not my bailiwick. I don’t know that I could tell one from the other,” Lacey said.

      “So what are they doing? Are they making the fakes to sell as the real deal? Are they going to give the fakes back to the artists and try to pass them off as the originals? Why go through all of the effort to have an impostor Lacey involved?”

      “You’ve got me.  These works are very valuable. The receiver will almost certainly know the work is illegal, so the buyer isn’t going to display the work to visitors who might recognize it as stolen. Unless, of course, they’re sending it to parts of the world where that wouldn’t be a problem.”

      “Like where?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Somewhere outside of North America. Money and distance would be an illegal collector’s best friends.”

      “Okay, I have another possibility. What about posing the fake paintings in a gallery show, stealing the real ones, and then contacting your gallery to ransom the real ones?”

      “That’s a lot of work and an unnecessary extra step. Why not take the originals and ransom them? Why would you need fakes hanging up? Like I told you, we don’t have insurance to cover theft, so what would they get?”

      “Your uncle has money – millions.”

      “Great uncle. I can’t imagine he’d care. Remember, it would be the artists’ loss, not the gallery’s.”

      “So let’s say they thought your uncle might be willing to cough up some money – say a million dollars or so—to save his reputation. Could you see him doing that?”

      “Going back a few months, I really don’t know. Could have gone either way. He might have told them to go jump in the lake, or he might follow through for some reason. But he got caught up with the Iniquus theft in November. He ran off to his vacation home in Bali and moved all of his financial resources offshore. I don’t think he plans on ever coming back – so I can’t see how they could extort money from him. And if they succeeded in killing me, which is what they’ve been trying to do, how could they extort money from me?”

      “You’re referring to your uncle’s money?”

      “No, my own. I inherited a great deal of money. I work for pleasure, not necessity. And I lead a simple life by choice, not necessity.”

      Deep leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. Lacey watched carefully to see how he took in the information that she was an heiress. In fact, she was worth a lot more money than her uncle was. But her wealth seemed to pass right through Deep’s consciousness. He didn’t put any emphasis on it at all as he worked to figure out the scam. Lacey wondered what had been on the computer screen that made him look so fierce earlier. But she trusted that Deep was progressing forward in a systematic way and not simply dumping things on the table in a jumble, which she appreciated. Order amidst all of this chaos was appreciated.

      “Okay, go back. On the flash drive, there are signed contracts with the artist’s agents.”

      “Signed by whom?” Lacey asked.

      “Your uncle.”

      “What if the signatures were forged? That artist from the warehouse could probably do it.”

      “I put them through a program I have that identifies the differences between known signatures and unauthenticated signatures.”

      “How did you get a copy of a known signature?”

      “I had one on my computer from when Iniquus was investigating their art theft.”

      “Oh, yes, that’s right.” Lacey pulled her hands back so she could wipe them on her pants.

      “The software authenticated his signature. The contracts state that the Bartholomew Windsor Gallery will be handling the show. It enumerates the ways in which the art pieces will be marketed, including a cocktail party for the agents that will, according to these contracts, be tomorrow night. It says that they will not be housed at the Bartholomew Windsor Galleries, but will be at a rented space in a more accessible and affluently inhabited part of the city, and they give an Alexandria address.”

      “That’s what the man was talking about at the warehouse. So that means it’s still a go. And the pieces were insured for their whole amount?”

      “There’s no indication that your uncle followed through on purchasing the theft protection insurance. But other contracts showed proof of insurance. For example, there was a contract for each of the paintings that was listed in the catalogue, price paid in full.”

      “What? Before the show opened? Before they were publicly offered? All of them? That’s unheard of. Who bought them?”

      “Eastern European businesses, all of them. And each of the art pieces is insured.”

      “Against theft?”

      “Against damage.”

      “Oh.” Lacey rolled that tidbit over in her mind. “That makes all the sense in the world.”
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        Lacey – Tuesday Night

      

      Deep leaned farther across the table. “Tell me.”

      “Well the theft insurance is so costly it would almost be a wash by the time all was said and done. But short-term damage insurance is comparatively inexpensive. Especially if it’s for an abbreviated time, such as for the time a show is supposed to be up, through shipping a piece to its new location. So, let’s say two months. With insurance in place, you could put up some counterfeits, and then do something that would cause them damage. It would have to be enough damage that an expert witness couldn’t prove they were fake, though.”

      “Something like what?”

      Lacey searched the ceiling, thinking it through. “Couldn’t be the normal things that might cause damage: smoke, water, vandals. That’s why the damage insurance isn’t as much—there’s a slim chance things like that would happen.”

      “I don’t know about smoke, but fire would certainly take care of the problem.”

      “It would if they could get it to burn enough to destroy the canvases, but you’d have to do it in such a way that no one could accuse you of arson. So, like, you couldn’t pour gasoline everywhere and pitch a match. But yes, that would work.”

      “Alright, so let’s run that scenario. We’ve burned up the fake paintings. Nothing left but the nail they were hung from. We’d still have the original paintings.”

      “Yes, that’s the really interesting part. See, if the corporations own – No, that might not work if they got insurance money.”

      “Go on with that thought.” Deep leaned in.

      Lacey stalled while she took a sip of water. No, she couldn’t see how that would work. “Nothing. I was going to say, if the paintings had a contract and had been paid in full, they wouldn’t have been stolen. They could hang them in their offices or living rooms without any danger of Interpol getting involved – or whomever.”

      “What if they’d already shipped the authentic paintings to the buyers, and it was your uncle who had signed the insurance contracts?”

      “Then the companies would be fine—they could enjoy their art. My uncle would be the one who committed insurance fraud. If he paid the artist and agents, he’d be out a little over half a million in commissions and another million and a half in insurance claims. He’d walk away with about two million dollars, as long as no one was the wiser. If somehow the foreign buyer was involved, and really, I can’t imagine all of these pieces being sold the way they were unless they were pre-selected. And that’s what I’m imagining happened here, since my uncle handed me a list of art that he wanted me to gather.” Lacey shook her head. “It seems so unlike him. I shouldn’t say that, because he did steal the Iniquus art. To tell you the truth, I still don’t understand how that happened, either. Do you think he became mentally unstable? Do you think maybe something was going on with his finances that I might not know about? Why would he sign those contracts?”

      “A million and a half is a good pay day.”

      “But my uncle doesn’t need the money. He lives luxuriously on his interest. He doesn’t even need to tap into his principal. So why in the world would he do something so criminal?”

      “He was being blackmailed.”

      “Over his homosexuality? That can’t be all.” Lacey considered Deep for a long moment. He’d braced himself and his eyes had lost all traces of the merriment that she usually found there. “You know why he was being blackmailed, don’t you?”

      “He was a pedophile, and he had sex with pubescent boys.” Deep said it so softly that Lacey thought she had to be mistaken.

      She jutted her head forward. “What?”

      “Lacey, one of the thumb drives is full of photographs that includes your uncle involved in some very disturbing contact with teenaged boys.”

      Lacey jumped up to race forward. Her only thought was that she needed to protect those children. As she left her seat, her hand reaching out for the doorknob, her vision dimmed. The next thing she knew, she was looking through a long tube, listening to a distorted voice from far far away.

      It got closer each time the call went out. “Lacey. Lacey. Lacey, sweetheart, open your eyes.”

      Lacey reached up a rubbery arm and hooked it around Deep’s neck. “I’m going to be sick.”

      Deep immediately propped her up and leaned her over a trash can. He supported her weight with one arm and scooped her hair from her face with the other. It seemed he had a lot of practice with puking girls. Lacey’s stomach heaved, and she made horrible gagging sounds, but nothing came up. Finally, she was simply dangling there, panting. Deep eased her back over to her chair and handed her a glass of water.

      “You have to eat under stress or this happens.”

      Lacey looked at him incredulously. “Are you crazy?” Her voice was a hoarse rasp. “Seriously, are you completely off your rocker? You mean if I had eaten a sandwich earlier, I wouldn’t have fainted when I found out my uncle, my only living relative, is a monster who attacks children and rapes them? What?”

      “No. I don’t know why I said that. I’m sorry. It’s how my family deals with stress. Something bad happens, then you make a meal and the family gathers and somehow, somehow that makes things better.” Deep crouched beside her chair. His hands covered his face; his head tilted toward the ceiling. “Those images were sickening, Lacey. I’m trying to deal with what I saw.”

      Lacey moved her mouth to say something to comfort him, but all of her words were lost in the sobs that rolled up her throat. She felt dirty and horrible. No wonder Deep looked that way when she came down the stairs. No wonder Deep had closed the lid and protected her from actually getting those images into her head. He had seen them, though. He had gone through them so she wouldn’t have to. He’d been the warrior, though it was her war. It was hurting him. That was plain as day. It kept getting worse. Everything kept getting worse.

      “Come on, up you go,” Deep whispered in her ear. He pulled her arm around his shoulder and walked her up the stairs. “You need warm water and a dark room.”

      Deep sat her on the toilet while he started the bath water. He went out of the room and came back in with lavender jar candles and rose-scented bath oil. The room softened around her, becoming an island of calm. She pulled off her clothes—he wasn’t going to undress her like a baby, not again—and climbed into the tub. She was only mildly surprised when he undressed too, picked up a hairbrush, and climbed in behind her.  She leaned into him while he brushed her hair in long strokes.

      She closed her eyes. Slowly Lacey felt some of the revulsion and shock from downstairs ebb. She turned her head to rest her ear on his chest and listen to his heart beat. If only they could stay this way wrapped in the warm cocoon of scents, the world shut away by the door. “Is this what you’ve done for your other girlfriends when they were freaking out?”

      He paused. “I don’t know what to do, Lacey. I’ve never been in a situation like this before. I’ve never had to grapple with all the feelings I’m going through. Right now, I’m trying to guess what might soothe you. I’m doing my best.”

      She turned up her chin to offer him a kiss and whispered, “Thank you.”
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        Lacey – Tuesday Night

      

      Lacey lay under the covers, her naked body tangled with Deep’s. She wanted every bit of her skin to be in contact with his. In a world that suddenly seemed filthy, Deep was pristine. To her, he felt like the strength of goodness personified. Her heart was filled to overflowing knowing that he was there with her. Yet gratitude and shame made strange bedfellows. The shine and warmth of her feelings for him juxtaposed with the cold ash of dishonor. If she were an artist, she’d try to catch the starkness of the contrast in some medium. To get the thoughts and sensations out of her body and onto a canvas, so it no longer hurt her.

      They lay there, whispering in the dark.

      “You said Higgins was on an FBI task force for Violent Gangs. Do they protect minors?” Lacey asked.

      “The case I worked on with Higgins had to do with human trafficking. Running girls—especially under-aged girls—is one way that gangs have diversified.”

      “I thought you said you didn’t think this was a gang. You thought it was a family.”

      “Gangs usually find girls here in America. Runaways. Kids who’ve gotten caught up with drugs. But, yeah, this seems like a family deal. Sometimes they’re involved in human trafficking. After seeing the pictures with your uncle, I think that’s why Higgins is involved.”

      “Where do criminal families find these children?”

      “Asia, India, Eastern Europe. I worked a case once involving a girl from the Czech Republic. She was lured over to the US and held as a sex slave. Strike Force rescued her. We know that there are families out there who specialize in hiring girls as maids or nannies—sometimes even as models—to lure them to the United States. When they get here, their handlers take their papers and threaten the women and children who have fallen into the con. They tell them the horrible things that the US government would do to them if they were found by the authorities. Or worse, they threaten to kill their family back in their home country – their moms and dads, their sisters or brothers. It’s a hell of a shackle. And they’ll do whatever they’re told to do.”

      “Do you think that’s what happened to the boys in the photos?”

      “Maybe.” He squeezed her tightly against him and kissed her hair. “We can’t sit on this. We need to take this to Iniquus. There are children being exploited. We have to get them help.”

      “Yes, absolutely. Yes. The children are our priority.”

      “Good. Okay. I’ve been thinking about this since I saw the photos. I’m really not sure what to do. So I’m going to lay out my thoughts and ask you to weigh in.”

      “Alright.” Lacey untucked herself from his arms and sat upright with her legs crisscrossed. She wanted to be able to study his face, even if it was only illuminated by the dim light put off by the digital clock.

      Deep reached down to the end of the bed and dragged the throw cover up, tucking it around her, protecting her from the chill in the January air. “When dealing with criminals, sometimes you have to be creative. Do you remember Al Capone?”

      “The mobster?”

      “Yes. They couldn’t get him for his mob crimes, so the feds went after him for tax evasion. The judge gave him eleven years in prison. It got him off the streets, which was their only real goal.”

      Lacey wrinkled her brow. She didn’t understand where Deep was heading with this. “Okay.”

      “There are only sixteen special agents assigned to art. And this operation looks like it’s getting a lot of attention. We’re going to assume Higgins was in the bar sitting near you on purpose, because from the YouTube videos of him moving you out of the bar, it looked like he was leading you to a car outside with two other agents in it. Those agents knew who you were—you can see it in their faces.”

      Lacey nodded. She completely agreed with that assessment.

      “Higgins is on Violent Gangs. That’s the thing catching me. Gangs aren’t going to play with arts cons. Families would, but still, there are too many resources in place for an arts con. I’m going to assume that Steve is FBI, too. Call that a gut feeling. We’ve been back and forth about his role, but I think he is. He was deep undercover if he was living with you. Again, that’s a hell of an expenditure of resources for him to be in place for an arts con.”

      “Do you think they were going after my uncle? But he’s been in Bali since November. Over two months ago.”

      “I think they’re going after the family. I think this has more to do with the children than the art. The art would be a good means to catch them and get them off the streets.”

      “Like Al Capone.”

      “Exactly. Now, let’s walk through some other ideas. And remember, we are speculating. Based on a small amount of evidence, true. But speculation isn’t fact.”

      Lacey nodded.

      “Your uncle is sexually gratified with teenaged boys. He seeks them out through some service. The service provider takes the pictures, planning to use them somehow in the future. What are your uncle’s assets? His reputation, his affiliation with the Assembly, his wealth, and his gallery. So they wait to figure out how best to use their photos. And somehow, this art con comes up. And then you get involved. It’s a hell of a lot more than just a matter of your uncle handing over the collection to you. Because right afterward, he sends you fake correspondence claiming that the show is off. When did he hand you the show—before or after your accident?”

      “As soon as I got back to work after the accident, he gave me the acquisitions list. And he sent me the letters claiming the show was off from Bali. He wanted me to keep the gallery open and running, but the show was a no-go. Our plan was for him to resume running the gallery as soon as his lawyer arranged for the charges to go away. But from my perspective, I had no hand in the show.”

      “You never communicated with any of the artists or their people?”

      “No, I’d made absolutely zero progress. I never actually made contact with anyone. I did some research in preparation, but Uncle Bartholomew said not to move forward yet. He said he had to get some things organized first.”

      “And when did he email you, in relation to the Iniquus art incident?”

      “Uhm, he had flown to the islands to play golf, he said. And then I emailed him letting him know someone had stolen the Iniquus art from our warehouse. Then, hmm. I’ll have to look it up, but I’d guess it was a week or so later.”

      “He was in Bali? And it was about the time that the hacked Assembly files were released to the press and the members were getting arrested?”

      “Yes.”

      “So if he were in Bali, perhaps he didn’t realize that such a huge shakeup was happening to the Assembly here in the States. He probably still thought that he had connections that would make all of his problems go away.”

      “Or perhaps he knew his goose was cooked, and he was never planning to come home. Maybe he sent me the email saying the show was over because he didn’t want me to assume that because I was in charge of the gallery, that I was now authorized to develop the show. I’d start making inquiries that could derail their plans, and confuse the people who had been interacting with the impostor. But who really cares about the art? How does this affect the children?”

      “Here’s the thing. If this is FBI, and this is their sting, they already know what’s going on. We’d accomplish nothing by taking these photos to them. And if we take them to the wrong person, perhaps the one-in-a-million special agent who’s got his head screwed on wrong, then we could warn them off and blow the arrest. If we hand it to Iniquus, well, same outcome in that Iniquus would be required to move forward and present what evidence we have in hand to agencies that might be involved. I don’t know who the bad guys are here, and that makes me worried about moving forward.”

      “So what do we do?”

      “Exactly. What do we do?”

      Lacey pulled her knees up and wrapped her arms around them. She sat in the dark and silence and prayed. God, help us to make the right decision. Help us to help those children. And though she hoped for it, as she had so many times in the past, there was no aha moment. No cosmic voice whispering in her ear.

      Finally, Deep said, “I think for now—at least for tomorrow—we need to keep investigating on our own. See what we can turn up. That might be absolutely the wrong thing to do. That’s why I need your opinion. We don’t have the benefit of a crystal ball.”

      “I am so out of my league. I’m really not the person to talk to. Maybe Lynx? She might be able to sort this out with you.”

      “She’s asked me not to call her unless I want Iniquus involved. So that call would put wheels in motion.”

      “Why were you asking me so many timing questions?” Lacey asked.

      “I’m trying to figure out how and when they placed the lookalike Lacey. And it seems to me that everything centers on your car accident.”

      Lacey’s blood turned to ice.
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        Lacey – Wednesday Morning

      

      Once again, Deep was first out of bed. Once again, Lacey followed the scent of coffee down the stairs. Once again, Lacey found Deep in the living room with his brow furrowed as he stared at his laptop. Lacey’s stomach tightened. What new horror would today bring?

      When her foot left the last stair, Deep turned toward her. “Have you ever heard the name Zoric?”

      “Is that a first name or last name?”

      “Last name. Bogdan Zoric.”

      Lacey shook her head. “Can you give me a context?”

      “Maybe from the gallery? Maybe from your uncle’s social circles?”

      “Bogdan Zoric? No, it’s a unique name, so I think I’d remember it. Why are you asking?” She balanced her elbows on the back of the sofa and leaned her weight forward to give Deep a kiss.

      “According to this article in the Washington Post, Leo Bardman’s name was a fake. His driver’s license was a counterfeit. The Washington PD turned to fingerprints and came up with a picture from Zoric’s Slovakian passport and visa; it was a match.”

      “Huh.” Lacey made her way through the living room, moving toward the kitchen and some coffee. She desperately needed a shot of caffeine to rev her brain. Deep looked more like himself this morning, she thought, as she pulled the gallon of milk from the fridge to doctor her coffee. She was glad. That cloud in his eyes yesterday had unnerved her. Lacey realized how much she depended on Deep being the solid one. It gave her space to be the emotional mess. Someone had to be the adult, and Lacey had been glad to hand that role to Deep. “Can I bring you a fresh cup of coffee?” she called from the kitchen.

      “Yes, thanks.”

      Lacey moved back into the room, balancing the mugs on salad plates. She was sure there were coasters somewhere around, but she didn’t care enough to go looking for them. As the dishes rattled against each other, Deep watched her progress.

      “Bogdan. Bardman,” Lacey said, handing over the mug with the black coffee. “They sound similar. Bardman sounds like an English surname, but the guy didn’t look English. You’ve seen him. He was tall, with wide, high cheekbones. I would have guessed Eastern European rather than English. Slovakia? He did have a heavy accent.”

      “You didn’t mention an accent before,” Deep said. “What. . .”

      Lacey’s brow pulled tightly together, and she stared at the floor. Anything Deep was saying to her were simply vibrations in the air, indistinguishable from smell or light, just fumes and waves oscillating the atmosphere. Finally, her head came up until she was focused on Deep. “Radovan. I’m fairly sure he was Slovakian.”

      Her hands were shaking uncontrollably and the creamy beverage sloshed over the rim. Deep took the plate from her hands and put it on the floor.

      Lacey pinched her nose and turned her head to the wall, tucking her other hand under the elbow. She felt like someone poised to jump off the high board. Terrified of the trip down.

      She went quiet again, her eyes shifting along the floorboards left then right like she was trying to read the cracks. Then she sank onto the sofa and looked at Deep, her lips rolled in tightly.

      “I want to hear what you started to tell me. Bardman had a heavy accent . . .”

      “I didn’t think about his accent. With everything that was going on, the blood and the bubbles, the screaming and the camera flashes, black cars, scary men . . . I didn’t realize until I just said it that he had an accent.”

      Deep waited with what seemed to Lacey like infinite patience as her confetti thoughts came to rest.  She shook her head. “I don’t know what to do,” she told the floor. “It seems. . .” She searched out Deep’s eyes. She was lost and looking for a speck of land on the horizon—some dot of hope she could navigate toward.

      Deep shifted over and took her hands. “Don’t try to put it all together. You don’t need everything to connect. Let your thoughts come up.” He pulled her over to sit against him and wrapped one arm around her, then put his notebook and pen on the side table. “Close your eyes, and when you’re ready, say the thing that comes to mind.”

      Lacey rested her head back, shutting her eyes the way Deep had asked her to. Her mind was jangling with impressions. She tried to grasp at just one. A single thought that she could pull like a thread from the tangle. “I met Steve when I killed a deer,” Lacey said. “I’ve never killed anything before. I feel terrible for killing the deer.”

      Lacey could feel the wiggle of Deep’s arm as he put those words on paper.

      “At the bar, there were two sets of men. The guy with the black car who grabbed my ankle—he was right outside the door. The news said he was a special agent with the FBI. You said you recognized him. His name is Higgins, and he fights gangs and sometimes human traffickers.” Lacy reached up and pushed her hair behind her ears. “You said you thought Steve was trained. If Steve were trained and lying to me, and if your friend Lynx says he looks too clean, then Steve Adamic probably isn’t his name. Just like Leo Bardman wasn’t that guy’s name, either. I thought that Steve being trained meant that he was a good guy – maybe even an FBI agent. But he didn’t have to be. He could be a bad guy. He could be a criminal. In my mind, you know, I thought that Steve might have been undercover, like you were saying last night, and somehow protecting me while he figured out a crime. But that’s really weird that he happened to be driving down the road behind me when I killed the deer. And right after that, he started showing up in those pictures.”

      Her eyes blinked open, and she looked at Deep.

      “Please tell me you’re a good guy.”

      “I’m a good guy,” he said. “But you’re not going to believe that until everything shakes out. I understand that. It’s smart. You’re smart not to trust me because I say you should.”

      “It’s not completely that I don’t trust you. You’re right, though. I spent months trusting a guy who said he wanted to marry me. He acted like he believed that. It felt awfully real to me. It’s not so much that I don’t trust you as much as it is that I don’t trust myself. I obviously have been showing poor judgment.” Lacey pushed to sitting. Her thoughts were too angst-filled to allow her to be comfortable. “And that doesn’t reflect on you. It’s my deficit. I don’t want my lack of judgment to get you killed.” Her voice was crawling up an octave with each word out of her mouth. “I can’t let that even be a possibility.”

      “Wait. Woah.” Deep twisted away from the notepad, turning so they were almost nose to nose. “How did we get there? That’s what Lynx would call a ‘ginormous synaptic leap’. What canyon did you cross? Getting me killed isn’t a function of you not believing that I’m a good guy, which is what I thought we were talking about. Now you’re saying that my being in danger is a function of my associating with you? There’s a big hole in this story if you think that’s the case.”

      Lacey sat mute.

      “That isn’t the first time you’ve made this reference. Way back when this whole thing was unfolding, I said, ‘All those months — you didn’t call me until you were in danger.’ And you responded, ‘I didn’t call you all those months because I was in danger, I didn’t want you involved.’ What danger, Lacey?”

      Lacey swallowed and stared. Finally, she forced herself to blink. Just one blink. Then another. Blink.

      Deep put his hand on her knee, and it pulled her out of her lost place. “Start with one thing. Something small that doesn’t scare you,” Deep said.

      Lacey swallowed and nodded. “Sometimes as part of my job, I go to people’s houses to hang their art and make sure that it’s properly positioned. An investment piece could become damaged by sunlight or room traffic.  I offer to do that as a concierge service when we sell a piece.”

      “Okay, good. Has anyone taken you up on that offer lately?”

      “Yes, Radovan did.” Lacey’s muscles banded, pulling her limbs in tightly, making her stiff. Even her lips became tight and thin. “Radovan Krokov has bought several pieces from us. He likes male nudes.”

      “Good,” Deep encouraged. “When did he buy his last painting?”

      “September.” Lacey was able to push out the words with what little air her lungs would hold. She tried to focus on her breathing rather than the fear tingling up her spine. The more she said, the more dangerous things became for Deep.

      “And you went to his house to hang the painting.”

      Lacey squeezed her eyes and nodded.

      “Were you coming home from his house when you had the car accident?”

      Lacey nodded again.

      “You’re having a traumatic response right now. Go as slowly as you need to. Is this a reaction to the accident?”

      Lacey twitched her head.

      “Something that happened in the house?”

      Lacey sat still as if petrified; she stopped breathing. She was the beat of her heart and nothing more.

      Deep took her icy hands in his. “Did someone hurt you, baby? Or did someone do something that wasn’t alright with you back at the house?” Lacey could tell that Deep tried to modulate his voice to the same tone he had used for his other questions, but she sensed the wolf-snarl running under his words.

      “No one hurt me there that day,” she managed.

      “But somewhere?”

      “On a different day,” Lacey said.

      “Let’s start with the house. Did something happen at the house that made you feel that you needed to get away fast?”

      “Something was happening at the house. I don’t fully understand what I was seeing, but I believe it was part of a murder.”

      “You saw a body?”

      “No, but I know that Radovan died.” She took in a faltering breath and screamed in her head to get herself together. Lives were at stake, children’s lives. “This is what happened. My uncle gave me a key to Radovan’s house. Radovan was supposed to be away on business. But when I got there, the door was already unlocked and the stove was on. At that point, I assumed that it was the help.”

      Deep pulled the notebook into his lap and quietly took notes.

      “I called out, but no one answered me. I went in the kitchen, looked in the pot, and wondered if I should turn off the element. I decided to leave things be and if no one was there when I left, I’d turn the stove off and leave a note.”

      “Okay, pot on the stove, no one home.”

      “Radovan’s painting had been delivered but hadn’t been hung. I was there to find a good place for the piece, taking into consideration the aesthetics and any environmental issues. The only constraint was that the piece had to go in a public room. So I was downstairs looking around when I saw two men coming up to the door, which was fine. My first instinct was that they were the gardeners—that’s how they were dressed. They wore green coveralls, and they had masks over their faces. Dust masks. No, not dust masks. You know—the kind of masks that gardeners wear when they’re spraying pesticides. It goes over the face and has a motor for purifying air that clips to their back belt. And they were wearing goggles like they were spraying for weeds.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Well, nothing at first. The door was still unlocked. They didn’t jiggle the handle or anything. They walked in like they knew it would open.”

      “Were they wearing gloves?”

      “Yes, gardening gloves. So they came in and weirdly, that’s when they turned on their respiratory machines. They had buttons on their throats and when they pressed them, you could hear what they were saying to each other despite the masks on their faces. Something about those buttons frightened me — didn’t seem right for a gardener. I moved back into the corner by the buffet table. I could see a little of what they were doing because Radovan has an antique hall mirror in there that’s at least twelve feet high.”

      “Okay, so you’re hiding in the dining room. What did the men do?”

      “The guy said, ‘Check the birds.’ And the other guy said, ‘Canaries in the coalmine.’ And they both laughed.

      “Does Radovan have birds?”

      “Yes, he had a pair of peach-faced love birds. They’re beautiful. I wonder what happened to them after his death.” Lacey paused for a moment stuck on that thought, then she continued on. “Radovan had a tree in his gaming room, and the birdcage hung there. Usually he left the cage door open, and the birds were allowed to fly around. I was trying to convince myself that that was a normal thing to say. “canaries in the coalmine.’ See, when guests come to the house, we have to be careful not to let the birds fly outside.”

      “What happened next?”

      “One guy says to the other, ‘I’m going to go upstairs and make sure everything’s good. Why don’t you clear that stuff out of here?’ Then someone was on the stairs and someone was making a lot of noise in the games room.”

      “Okay, good. Then what?”

      “Nothing much. Really, still simply odd. But I was very scared. I had never felt that way before.”

      “What way is that?”

      “Like my lungs were filling with air, but not. And like my heart was beating, but not. I was having trouble keeping myself focused. I was praying really hard. I wanted these people to leave, because I didn’t know what was going on.” Lacey remembered that her fear had tasted like a bright copper penny, metallic on her tongue.

      “And what did they do next?”

      “The guy came down the stairs, and he’s laughing. He said something like, ‘The maid’s going to have a nasty surprise.’ And the other guy responded, ‘So a done deal?’ ‘Good and done,’ the first guy said, and they laughed again. They seemed to be enjoying themselves, whatever was going on. Then the one guy says ‘Make sure to vacuum that whole area. I’m taking the rocks out.’”

      “’I’m taking the rocks out?’”

      “Yes.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “He took the pot off the stove and went out the Florida room door to the side garden. I was having a hard time. I was getting dizzy. All I could think was I had to get out of there right then. I stood up and pulled my keys from my pocket. Obviously, I wasn’t thinking very clearly. I got as far as the front door when I heard the guy right behind me, shouting, ‘Hey!’”

      Lacey watched Deep swallow hard. His jaw had set, and that combat focus returned to his gaze.

      “I turned around and the guy was right there in front of me. I could see his eyes, even with the goggles. They weren’t angry or menacing or anything. They were confused. He looked at me and said, ‘Danika? What are you doing here?’ And I inexplicably smiled and waved and went out the front door.”

      “He let you go?”

      “At first. I ran to my car, which I had left out front so I could get to my tools. I jumped in and took off. And that’s all I remember. I was in the car, struggling to calm myself and catch my breath, and then Steve was there, calling my name.”

      “But that’s not the end of this story.”

      “No.” She shifted uncomfortably. “It’s not.”
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      “Go back,” Deep said. “Danika? He called you Danika?” The name had slipped out and hung there in the air like a fly ball, and Deep was directly underneath it, waiting for its slow descent into his glove.

      A lie formed on the tip of Lacey’s tongue, but she stopped it before it dripped out. Deep told her she could unfold her story at her own pace as she grew to trust him – but not to lie. It seemed to her in that moment that Deep would never forgive her if she broke that covenant. She also thought about her other pledge—that she wouldn’t be putting her life alone in danger by revealing it, but Deep’s too.

      “This is why you scare the hell out of me, Lacey. I don’t know you. I don’t know what you’ve done in your life. Who you are. All I know is that I’m in it like quicksand. I’m not going to pull myself free from how I feel about you. I don’t even want to. But it sure would be nice if I knew what the heck I’ve stepped into.”

      Lacey pressed her clenched hands to her forehead.

      “There—tell me that thought,” Deep said.

      “Maybe it’s time for me to go to the FBI.”

      “I agree. Maybe it is. That’s your call,” Deep said. “The men and women over at the FBI are stellar. You can trust them.”

      “That’s not really true, is it? I mean, if I’m one of the pieces in some ongoing game, I can’t really walk up to their office and say – hey, I want my life back the way it was. They couldn’t do that, could they? They can’t unwind what they were doing. So what would they do with me?”

      “Depends. If they thought you were in danger, they’d probably put you into the witness protection program.”

      “Which means what, exactly?”

      “They’d give you a new identity. Move you to a new location. You’d have a handler as a contact point. And you’d have to keep your head down. No communication with anyone who’s been in your life up until this point.”

      Lacey brought her hands to her throat. “For how long?”

      “Could be for always. I don’t know what’s going on here. If they catch the criminals, put them on trial and send them to prison, it could take a few years to get to that point. Or it could be forever.”

      “And I’d be nearby, so I could help figure everything out?”

      “I imagine if the FBI covered up the accident and had eyes on you in the bar and a waiting car outside, they have a darned good picture of what’s going on. They’re getting all of the evidence together to bring everyone in. Crime solving on TV looks like a bullet train, but in reality, it’s more like a battleship in the ocean. It takes a long time to maneuver around and to get from Point A to Point B.”

      “And I couldn’t contact anyone from my life – not even you?”

      “I’d be out of the picture until things got resolved.”

      Lacey bit off one nail after the other until Deep covered her hand and brought it down to her lap, wrapping it gently in his. “If Steve is working for the FBI undercover, and his name is even really Steve—wow, this is a lot for me to wrap my brain around—then he was making up our relationship. I mean, I was sleeping with him, thinking I was in a maybe-forever kind of relationship with him. We were making plans, talking about children. What kind of good guy would do that? That seems like psychological rape. He was sleeping with me as part of his job? He was screwing me as a pretense to get me to cooperate or get some evidence or something?  Do you think he has a wife and family that he went home to when I thought he was travelling for his job? ‘Hi, honey, I’m home. . .’” She cupped her hands over her mouth and swallowed hard.  “I think I need to vomit.” She twitched her head to the left then the right, looking for the closest trash bin. Her stomach reseated, and her gaze settled on Deep. “Oh dear, do they do that? Is it possible?” she whispered.

      “It’s possible. But you can’t jump to conclusions. We’re only speculating.”

      “Seems like it fits together.” Lacey’s eyes had lost their focus as she churned the ideas around.

      “It does,” Deep agreed.

      Lacey stood up and paced, angry tears forming in her eyes, and she swiped at them. Back and forth, back and forth, she moved across the living room.

      “Lacey . . . “

      “I need you to not talk to me right now. I need to be alone.” Lacey stormed up the stairs and burst through the bathroom door. Hot water—that’s what she needed. That had helped her so much last night. Maybe it would work its magic again. Yes. Lots and lots of hot water. She pulled off her nightclothes and stepped under the stream, twisting back at first from the searing heat of the shower. First one arm, then the other, one leg, then the other. As her skin warmed and she acclimated to the temperature, Lacey finally moved to stand under the shower head. She reached for the washcloth and soap and began to rub her skin. She tried to scrub away the memories of Steve’s hands on her. He was one hell of an actor—or probably it was more like she was one hell of an easy target. So desperate. So desperate to be loved. How was it that she had missed that she was being used for some damn reason or another? A pawn in a chess game. It felt awful to have been used. Manipulated. Endangered.

      They do that? They sleep with people to achieve whatever ends they want? They lie about loving someone and make promises? That seemed so wrong. Setting someone up like that to be hurt so badly.

      Was she hurt? Hurt . . . She was angry. That was for sure. Would that work its way into pain? She didn’t really miss Steve. Didn’t really want to talk to him or check to make sure he was okay. And not just because of the revelation that he was playing both sides of some fence, either. From the moment he had stood her up at the bar, and she had to claw her way through the trash to safety, she was done with him. That was clear as a bell.

      If things had gone the way they should have: that she went home, called the police, and they had taken her statement, and then Steve had shown up at her door, Lacey was pretty certain she would have shut it in his face and moved on with her life. It wasn’t even the part where she found herself rolling in kitchen waste. It was at the bar, when she looked at her phone and there was no message. Any positive loving feelings she might have conjured up for Steve drained away as the minutes ticked by without a word from him. Somehow, that wait had been the turning point in their relationship. She was already done with that page in her book before Leo Bardman stepped into her personal space and mistook her for Danika.

      Did it make her sad that Steve was not who she thought he was – not intellectually, but in her heart? The hot water sluiced over her back and shoulders, taking with it the stress that rolled off her skin. No, to be honest, the transition was painless and much easier than she could ever have imagined it. To be honest that transition happened last November, when Deep first stood under the high-vaulted ceiling of the gallery and extended his hand to her. She had just been waiting for Steve’s health crises – first with his heart, then with his nephew, to pass so she could let him go without being heartless.

      Deep. The mere thought of him steadied her. They had met because of a crime. He had reentered her life because of a crime. Could a relationship forged in stress and crisis survive once life settled down to banalities? She sure wanted an opportunity to figure that out.

      Now, she asked herself, can I trust my feelings for Deep? Or am I simply jumping from one sinking life raft to another, thinking this one might buoy me through my storm?

      

      Lacey took her time drying her hair and dressing again. She had left Deep mid-story, and she owed him the rest of it. She did. She owed it to him. If he was going to help her for no obvious reason other than that he wanted to help her, then she was going to trust her very first reaction on that amazing November day when her hand was in his and her heart said, “You belong here.”

      She went down the stairs to find Deep sitting quietly on the sofa, exactly where she had left him. She curled up next to him and offered up the semblance of a smile. Lacey had told the easy part. This next part, though. . . She’d have to power through it.

      Deep pushed his computer out of the way as Lacey cleared her throat to launch herself forward in the story. “I was held in the hospital for a few days after the deer accident,” Lacey said, playing with the hem of her sweater. “The doctors were worried about my vital signs. When the ambulance brought me in, they said that my blood hadn’t been oxygenated properly for a long while. The doctors were worried about my heart and lungs, and were running tests to figure out why my bloodwork looked so poor. They thought I might have experienced some kind of systemic event that could have been the reason for my accident.”

      “You told them about the men in the house?”

      “I didn’t remember that. At that point, all I remembered was driving to Radovan’s to hang the painting, and then I woke up in the car.”

      “When was it that you started to remember the men at the house?”

      Lacey nodded, acknowledging the question. “I need to say this bit first. My uncle didn’t come and see me at the hospital, but he came to my apartment. That’s when he met Steve. Steve brought me home and took care of me, but you know that already. Now that I’m thinking back to that time, huh, that seems kind of off.”

      Deep tilted his head.

      “My uncle came to my apartment to tell me that Radovan had passed. To me, Uncle Bartholomew was, as one would expect, grief-stricken, but he was also really agitated. Uncle Bartholomew was preparing his eulogy for the funeral and asked me to look it over. It was during this visit that I learned that Radovan had died in his sleep and was discovered days after his death when the maid went in. And I know from what Uncle Bartholomew told me that Radovan must have been dead when I was there at the house. He asked me if I had noticed anything unusual. I still had post-traumatic amnesia. Everything was black from the point where I arrived at the house and was staring into the pot of stone soup until Steve was calling my name. I thought Uncle Bartholomew was wondering if I had smelled the body or something. So I told him I had no memories in the house at all.”

      Lacey saw questions churning in Deep’s mind, but he chose to start with, “Do you know how Radovan Krokov died?”

      “Yes, he had a heart attack. He was only in his sixties, but he had a pacemaker. I wasn’t surprised.”

      “Stone soup? What’s that all about?”

      “I told you—when I went into Radovan’s house, there was a pot on the stove.”

      Deep waited for her to continue.

      “Well it was a stew pot with a little bit of water simmering and a bunch of rocks.”

      “That’s kind of weird.” Deep said, his brow pulling together with concentration.

      “Only because we don’t know why they were being boiled.”

      Deep grinned. “Lacey, give me one good reason to boil rocks on the stove. Just one.”

      “Hot stone massages. And I know that Radovan got regular massages to help him with his circulation.”

      “But the man with the mask took them outside.”

      “Okay, maybe they were boiling them to get rid of weeds in the cracks or get them cleaned in some way. My gardener sometimes did that with the decorative stones in our rock garden when moss started growing on them. That would make sense, too.”

      “Still weird.”

      Lacey shrugged. “I can’t see how it would make a difference one way or another.”

      “So you’re in your apartment and your uncle came to tell you that his lover had died, and to ask you if you happened to smell him decaying upstairs while you were at the house hanging a picture of a nude man. And as nuts as that sentences is to say, that’s not the part that made you say, ‘Huh, that seems kind of off.”

      “That was about Steve’s reaction. He was standing at the cocktail table, pouring my uncle a tumbler of whiskey. He was very focused on our conversation. His whole body was rigid with concentration. And when he looked at me, I thought he looked frightened for me. I didn’t know Steve very well at the time, though, so I talked myself out of that thought.”

      “Did Steve bring any of this up later?”

      “He asked me questions—what was I doing at Radovan’s? Was I the only person there? How close was I to Radovan? Steve told me he was sorry for my loss. Conversational stuff.”

      “But you have more memories of that time now. Have they been filling in over time, or did they come back to you all at once?”

      Blood drained from Lacey’s face. “All at once,” she whispered.

      Deep came upright, leaned forward. “This is the number four. I know of three times they tried to kill you, but you said there were four. Someone came after you.”

      “It was my first day going back to work,” she whispered, staring at their entwined fingers. “I closed up the gallery. It’s a little creepy down there at night. There’s that park across the road and the church at the end of the cul-de-sac; the street gets very dark and desolate at night. But that was the night of a full moon, and the air was warm and comfortable. The security guard had started his rounds, and I didn’t feel like waiting around for him to walk me to my car. I went out by myself. I climbed into my car, no problem. I locked my doors and was clipping on my seat belt when someone rose up out of the back seat.” Lacey breathed through an open mouth like a locomotive chugging up a mountainside. “He wrapped an arm around my neck.” She pulled her cowl neck up around her chin.

      “You’re okay. You’re safe.” He looked her square in the eye. “It’s okay to tell this story. No one knows you’re here. No one can hurt you.” He took both of her hands. “You’re okay, Lacey, I promise.”

      Lacey nodded. She only half-believing Deep’s words, though she tried. “I looked up and I saw the knife in the mirror. It was a big fighting knife like I’ve seen battlefield soldiers carry when they’re on the news. He pressed the blade against my throat.” She stopped to pant. “I shoved my head back into the headrest, trying to get away from it, and the man said, ‘You recognize me, don’t you?’

      “‘Yes,’” I whispered, “‘you’re the gardener.’”

      He laughed, it wasn’t a menacing laugh it was a true laugh like he’d heard a good joke. I remember that because, it gave me a little hope. “‘You see why you won’t be allowed to live.’” I didn’t see at all. He went on, “‘I was wondering why Danika would go into the house. It took us a few minutes to figure it out. But I called her, and she was nowhere near there. You thought you could fool me? You thought I was a dunce? Huh?’”

      Lacey had fallen right back into the moment, vividly recalling every word, every nuance. She remembered how the car had filled with the smell of her fear. Her body trembled. She forgot that Deep was there. She forgot she was in Lynx’s living room. In her mind, she was fully back in her car, smelling her fear.

      I said, “‘nobody cares. Let it be.’

      “He was laughing again. ‘Let it be. Hell no, I’m not going to let it be. Now turn on your car keys, put this thing in gear, and let’s go. I’ll tell you where to turn. No games. This knife stays at your throat. If you read any stupid women’s magazine articles about causing an accident to save yourself, remember the knife is there, so you won’t survive it.’”

      Lacey fluffed her sweater, trying to release some of the heat that poured off her chest, then she pulled the whole thing off and sat there in her bra. She balled the soft mohair together and hugged it to her like it was a child’s teddy bear. “I drove down the road. I couldn’t think. I tried to pray, to say the ‘Our Father,’ but all I could think over and over was ‘God is great. God is good. Let us thank him for this food.’ Which is ridiculous. I knew it was ridiculous, but I couldn’t get any other words out. Until suddenly, I heard myself talking. I said, ‘Yeah? Well I know who you are. And more than that? I have absolutely all of it on video. I had my phone out, and I recorded everything. And I mean everything. Then I sent it to a friend who put it in her cloud. Could you torture me and find out who that friend is? You don’t have to. I’ll happily tell you her name, it’s Claudia Schmidt. Why would I tell you? Because she’s on a sailboat, sailing around the world. What does that mean to you? If anything happens to me, then Claudia will release that video to the world. What happens if I’m just fine? Claudia does nothing. No one’s the wiser. Right now, everyone thinks Radovan died of natural causes. I’m fine with that. I never liked the man. I don’t care how he died. Let sleeping dogs lie.”

      Lacey looked up to find Deep watching her closely. “That’s when I realized they’d killed him. And I’d witnessed part of a murder.”

      “He let you go?”

      “He said, ‘Pull over.’ And I did. He started to get out of the car. He reached up and pulled my hair so I couldn’t move my head. ‘Here’s the deal,’ he said. ‘You tell anyone? And I assume you’ve told everyone. I start killing them, one after the other. One after the other. One after the other. And I can kill them in such a way that no one will ever figure out how.’”

      “Crap,” Deep muttered.

      Lacey nodded.

      Deep sniffed. “So things continue to get weirder and weirder.”

      Lacey nodded, again.

      “Did you actually make a video? Who’s Claudia Schmidt?”

      “No, I didn’t even have my phone with me at the house. I’d run out of battery, and it was recharging in my car. And I have no idea where that name came from. I don’t know anyone by either name.”

      “Lacey?”

      She slit her eyes at him. “I know that tone. Please don’t ask me to eat something right now. It’s not going to help.”

      Deep grinned. “You know me so well. Actually, I was going to ask you about the name Danika. It’s interesting to me that he thought you were Danika at the house and that it took him some time to figure out that it wasn’t Danika but you. That’s significant.”

      “At the bar, too,” Lacey said.

      “How do you mean?”

      “Leo Bardman or, what did you call him? Bogdan Zoric? At the bar, before he came up to me, he was staring at me as if he were trying to make a decision. Then when he approached, he said, ‘Danika, you’re in danger.’ I think we have the first name of the dead girl. Danika. I should have put it together — they were mistaking me for the woman who was standing in for me. It’s so obvious—a child’s puzzle. But I didn’t. The name and the person in the photos sat in two very different compartments in my mind.”

      “Don’t fall into the trap of blaming yourself for not seeing something that in hindsight is so obvious. You see and hear and feel and experience so much information moment by moment. And you don’t know what’s significant until it’s significant. Surely you made the connection between the men who killed Radovan and Leo being killed, right?”

      Lacey nodded.

      “And you put those together because of the name Danika. But you’ve had a huge amount of information thrown in your lap. There’s a lot to sort through. It takes time – and sometimes, someone from the outside who doesn’t have as much of an emotional involvement can piece things together more quickly. The brain is an incredible machine, but it also tries to protect you in weird ways that often are doing the exact opposite of keeping you safe. Now,” he said, patting her leg. “Are you cooling down again?”

      Lacey pulled her brow together.

      “Here. Put your sweater back on, and come in the kitchen and eat something.”

      Lacey hadn’t remembered she’d tugged it off. She shook it out to find the front, then pulled it over her head. As she pushed her hands through the arm holes, she said, “But Deep, I think—”

      He was already moving toward the kitchen. “I’m not listening to another word out of your mouth until you eat.”

      “I—”

      He held up a hand. “Nope. Not listening.”

      Lacey followed behind with a sigh of resignation.

      

      They decided on soup and sandwiches. Lacey pulled a can of chicken noodle from the cupboard and opened the lid. She was going through the motions of stirring the pot on the stove, but her thoughts were far away. “Stone soup,” she said, under her breath.

      “Huh?” Deep slid in beside her to reach for a cutting board, so he could make the sandwiches.

      “You’re absolutely right—the stone soup is really unusual. I remember thinking so at the time. I wish I knew what that was about.”

      “I’d like to go by and look at the rocks. Are you up for it?”

      Lacey wanted to say no. In her mind, Radovan’s house meant danger. But as her mouth opened to respond, the image of Deep’s face as he scrolled through the pictures of what her uncle had done to those teenage boys slid back into her consciousness, and Lacey said, “Let’s eat quickly. This soup is warm enough.” And she twisted off the element.
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      Deep made a few passes around the estate. Lacey swung her head back and forth, looking everywhere for anything. Anything that would give them a few seconds’ warning and a chance to escape. The killer’s eyes in her car’s rearview mirror — in Lacey’s mind, she saw them staring at her, menacing her, reminding her of his promise that he would kill her and all those she knew, one after the other. One after the other.

      Deep maneuvered his car up the drive and parked it at an odd angle in the parking circle in the back of the house. Lacey could see that if they needed to escape, Deep would be headed out over the fields, where few cars would be able to follow them. The killer’s pickup truck would be able to do that, no problem, she thought. But she also knew there was a road on the other side of that dip in the land. That direction was the quickest one toward freedom – well, toward the highway, at any rate. That gave her a little confidence as she dangled her foot and lowered herself to the ground. Before she could step all the way down, Deep caught her around the waist to help her.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “Sure. In and out okay?”

      “Sounds fine. Which side of the house is it?” Deep pulled on a pair of leather gloves and took what looked like a brown paper bag from the back.

      With a point of her finger, Lacey moved around to the side of the house to just outside of the Florida room, where Radovan had a Zen garden. The center was comprised of a rectangle of tiny pea gravel that was raked into gentle curves around three massive rocks. It was pristine, which meant that the gardener was still attending things. Lacey was momentarily worried that, having found the odd-looking rocks, the gardener would have removed them. But there they lay, lined up in a soldier-like row in front of the bamboo. They looked natural there as if they had been artistically added to the scene, creating an interesting juxtaposition of the smooth height and graceful sway of bamboo and the craggy density of the rock. If she hadn’t seen them boiling in the pot, she would never think they were out of place here in this garden. As a matter of fact, they fit in so naturally that Lacey questioned herself. She walked around the interior of this walled area and searched for other rocks that could have been in the pot.

      Deep stood out of her way. She was staring at the line again, hoping she wasn’t making a stupid mistake, when suddenly he was at her side. He crouched but pushed on her elbows, forcing her to stand.

      “I don’t want to alarm you, but there’s a car coming up the driveway.”

      Alarm didn’t even come close to what Lacey felt in that moment.

      “Calm.” He smiled. “Calm. Breathe. The car has a single person in it. It looks like a middle-aged woman. She’s driving a beat-up old Buick. Do you recognize my description?”

      Lacey shook her head and strained to see the car coming up. “Are you sure? There’s no one there.”

      “I saw her on the road. I’m a bit taller than you are. Did you find your rocks? Are these the ones?” Deep pointed to the soldier row.

      “I think so. It was so long ago, there’s no way I can be sure.”

      “Okay, I want you to nonchalantly move toward the Land Rover. We aren’t trying to get away. That would rouse suspicions. Just head toward the car. I have you covered. Nothing bad will happen to you.” Deep was kneeling at her feet, and Lacey leaned her thighs into his chest.

      “You can do this, sweetheart. If she wonders why you’re here, it’s not a problem. You’ve been to the house before. Tell whoever it is that you’re checking on the temperatures in the house to make sure that the art isn’t being damaged. Make up some shit.”

      When Deep said that, Lacey looked down into his face. He was having a good time. How could this be a good time for him, when she was doing everything in her power not to pee in her panties?

      The car moved into her view but was still a ways off.

      “Where are you going to be?” Lacey asked.

      “I’m going to blend in.”

      “Whatever that means.”

      “Wherever you are, I’ll be your shadow,” Deep said.

      “Are you quoting some James Bond movie line or something?”

      “Nah.” Deep chuckled. “Lacey, you’re going to do fine. Okay, do you have the phone I gave you?”

      Lacey patted her pocket, then pulled it out.

      Deep took it from her and played with the buttons. Then he tucked it into the waistband of her pants, leaving it sticking most of the way out. “That’s eyes and ears,” he started, but Lacey shook her head with non-comprehension as the car moved closer and closer.

      “I’ll be able to hear everything you say. If you say the word ‘tapestry,’ it means I’m to come and pull you out of the situation. Say ‘tapestry.’”

      “Tapestry.” Lacey wriggled one knee in front of the other, then switched.

      “If you see anything interesting or you want to record her face, just aim the phone that way. You’ll be recording audio and video the whole time, and I can see that as well. If you get the chance, I want you to find out anything you can that might give us a clue as to what’s going on. Got it?”

      “Got it,” Lacey said, putting on what she considered to be her game face. But that only made Deep chuckle again. He gave her a little push in the right direction. She took three steps forward and turned to say something to Deep, but he was gone.
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      “Miss Stuart, oh, I’m so glad you’re here,” the woman said through the gap made when she gave her car door a two-handed shove. She gripped the side of the Buick and the door handle and hefted herself out with some effort. Deep was right, this woman was late-middle-aged. She wore an oversized grey coat over her black maid’s uniform with its crisp white apron showing in the opening. An orange scarf wrapped around the creped skin of her neck, and she tugged a hand-knit hat over her curls for the short walk from the car to the kitchen door.

      She must have met Danika, posing as me. Lacey had no idea who this woman was. She walked forward, but made sure to keep her distance so the height difference between Danika and her wasn’t as noticeable to this woman. Lacey wondered how observant she was.  Would she discern, for example, anything was off about how she moved or the way she spoke? “Hello.” Lacey decided to try and keep her sentence short and sweet.

      The woman pulled a wad of keys from her pocket. “The funeral home called me again this morning, ma’am, and I don’t know what to tell them except that I would pass along the message.”

      “I’m sorry, did you leave a message for me already?” What in the world was going on?

      “No, ma’am, with Mr. Winslow. Mr. Winslow told me you weren’t to be bothered with such things. I’m sorry that you’ve taken Mr. Krokov’s death so hard.” She touched her fist of keys to her heart, then gestured toward the door.

      Lacey moved that way, working hard not to let her eyes search where she thought Deep might be “blending.” “My uncle is out of the country right now. He’s actually been gone for months. Have you been in contact with him recently?” Lacey watched the maid unlock the door.

      “No, ma’am, things had mostly settled down after the funeral. There were some additional issues after they exhumed Mr. Krokov.”

      Exhumed?

      “Pity about the mix-up.” The housekeeper continued as she pushed the door open, then held it politely open for Lacey. “It seems wrong somehow to bury a body and then dig him back up that way.”

      Lacey stood in the kitchen as the woman made her way in, shut the door, and turned toward Lacey to finish her thought. “I don’t know why that struck me as spitting in the poor man’s face. It was, after all, the scientists making things right, the way Mr. Krokov wanted them.” She stopped and her eyes opened wide. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to say that out loud.” She pulled her dress out to the sides and did some odd little curtsey-like thing that made her look even more embarrassed. She shrugged out of her coat and hung it on a hook in the pantry, then reemerged, wiping her hands down the front of her apron to smooth its already pristine appearance. Finally, the woman came to rest in front of Lacey, where she stood with her eyes pointed forward and her hands dangling by her sides like a soldier waiting for an order.

      Lacey moved into the house that she had been through many times, but always in the capacity of her role at the gallery. She patted the housekeeper’s shoulder as she passed by. Though her uncle and Radovan had been lovers for more than two years, she had never been invited there socially.

      “Could you tell me what the funeral home needs? Perhaps I can help, since my uncle won’t be back in the States for quite a while.”

      “The funeral director wants Mr. Winslow to be the one who picks up Mr. Krokov’s jewelry that the university removed when his body was dug back up.”

      Lacey blinked. What? “Perhaps they would let me pick that up. I’ll call to see. Do you have the phone number and the name of the person with whom I should speak?” Lacey asked.

      The housekeeper bustled to the other side of the kitchen where she pulled a notebook from the drawer under the house phone. Opening the cover, she dragged her finger down the page, then stopped. “Here it is.”

      Lacey reached out and took the whole notebook from her hand and looked at the message, then tucked the spiral-bound book under her arm. “How are you doing in all of this?” Lacey asked kindly. Lacey felt like she was stretching the boundaries. Perhaps this wasn’t the way Danika would have addressed the help.

      “Everything is going along fine. It’s sad though, the house being empty. Mr. Krokov was such a lovely man. And his birds—I miss their singing.”

      Lacey turned her head toward the game room and noticed that their cage no longer hung from the limb. “But you don’t miss cleaning up from where they had flown about,” Lacey said.

      The housekeeper smiled uncomfortably. “That’s true. They were beautiful, though. I thought perhaps you took them to your house?”

      “Me?” Uh-oh. “Why would you think that?”

      “Since they were part of your engagement present, I just assumed . . . That horrible day when I found Mr. Krokov.” She stopped and made a sign of the cross. “I had come in to feed the birds. And of course they weren’t here. I thought there was something off in the house, it smelled badly, and that’s when I found . . . you don’t need to hear this. I didn’t mean to upset you.” The housekeeper folded her hands in front of her and seemed to cave in a little.

      “Thank you kindly. Here, let’s go into the game room and sit.” Lacey led the way, hoping to show that she knew the house, and she belonged here. I was engaged to Radovan? He gave me those birds as part of an engagement present?  Lacey pitched back in her memory, trying to remember when the birds first showed up in the house. Certainly they were there in July. She had been hanging the painting in his bedroom, and downstairs Radovan had been getting after someone for leaving the door ajar. He was afraid the birds would fly away.

      They moved farther into the house, into the open room that held the seating and gaming areas. A cover was draped over the billiards table. Lacey sat and flipped quickly through the book of notes passed back and forth between Radovan and the housekeeper—her name was Agatha.

      “Please continue. You know my Uncle Bartholomew is very protective of me, and I don’t believe I know the whole story. Or maybe I was told the whole story, but these past few months have been a fog. You’ll forgive me if I seem a little off.” Lacey made a gesture with her open palm toward the love seat, and Agatha looked a little taken aback, but sank down anyway to the edge of the cushion. Her big red hands gripped the ends of her knees. Lacey moved to sit kitty-corner to her on the couch. “So, you found my dear Radovan. And then what happened?”

      “I called the office number for the police and told them my boss had passed away in his sleep. They sent an officer and a medical examiner’s assistant.” Agatha gestured toward the notebook, and Lacey handed it back. “Here. The medical examiner’s person was Jennifer Kyte, and she called his doctor.”

      “Which one? Did you jot it down?” Lacey asked, mentally crossing her fingers that he had had more than one.

      “Yes, this one. Dr. Brad, the cardiologist.”

      Lacey reached to take the notebook back. She thought there was probably some very good information in there. “Why did they do that?”

      “I wasn’t trying to snoop. I wasn’t listening in, but I was in the room and all.”

      “Of course, Agatha, there is nothing that you did that was wrong. It’s me. I’m afraid I’ve been so depressed, that my mind’s not working as it should. It would be a kindness if you could help me retrieve my memories of what all has happened since Radovan passed.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Well the police called Dr. Brad and asked them if he’d sign the papers.”

      “Which papers are these?

      “The one’s that said Mr. Krokov died of natural causes, so they wouldn’t have to do an autopsy.”

      “Yes, of course, well, he had the heart condition. This was somewhat expected, certainly. I hoped for more time with him before he left me alone in this world without him.” Lacey sighed and tried to play the part of grieving fiancée.

      “Yes, ma’am. I had called you immediately, but since you didn’t answer, I called Mr. Winslow since he and Mr. Krokov were such close friends.”

      “Which was perfect.” Lacey nodded her approval.

      “Mr. Winslow said he’d handle things, and everyone—the police and the medical examiner lady—went away. Then the funeral home sent the hearse, and Servepro came and cleaned everything up. They took the bedding and mattress with them, and they had to cut a square out of the carpet. But Mr. Winslow said that made no never mind since it was under the bed. Then he had a new boxed spring and mattress delivered the next day. I made up the bed with fresh sheets and covers.”

      Lacey felt her stomach turn over. She fought against the need to be sick. If they had to cut out the carpeting, it meant that parts of Radovan had seeped through the mattress. It was too much. She needed to change the subject for the moment.

      Lacey got up and walked under the massive fichus tree and put her hand on the trunk. “And the birds weren’t here the day you came in to take care of them? They were gone?”

      “Yes, ma’am. This is how I found things that day. As you can see, the cage is gone, their food was gone, even the birdseed and pin feathers that are so hard to vacuum up were gone. There was nothing for me to do as far as cleaning up after them goes.” Her brow drew in with confusion. “I assumed that you had taken them to your house, since Mr. Krokov was supposed to have gone out of town, and you all forgot to tell me.”

      “No, I didn’t take the birds out of here. I can’t imagine . . . That’s really very strange, Agatha.”

      “Yes, ma’am, if you say so.”

      “My uncle arranged for Radovan’s funeral, and his burial, of course. He has more experience at this than I do. Such a sad day.”

      “It was, yes, ma’am.”

      “You know, I’m feeling rather poorly. Would you be kind enough to make me a cup of tea?”

      Agatha jumped up with obvious relief and moved to the kitchen. Lacey used the time to search through the notebook, holding the camera to take capture the information on each page. Agatha had been meticulous about recording all incoming calls and what she did with each piece of information. Between the discovery of Radovan’s body and his burial, there were many incoming calls that were routed to her uncle. Which made sense. That Agatha thought she was Radovan’s fiancée, though—that was disgusting beyond words. Lacey wondered what Agatha thought Rodavan and her Uncle Bartholomew’s relationship was.

      Lacey moved around the room, hunting for anything that would give her information, anything that would explain the day that she found herself staring into the eyes of a killer. What she found was a series of framed photographs of Danika with Radovan. Why these very personal and very, wow, revealing photos were on such public display was a mystery. Lacey couldn’t imagine why they were in the public room, other than that Radovan seemed to find some satisfaction with the display of the human body. At least, that had always been his taste in the oils he had bought from the gallery. These photos were a lot less artistic and a lot more pornographic in nature, and even though this wasn’t her—it was Danika in the photos—Agatha didn’t know that. Lacey showed the phone in her waistband each of the photographs. Lacey’s face was a bright cherry red as Agatha walked back into the room.

      Lacey spun the photo of Danika kissing the tip of Radovan’s grizzly old-man’s penis toward Agatha, then clutched it to her heart with a sigh and a shake of her head. “I miss him so.” She hoped Agatha would interpret the revulsion on her face as grief.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Lacey walked back to the sofa wondering if Danika had actually had feelings for Radovan or if he was somehow part of the arts scam. Or maybe a different scam. She remembered what Deep had said about criminal schemes, and how they were never straightforward. It seemed absolutely true. Every step they took shed light and cast shadows onto this knot of confusion. She didn’t think there was a way to untangle these events, especially if major participants were missing — either dead, like Danika probably was, and Radovan definitely was, or permanently out of the picture, like Uncle Bartholomew. Would even some of our questions get answered? she wondered.

      Agatha settled a tea tray onto the coffee table. She had prepared it with a beautiful china tea set, a little silver box with tea choices, and a delicate plate with cookies. “I’m sorry, ma’am, I wasn’t expecting you today, so I don’t have any pastries or chocolates the way you like.” She stood in front of Lacey, waiting for her next directive.

      “Please sit down again, Agatha. This is fine.” Lacey leaned forward and prepared her cup. “Just a cup of tea, I think. Now, I see in the notebook that there’s another doctor’s name, a Dr. Nadeer. I don’t know that Radovan told me about him . . . her . . .?”

      “Oh, he couldn’t have. That’s the one who’s a scientist with the university.”

      “It says in the notes that you took that Dr. Nadeer had made arrangements with the funeral home and everything was taken care of.  You left a message at my uncle’s, but I don’t see where he responded to you.”

      “No, ma’am, he didn’t call me back. We spoke in person.”

      “He must have forgotten to tell me. Do you remember what Dr. Nadeer handled?”

      Agatha tried to hide the odd look on her face, and Lacey thought she’d just made a big mistake. Agatha scooted even farther to the edge of the love seat. “If your uncle didn’t tell you, ma’am, I’m not sure that I’m the one to say.”

      Agatha’s eyes searched around the room, looking everywhere but Lacey’s face. Lacey reached out her hands to calm Agatha, well to hold her in place since she looked like she wanted to bolt from the room. “Agatha?” Lacey put authority behind her voice as she’d learned to do growing up when she needed to control her mother or the help.

      “Yes, ma’am, I’m sorry if you didn’t know, but the university exhumed his body and took it away to the lab.” She lifted her apron skirt and coughed behind the panel. She lowered and smoothed it, her gaze in her lap. “Your uncle didn’t tell you?”

      “I’m sure he did, but he also sedated me to get me through the first few horrible months. The doctor prescribed some pain medications for me, so that whole time is fuzzy.”

      “Mr. Krokov had promised his body to Dr. Nadeer for research. He had signed papers and all. Mr. Winslow’s attorney—”

      “Mr. Reynolds? How do you know this?”

      “They ate dinner here. I was serving them. And, yes, ma’am, Mr. Reynolds was the one. He read over the documents and said they were legitimate. It was what they called a ‘directive.’”

      “Yes, that sounds like Radovan, wishing to support the sciences.” Actually, it doesn’t sound like Radovan at all. “The thought of him being. . .” Lacey gave a shudder. “I don’t like to think of them experimenting on him,” she said to cover the reflex. She offered a feeble smile. “Do you know what institute Dr. Nadeer works for?”

      “No, ma’am. I heard them talking, but I don’t know which university has his remains.” She rubbed her hands together as if trying to wash away her responsibility. “Since your uncle is out of town, do you think you could go by the funeral home and collect Mr. Krokov’s effects?”
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      Lacey could feel Deep grinning at her from the driver’s seat, but her nose was stuck in the domesticity of the phone log. “Agatha, I would like cabbage soup and sausages for dinner.” “Agatha, the birds would enjoy some fresh fruit.” “Sir, I telephoned Miss Stuart, and she said she will be over in the morning.”

      “Deep, here’s something really odd.”

      “Odder than crazy rocks, two birds that are MIA, and a body that’s disappeared into the hands of some doctor when the family all thinks it’s buried at the cemetery?”

      “Agatha called me ‘Miss Stuart.’ She knew I was associated with Uncle Bartholomew.”

      “Well your uncle was dating Radovan, right?”

      “Dating – that sounds too public. They were lovers. I don’t think it was merely about sex, I thought they were actually in love. I didn’t know Radovan was bisexual, that’s for sure.”

      “How long were your uncle and Radovan together?”

      “A few years.” Lacey tilted her head and watched the naked trees fly by as they drove toward the city.

      “Did you go over to Radovan’s house frequently?”

      Lacey flicked her attention back on Deep, tucking her hair behind her ears. “On occasion for work. But I’ve never met Agatha before. She knew me, though, so that means she knew Danika as me. She knew Danika as me before the funeral, because she thinks that Radovan and I were engaged. And she also thinks I’m the subject in those photos.” Lacey scowled, which won her a chuckle from Deep.

      “Those were quite the photos to have framed and on display in the family room. I bet Agatha enjoys having to dust them.”

      “Shhh, that is so disgusting, I’m not paying even a smidgeon of attention to what you just said. Now, listen. Radovan was already dead the day of my accident. Therefore, if my logic classes aren’t failing me, Danika was using my name and posing as me prior to his death. And not only that, but my uncle must have known and cooperated. When you speculated that this all began with the accident, that simply cannot be true. It doesn’t fit the timeline.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Is this what you do all day in your job?” Lacey asked.

      “My job has never looked anything like this before. Usually I’m fast roping into a hot zone, taking care of business, and fast-tracking it out of there. Or I’m hacking computers. This is more along the lines of what Striker and Lynx do. Each member of our team has a specialty, so when you put us all together, we’ve got the bases covered.”

      “Like a criminal crew?”

      “Except for the criminal part.” He sent her a grin. “You handled that well, though. And you got the notebook, which I think is going to be important.”

      Lacey focused on the highway sign. “Where are we going? This isn’t the way to Lynx’s house.”

      “I’m headed to the Smithsonian. I have a friend who curates the mineral sciences database. I’ve helped him out with a few software glitches. So I thought we’d pay him a visit. See what he can tell us about this space rock and why someone might be boiling it on the stove.”
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        Steve - Wednesday

      

      Steve’s computer felt warm on his knee as he sat outside McDonald’s with a large coffee. He was playing the video of Lacey’s tackle and retreat at the press conference. The thing that he was stuck on was the roll. Whoever dove across the portico and into Lacey did two things that made Steve think that this was a rescue, and not an abduction. The guy hadn’t taken her out at the knees, which could easily have hurt her legs and made her unable to walk and, based on the angle the guy was lunging in from, would probably have required orthopedic surgery for Lacey. Instead, he’d grabbed her around the hips. Second, he hadn’t landed on top of her. Jumping on top of someone usually went a good ways into subduing them: they were winded, in shock, and demoralized. Landing on top of them was half the reason for making the tackle. Steve played that section again. Yup, the guy pulled Lacey tightly into his arms like he was tucking a football, then he rolled, taking the brunt of the force with his own body, flipping over, checking on her, and in a split second pulling her up and slinging her over his shoulder.

      Who does that? Someone who’s saving the girl. Someone who is protecting an asset. Someone who’s had a ton of training. Steve considered and rejected the CIA, someone Black and Green had sent in. He went over the various people who’d been a part of this case. They were all trained and all capable, but this guy was practically defying human ability. Beyond capable. A highly trained, highly utilized special operative. The whole thing read like an Iniquus intervention.

      He’d said that before. He pointed it out to Monroe right away that he felt Iniquus might be involved, and the FBI immediately signed a contract with Iniquus to find Lacey and bring her in to their protection. But had this been an Iniquus operator, then they would have notified him that they had Lacey in hand, because Iniquus would have been contractually obligated to move her through the system. Yet that’s not what had happened.

      How could this video be explained? Maybe Omega had grabbed her for some reason—maybe someone had hired Iniquus’s competitors to go in and extract Lacey without causing her harm. Could be. But who would hire Omega? Her uncle? The Assembly was closely associated with Omega. But Lacey’s uncle had been using her at every turn and in every way possible. Her uncle was largely responsible for Lacey’s predicament. He was the seminal actor that brought her into the fray. Who am I kidding? I’m the seminal actor that churned up this shit storm.

      “I’ve got to make this right,” Steve chanted through gritted teeth.

      The guy who tackled Lacey is a good guy. He had to be.

      Steve refused to believe, until he had proof positive in his hands, that Lacey was really dead. The thought of her dead sapped him of energy and his ability to think and process. Hope that he could find her whole and healthy filled him with energy and power. The only possibility that she was whole and healthy and walking into a dry-cleaning shop with a smile on her unstressed face, as far as he could tell, was that Deep Del Toro had grabbed her.

      And he had something besides this tape to pave the path for those thoughts. Joseph Del Toro was supposed to be on a flight to Costa Rica last Friday, but he didn’t claim his seat. There was no data showing that he left the country. None. And Lacey had called him.

      So where would Deep go? Higgins had told Steve that Strike Force lived on campus in the Iniquus barracks; only Lynx had a home in her own name. India Alexis Sobado, aka Lexi, aka Lynx lived at 369 Silver Lake. And that was where Steve was headed, on the off-chance that Deep was hiding out with Lacey at his teammate’s home.

      He drove through the neighborhood a few times. No lights were on at Lynx’s house, but oddly, the drapes were drawn in the front room. He made another pass, moving forward at a crawl. He noticed the house had automatic lighting systems and probably had state of the art detection systems. He moved on by, turning a block up and over, and then parked.

      Steve continued his search on foot, walking up the alley behind Lynx’s house. Again, he saw no lights on, so he took a peek in the garbage can out back. He opened the lid and rifled through the trash. As his hand stirred through the debris, he only found kitchen waste. No telltale sign who was living here, or how many. And it certainly could be that Lynx was at home. A car with a woman driver moved very slowly down the alley. Steve stepped quietly into the shadow of Sobado’s garage. He thought the car hesitated for a moment when it pulled flush with him, but soon it resumed its progress and turned left out of the alley. Steve let out his breath. Stepping back into daylight, he pulled the two paper napkins he’d grabbed with his fast food breakfast from his pocket and wiped off the goop. He threw the napkins away, then moved around the side of the house, checking the tall fence lining the sidewalk and wondering what the best way to breach her security might be.

      As he got to Silver Lake, a middle-aged man with the authority and shoulder set of a cop was waiting for him. “Lose something?” he asked in a tone that said, busted.

      “Yeah, my puppy. He jumped out of the car faster than I could grab his collar.”

      “And you think he’s up on the top of this fence?” the guy asked.

      Steve shook his head and offered a half-smile. Shit.

      “Where was this that your puppy got out?” the man asked.

      “Over on Sorrel. I live in the blue house.”

      “Hell of a long way for a puppy to make it from Sorrel to Silver Lake. What kind of puppy is this?”

      “Husky,” Steve said. This guy knew that he was full of shit. Steve was just trying to figure a clear path out of there before he was told to put his hands against the fence. If the guy frisked him, that pat-down would produce two guns and a knife, but nothing in the way of FBI identification. Steve thought for sure he was going to be on his way to jail for an attempted B and E. He needed to think his way through this. At that moment, the only plan he could conjure was to slug the guy across the jaw and run for it.

      As that thought became more solid in his mind, a woman came out on the front porch across the street. She was barefoot and hopping from toe to toe with her sweater pulled tightly around her body.  She cupped her hand around her mouth. “Dave,” she yelled.

      Dave didn’t turn; he was still giving Steve the stink eye.

      “Dave,” she yelled again.

      “Looks like your wife needs you. So, hey, if you see a husky pup, I’m in the blue house on Sorrel.” Steve raised his arm in salute as he turned on his heels and walked slowly away, sweeping his gaze left, then right, intermittently whistling a come-here tune and calling, “Klondike. Klondike Mike, here boy,” until he got to his car.

      Now here he was sitting at McDonald’s, once again at an impasse. He knew for damned sure he wouldn’t be able to go back to scope out Lynx’s neighborhood. He put his Styrofoam coffee cup into the cup holder and closed his computer. He clunked his head back against the headrest for a single, exasperated sigh, then dropped his chin to check the clock. He cranked the engine and put his car in gear. Time for the powwow.
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      Steve still wore the same jeans and boots he’d had on for the last few days when he got to Fourth Street, went up the elevator, and slogged into the FBI conference room. Higgins and Monroe had already claimed seats on either side of the dark shine of the mahogany conference table. A screen had been pulled down at the front of the room. Andersson walked in, looking smoothly professional in black pants and boots and a black turtleneck with her blond hair slicked back into a ponytail.  Steve hoped she wouldn’t sit next to him. It would only make his rumpled appearance seem worse in comparison.

      “You look like shit,” she said as she moved next to Monroe and pulled out the high-backed leather chair. “Have you been sleeping in your car?”

      “I’ve been busy,” Steve said. Though his answer made no sense, everyone left it be.

      There was a tap at the door, then a tall, grey-suited man moved into the room with a determined stride, searched their faces, and arrived at the end of the table. “Looks like I’m the next to last one to the party,” he said without a trace of joviality. He reached into his pocket and distributed a card to each of the others in the room. John Black. Everyone reached into their pockets and wallets and pulled out their cards to exchange. Mr. Black arranged each of the cards in front of him. He pulled out a small device that he held secretively in his palm. He used his phone to contact someone. “349LK9US7,” he said. The video screen filled with the scene of a darkened office. The man sitting in front of the camera was merely a shadowy form.

      Mr. Black gestured toward the screen. “This is my colleague, John Green, also CIA. Would everyone please take a moment to introduce yourselves?”

      “Monroe, Human Trafficking, and I’m the task force liaison for this case.”

      “Higgins, Violent Crimes.”

      “Andersson, Arts.”

      “Finley, Terror.”

      Mr. Black remained standing at the end of the table. He obviously felt he was in charge of proceedings. “Mr. Green has asked that we gather so our counterparts in Eastern Europe could share some information and make sure that everything is going as planned. Ms. Andersson, if you would please begin with the transfer of art – just a brief overview at this time.”

      “Of course.” Andersson cleared her throat. “The artwork was gathered by Danika Zoric, who was playing the role of Lacey Stuart. She procured all of the paintings from the Zoric family’s wish list and employed a counterfeiter to produce copies. Tomorrow, Thursday, the fake paintings are scheduled to be moved to the Bartholomew Winslow Gallery’s annex in Alexandria, Virginia in advance of the agents’ arrival on Friday. Meanwhile, there are three Zoric family members, all females, who will divide the original paintings between them and take them on separate flights to Europe, each landing in a different hub city and travelling on to Bratislava, Slovakia. This is also happening tomorrow. The first flight is scheduled for zero-seven-twenty hours. We have filed all of the flight information, and our counterparts at Interpol will be meeting the planes and watching the women while they travel. The original art will be confiscated in the United States and will not be placed in the baggage section of the planes when the women fly. Instead, we have had our own copies generated with a computer system. They are not of the same quality as the hand-copied pieces, but without the originals for comparison, we’re hopeful that they will pass inspection, and the family will be none the wiser.”

      “And what is the plan from there?” Mr. Black asked, finally taking his seat.

      Monroe leaned forward. “Our sources indicate that each woman will pick up two children to bring back with them on student visas Saturday. We expect six more children to enter the Zoric’s prostitution system. We’ve arranged for them to be held at US customs—all nine, the children and their handlers—so we can follow the best route for the children’s safety, and arrest the women for human trafficking.”

      “Age range of the children?” Mr. Black asked.

      “Fourteen to seventeen, all females this time,” Monroe responded.

      “Very well. And the means by which they plan to destroy the counterfeit paintings?” Mr. Black sat rigidly in his chair as if he were a soldier at attention. Steve had worked with Black on various cases over the last five years. Black was damned good at what he did, but he never looked like he’d had a rod welded to his spine like this before. Steve thought it was probably very telling how tightly Black was holding himself at this meeting. Steve needed to pay attention to these clues.

      Andersson rubbed her finger under her lower lip. “We haven’t yet discovered what they plan to do.”

      “Alright, let’s change gears for a moment. I’d like Mr. Green to tell you what’s going on in Slovakia because it’s going to start playing out here in America, unless we can figure out a way to stop it. And let me pause here and say the arts sting has gone extremely well. If this continues and we’re able to take the Zoric actors off the stage here in America, things will be a lot safer for our citizens. So kudos, and keep up the good effort. We’re days away from realizing the results of years of hard work. Mr. Green?” Mr. Black’s words were congratulatory, but his delivery laid the words out flat and cold in front of the special agents.

      Mr. Green sneezed into a hanky and then see-sawed his elbow as he rubbed at his nose. “We understand that the Zoric family and the Krokov family have found a way to coexist and even offer each other a little mutual aid and crossover participation during various cons on American soil. However, that’s in the US, and the picture is very different here in Eastern Europe.” He stopped to take a drink from his mug. His voice was artificially deep and mechanical as it moved through the voice alteration software on the video feed. “Both families are becoming more and more ideologically entrenched. Old wounds from the war are festering. The two families, in essence, are battling each other using various means to make their points. The Krokov family is working towards a firmer EU connection and western ties and is pro-American, while the Zorics are firmly attached with Russia and the Middle East. But don’t let the Krokov’s affiliation fool you—they are not the good guys in this picture. The Krokov and Zoric families both believe that terrorism is the best means to their own ends. Their politics and goals are outside of the scope of this meeting. Just know that the helpful attitude that the Eastern United States Krokov and Zoric families have enjoyed together is quickly imploding.”

      Monroe sat forward in his seat. “And this means their terrorism is headed to American soil?”

      Mr. Black gave Steve a hard look pregnant with meaning. “The first moves have already been made.” Then he focused back on Monroe to answer his question. “You understand that Radovan Krokov was murdered by the Zoric family. The Zoric family was ordered to remove him from leadership because Radovan’s brother moved into a more aggressive role in Slovakia.”

      “There’s been a mistake. Radovan Krokov died of natural causes. He had a heart attack,” Higgins said, shooting Steve a bewildered look. Steve shifted uncomfortably.

      “No,” Mr. Black said. “He was murdered. I’ve brought Dr. Nadeer with me to bring us all up to date on that element of the case. He’s sitting outside, and I’ll call him in after our briefing. Mr. Green?” Mr. Black directed the conversation back to his colleague.

      “The Zoric family has been killing off their enemies one at a time, and we don’t know how they’re doing it. The murders always look like natural causes—a heart attack, asthma, and etcetera.” Mr. Green rolled his arm out to show how this was a continuation, like waves on a shoreline. “We can’t understand how this is happening, except that they have developed a drug or poison—some sort of biological weapon that can’t be found in the bodies after death. There is no sign of foul play. For example, there is no external asphyxia. There are no wounds present. Toxicology has turned up no poisons in the system. The Zorics have discovered another way to kill. Our concern here is that the Zoric family in America are puppets of the Zoric family in Eastern Europe. The Zoric family in Eastern Europe have extremely unfavorable feelings about the United States.”

      “The Eastern European Zorics are aligned with Middle Eastern terrorist groups,” Mr. Black interjected. “As we all understand, the money derived from the cons and scams that take place through the American Zorics is funneled in large part toward funding those who are fighting against US interests.”

      “Exactly,” Mr. Green continued. “Now, we have credible data that indicates that the US Zorics are trying out this new means of murder here in America, and if the vehicle for killing goes undetected, then they will start using it against our high-ranking officials. That’s the chatter.”

      Monroe pulled his eyebrows in so tightly they touched. “Like whom?”

      “That, we don’t know. And we don’t know how concerned we should be in that we don’t know how they accomplish the murder. For example, how close does the murderer need to get to his victim? We just don’t know,” Mr. Green said.

      Mr. Black bobbed his head in agreement. “It is imperative that we work on this from several fronts in the US. First, we need to understand how the people are dying, and we mean to do this by studying Radovan Krokov’s death. Second, we need to interrupt the Zoric family’s organized crime through imprisonment and extradition. And third, we need to stop the flow of children into the United States to be used in whatever capacity their handlers see fit. It all comes down to the next few days.” Mr. Black rose from his chair. “Let’s begin with the deaths.”
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        Lacey - Wednesday

      

      Deep circled the National Mall and turned onto Third Street, driving past the National Museum of American Indian Culture, then following the tourist buses down Madison before he cut over. “Maybe we’ll be lucky and find a parking spot on the street,” he said.

      Lacey pointed at a minivan full of kids, pulling out ahead of them. “Our lucky day, apparently.” As they waited with the blinker on, Deep leaned over and gave Lacey what she’d call a “very nice kiss, indeed.” Which meant it was fine for public display, but still made her blood hum.

      As they left the car and began walking back toward the Mall and the lineup of Smithsonian Museums, the wind whipped in from the river. Ice frosted the air, landing in their hair and on their shoulders.  Lacey’s nose was running from the bitter cold. She searched the pocket of the jacket Lynx had bought for her, but found no tissues. She dabbed at her nose with her wrist. Deep snagged a napkin from a hot dog vendor, calling out something in Italian to the guy hunched in the corner of his street-side stand; the guy laughed and waved.

      Tourists filled the street with their cameras pointing in every direction, their excited shouts ringing back and forth. She and Deep dodged past the groups huddling on the sidewalks with their tour guides. In Deep’s hand he was carrying the paper bag with their rock. It looked like he was carrying his lunch. Lacey felt stupid. Was Deep’s friend going to look at them with a bewildered stare and wonder if they were pulling his leg? What exactly was Deep going to say about the rock in the bag? And had she actually found the right rocks? Stressed—Lacey was hugely stressed.

      Trembling with cold and nerves, Lacey was happy when Deep wrapped his arm around her. He held her slightly in front of his body, using his back to protect her from the brunt of the icy wind.  With him towering almost a foot above her and the expanse of his muscular frame, it wasn’t hard for him to act like a human windshield. And Lacey could only feel appreciation. They took the stone steps up to the National Museum of Natural History two at a time and burst through the doors with a gust of wind.

      Inside, they both expelled the outdoor air from their lungs in great big exhales. The warmth in the museum was inviting. But before she could acclimate, Deep grabbed her hand and pulled her past the enormous elephant that stood guard in the rotunda. They skittered up the stairs to the second floor where Deep’s friend, Augustine, waited for them next to the Hope Diamond. Deep hugged Augustine, and they exchanged kisses on either cheek.

      “You have found a pretty rock that you wish for me to identify, my friend?”

      Deep smiled. “This rock has a special history, so if it’s alright, I’d prefer that you look at it in a private office.”

      “But of course, mon ami. This way.” He gestured toward the back of the gallery, and the group of three moved forward. “It is a very valuable piece? You are afraid it will be stolen?”

      “We think it’s valuable, but not in the way that you’re probably imagining,” Deep replied. His hand patted the man’s shoulder companionably as they walked down the hallway.

      They entered a space set up with various microscopes and trays. Augustine sent Deep a quizzical brow as they moved to the counter. “Gloves, then?” he asked.

      Deep’s lips thinned into a tight line, and he nodded.

      Augustine pulled out a pair of nitrile gloves. The gloves that Lacey had on hand at the gallery were white cotton; she’d never realized how ubiquitous these blue gloves were. Well, maybe not abundant in regular society – perhaps just for people in Deep’s circles.

      Augustine placed the evidence bag on a counter, reached in, and gently lifted the rock. After spending a moment looking it over, he sent a confused glance toward Deep. “Really? This is your mystery rock?” He shook his head with disappointment. “My friend, I was hoping that you were bringing me something truly extraordinary.”

      “What is it?” Lacey asked, unable to contain her curiosity.

      “It is simply a rock that is formed by the compression of calcium carbonate skeletons from long-dead corals, or other calcareous organisms.”

      “Like sandstone?” Deep asked.

      “In that both are sedimentary. This, of course, was formed in an ocean.” Augustine reached out his foot to snag a rolling stool and dragged it over. Sitting down, he pulled out his gemologist loupe and examined the rock.

      A colleague stood at the door and knocked. “What have you got there? It looks like live rock.”

      “Live rock?” Deep rolled the words around in his mouth. “Why would someone have a piece of this kind of rock? It’s not very attractive.”

      “Ben,” the guy in the doorway said, extending his hand first to Deep, then to Lacey. Neither one mentioned their names in return; instead, they offered up a ‘hi’ and a ‘hello.’ “So live rock—I guess the only place you’d find it is in people’s aquariums. You’ve seen it, I’m sure. It helps make hides and habitats for fish.”

      “This is so,” Augustine said. “Of course, this is true in the wild as well. And importantly in the wild it will contain numerous algae, bacteria, and small invertebrates, all of which are important for the ecosystem.”

      “Interesting,” Deep said, leaning his hip into the counter and crossing his arms over his chest, watching Augustine scrutinize of the rock. “Do you think that if, say, someone wanted to use this rock, oh, I don’t know, decoratively, or in a bird cage, or even in a garden, would they want to boil it first to get rid of those things? I’d imagine if someone didn’t boil it first, then the decaying biological materials would smell really badly as they decomposed.”

      Augustine frowned and tilted his head back and forth. “I can’t imagine using this rock in those instances, can you, Ben? It’s not very attractive.”

      “Could it be something for birds? Filing their beaks, maybe?” Lacey asked.

      “Calcium carbonate, which makes up this rock, is important to a bird’s diet. It’s the main substance found in eggshells. But calcium phosphate is found in their bones. You’d want a combination of the two, and you’d need to be careful that the birds weren’t getting too much.” Ben gave her a friendly smile. “I wouldn’t give them a rock to peck on at will, I’d get a powder or liquid from the pet shop; something that can be measured, especially if you’re talking about high-priced birds, like parrots.”

      “Or love birds?” Lacey wandered closer to Deep, and he put his hand on her lower back. It felt to Lacey like Deep was sending out a secret boy-signal, laying his claim. Both of the other men seemed to get the message and the atmosphere in the room subtly shifted. Lacey looked over at Deep, and without looking back her way, he lowered his hand to rub over her hip and thigh before he returned it to its place under her jacket in the small of her back.

      “Yeah,” Ben said. “I wouldn’t do it. I don’t think this has to do with birds.”

      “What about boiling it would make this significant, besides removing any live matter from the crevices? Does the calcium carbonate dissolve in boiling water?”

      “No, it’s insoluble,” Augustine said, pulling the loupe from his eye, and laying the rock back on the tray where the four of them stared at it.

      “Any other guesses why you’d boil this rock?” Deep asked.

      The two scientists crossed their arms and stared at the rock, tipping their heads one way or the other. Finally, Augustine said, “What if you wanted to introduce this to a freshwater aquarium, and you didn’t wish to introduce certain bacteria that might kill your freshwater fish?”

      “Well, no,” Ben countered. “You’d typically put river rock in a fresh water aquarium. Saltwater coral rock wouldn’t look natural in a freshwater aquarium, would it? I’ve only heard of live rock being used in saltwater aquariums. Though in that application, you wouldn’t boil them, right? The purpose for adding them is to introduce microscopic and macroscopic organisms to your aquarium to help break down the waste. Ammonia and what have you.”

      Deep patted Lacey. “Is there an aquarium at that house?”

      “No,” she said.

      Augustine shook his head. “I have absolutely no idea. Hey, hey Paul.” Augustine flagged the guy walking by the door. “Do you have a second?”

      A guy in a mustard yellow polyester shirt and brown hand-knit vest stopped at the door. “What’s up?”

      “Why would you boil calcium carbonate?”

      “You’re bored?” Paul shrugged.

      “Come on. Seriously. Why would you boil this rock?” Augustine held the specimen up for Paul’s inspection.

      Paul moved closer and ducked his head to get a better look at it. “You have a death wish?”

      “Wait. What?” Deep shifted in a nanosecond from just a guy hanging out with a friend in the lab to a soldier, ready to drop behind enemy lines. “Why?”

      Paul shrugged. “Apparently boiling this rock can be lethal, that’s the takeaway I got from a story I heard at one of the Christmas parties this year. Remember guys? It was about Jones doing an experiment. He was boiling live rock as part of the protocol, and he nearly died, didn’t he?”

      The other men look blank faced.

      “Come on, guys, Jones was telling us—do you remember what he was saying?” Paul swung his gaze from Ben to Augustine. “At the McVie Foundation’s Christmas Party.”

      They shook their heads.

      “Yeah, I can’t remember what it was either, I was pretty wasted. Well, something happened in his lab,” Paul said.

      “What does Jones do?” Lacey asked.

      “He’s a marine biologist who focuses his studies on reef culture. Reefs, of course, are made up of this kind of rock along with live corals.”

      “Is he local? Could you perhaps call and ask if he’d see us?” Deep asked.

      “Sure,” Paul said. He pulled out his phone, searched through his contact list, and turned to murmur into his phone. They all waited in silence. Paul covered the receiver. “Dr. Jones says he can see you next month, if you could please send him an email.”

      “Would you tell Dr. Jones that this is a matter of some urgency, and I’m willing to pay him double his normal consultation fee if he can see us immediately?”

      Paul got back on the phone and made final arrangements. He moved to a drawer and took out a pad of paper and pen. “Dr. Jones says he’s flying in to DC now. I caught him between flights; he’s on a layover in Chicago. He’ll be back in his office in the morning, though. If you can go in around 10:30, that would work, and he can devote the time you need.” Paul tapped his contact window and jotted down the information. “His office number, his cell number, his home number — just in case, and the address of his lab.”

      Augustine pulled the paper bag over to him. Before he put the rock away, he held it up to the light. “Really? If you boil this rock, it can kill you?”
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        Steve – Wednesday Afternoon

      

      “Dr. Nadeer, would you please make your report?” Mr. Black stood at the head of the table and held the chair out for the wizened man with intelligent eyes and a spry step.

      “I actually have very little to report, I’m afraid,” he said. When he sat, he looked like a child at the adults’ table, as the lip of the wood hit him at chest height.

      Mr. Black moved a chair closer to Dr. Nadeer’s, and he put his elbows on his knees as he leaned close as if to catch every last syllable and nuance of the doctor’s words.

      “The body of Radovan Krokov was exhumed, as you ordered, Mr. Black,” Dr. Nadeem continued.  “Unfortunately, the body had been preserved through the embalming procedures prior to autopsy. Embalming fluids make toxicology studies extremely difficult, if not impossible.” He stopped to clear his throat and gather his thoughts.

      Steve, too, scooted his chair closer.

      “The subject presents as a male, sixty-six years of age, with prior cardiac history and a pace maker. The damage found to the heart is in line with a terminal cardiac episode.”

      “Have they continued to study the subject’s toxicity?” Mr. Green asked.

      “We have biopsied and examined the tissues. We are doing everything in our power to discover what could have entered the deceased’s system to make a lethal encounter look like it was natural in origin. It would be extremely helpful to our team if we had a direction. Any behavioral clues prior to his death. Anything that he might have complained about. Did he have an upset stomach? Was he nauseated? Did he experience shortness of breath? Was he dizzy? Also, anything unusual in his environments, in his food supply; any special treats, for example, that might have arrived in the home. Was anyone else affected? Pets, even. We are really looking for a needle in a compromised hay stack. I’m sorry.” Dr. Nadeer shifted his weight between his hips and turned to Mr. Black. “Since we last spoke, has any of this information become available?”

      Steve’s shoulders gave a sudden jerk, which he tried to hide with a fake sneeze.

      “No. It has not.” Mr. Black turned an assessing eye on Steve.

      Shit, Steve thought—pretty much the only thought he’d been having all day long.

      Mr. Black paused for a long moment. Black’s focus on Steve didn’t waver as he spoke. “Doctor, I would ask, at this juncture, if you wouldn’t mind stepping outside of the door and having a seat in the reception area. Please let our receptionist know if there’s anything he can get you to make you feel more comfortable. A cup of coffee, perhaps.”

      Mr. Black cupped his hand under Dr. Nadeer’s elbow and steered him to the door. Stood there and made sure that Dr. Nadeer had settled, offered him a smile, and shut the door.

      He walked unhurriedly back to the table where the meeting participants looked at him expectantly. “Finley,” he said, “why don’t you tell us what you’re sitting on.”

      Steve cleared his throat. “As I reported to you in September, there is a possibility that we have a witness.”

      Mr. Black sat down again at the head of the table in the chair vacated by Dr. Nadeer.

      “Why are you qualifying this information? What is the witness’s name?” Mr. Green asked.

      “Lacey Stuart—the real Lacey Stuart.”

      Mr. Black nodded and brushed his hand over his neatly crossed leg as if removing a crumb.

      “And the word ‘possibility’?” Mr. Green continued.

      “Miss Stuart was at Radovan Krokov’s home the day prior to the discovery of his body by the housekeeper, Agatha Bowling. This would have been during the timeframe between Radovan Krokov’s death and the discovery of his body. I know these pieces to be a fact. I received a call from Danika Zoric telling me that her cousin Musclav Zoric was going to shoot Lacey Stuart.” Steve paused and wondered if that was enough information.

      “Because?” Mr. Green prompted.

      Steve sent a questioning glance at Mr. Black, but Mr. Black sat stone-faced.

      “From what I can gather,” Steve explained. “Lacey was in Radovan’s home for some reason associated with the art gallery. Musclav saw her and addressed Lacey as Danika. He allowed Lacey to leave. Once she had driven away, Musclav followed up with a phone call to Danika to verify that it was indeed her.” Steve’s heel beat a steady tattoo into the carpeted floor, jiggling his body. He had guarded this story so tightly that saying it out loud in a room with so many people felt perilous. HE didn’t know whether Black wanted him to share this or not. And he couldn’t understand Mr. Black’s posture. It certainly didn’t give him clues about showing his hand or holding his cards close to his vest. Steve swallowed and continued. “Musclav hadn’t expected Danika at the house. And, of course, Danika was not there. Musclav told Danika that Lacey had seen his face, and he needed to kill her. Musclav went after Lacey in his truck, causing Lacey to have a car accident. When I arrived on the scene, Musclav was preparing to shoot Lacey, but I talked him out of it.” Steve’s throat grew sticky as his subconscious tried to grasp his words and hold them away from the other agents.  “I explained to Musclav that it would ruin whatever they had going on up the road if she were killed. Musclav left. I helped to keep Lacey safe until rescue could arrive.”

      Andersson pushed a bottle of water from the center of the table toward Steve. He hadn’t even noticed the bottles sitting there. He gratefully untwisted the top and took a long slug.

      “And you were close enough to the scene of the accident, why?” Monroe asked.

      “I was following up on information from Mr. Green.” Steve nodded toward the silhouette on the video screen. “CIA had received word that the assassination had taken place and that the cleanup crew needed to make a final sweep, and then all would be pristine and complete. I was hoping to gather any evidence that needed to be swept. But I obviously had already missed that opportunity, and I diverted to save Lacey Stuart.”

      “Did you know Miss Stuart?” Mr. Green asked.

      “I had not yet met her in person, but of course her name and likeness were being used by Danika Zoric. Keeping track of what Danika did in the guise of Lacey Stuart was part of our ongoing casework with the Zoric family in our efforts to monitor the terrorist funding provided by the Zoric family, as well as our work supporting the rest of the taskforce agents in their efforts. We know, for example, that Danika began using the persona of Lacey Stuart at the same time as the Zoric family focused on Bartholomew Winslow and began blackmailing him.”

      “With what information?”

      Monroe cleared his throat, indicating that he’d take that answer. “His homosexual relationship with Radovan Krokov. Taking a step back. The Zoric family became aware of and thus interested in Bartholomew Winslow because he was in a romantic relationship Radovan Krokov, Boss of the East Coast United States branch of the Krokov family. His relationship with Krokov gave the Zorics ammunition against Winslow because Winslow was a prominent member of the Assembly, and, of course, that organization is extremely homophobic. The Assembly went so far as, for example, to convince the parliament in Uganda to put anyone found to be involved in a homosexual act to death. Winslow maintained a great deal of power and produced a great deal of income through his association with the Assembly, and if the Assembly felt that Winslow had misrepresented himself and his dedication to Assembly beliefs, then that might have negative repercussions.”

      Mr. Green’s silhouette took up almost the entire screen as he leaned toward the camera. “By repercussions, you mean . . .”

      “Much of the Assembly’s power lies with their law enforcement and judiciary connections.” Monroe continued. “Something might occur such as a false arrest, sentencing, and imprisonment. It has been our experience that those whom the Assembly actively opposes have shortened life expectancies, especially in our penal systems. Winslow would do whatever it took to keep his homosexuality quiet – his life depended on it. To continue, we know that once information about Bartholomew Winslow and his connection with the arts community filtered back to Slovakia, the family there made a list of art they would like to have for their homes.”

      “In this case, Finley, why do you think that Winslow didn’t simply bring this information to Radovan and have him handle it?” Mr. Black asked.

      “From my understanding,” Steve said, “Winslow was not aware of Krokov’s crime connections.”

      “Go back to your word ‘possibility,’ please,” Mr. Green rasped through the voice-altering software.

      “Lacey Stuart was at the home. Lacey Stuart spoke with Musclav Zoric. These are facts. But subsequent to this interaction, she was in a car accident, and she suffered from traumatic amnesia. She says the last thing that she remembers is leaving the gallery to go and hang a painting for Radovan Krokov, and then she remembers me helping her at the accident.”

      “And that’s when you extended your undercover role to playing the role of boyfriend to Lacey Stuart and informant to the Zoric family?”

      “It is.” Steve’s muscles bunched in his calves, causing him burning cramps. He welcomed the pain – a small penance.

      “Since the time of her accident,” Mr. Green continued, “has the real Lacey Stuart mentioned anything about the Krokov estate?”

      “No,” Steve replied.

      Mr. Black leaned in. “Have you considered having her hypnotized to see if she could recall any intel that way?”

      “I did not, sir,” Steve said.  “I thought I would have the opportunity for her to work with some of our psychiatrists and learn what happened at the house once she was in protective custody. We needed her to continue with her normal life until this Saturday in order to keep the sting in play. Last Thursday night, however, we were tasked with removing Lacey Stuart from the area. We planned to put her in a safe house and begin the process of putting her in our witness protection program. This is why she was at the scene of Bogdan Zoric, aka Leo Bardman’s, murder. I was supposed to meet her at the bar, but I was detained. I sent Higgins in to watch her until I could make my way there. Lacey ran from the scene.” Out of the corner of his eye, Steve saw Higgins drop his head.

      “You haven’t found her?” Mr. Black twisted his chair so he was staring directly at Steve.

      Monroe interrupted. “From the point where Bogdan Zoric was knifed down in the bar, we have been looking for both Lacey Stuart and Danika Zoric.”

      “You’ve lost track of both women?” Mr. Green asked.

      “Possibly,” Monroe said.

      Mr. Green grunted. “There’s that word again.”

      “We believe that one of the women was killed. Her body had not yet been identified by the medical examiner.”

      “When did this happen?” Black asked.

      “Perhaps Monday—that was the night her body was found,” Monroe responded.

      “And they don’t have her identified yet? This is a priority, a matter of national security,” Mr. Green bellowed.

      “Yes, sir, but we can’t convey that to anyone, can we?” Monroe slipped a pen from his pocket and started rolling it back and forth in his fingers. “They have what they need in terms of records and samples, but there was a four-car traffic accident with multiple fatalities, so their lab is backed up. We’ve been promised an answer tomorrow.”

      Mr. Black pinched his chin between his thumb and index finger. “So tomorrow we’ll know if the murdered woman is Lacey or Danika and from that—”

      “If it is even Lacey or Danika. We believe it’s one of them, but we don’t know as fact that it is one of them,” Monroe said.

      “What is being done now about the search? If you have the possibility of one body, that leaves one of the women in the wind. We needed both women. We can’t let one of them slip away.” Mr. Black scowled at Monroe’s twitching pen.

      “The night Lacey ran, she contacted one of the Iniquus operatives. It seemed expeditious to include Iniquus in our search, so we contracted them to locate her. We have our own agents also looking for them.”

      Mr. Black typed a note to himself into his iPhone.

      “We have a potential witness who could possibly give Dr. Nadeer the information he needs to narrow his search and find out how the Zoric family is becoming such efficient assassins, but either we can’t find her or she’s dead,” Mr. Green sputtered.

      “Yes, sir,” Monroe said. “That’s correct.”

      Andersson, sitting next to Monroe, had not shifted a single muscle since she’d passed him the water, Steve noticed. As if she thought her lack of movement would mean that eyes would slide past her, and her involvement in this fiasco would go unnoticed. But now that there was a moment of quiet, she stretched out her neck. “On a positive note. Everything is going according to script on the front of the arts con. We feel that we’ll be able to recoup the original works. And this should also lead to significant arrests for Monroe’s Human Trafficking Task Force.” She smiled brightly.

      Mr. Green rasped from the video screen, “I’m not interested in the arts con, and I’m not particularly interested in their prostitution rings. It’s not insensitivity on my part. Shutting down this family means another crime network is gone from our streets. And I appreciate that shutting them down also means that they won’t be raising and funneling money into terrorist activities. But my focus is on, and must remain on, stopping the political assassinations. And too, if it is discovered by the Krokov family that the deaths in their family are indeed Zoric murders, this will destabilize the hard-won and very tenuous peace here in the East.”

      “And here in the West, as well,” Mr. Black said. “It is of the utmost importance that the Krokov family never find out that their US boss was probably,” Mr. Black took a moment to send a scathing glance at Steve, “murdered instead of the victim of a heart attack.” His gaze scanned the task force members. “If that happens, we all understand it’s not just Eastern Europe that will blow up, but that violence will break out right here in the streets of Washington. We will have our own little war on our hands, and the bodies will pile up. Collateral damage will be high. Right here in the seat of democracy. Right here under our president’s nose. Does that sound like a good idea to anyone?” Mr. Black’s fist came down onto the mahogany conference table with a loud thud. “I want that woman found. And I want that woman found now. If she can tell someone that a murder took place, then she’s our loose cannon. The only weak link while we figure out how this is happening. We need to handle this.”

      “Woah there.” Steve jumped up. “By ‘handle this,’ just what are you saying?”
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        Deep – Wednesday Morning

      

      “Okay,” Deep said as they moved into Lynx’s kitchen, after returning from the museum. “I’m going to put something in the oven for dinner. Why don’t you sit at the table and keep me company?”

      “I need to be doing something to move us forward.” Lacey shucked her jacket, then reached out for Deep’s.

      Deep watched her move into the dining room, where she hung their coats on the backs of the chairs rather than in the closet. It seemed to him like she was trying to claim the space as a place where she could be safe and where she belonged. He hoped she felt that way here. Hoped he could make her feel welcome. Hoped he could keep her safe. He was anxious to talk to Dr. Jones tomorrow. “Alright, how about you look through the notebook and see what you can find?”

      Deep watched Lacey pull her feet onto the dining room chair, curling herself up as she carefully turned the pages over. He went back into the kitchen to make his old Marine days’ faithful tuna noodle casserole.

      Salad fixed, fruit cut, casserole in the oven, Deep noted that if he planned to be here much longer, he’d need to go get groceries. He also noted that his R and R week was all but done. Strike Force would be down range until their task was accomplished. In planning, they’d given it a two-week window. Expectations were that he’d be jumping a transport back to the sandbox to join up and lend a hand. While his downtime had been figured into their operation, his team needed his skillset to accomplish the job. How was he going to leave Lacey? Where was he going to leave Lacey? He only had through the weekend to figure everything out. Monday, he’d be wheels up.

      Lacey got up and went upstairs. While she was gone, Deep thought he’d start a fire in the fireplace to cheer things up a bit.

      “Hey, Deep?” Lacey called down the stairs. “Do I have time for a quick shower?”

      Deep moved to the bottom of the stairs to answer her when he spotted the folded piece of yellow legal paper with two pieces of junk mail on the floor under the mail slot. He bent to pick it up.

      “Deep?”

      “Uh, hang on.” Deep opened the page and read:

      

      Just to let you know, some guy lost his puppy in the neighborhood. He cruised the neighborhood about four times before he tried to find the little guy on foot. I talked to him over near your back fence. He seemed really determined to find the puppy. If you see a lost puppy, let me know. Also, we’ve been having trouble with raccoons in the trashcans. I’d be careful what you put out there that might attract them. – Dave

      

      Deep scanned over the information again. Someone had made the house. He and Lacey had to get out. Now. Deep moved back to the kitchen, where he grabbed some Windex, rags, and garbage bags and made his way up the stairs.

      “Deep? Shower?”

      “Lacey, sweetheart, someone’s scoping the house.”

      She stiffened; her smile fell away. “What? I don’t understand what you said.”

      “One of Lynx’s neighbor’s left me a note—he’s seen someone casing the neighborhood. I promised Lynx we’d leave immediately. So, here’s what we’re going to do . . . “

      Lacey pulled the note from his hands and read it over, shaking her head. “You got that someone found where I’m hiding from this note?”

      “Lacey.” Deep tamped down on the urgency and modulated his voice to keep calm. He’d found a cadence and sound quality that kept people from panicking. It was the voice he used when he had precious cargo under his wing, and he was trying to get them out of the hot zones. He’d found that a combination of voice quality and short lists of actions kept their heads together.

      But he’d also had to stick enough of them with Lorazepam and hike their dead weight out of the shit, too. It didn’t always work.

      “Lacey,” he repeated, to get her eyes off the note and onto him. “What I need you to do is gather all of your things and put them in a bag. You need to be thorough—every wrapper, every price tag, every thing that wasn’t here when we arrived has to go. Trash, toothbrush, everything. Put the trash in one of these bags, and put the things Lynx bought you in another. I need you to strip the sheets and blankets on both of the beds and put them in to wash on the sanitary cycle. The washer is downstairs in the basement. Did you see the door in the kitchen to go down there?”

      “Yes, but I—” Her eyes wandered back to the note, and he could tell she still wasn’t on board.

      “Lacey, we have to be out of here in the next five minutes. Okay?” He pushed the bags into her hands and turned her toward the middle guestroom.

      “What are you going to do?” she asked.

      “I’m packing my go-bag, and removing fingerprints. After you get the sheets, I’ll fold up the bedspreads and take them with us.”

      “We can’t take the quilt. Lynx’s grandmother made it for her.”

      “I swear we’ll give it back in good condition.”

      “Her grandmother made it for her. It’s hand-stitched.” That thought seemed to have some kind of distressing hold on Lacey. Sobs filled her voice as she hugged the trash bags to her chest.

      She needed to be concentrating her efforts full-steam ahead. “Okay, then take the duvet and quilt, fold them, and put them in the very bottom of the quilt chest in Lynx’s room. Actually, mix them into the stack that’s there. Okay?”

      Still seeming bewildered by the sudden change of events, Lacey started to move past him into the room he had given her their first night together. “Lacey, honey, really, I need you to put the accelerator down.” Deep took her by the shoulders so she would look him in the eye. “We need to clean and go in the next five minutes. Every minute we’re here puts you at greater risk. We don’t know who was here. We don’t know why. We don’t know if they left eyes and ears in place,” Deep said. She nodded and seemed to be on board.

      Moving now with his own concentrated effort to the front room, he began spraying down the surfaces. His prints wouldn’t matter; he was worried about Lacey’s. Lacey, as far as he knew, wasn’t being sought for a crime—she was trying to stay under the radar while she tried to figure out how she fit into this whole weird scenario. So his cleaning was more for Lynx than for Lacey. He didn’t want to bring any heat Lynx’s way. He checked his watch and gave himself four minutes to put his car in reverse.

      

      Lacey was out of breath as she pulled the car door closed. Deep had put their gear in the back hatch along with his computer. He’d already downloaded the information from the thumb drives and sent it to a file Strike Force maintained on the Darknet, allowing them to encrypt and hide information while they were working their cases. If for some unknown reason something happened to either Lacey or him, the team would know to look on there for his notes and evidence files. So he figured the information, at least, was safe. He’d also concealed the thumb drives in a covert zippered pocket in the BDUs he was wearing. He needed to make sure the pictures of the kids, if nothing else, got into the right hands.

      Dinner had been pulled from the oven and set to cool on the counter, and he sent a message to Lynx about the game change (and another to Sarah, to tell her to come get the food he’d made and use it for her family’s dinner). Now he and Lacey were driving a circuit to lose anyone who might be on their tail.

      “Any idea where we’re heading?”

      Deep swiveled his head toward her. Her eyes were wide and trusting, but he could see that this extra dose of intrigue was hitting her hard.

      “I’m going to tool around for a little while.” He sent her a smile. “You still haven’t eaten. I know a pretty good place near Annapolis. Do you like seafood?”

      “Whatever you want.” She combed her fingers through her hair. It was the kind of preening move he’d seen bitchy girls make at the bars. The kind of girls that looked down their noses at you as if they ruled the world. But he knew that wasn’t at all the way he should interpret Lacey’s move. On her, at least in this context, it looked like she was trying to calm herself down. Food. That would help. He moved onto the highway and headed for I-50.

      “I think you’ll like this place. It’s right on the Chesapeake Bay — so it’s chilly, but they’ve got these big rock fireplaces that make things nice.” He reached out for her hand, then pulled it to his lips for a kiss. “Cheer up, Lacey. I love you. Everything’s going to be fine. We’re changing locations, that’s all. Tomorrow, we’ll go see this Dr. Jones guy, and then we’ll have some new information, and you can decide what to do from there.”

      Lacey bit her upper lip and nodded.

      “What?” Deep asked.

      “You said you loved me,” Lacey whispered.

      “I do. I’ve been saying that since I tackled you.” He chuckled. The ‘I love you’ had slipped out, and Deep hoped she didn’t feel he’d pushed too far, too fast.

      “You’ve been talking around it since you dove in front of a speeding bullet to save my life. How can I ever thank you enough? How could I possibly repay you for that?”

      “That’s not a debt, Lacey. Seriously. You don’t owe me anything.”

      “No, it doesn’t feel like a debt to me. You haven’t asked me for anything. As a matter of fact, you keep asking me for what I want. That’s really kind of special, you know? A gift, really. A gift that you keep giving.” She paused. “I like that you’re not making decisions for me – that you trust my judgment.” She sent him a confused smile, as though her lips didn’t know whether they should go up or down. “And my integrity . . .”

      She was quiet for a long time. That last little bit had sounded to Deep like she was trying to work things out in her own head and wasn’t looking for a conversation. The radio was off in the car, and they drove in silence. Deep thought she needed some integration time for herself. At least she didn’t freak out when he said he loved her. That had to be a plus.

      He was coming off the ramp to drive toward the restaurant when she said, “Love. It’s such a strange word. It covers everything for my feeling about vanilla ice cream to I guess . . . no, I don’t guess. Huh.”

      “What’s that?” Deep asked.

      “I was going to say it covers everything from my feeling for vanilla ice cream to you. But that can’t be right, can it? There should be a different word for what I’m feeling. Something that’s precious and beautiful. And not at all delicate. Sturdy. It should be a sturdy word, something that won’t be weathered or wilted or abraded. Something that will stand the test of use and time. That’s how it feels to me, like . . . Oh, you know, like a church pew from a renaissance cathedral.”

      “In Italy.” Deep raised an emphatic brow.

      “An Italian cathedral. Yes, of course.”

      “Weathered wouldn’t be bad. I’ve seen some things that I thought grew more interesting if not more beautiful through use. The sharp edges rounded. The finish becoming soft as satin. More distinctive and interesting to look at. I wouldn’t mind becoming weathered with you, Lacey.” He pulled into the parking lot and turned to her.

      “That’s so sappy.” She laughed with tears in her eyes.

      Deep leaned forward and kissed the tip of her nose. But his heart contracted hard when he pulled back and saw the look in her eyes. He saw the same thing there as the day they had met. “You are home. You belong here.”
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        Deep – Wednesday Night

      

      Deep lay on the king-sized bed with his arms crossed behind his head, staring at the ceiling. He thought they were pretty safe here for the night. The hotel was a good-quality chain. Not so expensive that the employees were falling all over themselves to impress you by using your name, not so mainstream that he questioned their security. A “just right” in the Goldilocks hunt for a hideout.

      This would have to be their last night on their own. When Lacey came out of the bathroom, he’d need to talk to her about heading in to Iniquus, probably right after they talked to Dr. Jones in the morning. Having the pictures of the children and not actively searching for them and bringing them to safety was a huge stone in Deep’s gut. And too, there was the ongoing arts con.

      The art should be going into place in the Alexandria gallery annex right about now. Something bad was supposed to happen Friday evening after the agents were photographed with the art pieces they represented. Deep had looked up the building on Google Maps. The rented space sat on street level in a high-dollar neighborhood. Over it were seven floors of apartments. In order to make sure all of the paintings were destroyed, the conspirators would have to pretty much obliterate the whole show space where the oils were hung. Deep couldn’t imagine anything other than explosions or fire that would do that, and that meant all of those people who lived above, and all of their stuff, their photos, their family treasures, could be destroyed as well.

      There was a restaurant around the corner from the space. And from what Deep could tell, that meant the kitchen shared a wall with the gallery annex. Last summer, his teammate Randy had headed to the West Coast to LA to pick up some evidence – a CPA’s computer. When he got there, he discovered that the whole block had come down in an inferno when the gas stove blew in a neighborhood eatery at just the wrong time of day. The morning traffic jam kept the responders away for too long. By the time the LA fire crew arrived on scene, it was an issue of containment and cleanup. Too late for anything else.

      As he lay there with his sock feet stretched out in front of him, a steady thumping began on the wall behind the king-sized bed. Deep sent a knowing smile in that direction and went back to his thoughts.

      Washington had its issues with gridlock. But not in the timeframe they were looking at. The destruction would have to take place between the Friday night event with the agents and the Saturday show opening, if Deep followed what the counterfeiter had said on the phone.

      If he were asked to come up with a plan to take out the space, Deep would cause a gas explosion in the kitchen of the restaurant and make sure that there was an accelerant left against the annex’s side of the wall. There were plenty of things that would make sense in that space—the bar set up with plenty of big plastic gallons of alcohol, for example. Add in something like mineral spirits or some other things that might be used around the paintings, and that space could blow big.

      Even if that’s not how this was going to go down, in order to keep the insurance claim clean, he’d guess the destructive event would originate in one of the buildings on either side of the annex. And whatever that event was, it would have to be huge to ensure success. That certainly wasn’t information he could sit on. He couldn’t assume that the FBI knew about the impending strike and was taking action. No. If Deep had learned anything in his career, it was never to assume.

      Of course, Lacey would have to make her own decisions about how she wanted to move forward, but for him, he planned to return to the mothership with as much detail about this whole intrigue as possible—as soon as possible.

      Deep was trying to focus on a plan, but his thoughts were interrupted by the velocity of action from the room next door. Someone was hitting the mattress hard, and in a cadence that meant the guy surely couldn’t keep it up for much longer. Every once in a while, the noise would stop and the murmur of a man’s directive would come through the thin wall board. Ah, the joys of being in a hotel. Could be worse, Deep thought; it could be a screaming infant. Screaming infants usually went on for hours, if not all night long. No guy he knew had that much stamina. So hopefully this would be short-lived.

      The door to the bathroom opened and Lacey emerged with a billow of steam. She was wrapped in a towel. Her skin looked warm and pink, and inviting. She focused over Deep’s head at the wall. Deep peeked up to make sure the painting above him wasn’t dancing with the vibrations. The last thing he needed was the ribbing he’d get from the guys if he couldn’t make it over to the landing-zone Monday because he was held up by a concussion from a picture in a motel room. That didn’t even make a good bar story.

      “Sounds like someone’s having fun,” Lacey said.

      “The guy’s got stamina, I’ll give him that.”

      “It’s been going on for a while?” She quirked a funny little smile.

      “Since you went into the bathroom.”

      Lacey stared at the wall. “You’re kidding, right? They’ve been going at it like that since I started my bath? That poor girl’s probably sending up smoke signals from her girly-parts.”

      Deep looked at her, then burst out laughing. He crawled to the end of the bed with mischief in his eyes. “I’ve studied human anatomy, and I don’t remember learning that particular body part. Can you show me what girly-parts look like?” He gave the bottom of her towel a little tug.

      Lacey squealed and held the towel tighter around her. “Shhh. Stop, they’ll hear you.”

      “Me shhh? I’ve been listening to them thumping the wall for the last forty minutes.”

      The woman on the other side began moaning and begging loudly, “Oh baby, give it to me. Give it to me.”

      The pink of Lacey’s skin turned a bright shade of red that made Deep laugh even harder. But he was thankful that the couple next door seemed to have hit their crescendo and were on their way down. At least the bed had stopped thumping against the wall.

      “Our turn,” Deep said, pulling Lacey into his arms.

      “Oh, no. No, no, no.” Lacey said in a scandalized voice as he fell backward onto the mattress with her in his arms.

      “Why are you saying no, beautiful?” Deep asked as he tucked her hair out of her face.

      “Because you’re going to get all competitive and see if you can’t go at least five minutes longer, and maybe put the bed through the wall instead of simply banging it into the wall. That’s why. ‘Be all you can be?’ Isn’t that the Marines motto?”

      Deep spun until he’d pinned Lacey underneath him, and though she had said, ‘Oh no,’ her legs had wrapped up on either said of his hips, and she had let her towel fall open. He kissed her nose.

      “That’s the army. The Marines’ motto is ‘Always faithful’,” he said softly. “And I do my best to live that motto.” He kissed her chin. “But when a girl says no, it means no.” He kissed her lips very lightly. “Do you want to rethink your answer?” Before she could respond, he kissed her lips again. “Besides, that guy was having sex like an army infantryman. They throw on a pack and hump their way to their destination. Usually it takes a long, long time, and it’s damned boring. That’s not how I was trained, ma’am.”

      “And just how were you trained, Marine?”

      “I’m special ops. I home in on the target, I get it into my sights, right? Then I work with skill and efficiency to make sure my mission is completed satisfactorily.”

      “Satisfactory? Not exemplary?” Lacey asked with a little pout.

      “I don’t like to brag, but I have a number of shiny medals that they’ve pinned to my chest that say I’m one of the best of the best.”

      A coy smile spread across Lacey’s face. “I’d agree with that.” She strained for another kiss, but Deep kept his mouth out of range.

      “I’m sorry, but you said no.”

      “It’s a lady’s prerogative to change her mind,” Lacey said.

      “Then say the magic words.”

      Lacey batted her eyes like Scarlet O’Hara and offered up a perfect Cupid’s bow smile. “Pretty please, with sugar and cream on top?”
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        Lacey – Thursday Morning

      

      Deep and Lacey pulled up to the 1960s-style brick utilitarian building.

      “Lacey, when we’re done here, we need to take some time to regroup and make some big decisions.”

      Lacey looked over at him and tilted her head.

      “We’re going to have to move on our intel. Figure out somewhere safe for you to go. . .”

      “Okay.” Lacey’s heart gave her a weird little knock. Deep’s words sounded like he was done. Ready to wash his hands of this problem. Her problem. Her. He was ready to wash his hands of her. She was a burden that needed to be sorted and stored on a different shelf.

      She got out and looked up at the sky. For the first time in days there was an expanse of blue, though the sun was only a dim globe. Lacey stomped her feet to keep her toes from freezing as the chill crept up from the sidewalk and through the soles of the tennis shoes Lynx had bought for her. Even with their grip soles, her heel slipped out from under her on the icy surface, and she flailed to keep herself upright. Deep was laughing as he caught her around the waist to steady her. She grabbed hold of the door handle as she came upright and waited while Deep moved around to the back of the Rover to gather the paper bag with the live rock, then came around toward her. With an arm around her waist, they started up to the glass doors, where they could see a figure waiting for them.

      “Hello. Hello. I’m Dr. Jones.” The man’s enthusiasm was a little overwhelming as they moved into the lobby. Lacey wished she’d had a moment to adjust to the new environment before being bowled over with the man’s big personality. “I understand that you want to talk about live rocks and boiling water. So interesting.” He set off at a trot down the corridor, and she and Deep hurried along behind him. Lacey wondered whether Dr. Jones had swigged a pot of espresso for breakfast. Normal people didn’t have his kind of energy.

      He was thin and a good six-foot-five, towering over Deep. The hem of his pants hit above his ankles, showing one blue and one brown sock. The cuffs on his shirt and lab coat didn’t quite make it all the way down to his wrists. He was elastic, and his movements were expansive. He reminded Lacey of one of those performers at Disneyland she’d seen on TV, dancing on stilts in the parades.

      Dr. Jones burst through the doors and stretched his arms with a wide flourish. “My lab,” he said, then stood in the center of the room. A self-satisfied grin spread wide across his face.

      Lacey moved into the space and gasped. “Dr. Jones, this is spectacular.”

      The room was long and thin, like the professor. On the two longest walls were a series of aquariums on two levels. The upper aquariums held various configurations of coral and marine fish, and underneath were tanks that looked like they held sea weeds. The scenes in each aquarium were glorious, and for Lacey it was like walking through a living arts gallery. Incredible beauty — the movement of the water, the oscillation of the anemone and other sea creatures, the brilliant flashes of fish.

      Lacey exhaled. Amidst the reefscapes, the stress in her body seemed to gain weight and substance that could now be identified by gravity and pulled down her spine and her limbs until it puddled on the floor. Lacey stepped forward. “Dr. Jones, this is simply exquisite. It must feel like you’re on vacation every time you come to work,” she said with a smile.

      Dr. Jones was now rocking back and forth on his feet like a Jack-in-the-box that had sprung out and was dancing on its coil. He laughed. “Yes, that’s exactly right. I have the best job in the world. They pay me to play. Isn’t that marvelous?”

      Lacey smiled at the infectious joy that Dr. Jones exuded. While over the top, he didn’t feel manic to her, just like he somehow had learned to embrace happiness. Like a marine sciences joy-guru. Lacey smiled at the thought. She wondered what it would be like to live or work with someone like him. Would it wear off on you, or would it wear you down? She looked once again at Dr. Jones’s mismatched socks and thought they probably reflected more of his distraction that morning than color blindness or lack of aesthetics, because whoever arranged these tanks did so with a flair for color and texture. She pointed at a crazy-looking fish and smiled up at the professor.

      “That’s a pajama fish—one of my favorites. It looks like he was drunk when he was getting dressed.” Dr. Jones laughed. And indeed, it was a bizarre combination of polka dots and stripes and colors. It even had red eyes.

      “Are these corals?” Lacey pointed at the bright bursts of color in the tank.

      “Those there?” Dr. Jones asked, moving closer to peek into the tank. “No, that’s a common mistake. People think that they’re corals and even call them soft corals. Those are Palythoa, which are related to coral, but they are not actually corals.”

      Deep joined them in front of a massive aquarium that held an amazing garden of bright colors. Florescent orange, acidic green, neon purple in variations of tiny passion fruit-like flowers all mounding in soft pillow structures on the skeleton of rock. The rocks in the tank looked exactly like the rock that she and Deep had stolen from the Zen garden at Radovan’s home.

      “They’re beautiful, aren’t they? This animal is very popular with salt water aquarists,” Dr. Jones said.

      Deep leaned over the top of the open aquarium. “They look like the flowers you’d see in a science fiction movie.”

      “They do, don’t they?” Enthusiasm and energy rolled off Dr. Jones as he spoke about the animals as if they were his children, and they had accomplished something spectacular. “Those Palythoa are extremely dangerous. You wouldn’t know it by looking at them, but they produce the second-most deadly toxin known to man.”

      “Deadly?” Lacey asked.

      “Yes. Oh, yes.” Dr. Jones nodded emphatically. “One gram of palytoxin can kill one hundred million mice. Yes, oh yes, deadly.  On contact, even in the smallest amount it can have an effect. It can, for example, cause a tingling sensation, and it can give someone a metallic taste on their tongue. Exposure can make you feel like you have the flu. With an increase in toxic contact, it increases blood pressure and decreases respiration. If exposure continues, it can put you into a coma, and at high enough doses, it will kill you. High enough doses, mind you, are miniscule.”

      Lacey and Deep both squatted down to see into the aquarium and the tiny flowers that glowed beneath the specialized aquarium lights.

      “As a matter of fact,” Dr. Jones continued, “we know that ancient societies would harvest the palytoxins to put on the heads of their spears, darts and arrows to kill their enemies. Of course, they wouldn’t have wanted to put it on their weapons when they were killing their food supply. As the blood stream carried the poison into the body of the animals to effect the death, it would poison the muscle tissue, rendering it dangerous to eat.”

      “Huh.” Lacey put a steadying hand on the aquarium’s shelf. “It reminds me of that scene in Wizard of Oz where Dorothy is dancing in the poppies, relishing their beauty, when in fact they were dangerous.”

      “But only to make Dorothy sleep. If I remember the movie correctly, the good witch cast a spell, and it snowed on Dorothy, which negated the Wicked Witch’s spell. That’s not possible here.”

      “People have aquariums in their homes that hold the second-most deadly poison in the world?” Lacey asked, rising to her feet.

      “Known to man. We’re discovering new and wonderful things every day.” Dr. Jones slapped his hands together and rubbed them, looking thoroughly pleased. “But yes, right in the homes of saltwater aquarium owners. And it’s not an uncommon experience that hobbyists will run into problems. For example, they’ll be fragging. Now, fragging is short for fragmentation. If an aquarist wishes to share a fragment with a fellow aquarist, or he wants to sell a piece, or he’s trying to propagate the species in his or her own tanks, they go through the fragging process. It’s really quite easy, let me show you.”

      Dr. Jones went to the back of his door and hung up his lab coat, switching it out for a rubber apron. He slid rubber gloves all the way up his arms and over his shoulders like sleeves. He pulled an elastic strap over his head that held a full-face visor in place. Reaching into the tank next to Deep and Lacey, he pulled one of the flower-covered pillows out of the water. “Now this is Zoranthus, but I still use protective precautions. Zoranthus is similar to Palythoa and can secrete a little bit of the palytoxin, but not nearly as much as a Palythoa.” He moved with the specimen to a stainless-steel lab table.

      “It can stay alive outside of the water?” Deep asked.

      “Oh yes, but you don’t want to leave them out for long. You take them out, you do your thing, and put them back in. Certainly, you need to work within a fifteen-minute time frame. Okay, you two, you need to stand back at least three feet. This guy is tiny, but it can squirt water pretty darned far.”

      Deep pulled Lacey by the hips well back from the table.

      

      Dr. Jones turned the Zoanthus over. “You see, I’ve attached the colony to a plug with some epoxy, then the plugs are inserted into the prepared holes in the live rock. It allows the hobbyists to rearrange their tank for the visual balance of color and texture. Typically, aquarists have other things in their tanks for variety and to make them attractive. Of course, sometimes an aquarist needs to move the animals around because the specimen don’t all get along. Then it’s better to move them away from each other. Sort of like when siblings fight, you have to move them to opposite sides of the sofa to keep the peace.” Dr. Jones chuckled as if he’d cracked a good joke.

      Lacey smiled politely and nodded her head.

      “This is a coral scalpel,” Dr. Jones said. “I simply remove the fragments that I wish to move or propagate, like so. Now that I’ve removed the fragment from the mother colony, I’m going to put the plug right back into the water. See?” Dr. Jones walked back to the tank and maneuvered the plug back into a hole in the live rock. Dr. Jones stood back and looked, then reached in again, and with his hand dangling in the tank he said, “Get right down where you can see what I’m doing.”

      Lacey and Deep squatted down to eye level with his hands.

      “I’m sticking it back in a hole. Safe and sound.” He stepped back to look at the tank. “I think it goes better there. Now,” Dr. Jones turned back to the work table, “with this little frag, I’m going to affix it to this plug with a dab of epoxy, give it time to set, and then I’ll put it on this shelf I have set up in the corner of the tank so I can keep it isolated. Not really necessary, but it’s a step I like to take.”

      “Why are you wearing a face shield?” Deep asked.

      “Well, I am fragging Zoranthus, not Palythoa, but it always pays to be cautious. Zoranthus can still have enough palytoxin in it to cause a great deal of agony.” Dr. Jones washed his gloved hands in the sink, then pulled the gloves off, hanging them to dry, then he washed his hands. He put his safety wear back in its place and donned his lab coat again. "I want you to see this.”

      Dr. Jones covered the room in a few long strides. He turned his computer around and played with the keys, then turned it so Deep and Lacey could see the screen. “The guy in this photo was fragging Zoranthus and a miniscule amount of water squirted him in the eye, and this was the result.”

      “Jezzis,” Deep breathed out.

      Lacey stared at the picture of an eye that looked inhuman. The tissues of the upper and lower lids were so inflamed that it looked like long blisters on either side of the eyeball. The eyeball itself was bloodshot, and the pupil had taken over the iris. Lacey’s body responded by pulling in tighter and bracing. All that from a squirt of water off a tiny frag?

      “This is not an uncommon experience.” Dr. Jones flipped through other like photographs. “It’s important to always take precautions.”

      “Understood, sir, but that’s what can happen to you if you come into dermal contact with the substance. What happens if you were to ingest it?” Deep asked.

      “You die.” Dr. Jones got a funny little look on his face that basically said, Are you crazy? “Well, if it’s a small enough quantity, you’ll wish you would die. There are some stories of people falling ill from eating crab with palytoxicity, and they’ve become very ill. but survived. But I can’t imagine a circumstance in which you’d actually ingest the toxin other than through an unfortunate instance with sea foods.”

      “What would happen, for example, if you were to boil a piece of the live rock that had held Palythoa plugs?”

      “Oh, no.” He shook his head emphatically, then stood with his hands on his hips like a mother scolding a child. “You never, ever, ever want to boil a rock that had had Polythoa or Zoranthus on them. Never. Don’t even pressure wash them.”

      “And why is that, sir?” Deep asked. “Well, first, let me ask you—are there good reasons to want to clean the rock either through pressure washing or boiling them? Legitimate mistakes that people would make in handling them?”

      Dr. Jones reached up his sleeve and scratched his elbow. “Often times, you’ll see a hobbyist begin with freshwater and advance to become a marine hobbyist. Freshwater hobbyists will boil their rocks to sanitize them. If you’re moving from one kind of system to another, one might carry forward the habits from the last system. And as to the reason why one should never pressure wash or boil live rock – imagine, if you will, that the toxin is aerosolized. It’s in the atmosphere, floating around in combination with the air. How could you render yourself safe? It’s on your skin. It’s in your airways. Your lungs oxygenate your blood, so now the blood circulating in your body is poisoned. Awful. I mean awful. Highly toxic. Deadly. There was a guy I talked to once who was boiling his rocks, and he almost took out his whole family, including his German shepherds.”

      Lacey reached for Deep’s hand and twisted her fingers with his. “The toxins would kill animals? Like birds? The birds would be like canaries in a coal mine?”

      “Absolutely—birds have relatively fragile systems. If there were birds in the environment, they would succumb to the toxins very quickly.” Dr. Jones moved toward his desk at the back of the room and planted his hips on the edge.

      “And what would happen, if, say, a person walked into a kitchen, and she put her head right over a stew pot with five or so rocks boiling in it?” As Lacey trembled, Deep moved to rest his hands on her shoulders.

      Dr. Jones shifted his gaze to the ceiling, rubbing a hand over his chin while he contemplated the question. “Hard to say.” He focused back on her. “It would depend on several things. For example, what was the toxicity level on the rocks? And how long had they been boiling? If they had been boiling for hours and hours, it could be that most of the toxicity had already entered the environment and dissipated, reducing the concentration over the pot. But if the toxicity levels were there, it would feel a bit like being very frightened. Like a panic attack. Breathing would become difficult; the heart would be straining. And here’s an interesting little caveat. One of the problems with being poisoned with palytoxins is that the person understands that something very bad is happening, but they don’t act like they do. There’s a kind of euphoria that happens. So they might think, ‘I need help, something’s very wrong.’ But they don’t act on it. Or they act counter to their best interests—they do the thing that they know might endanger them more.”

      Lacey tilted her head. “Like stand up and walk out the front door in plain sight?”

      “I beg your pardon?” Dr. Jones asked.

      “Oh, sorry, I was thinking out loud.”

      “You cannot imagine how potent this poison is and how little it would take to make you very sick. It even happened to me. Not boiling it, mind you. Let me tell you a story so you can fully understand how potent and dangerous this toxin is.”

      Dr. Jones eased farther back until he was sitting on his desk. His long legs bent at the knee and crossed at the ankle, making him look like a frog in mid-jump.

      Deep pulled Lacey’s hand and had her sit on a wooden desk chair close to the professor. He pulled a lab stool over for himself, sitting beside her.

      “So one day I was looking at my tanks. That one there.” He pointed at an aquarium.

      Lacey twisted in her seat to see the one he’d indicated, and then swiveled back.

      “I saw a little piece of rock with a small Palythoa colony in there. I remember putting it in there as sort of a place to put it down, and frankly, I had forgotten about it. So I’m walking it over to another tank one where I kept my Palythoa collection along with other specimens, and as I walk it over—and this isn’t broken off, I wasn’t fragging, I just had a piece about the size of a silver dollar in my hand—I notice that there’s a little slime on it.” He rubbed his fingertips with his thumb.  “It’s like clear mucus that runs out of your nose when you’ve got a cold coming on, a little thicker maybe. Same thing. Only not.”

      Dr. Jones continued his tale with a faraway look in his eye. “I didn’t think anything of it. I’d touched Palythoa with my bare hands quite a lot ever since I was a teen. At this point in time, I was doing what I do. I move things from tank to tank all the time.

      “Now, I go home, and I have a terrible night. I felt like I’d been in a car accident. I ached. And I mean ached. It was far worse than the flu. It was as if someone beat me all over my body with a bat. My wife was sleeping next to me, and I was trying not to moan and wake her. I knew she would freak out if I told her I thought I was dying. I remember very clearly that I thought I might. Just. Die. And, at the same time, I didn’t feel like I wanted to do anything about it. Remember that for a minute.”

      Lacey nodded and leaned onto her crossed knee.

      “So the next morning, I feel better. Tired, but better. I no longer thought I was going to die, and I was really pleased that I was able to shake off whatever bug was going around. I decided I felt well enough to go in to the office.” Dr. Jones hung his head and shook it slowly back and forth. “The first thing that hits me when I open the door? The smell. Oh my gosh, that smell, awful. I walk over to my tank and see it’s cloudy. Cloudy plus smell means disaster. Disaster.” He shook his hands like the heavens themselves were opening.

      Lacey wondered if this guy spent a lot of time on a stage—his gestures seemed perfect for the theater but overwhelming in the laboratory space. Lacey wasn’t used to loud. And she certainly wasn’t used to exuberance.  She sunk back against Deep’s chest, and he dropped a kiss into her hair.

      “The whole tank was dead. Everything was so healthy and magnificent the night before. Every last organism in the aquarium was dead. Fish. Everything.” Dr. Jones shook his head in disbelief. “It was devastating.”

      “It was the Palythoa you moved into the tank that caused the problem?” Lacey reached out a hand and put it on the professor’s knee like she was sympathizing with a death in his family.

      “It was. And that’s when I remembered the slime on the piece as I moved it. And I thought back, and yes, my symptoms were exactly that of palytoxin poisoning. Thank God I didn’t actually die – I just wanted to. And that informed my future research. It turns out that palytoxins are transdermal. That’s something we didn’t know before. We assumed that the toxin entered the human system through an opening. But since it can pass through a dermal barrier, the poison doesn’t need to enter into a cut or what have you. You can get some on your skin, and it can enter your blood system. Also, we had assumed that the toxicity came from the flesh of the animal. But no. It’s the secretion. That was a new finding, too. Amazing and so, so dangerous.”

      “I’m sorry that you experienced this,” Lacey said. “So that leads me to think, if I were writing a book or making up a plot for a killer in the movies, could they do something like add the palytoxin secretions to someone’s personal hygiene products—put it in their hand lotion, for example—and kill people?”

      Dr. Jones sent her a strange glance. “Why did you say you were here?”

      Deep said, “We were over at the Smithsonian talking to Ben, Paul, and Augustine, and they were trying to remember the story you were telling at a Christmas party about almost dying and boiling live rock. They must have confused the two stories. We were there showing a piece of live rock to Augustine.”

      “Yes, the boiling, it should never be done. And yes, I guess you could poison someone by placing the mucus from a Palythoa with a high toxicity level into someone’s body lotion. You’d have to know they would use the lotion. You’d be risking killing someone by accident, someone else picking up the bottle, using the lotion, and being poisoned. That would be very risky.” Dr. Jones stared at the ceiling, thinking this idea through. “Well I suppose this is fiction, so the author could do as they wished with the outcome.”

      Lacey tucked her hair behind her ears. “I’m wondering from what you’ve said what would have happened if you had woken your wife. If she had called an ambulance, are there anti-palytoxins available like they have for snake bites? An anti-venom, if you will?”

      “Yes. Yes. That’s what I wanted to tell you when you brought up Dorothy and the Wizard of Oz. When I was poisoned I was sure that I was going to die. And I could have. But I didn’t want to do anything about it. A very interesting effect of the toxin. Remember how Dorothy was being poisoned and she simply wanted to lie down and take a nap? She wasn’t worried about it. She didn’t try to fight it.”

      Lacey nodded.

      “Let me begin with the first part of that question about waking my wife up. I was feeling toxic euphoria, so it would have been a hard fight to get me into the emergency department. I probably wouldn’t have given my consent to go in the ambulance. If I got there, I would have presented as a man having a heart attack.”

      “The tests would prove that true?” Deep asked.

      “Absolutely. I have a colleague who is no longer able to work, he had such a bad case of palytoxin poisoning. He actually had a heart attack, and they believe a stroke. It affected his brain so badly that he had to learn to speak again after the incident. Do the doctors have something to counter it? The plain answer is no. And what’s worse, if they used the normal drugs and protocol for someone who was having a heart attack or coding, the victim would not respond to their efforts. As a matter of fact, the CDC this very week came out with new guidelines for palytoxin poisoning, which say watch, and wait, and hope for the best. That’s pretty bad when the CDC doesn’t know what to do.”

      “You’d go to the hospital, then what?” Lacey asked.

      “There is no bloodwork that would show up under normal scrutiny. No toxicity screening for palytoxins at all. So there’s no way they’d find it. I’d say that 99.999% of doctors have never heard of it. None. And even if the person is conscious, and they know exactly what happened, the doctor has no way to fix it. They can try giving a respiratory treatment like they would for an asthma attack, but that’s kind of like throwing a life preserver with no rope attached out toward a drowning person in a stormy sea and hoping for the best. There is nothing, absolutely nothing that can be done to stop that poison from following its trajectory. In a healthy person, they’ve got a shot at survival as long as their exposure was really limited, like mine. I touched the plug for maybe ten, maybe fifteen seconds. But if there’s any kind of underlying health condition, heart, lungs, age-related fragility, low muscle density, low body weight, fatigue, alcohol, recent illness, anything that increases the efficacy of the toxins, then there’s nothing that can keep that person from dying.”

      Lacey sat there in complete silence, processing the information.

      Finally, Deep cleared his throat. “I had a question about all of the organisms that died in your tank. Was that an effect of this particular colony being highly toxic, and that you placed it into an environment that was not acclimated?”

      “Well, yes. Probably. Hard to tell.” He stuck his finger in his ear and scratched. “Palytoxin is believed to be an anti-predation defense. Normally, though, it doesn’t affect the neighboring colonies. Why this one did has not been proven, but I would hypothesize that it was the sudden introduction to the level of toxicity in this particular colony.  Not all Palythoa are toxic. Various studies have shown they actually have a wide spectrum of toxicity levels. For example, Palythoa mutuki was non-toxic; the Palythoa heliodiscus was—” Dr. Jones stopped and whistled— “off-the-charts toxic. Hugely dangerous.”

      “And the silver dollar-sized piece you were moving?” Lacey asked.

      “Was Palythoa heliodiscus, unfortunately,” the professor replied.

      Deep rubbed his thumb back and forth over his lower lip. “Someone with colonies of any of these Palythoa, including the Palythoa heliodiscus, could frag the colonies and almost farm them?”

      “Not almost—they do. That’s a whole industry, fragging and growing colonies for reef shops and marine aquarists.”

      “Huh,” Deep said. “Dr. Jones, if I were to show you a sample of live rock that’s been outside in the weather since last September, is it possible that you could tell if there had been any Palythoa colonies attached?” Deep lifted the paper bag from where it sat by his foot, and pulled out the piece of live rock from Radovan’s garden.

      “Should be. Once a colony is growing it’s pretty hard to get rid of the traces. They populate the tiny crags and get into the open areas. Let’s see here.” Dr. Jones picked up a pair of regular-length rubber gloves and pulled them on before accepting the rock from Deep.

      “Rubber gloves even after it’s been out in the rain for months?” Lacey asked.

      “I was scared straight by that near miss. I take precautions now whenever anyone mentions Palythoa. I do not play with palytoxins. How about you go wash your hands over there?” Dr. Jones lifted his chin toward a sink in the corner that housed a wall medical kit above it and a high tech eye-wash station.

      Lacey remembered that yesterday, Augustine had been wearing protective gloves when he alone had handled the rock. She wondered, as Deep went to scrub, if he had held the rock long enough for any toxins to have absorbed into his skin. And if he had, could they still be deadly?
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        Deep – Thursday, Lunch

      

      Lacey and Deep walked across the parking lot to the quaint bistro, which was placed oddly out in the middle of nowhere. Deep had chosen this particular restaurant because it would be darned hard for someone following them to blend and observe from anywhere around here. The building had been an old gas station. Converted into a Swiss chalet, it sat alone at the corner of two busy rural highways and was surrounded by winter fields, which stood empty and wide. Deep’s team had used this location on several occasions to pass or collect information. He was confident that he had chosen a safe place, and they could sit here for a while and come up with a plan.

      “Who did Dr. Jones remind you of?” Deep asked as they reached the door.

      Lacey looked up to catch his eye, and they both said, “Doc from Back to the Future,” at the same time. Then Lacey held her hand up for a high five.

      Deep slapped her palm, then held on to her hand, lacing his fingers with hers. “What?” he asked. “Pop culture and high fives? Who are you?”

      “Just learning to blend.” Lacey slowly skated her free hand out to show she could go with the flow.

      The lunch crowd had already thinned by the time they stood in front of the hostess’s podium. Deep asked for their most private seating. With his hands resting possessively on Lacey’s shoulders, he winked at the waitress to let her know they wanted to be alone. He hoped that would keep her from popping in and out. He needed the waitress to bring their food and let them think. He needed to tell Lacey that time was up.

      “That’s darned terrifying,” Lacey said as she picked at her food.

      “Which part, exactly?” While Deep had ordered a big fat steak, Lacey had opted for the harvest salad, and that worried him. He couldn’t seem to convince her that carbs, fat, and protein were her friends in stressful situations. Her body needed something to run on besides roughage. She had countered that this was what she normally ate, and was still only able to maintain her weight with the benefit of weekday workouts with her kick-boxing trainer. Kick-boxing, that explained the moves he’d seen when she was battling Higgins at the door of the bar. He wondered if she took that up after the knife scene in her car.

      This really wasn’t the right time for her to be worried about her figure, though. She didn’t see what he saw; she had been dropping weight since he’d grabbed her last Friday morning. Visibly shrinking. Fear burned an enormous number of calories. Trembling, nightmares, and worrying required a big bowl of Ben and Jerry’s or something with more calories than lettuce. He wondered if he could get her to eat some cheesecake if he ordered it for himself with two forks.

      “I stuck my head over the steam of aerosolized palytoxin.” Lacey said.

      He shook his head as if bewildered. “And lived to tell the tale.”

      “While Radovan did not. Now that I have that information, so much of the scene at Radovan’s house on the day of my accident makes perfect sense.” Lacey held her napkin poised on her finger while she spoke, then dabbed at the corners of her lips before replacing it in her lap.

      Somehow, that action completely charmed Deep. “Why don’t you tell me how you’re interpreting the scene with the new information?” Deep sent a searching gaze around the room to make sure they couldn’t be overheard, tucked as they were over here in the corner, away from the last of the diners. With his back to the wall and an exit through the kitchen nearby, Deep felt in control of the environment.

      “Alright. I arrived at the house and the door was unlocked. It must have been unlocked when whoever went in to start the stone soup had been there. The men were dressed in gardeners’ jumpsuits, garden gloves, eye protection, and respirators, so their skin was covered and they were protected from any toxins in the air.”

      “And they checked on the birds first thing, right?”

      “‘Canaries in the coal mine.’ They must have been dead, showing that the toxicity levels were high enough to kill them. When I talked to the housekeeper, Agatha, she said the birds were missing.”

      “If you think about it,” Deep said, “they couldn’t really leave the birds there, could they? The police might have seen two dead birds and thought that there was some kind of gas that killed Radovan instead of the heart attack. The bad guys couldn’t remove the birds and leave an empty cage because that would make the police wonder why there was an empty cage. Which also might lead the investigators to ask some questions and have them take a closer at the body. Order an autopsy, for example.”

      Lacey nodded. “Not that that would help. You remember Dr. Jones said there are no toxicology tests to show palytoxin poisoning. Okay, let’s see — the birds were dead, and the one guy goes upstairs, confirms that Radovan is indeed dead. I know from hanging a painting up there that his bedroom is directly up the stairs, so the steam—well, the aerosolized toxins—wouldn’t have had far to travel from the kitchen. It’s basically a straight line if the doors are open. I was in the dining room feeling like my body was out of control from fear. But in reality, I had put my head over the rock soup and breathed in the toxins. The guy takes the rocks outside and puts them in the garden, because who in their right mind would want to travel with those rocks in the same car? Even if they were in the trunk?” Lacey took a sip of water. “And then I’m there all out of breath, heart jackhammering, and not really able to think or care about my decision making as I stand up and walk out the door.”

      “Absolutely,” Deep said. “It all fits into a nice neat little package once the idea of palytoxins is thrown in to the equation. Even the part where you felt so bruised at the hospital – though truthfully, that could well have been from the accident. It explains why the doctors held you longer to test why you weren’t properly oxygenated, and why they didn’t find anything abnormal in your system.”

      “But why would anyone do that? Kill with palytoxins?” Lacey asked. “It seems there are simpler ways – a pillow over his head or something.”

      “That’s the million-dollar question.” Deep’s phone vibrated in the Strike Force pattern. That meant it was Lynx, and that couldn’t be good. “Would you excuse me for a minute? I need to take this call.” Deep wiped his mouth, laid his napkin on his chair, and went outside to sit in his car.

      “Deep?” Lynx’s voice came over the speaker.

      “Oh, crap.”

      “Yeah. I’m sorry. Titus Kane called me in for a briefing.”

      “Okay. Tell me the story.”

      “When Lacey first disappeared from the bar, the FBI hired Iniquus to find her.” Her voice was soft with concern and support. “The case was handed to Panther Force; the contact’s name is Higgins.”

      “Yeah, I know the guy. He was the one at the bar that grabbed Lacey’s ankle.”

      “Higgins along with his FBI task force and Panther Force were all out looking for her. When the woman’s body turned up, the case was put on hold pending identification of the victim. No point in the Panthers beating the woods for a girl that was already on ice. We both know it wasn’t Lacey. I wasn’t pulled into the inner circle yet, so I didn’t know any of this until thirty minutes ago.”

      “If they turned the contract back on, they must have an identification. Is the deceased’s name Danika something?”

      “Right. That’s right. Danika Zoric. She’s a naturalized American citizen who came to the US thirteen years ago at the age of twelve to live with relatives.”

      “Titus’s crew is back on the hunt?” Deep asked, checking his mirrors, just in case.

      “With no good trail, so General Elliot lent me to their team. And, of course, now I’m duty bound to move forward.”

      “The FBI initiated the contract. Do you have a particular task force assigned? That would give me a lot of information.”

      “FBI, joint task force. But get this, General Elliot got a call last night from John Green in the Eastern European office, CIA. He flagged the case – this is classified status orange.”

      “What?”

      “I know. Any ideas what that’s about?”

      “Vaguely. My guess is this has to do with coral reefs. Is there a warrant out for Lacey’s arrest?”

      “Nope. She’s wanted for her own protection. What’s this about coral reefs?”

      Deep decided to ignore her last question and hold that information. “Who’s providing that protection? Are we? For how long?”

      “Good questions. That wasn’t part of my brief. Not part of my need-to-know.”

      “If Lacey and I walk into Iniquus, say we go to the interview room, so she can share some information – it’s still her choice, right? She could walk right on out?”

      “That depends, Deep. If this is a matter of national security, which it well could be now that we know the CIA planted their flag, then they could hold her indefinitely with no access to a lawyer,” Lynx said. “National Defense Authorization Act.”

      “What’s Iniquus’s position about handing over people under those circumstances?”

      “You’ve got me,” Lynx said.

      “This is really an extremely important point. I’ll come in and share what I know, which is quite a bit. But if Lacey is about to lose her choices about her life and her freedom, there is no way in hell I’m bringing her anywhere near that crap. They’ll slip her away, and she’ll go black. Can you check policy with General Elliot, please? And can you fax it to my car? I probably need this in writing rather than a he-said-she-said.”

      “With a signature?” Lynx wasn’t being sarcastic; she was being thorough. Little details like this could make or break a case.

      “Yes, please. I’d like to bring Lacey in so she can tell them what she knows. But that’s her decision. I’m not bringing her against her will. And since she hasn’t got a warrant out for her arrest, I can do anything I want to help her get wherever she wants to go.” Deep checked his watch. Lacey would be wondering what was going on.

      “True. Is that the direction you’re thinking of going?” Lynx’s voice took on a sharpened edge of concern.

      “It’s not up to me.”

      “Deep, look, I’m going to go right now to talk to the general. He’s probably still in his office because I just left there. I’ll get you the information about Iniquus policy faxed to your car so you can make an informed decision.  Whatever it is you decide to do, I’ll give you one hour beyond my faxed dispatch to show up here at Iniquus and take the reins. With or without Lacey, that’s on you. After that one hour, I’m going to have to spill. It’s my job. And it’s our duty.”

      Yeah, time was definitely up.
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        Steve - Thursday

      

      “Steve, good, so we’re all here,” Monroe said. Higgins and Andersson had already taken the extra seats in Monroe’s small office.

      Steve put his shoulder against the file cabinet and waited.

      “Diving in then.” Monroe flipped open his file. “The autopsy report came back and confirms that the murder victim is Danika Zoric. That leaves Lacey Stuart in the wind.”

      The next few sentences were lost on Steve as his body adjusted to the information. Monroe dropped that statement on the table like it was a pile of papers that needed to be filed away, but to Steve, it was the discovery of the light bulb. It was the Nobel Peace Prize. It was believing there really was a God who gave a shit about him, brought him a miracle, and laid it at his feet. The others might perceive this information like a data point that needed to be covered, but it was not. Lacey was alive. Steve breathed in the warmth of the thought. He let the colors flood his system. He reveled in the sensation of Atlas’s weight being lifted from his shoulders. Then, suddenly, his mind brought the moment of reprieve to a screeching halt. Wait, you don’t know that yet. No one said Lacey was alive. All he knew was that Danika was in the morgue, and Lacey was not. The miracle, which presented like a holographic ball, disappeared from the magician’s hand with a quick flourish.

      The room spun around him, and Steve gripped the handle on the file cabinet, accidentally pulling out the drawer as he lost his balance, toppling himself over. Higgins reached out to right him.

      “Sorry,” Steve said. “I thought it was locked.”

      “. . . eighteen hundred hours, just two hours before the arts reception begins.” Monroe said.

      “Would you repeat that?” Steve asked. “I zoned for a second there.”

      “We have a powwow, you and I, at Iniquus Headquarters at eighteen hundred hours.” Monroe raised his eyebrows.

      “Got it. Any word from them on Lacey Stuart?” Steve asked.

      “Panther Force is the Iniquus group assigned to find her, and they’re the ones who called the meeting to give us an update. So I assume we’ll get our intel then. Everything’s coming to a head. Let’s do a quick round robin and find out where we are. Andersson?”

      Andersson sat with her feet perfectly parallel and touching, and her hands one over the other on her knees; she was self-contained. “I’m happy to report that we have successfully removed the original paintings from Reagan International Airport’s baggage department. They were packaged, brought in-house, and are being catalogued as evidence. The original oils were replaced in their tubes with our own fakes and are headed to London, Paris, and Brussels. The three women will be flagged as they deplane and placed under agent surveillance. All three have connecting flights to Slovakia. We anticipate that they will be returning Saturday evening with the children.”

      “What about the gallery show?” Monroe asked.

      “The artists’ agents should be arriving tomorrow throughout the day,” Andersson continued. “The counterfeit paintings were put in place at the annex gallery this morning in preparation for tomorrow’s cocktail party.”

      Monroe stuck a pen in his mouth, holding it like one of the cigarettes he’d given up some five years ago. “And they plan to destroy them how?”

      Andersson shifted her tailbones uncomfortably. “We haven’t been able to ascertain that yet.”

      “What’s the plan, then?”

      Higgins jumped in. “We have video surveillance on the annex. Once they’ve put out the lights Friday evening, we’ll go in and gather the fakes. Our warrants are already signed. We’ll patrol the interior with K9 to see if there are any explosives in place. Other than that, it’s a watch and wait scenario. If any family members show up on Saturday, they’ll be arrested at the annex. We have to wait until the Zoric women and children are in the air, though, so we know they won’t be alerted to the situation. We need them back in America to make their arrests. We think these three women are the most likely to turn state’s evidence. And we need that badly.”

      “Once they’re in the air . . .?” Monroe asked.

      “We round up the family,” Higgins said. “We’re monitoring phone calls and locations on all the players. It should be a clean sweep.”

      Monroe rocked back and forth in his chair, making the springs squeak. “From human trafficking, then. We’ve been working on a master list of names and locations where the children are housed and the johns who we believe use the services. We think we have all the children in the Zoric ring accounted for. With Pavle heading to jail and out of the picture, if the kids get sold, they might slip through our fingers. Our evidence is, unfortunately, mostly circumstantial. While rounding everyone up right now definitely isn’t optimal to making the charges against the adults stick, it is what it is.”

      “If we can get the children to cooperate,” Higgins said, “we’ll have strong cases.”

      “The chances of that are absolutely nil if the Zorics have threatened those kids, saying their families back in Slovakia would be hurt,” Monroe countered. “So, no guarantees. That’s the way it stands for human trafficking.” Monroe turned to look at Steve. “Finley, terror?”

      “We don’t know how Radovan died. Lacey Stuart is our only chance at gathering the information Dr. Nadeer has requested.” Steve spoke as if he were a marionette with someone else pulling the strings that animated his mouth. “Our hope, too, is that once Pavle Zoric and his family are gathered up from the arts con, their family will no longer be able to provide money from America to fund terrorist activity overseas and will no longer pose a direct terrorist threat here in America.” Steve nodded toward Andersson. “My take on all this is that it comes down to the arts sting to stop all the other crimes. I hope to hell the Arts Task Force can pull this off and make those charges stick.”
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        Deep – Thursday, Lunch

      

      Deep waited until Lacey had eaten the last bite of the cheesecake without mentioning what was going on. He knew that as soon as he told her what Lynx had said, she’d stop eating. He didn’t want her passing out, like she did when she found out about her uncle’s perversions. Deep had no plan of action, anyway, until he knew what Iniquus’s position was. He’d never worked on a case where the person he was saving wasn’t grateful and the bad guy wasn’t killed or jailed. This was sort of like limbo, where it was the good guy—well, gal—that might get the bad guy’s outcome.

      He paid the bill with cash, and they walked toward the car.

      “You’ve been awfully quiet since you came back from your phone call. Do you want to tell me what’s happening?”

      “Absolutely. I’m expecting a critical communication, then I’ll share the information with you.”

      “This must be from Lynx,” Lacey observed matter-of-factly, walking a quick-step to keep up with Deep’s longer stride.

      “Hopefully not.” Deep fobbed the door to his car and scanned the area before he opened it. He moved in front of Lacey and popped the glove compartment open. There was a single piece of paper curled over itself. He pulled it to his chest and moved out of Lacey’s way.

      After shutting her door, he gave the area another 360. He stopped at the back of the SUV to read:

      Iniquus is a company of high integrity. We take down the enemy wherever and however we can to preserve the rights and freedoms of our citizenry. If a US citizen holds the well-being of America in their heart, and they mean our nation no harm, then Iniquus will stand by that citizen and fight for their freedom. Iniquus policy prevents us from forming an alliance with anyone under any circumstance that would infringe upon an individual’s right to autonomy. However, the United States is also a country made great by its laws, and even if we disagree with them, Iniquus must abide by the laws of our land.

      General Elliot

      

      Deep leaned back against the car and scrubbed a hand over his face. This was not what he’d hoped for. But, of course, it was what he knew to be true of his company. That’s why he’d given Iniquus his whole heart and soul since he took up his position as an operative on Strike Force. Deep could feel Lacey’s eyes focusing on him through the back window. He didn’t want to ramp up her stress levels before she even knew what was going on.

      Pushing off the car, he went around to his side and climbed in.

      “So your critical communication came in, and you’re not happy.”

      “I’m not unhappy. This doesn’t offer me any new information, that’s all.” Lifting the steering column out of the way, Deep leaned against his door so he could swivel toward her. “I told you we would have to make decisions when we were done with Dr. Jones. Now, here are some things you should know—”

      “Deep before you go any further, I would like to ask you a question, please.”

      Deep raised his brows and inclined his head. There was something about Lacey that shifted. She had pulled her shoulders back, displaying her core strength. For a moment, Deep saw her as a six-year-old — when her father died and her mother sunk into her depression – when Lacey was suddenly on her own to face the world. The difference was, now she wasn’t on her own. He would stand next to her.

      “Can everyday people hire Iniquus?” she asked.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Me. Could I hire Iniquus to represent my best interests? To consider the information that I know, to bring it to the right persons’ attention, to be my liaison, so I know that what is happening is both well-considered but also properly handled?”

      “Well, yes, we do private for-contract work all the time. That’s usually us rescuing a kidnapped CEO or doing close protection work for foreign dignitaries, but I could see this falling into the scope of what Iniquus does.”

      “I would like to hire Iniquus to intervene on my behalf.” Lacey lifted her chin like a punctuation mark, as though the decision had been made and there would be no discussion.

      “Lacey that’s cost-prohibitive, but I promise I’ll do everything—”

      “I’m sure I can afford it. I’m an heiress who doesn’t touch her money — not the principal, not even the interest. I’ve wanted to live my own life in such a way that I could prove that I can take care of myself. Up until now, it’s been about me proving that I could support myself on my skills and talents alone. But now, under these circumstances, it’s about using my assets to promote my best interest. I promise you, I can afford an Iniquus contract without batting an eyelash.”
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        Lacey - Thursday

      

      Lacy stared out the window at the winter wonderland of tree branches glistening with icicles. The sunlight glittered the landscape, making their trip towards Iniquus Headquarters a fairytale trail.

      Deep sent her a glance. “You warm enough?” he asked.

      “Yes, thank you.” Lacey was shivering, but not from cold—more from apprehension. She didn’t know what was going to be happening to her in the next hours and days. Deep reached over and grabbed hold of the seat belt that crossed her shoulders and yanked it uncomfortably tight over her hips.

      Lacey’s brow pulled together. As she turned to him, Deep reached out and flipped a red light on his console.

      The background music from the radio suddenly disappeared and the airwaves now sparked with the crisp voice of a woman who communicated with military precision. “Echo Zulu, identify yourself.”

      “Deep, Strike Force, Code red. Code red. Code red.”

      “Copy. We have your GPS coordinates. Tracking vehicle registered as a 1994 black Land Rover Defender license plate Charlie, Tango, Foxtrot, three, niner, zero, zero, one. Over.”

      “Affirmative. Patch me through to Panther Force.”

      “Roger Wilco.”

      Silence filled the cab. Lacey didn’t know what was going on. Deep didn’t seem stressed. His face was relaxed. His left hand wasn’t gripping the steering wheel. His right hand rested comfortably on his gear shift. “Code red,” though that sounded extreme. Maybe it meant something different at Iniquus. Maybe Deep was just coming out of the shadows now and needed those Panthers to know they were headed in to the headquarters. But if this was something normal, why was she losing circulation from her seat belt holding her in place with such tenacity?

      “Break break,” hissed over the radio speakers from an unknown voice.

      “Panther Force, Titus Kane. State the nature of your code red, Deep.”

      “I’m transporting Panther Force’s precious cargo to Headquarters. We’ve picked up a tail. Requesting immediate support from closest available operatives.”

      “Roger wilco, we have you on the screen, and we’re dispatching three operatives to your trajectory. The closest is twelve minutes out.”

      Precious cargo? That must mean her. Picked up a tail? Lacey leaned back and checked the side mirror. There was nothing there. They were on an empty road. There were no other cars either coming or going.

      “Lynx here. You guys okay?”

      Deep sent a quick glance Lacey’s way. “We just had some delicious cheesecake. I was going to bring you a piece, but Lacey ate it all before it got wrapped up.”

      “Well good then. Thanks Lacey you saved me from a ten mile run. I don’t enjoy jogging in freezing temperatures. You holding up okay, Lacey?”

      Lacey moved her mouth to talk but no words came out.

      Lynx didn’t wait for her to respond. “Deep, after you texted me your decision to change locations, I had a chat with Dave. He confirmed by photograph that the guy who lost his puppy in my neighborhood was Steve. That’s who made my house. I’m sure you’ve been following counter-surveillance protocol when on the move. I’m wondering if Steve didn’t leave someone in the shadows to plant a tracker on your vehicle.”

      “That’s what I was thinking only more along the lines that Steve wasn’t paying close enough attention and lead someone by the nose right to us,” Deep said. “If I’ve got a tracker on my vehicle, I’m not going to be able to shake this guy.” Deep’s voice was conversational. A bad guy was tailing them, but Deep was acting like this was just a day in the life – a walk in the park. “Still,” he said. “I’d like to get off this road. Icy conditions. Poor lines of vision. Can you reel me in?”

      “Affirmative,” Lynx replied.

      “Titus here. Can you give us a description of the tracking vehicle?”

      Again, Deep sent a glance over to Lacey. She stared back, her eyes held as wide as her lids would stretch.

      “Black Chevy Silverado, 4x4, dual cab, single occupant visualized. Caucasian male, blonde hair, black coat.”

      “Roger that. You’re going to have to stay on the road you’re travelling. The first road with access is seven miles ahead on the left. That’s the first we can get an operative to you, and the first you can get off of a secondary road. Is he up on you now?”

      “Negative, I’ve lost visual.”

      “And you’re confident you’re being tracked?”

      “Affirmative,” Deep said.

      Lacey knotted her hands tightly in her lap.

      “You’re heading up on the Potomac Gorge,” Titus said. “There are some tight turns and some nasty sheer drops down toward the water with no guardrails. How are the road conditions? You said ice. Can you try to out run him?”

      “Black ice . . .” Deep popped his gaze up to the rearview mirror as an engine gunned behind them.

      Despite the tightness of her belt, Lacey twisted around to see out the back window. The enormous pickup truck had shown up out of nowhere and was sitting on their bumper. She felt their vehicle accelerating. Lacey was right back in that moment on the road where she was racing away from Radovan’s house. The man’s truck was suddenly so close to them that she could see his face. See his eyes as they caught on hers. It was the man from the house. The man from the accident. The man with the knife. The one who swore he would kill her and everyone. One after the other, after the other. Deep. He would kill Deep.

      A scream tore its way up through Lacey’s body. Shrill, earsplitting sound filled the cab. Her lips vibrated as her cry moved through the Rover, filling every cubic inch of space with her horror. She was trapped and the killer right there behind her. She flailed her arms and legs as if to run away. She had to get free. She had to get out.

      Deep’s arm shot out, pushing her against her seat. “Lacey stop,” he shouted at her as their car swerved over the road. Deep hunched his shoulders and gripped the wheel as he righted their course. He reached out to shift gears as they rounded the turn. The truck roared behind them, and she felt a jolt as the Rover bucked forward.

      “We’re hit. We’re hit,” Deep yelled for the benefit of the team tracking their path. The Land Rover’s back wheels slid to the right. The front wheels whined and scrambled as they worked to grab hold of the slick pavement, Deep worked the gears. His feet moving between the clutch and the gas. Lacey gripped at the door handle, pressing her back into the seat.

      They righted for a split second when, BOOM, they took another hit to their back fender. This time the world spun out of control. It dragged her body up against the door and pinned her there. With a lurch, she was flung forward and back then forward again. The noise billowing around her was deafening.

      “Deep. Deep,” Lynx’s voice called over the radio.

      Lacey was dangling from her seat belt, her car door opened beneath her feet. She looked down and saw the world was still whirling, then she realized she was perched over the deadly waters of the gorge.
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        Deep - Thursday

      

      Deep brought his head up. His vision was bathed in red. He reached up and wiped blood from his eyes. It hurt to breathe. The sound of his inhale came heavy in his ears. His heartbeat echoed against his eardrums. He was disoriented.

      “Deep, report. Deep. . .” He heard his teammate’s voice, and he tried to locate Lynx. He realized she was speaking from the radio. Deep opened his mouth and moved his jaw back and forth. His fingers brushed over his forehead where he found a gash in his brow.

      “Lynx,” he gasped. “We’re over the ridge.”

      Laughter sounded above him. A heavy thud hit the back of the Rover and clanked its way across the roof. Deep watched a huge rock roll off the hood and out of sight. The Rover seesawed. Terrible screeches, metal against stone, wrenched the air. Deep gazed through the missing front windshield down into the gorge. They hung a good fifty feet above the river. “We need that help, stat.”

      Deep reached into the leg of his cargo pants and pulled out a bandana that he knotted over his gash so he could see. He reached out and grabbed the waistband of Lacey’s yoga pants and started to haul her back into the cab. They tipped forward precariously. He froze, then very slowly lowered her to her original position.

      “Lacey, you with me?”

      Lacey whimpered.

      She was conscious—that at least was good news. “Sweetheart, I’m going to have to leave you there. Your seat belt will keep you safe. I want you to close your eyes and focus on your breathing. This is very, very important. You are not to move. Not even an inch. Can you hear me?”

      “Yes,” Lacey said. Terror filled that one syllable to overflowing.

      “I have air support headed in your direction,” Titus said.

      “We’re dangling here, man.” Deep wheezed, his own seatbelt cutting into his chest and abdomen, keeping him from dropping straight down into the water. “The rotor velocity will have us swimming.”

      “Roger that.”

      Another rock thumped against the car’s roof and slid. Deep pushed back against the steering wheel as he assessed. The guy above them wasn’t going to wait until their cavalry arrived. Deep needed to act now.

      With the windows busted out, Deep could see what lay below them. If they went down, there was no hope of survival, not in those treacherous rapids with water temperatures just this side of freezing. Deep tried to adjust the rearview mirror to see up the hill, but he couldn’t get a good angle. As he searched for possibilities, he spied his jump bag. It had been flung loose in their tumble, and wedged by Lacey’s seat. Shifting his hips to the left to counterbalance his move, Deep reached right and slowly dislodged the bag, dragging it toward him. The Rover rocked. The screech of metal sliced the air, and Lacey screamed. Above him, Deep heard the guy calling out in some foreign language.

      Bang. Another rock was flung down. This one landed on the rear hatch and pushed through the shattered safety glass, rolling into the cargo area. Deep flung his arms over his head to protect himself from the shower of shards. Lacey dangled out away from the splinters. As the Rover slid farther down, Deep braced his feet wide and clenched his jaw. They came to a bouncing stop.

      “Deep, we’re here. Let us know what we can do,” Titus said.

      “Support?” Deep gasped.

      “Four minutes, man. Our guys are gunning it. We have EMS en route. We’ve contacted the PD and they’re heading your way. We don’t have their ETA.”

      Deep wiped his forearm under his nose, smearing snot and blood up his sleeve. He reached into the bag and pulled out a rope. As long as that guy stayed above throwing rocks, they might be okay for four minutes. Deep just needed to get the Rover tied in so if it slipped, it wouldn’t go far. He had to buy himself those four precious minutes.

      Deep stretched his foot outside of the cab and felt rock beneath his boot. Slowly, carefully, he moved his weight from the seat to that foothold. Deep tried to unlatch his seat belt but it had jammed. He pulled the tactical knife from his sleeve pocket and sawed through the webbing with his right hand. At the same time, he leaned out and gripped an exposed root with his left. As the belt gave way, Deep’s full weight dragged him down, but he countered and pulled, maneuvering his body from the cab. He hoped somehow the guy above was too busy finding rocks to have seen him exit.

      Deep stretched his neck to look up the embankment. So far so good. Wedging his arm under the root, he freed up both hands and tied his rope into a loop. He swung it out to lasso the wheel, hoping to get his line over the axle.

      He missed.

      Deep swung the rope to open the loop and try again. This time, the air split with a blast. The rock where his foot rested exploded. He hung from his elbow, while his feet scrambled under him searching out a new foothold.

      “Deep,” Lynx’s voice yelled.

      “High-powered rifle.” He gasped, hunkering back into the side of the embankment.

      “No shit. Are you guys okay?”

      “Time’s standing still out here.”

      “Three minutes. They’re coming.”

      The rifle sounded again and again, but the guy’s shots were missing his area completely. Deep focused down into the side mirror, toeing it gently until he could see that the shooter was aiming to Deep’s right. He was gunning for Lacey. From his present positioned, Deep couldn’t see her to check if she was alright. He desperately wanted to call out and have her confirm that she wasn’t hit. But he held back, lest her voice help the gunman home in on her location.

      Deep locked his jaw and steadied his nerves. He threw the rope again, and it wrapped over the wheel. He pulled the line taut, then reached out to secure it to the oak, standing sentinel just beside them. He pushed at the line and hoped it would buy them a modicum of safety. Then he pulled his pistol from his jacket. With a clear head and a steady grip, Deep wriggled his body, maneuvering around to face his target. The tight ledge where he’d crammed his boot crumbled with every move. Quickly, Deep realized how impossible it would be to get his shot on mark. He had to move.

      The last reverberation of rifle fire gave way. Deep froze in place to listen, his body plastered flat to the embankment. Metal pinged against the macadam as the shooter dropped his spent magazine. The respite would last mere seconds while the guy reloaded.  Leaping out, Deep threw his body against the sheer drop off and monkey crawled his way toward the oak. Pushing from tree, to root, to rock, to tree, he finally swung up against the side of the ridge. As the hostile brought an AR15 back up to his shoulder and molded it against his cheek, Deep leveled his sights. With a steady pull on his trigger finger, he emptied his gun.

      Reloading on the move, Deep scaled upward to engage the shooter and keep him away from Lacey. Is she still alive? A blast of cold filled his core and for a moment he was frozen by the thought of Lacey dangling from her seatbelt. Dead.

      Titus’s voice broke through Deep’s alarm. “Iniquus on scene. Hold your fire. Hold your fire. Iniquus on scene. Acknowledge.”

      Deep wasn’t about to acknowledge and let the shooter know how close he’d crawled to the roadway. Titus’s voice called again, “Iniquus on scene—”

      Just then, the Rover slid away from its perch with a roar

      “Clear. Clear” Came the shouts from above.

      Deep didn’t look up. His eyes fixed on his Rover dangling from one wheel by the rope. It swung out over the gorge then bounced against the rocks to arc out again. He followed the line to the oak that seemed to hold strong. That wouldn’t last long.

      “You okay down there?” someone bellowed above him. “Hang tight we’ve got rappelling gear.”

      The hell with that.  Deep gripped at rocks and roots as he scrambled down. He slid out of control, grasping at handfuls of debris as the ice-covered grasses slicked through his fists and cut his hands. He made it under the car and grabbed the frame to stop the next swing. That’s when he saw Lacey’s shoeless feet dangling, unmoving, from the passenger’s side door.

      A whoosh and a grunt brought an Iniquus operative to his side. “Shit,” the guy said, looking at the white socks, half-on, half-off, exposing Lacey’s motionless heels to the frigid air. He reached up and depressed the button on his communicator. “This is Trip, Echo Force. We’re going to need a med flight to stage away from the crash.”

      “Roger that, you should hear them coming in any minute now.” Titus’s voice came from the plastic box on Trip’s shoulder.

      “We need a technical rescue crew. Three ambulances. One for a DOA,” Trip continued.

      “Roger.”

      Deep felt the blood drain from his head. Could he something about Lacey that Deep couldn’t see from his vantage point?

      Trip reached out and punched Deep in the chest. “The guy topside took a fistful of bullets. He’s Swiss cheese, man.” He pointed at Lacey’s legs. “This is going to be a trick.” He unhooked his auxiliary harness and handed it to Deep.

      Deep wriggled the apparatus into place. “Lacey,” Deep yelled. “I’m coming for you, sweetheart. I need you to be very still.” Deep refused to let his mind go to dark places. Places that Lacey couldn’t come back from and live. “It’s just going to be another short time, baby, and you’ll be comfortable and warm.” Deep buckled his apparatus into place and hooked into the secondary line Trip had brought down to him.

      “How do you want to handle this? That anchor rope looks like it’s wanting to fray. And I don’t have anything to stabilize the vehicle in our gear.”

      Deep’s eyes travelled up the embankment. “I need more slack,” he called toward the road.

      Trip said, “I’ve got one guy topside. We have another car coming in. Ten minutes from now this place’s going to be crawling with help. But I don’t trust that line you rigged up to last long enough. Not with all that weight.”

      Deep’s practiced eye measured the scene. “Okay,” he said.  Deep worked his way to the back of the car and very slowly creeped in through the rear window.

      “Shit, that’s suicide, Deep,” Trip called, reaching out to hold the car’s frame to the slope.

      Deep didn’t disagree. If the rope gave and the car went down, his climbing harness wasn’t going to help a thing. But as he slid forward, moving in through the back window, he could see Lacey’s brown hair. Getting to her was the only thing that mattered.

      Deep crept forward feeling his way more with intuition than anything else, just like he did in the Middle East when he was never sure if there was an explosive beneath his feet or a trip wire across his path.

      The car lay almost directly sideways and the rear passenger door gaped open. Deep slid his leg over the seat from the cargo area, placing his foot on the car frame. Making his body rigid, he pressed his weight into his toes, freeing up his hands. He reached out and brushed the hair from Lacey’s face. Her eyes were squeezed tightly shut. His gaze moved up her arms, and he saw that she dangled from quivering hands, her clenched knuckles were white on the steering wheel. Alive.

      Thank you Lord God, she’s alive.

      “I’m here, beautiful. Hold on for just another second. I’m going to get a line on you and get you out.”

      Somehow.
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        Lacey - Friday

      

      Lacey stood in the bathroom in Lynx’s office at Iniquus, giving herself a last look-over before she headed to the meeting. There was no hiding the bruises and cuts on her face and body. Her wrists were wrapped in ace bandages, and Lynx had to help her dress and do her makeup.

      She was in better shape than Deep was though. The gash on his forehead took fourteen stitches to close. They had had to shave his eyebrow to do it. They were lucky. Hugely lucky. No broken bones. No internal injuries, just stiffness and pain.

      The other guy didn’t fare so well. Deep had killed him. Shot him through the heart so many times that there was no heart left in his body when they took him away. That’s what Trip said. Lacey didn’t even know the bad guy’s name. And never wanted to know it either.

      She blinked at her reflection. It was Friday. Last Thursday she had dragged herself to Alexandria for a drink and some dinner with Steve, and her world had imploded. Today, maybe, she was going to start putting some pieces back together. Enough, perhaps that she could get a better picture.

      A knock sounded, “Lacey, are you ready? It’s time,” Lynx’s voice called out.

      

      Lacey walked next to Lynx down the hall. Deep moved into their path dressed in his Iniquus uniform of digital gray cam fatigues and a charcoal gray compression shirt that show cased his muscular torso and made him look like a superhero. He was. A superhero. He took her breath away. Here was a man who loved her enough to put his life on the line time and again. Someone who put her well-being in front of his. It was humbling.

      Lynx looked from Deep to her then back to Deep with an “I see.”  She turned her smile to Lacey. “Let me be the first to welcome you to the family.”

      Lacey sent a questioning glance toward Deep, who winked and bent to whisper in her ear. “You’ll soon find that it’s impossible to keep a secret from Lynx. Ready?”

      Before Lacey had a chance to answer, the two operatives had started up the hall. The area they walked through had the feel of a fine-tuned machine. She remarked on the industrial black and grey colors both in the décor and the Iniquus attire. Neither Lynx nor Deep were talking. They seemed singly focused on moving her as quickly as possible from Point A to Point B. Wherever that was.

      As they took an elevator to the fourth floor, Lynx made a call. “She’s coming up now. Are we clear?”

      Lacey almost rolled her eyes. This seemed so silly. When they had left the hospital for their hotel, Deep had explained that today she would be taken to a viewing room where she could see and hear everything that went on. Lynx would be sitting with her. But Lacey didn’t have a full picture of why she was being led in such a clandestine, cloak and dagger way.

      A very tall and very beautiful woman met the elevator with keys in her hands, and a smile on her face. “Ms. Stuart? I’m Leanne Burns, our owner General Elliot’s personal assistant.” She started to walk away, and their party of three followed.

      Leanne unlocked a door, and they went down another hallway until finally, they came to a room that required a thumb print to enter, just like in Lacey’s apartment building. Leanne pushed open the door, and they all moved inside. Lacey’s interest was definitely piqued.

      One wall was made of windows. A line of comfortable high-backed chairs with desks, which could be lifted into place or left to the side, faced the windows, providing the view. A buffet table spread across the back of the room. It was set with platters covered with glass domes – fruit, sandwiches, vegetables, nuts, coffee, tea, and bottled water. Very healthy.

      “You and I will be in here at least in the beginning,” Lynx said. “Deep is going to conference with the government. The FBI and CIA will be represented. We aren’t going to let them know you’re on premises until we understand their intentions. General Elliot will be in the room and will disclose that you have contracted with Iniquus.”

      “I have the papers for you to sign laid out over here.” Leanne gestured toward a table. She looked at Lacey’s bandaged hands. “Well, as best you can. I’ll explain anything that you might have a question about. We’ve also assigned a lawyer to you, Sy Covington. He’s on his way over to introduce himself.” She checked her watch. “He can answer your questions, as well.”

      “Sy is brilliant,” Lynx said. “I think you’ll like him. He and General Elliot will both be sitting in the conference room. General Elliot will be representing both the government and their contract, and you and your contract. But Sy’s job is to represent you alone. Between the two of them, they’ll make sure that all of your rights are preserved to the best of our abilities,” Lynx said. “I’m on your team. My job is to interpret what’s going on for you and answer your questions as they come. And, if you ever feel uncomfortable and you wish to leave—” Lynx raised her eyebrows meaningfully, though Lacey couldn’t quite grasp its meaning, “—then it’s my job to assist you to do just that.”

      Deep squeezed Lynx’s arm, and they seemed to have one of their private mind-meld conversations. Finally, he said, “Thank you for that.”

      [image: ]

      Lacey sat in her chair looking into the conference room. She was told that the wall was one-way glass. The agents would speculate as to someone being in here, but they would not be able to see or hear them, nor could they get to this room through any direct means.

      “Why are you telling me that?” Lacey asked. “Do you think they’re going to try to grab me and take me away?”

      “I’m trying to lay any concerns you might have to rest. If they ask if anyone is watching, General Elliot will indicate that I am in here observing body language. Here they come. The older gentleman is General Elliot. You now know Sy, and Deep, of course. The next guy is the Panther Force Commander, Titus Kane. His force was tasked by the FBI with finding you. The next guy is FBI Task Force Coordinator, Calvin Monroe, CIA’s John Black, and you know Steve Finley.”

      “Steve Finley, not Steve Adamic?” This was surreal. He didn’t look anything like a software engineer. He looked . . . terrible, actually.

      “Finley,” Lynx said, and squeezed Lacey’s shoulder with a look of sympathy.

      Deep moved to the front of the table with a box and his laptop. Behind his head there was a screen. He took a moment to set up. The bandage over his eye made him look dangerous, like the kind of guy who enjoyed a good fight. He took Lacey’s breath away.

      Quiet descended.

      “Gentlemen, we are here today with the common goal of keeping American streets safe. Over the last week, I have been involved, by happenstance, with a series of events that seem to be of importance both to the FBI and the CIA. My connection with this case is through Lacey Elizabeth Stuart.”

      Lynx said, “Wow, did you see that?”

      Lacey turned her way.

      “Steve. When Deep mentioned your name, Steve lit up with, gosh, I’d call it thanksgiving, hope, and overwhelm all at once.  I thought for a second he was going to burst into tears,” Lynx said.

      Lacey didn’t have the same angle of view that Lynx had, but she could see the side of Steve’s face was splotchy red.

      “I am here to talk about my week and my findings. Let’s think of this as a three-ringed circus.” A picture of a circus filled the screen behind Deep. He used a laser beam pointer to indicate the ring on the far left. “Ring One. Here we have a Zoric family member who had somehow lost favor, and was killed.” Deep pressed the button on the remote and the image was replaced with that of Bogdan Zoric lying in a pool of blood on the bar room floor. “Not quietly. Not privately. In fact, very, very publicly. And in such a way that by the time the photographs are snapped and video footage was recorded, the only people who looked like they were involved was the dead man and this woman.”

      Deep pressed the button again and there was a picture of Lacey, pulling the knife from the dead man’s back. “Lacey Stuart. She was grabbed by the FBI, Special Agent Higgins, as we see here.” Once again, the image changed to show Lacey’s ankle ensnared by Higgins’s hand. “And she fights to save herself, here.” A video showed Lacey’s high heel stomping Higgins’s chest. “She runs out the back door and is confronted by another group of men.” The next picture showed a storm scene with four men in long black coats emerging from a car. “She runs to save her life.” Deep looked pointedly at Steve, and Lacey could see that the splotches on his face became almost purple-red. “How did she get into this situation?”

      Steve hung his head.

      “That’s shame,” Lynx said, she turned her head toward Lacey. “You do know he’s in love with you, don’t you?”

      “Deep?”

      “Well, of course Deep is in love with you. But I was referring to Steve Finley.”

      “Oh,” Lacey said with a frown.

      “What you may not know about Ring One,” Deep continued, “is that two pieces of information were passed to Ms. Stuart. First, before he was stabbed, Bogdan Zoric approached Lacey and addressed her as “Danika”. Second, the murder victim slid a thumb drive into Lacey’s bra. It’s here in front of me, marked in Evidence Bag A.”

      “And since that scene at the bar, a woman named Danika Zoric has also been killed.” Deep glared at Monroe. “Now, let’s take a look at Ring Three.” The circus scene was back on the screen, and this time Deep twisted in the other direction and pointed at the ring on the right. “The night that Bogdan Zoric was killed was not the first nor was it the last time that someone attempted to kill Lacey Stuart. She almost died in five different events. It began on a September day when Ms. Stuart went to Radovan Krokov’s home to hang a painting.  I will add here that Ms. Stuart almost died three times that day: once in the house just by being present, once when her car was run off the road, and the third time when Musclav Zoric held the gun to her head. It was only because of Steve Finley’s quick and decisive action that day that Ms. Stuart lived. You will find eyewitness testimony on the flash drive marked in Evidence Bag B.”

      The assembled team offered Finley approving nods.

      “Ah, let’s not give Finley a medal too soon. He saved her life only to exploit it. We’ll get to that in the Center Ring. The second day Lacey was nearly killed happened when Musclav Zoric climbed into the back of her car with the intention of slitting her throat.”

      Steve’s face turned hard with a fierceness that didn’t need translation.

      “You didn’t tell him about that, apparently. Is there a reason you kept it to yourself?” Lynx asked Lacey.

      “Yes, well,” Lacey cleared her throat. “We struck a deal, Musclav and I. I’d keep my mouth shut, and he wouldn’t kill me.”

      Lynx nodded. “Sounds like a good deal to make.”

      “Lacey talked her way out of that situation,” Deep continued. “The third attempted murder was our Ring One bar murder. The fourth, a sniper attempted to kill her at the press conference before Lacey could release any information to the public. And here we aren’t sure who had her in their sights. It could have been someone from the Zoric family, but that’s not a given. We have discovered that Lacey, in fact, had information of national import. It’s possible that someone who was afraid of what Lacey would reveal at the press conference needed to make sure she could not then, or ever, share that information. Knowing what we now know,” Deep stopped and stared hard at John Black, “It’s possible that someone who lived in the gray world—where there is no black and white—might weigh the costs and decide that an American citizen needed to be eradicated.”

      John Black’s gaze never wavered. His face gave no sign of acknowledgement, nor did it negate what Deep said. That was a blank that looked like it would never get filled in.

      Deep placed other bags on the table. “Lacey and I were heading back to Iniquus Headquarters with the evidence we had gathered about that murder, when there was a fifth attempt on her life.” Deep rubbed his fingers over the bandage on his head. “Musclav Zoric rammed my car off the roadway. But we survived. And we were able to retrieve the piece of live rock that you will find in Evidence Bag C. That live rock is the means by which we believe Radovan Krokov was murdered.”

      When Mr. Black and the FBI agents all leaned forward with attention, Deep stalled their interest.   “I’ll get to that in a moment. But first, let’s look at the center ring. And if you thought Ring Two was busy, hold on to your seats, gentlemen. Wait until you see what’s performing center stage. We have pedophiles, prostitutes, and human trafficking. We have Special Agent Finley deeply undercover, living with his unwitting asset. We have blackmail. We have forgers. And insurance fraud. We even have a woman who, with the aid of Special Agent Finley, is playing the role of Lacey Stuart to facilitate all of this. That, by the way, is chronicled in Exhibit A. We have action aplenty. It looks very clearly to me that you all used a law-abiding American citizen, without her consent, as a pawn. It looks like you have endangered her life many times over. And it looks as though she might have been marked for eradication because of information that she may or may not have possessed. Does anyone here in this room believe that Lacey Stuart has committed a crime?”

      No one answered.

      “That’s an emphatic body-language ‘no’ from everyone,” Lynx said to Lacey.

      Lacey blew out a relieved breath.

      “Does anyone believe that Lacey Stuart was harmed because of American government action?”

      Again no one answered.

      “And that’s an emphatic yes,” Lynx said.

      Lacey nodded with tears in her eyes.

      “Does anyone in here think that agents of the United States government are culpable of breaking the law as it pertains to Lacey Stuart?”

      The men sat stoically silent.

      “Again, that’s a big yes,” Lynx said.

      “Before I go any further with my explanations, I want to understand the role that Danika Zoric played in this con,” Deep said.

      “Oh, good.” Lacey kicked off her shoes and pulled her feet up under her hip, leaning forward with anticipation.

      “We know she’s dead. Why is she dead?” Deep asked.
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        Steve - Friday

      

      “Danika.” Steve came to his feet and shook his head. “She is a tragic figure and a criminal mastermind. She was an abused child who came to realize that the only way to survive was to serve the Zoric family and serve them well.” He stopped to clear his throat. “Why she was killed, I don’t know. Who killed her? I don’t know. What I can tell you is that Danika’s con was always blackmail.” Steve spread his fingers wide on the table, and turned his head at an odd angle to look at the glass wall. His eyes closed, and he frowned deeply.

      “Danika had, early in her teens, started visiting with Radovan Krokov. He loved her in his own way, they got along very well. By visiting with him, I mean she was sent to him for sex. Radovan was a bisexual man who, while he enjoyed Danika’s youth and beauty, preferred the intellectual relationship he had with Bartholomew Winslow, Lacey Stuart’s uncle. The two men were lovers for several years. Officially, though, Danika Zoric was engaged to Radovan in June. She knew and was fine with the idea of Winslow being in her relationship picture. But she also shared the information of the two men’s affair with Pavle Zoric, and the Zoric family began to exploit it. After she shared that information, she started calling herself Lacey Stuart. Radovan had a staffing change, and Danika was introduced to the staff as Ms. Stuart.”

      “Why did Danika play the role of Lacey with Radovan’s help and obvious approval? Was Radovan involved in the arts con? Another con?” Sy asked.

      “Since both players are dead, we may never know. As far as we can tell,” Steve replied, “Radovan had nothing to do with the Zoric cons. Danika was a peace offering between warring families.”

      “Huh,” Lynx said. “John Black was sending off definite shut-your-mouth vibes when it came to mentioning warring families. I wonder what that was about.”

      “However,” Steve said. “Danika calling herself Lacey Stuart outside of that relationship is knowable. It all had to do with her procuring art for the Zoric family. While we’re not sure why Radovan went along with her Danika using a new name. We do know why Winslow went along. He was being blackmailed and would do whatever he was told to do.”

      Deep stepped in. “We know that Winslow was supposed to gather art for the art heist beginning last summer in preparation for a show tomorrow, but after the car accident—when you jumped in to save the day, Steve. Some new con got under way.” Deep’s derision was an undercurrent. Not exactly blatant – he was still professional—but there was a wolf-growl undertone that made every single man in the room shift warily. Lacey didn’t need Lynx to interpret that. Deep leaned his weight onto his fists on the table. “Was it Danika Zoric who masterminded that?”

      Steve cleared his throat. The glance he cast toward the window begged Lacey to listen and forgive. “No. It was mine,” he said quietly.

      “You must have had a good reason—in your own mind, at least.” This time it was Lacey’s lawyer, Sy Covington, who spoke.

      “We were going after the Zorics for funding terrorist groups.”

      “And trafficking children,” Monroe added.

      Steve sniffed.  “Our goal was to take out the East Coast Zoric family. To get to that end, I helped Danika develop a bigger con, one that pulled in a greater number of the family members. Danika’s goal was to steal the art for the family. I helped her figure out a way to get a million dollar-plus payday from the insurance to both support the family and give to the groups that they sponsor, and to place all of the blame elsewhere.”

      “On Lacey Stuart,” Sy said.

      “Yes.” Steve pointed toward the evidence bag. “If those are the photos of Danika wearing Lacey clothes, then you’ll see how the plan worked. We staged Danika in pictures that would place Lacey in the right place right time to be culpable. “Things were moving along just fine, until they weren’t. Danika and Leo Bardman, were doing something on the side. Pavle Zoric decided to get the women, Lacey and Danika, under his thumb in advance of tomorrow’s opening. The plan was that Lacey would be charged and be found culpable. And of course, we’d step in and protect Lacey.”

      “The Zoric’s plan changed,” Monroe said. “They didn’t want to take any chances that there would be a big investigation, so they decided to remove Lacey from the equation all together.”

      “By that you mean she’d be killed,” Sy said.

      “As soon as I realized she was in danger. . . well, imminent danger, I moved forward to pull Lacey out.”

      “And what exactly was this plan?” Sy asked.

      Steve could feel the strength of Deep’s anger like a blaze of heat from where he stood at the top of the table, though to look at him, he was perfectly contained and participating in a business meeting. Steve swallowed. “The Thursday night that Bardman was killed, something triggered Bardman to act. Bardman wanted Danika to run away with him and leave that life. He believed, and I agreed with him, that Danika’s life was as disposable as Lacey’s. Pavle Zoric saw Danika as a liability and didn’t want her around. She had been skating on thin ice ever since she had found out that the family had murdered Radovan. You see, Danika actually loved Radovan in her own way. And here I will digress to explain that the whole point of murdering Radovan, by whatever means they did, was to ensure that it looked like a natural death and no one would know it was a murder. Danika knew it was a murder. And Danika was acting disloyal. She was a threat.” Steve focused on the rock. His mind whirled, trying to understand how that could possibly have had anything to do with Radovan’s murder. “The Zoric family and Krokov families are in opposition, and a murder would create a war between the families.”

      Monroe added, “Pavle Zoric came up with some scheme to threaten Danika into submission and to take Lacey hostage until after the arts con was over and then both women would be killed. We know bits and pieces. You know bits and pieces. The end result was that Bardman went to the bar to save Danika and warn her that the family had decided to kill her. But it was Lacey at the bar. Danika was with Steve. Bardman warned the wrong woman.”

      “You were telling us how you planned to remove Lacey from the environment,” Sy said.

      “Yes,” Steve cleared his throat. “I invited her to dinner at a nice restaurant in Alexandria. I planned to drug her drink so she’d pass out. I’d call an ambulance, which was actually the FBI’s transport. We’d remove her in a very public way. I needed to stay involved in the con. I was going to say that she suffered a stroke and was in a coma. That her relatives took her back to Georgia. Lacey would be in the witness protection program.”

      “But things went bad,” Monroe said.

      “That’s a gross understatement,” Deep replied. He gave Sy a significant look then let his gaze scan the other men. “I think we need to take a break.”

      “Can I talk to Lacey, please?” Steve asked.

      No one responded.

      “Please,” Steven said, again. His voice had taken on a plaintive tone.

      “You understand that Lacey Stuart is a free agent. She will leave here freely. She will go where she wants and do what she wants,” Sy said.

      Steve’s brow came together. “Yes, I . . .” He looked over at Monroe, confused. Monroe shrugged and shook his head. Steve turned to Mr. Black.

      John Black’s face was hard as stone. “We’ll need to discuss this.”

      “No. We won’t,” Sy said.

      Steve watched Deep send a text message. After a moment, the phone buzzed in reply. Deep’s lower jaw extended in a snarl, but he said, “Follow me.”

      [image: ]

      “Lacey.” Steve was visibly shaking. He had been waiting for her in a small meeting room down the hall. It was big enough for two chairs and a table, and a little standing and maneuvering room.

      Lacey walked in and stood against the opened door with her arms crossed over her chest.

      “Lacey,” he stammered. He felt like his world was imploding. Lacey’s eyes were so cold and distant. His Lacey was not in the room with him. He needed to find her and bring her back.

      Lacey leaned her head against the door, and Steve felt too tall. He needed to be eye to eye with her. He pulled out a chair and sat down. Fell into the seat.

      Lacey leveled her gaze on his. “You’re a good guy, doing what he thought was the right thing for America. Thank you for that.”

      Hope sparked in his chest. He opened his mouth to say something, anything that would right this, but she held up her hand to stop him.

      “But you’re also a bad guy who used me to get where you wanted to go. You endangered my life. And my life is every bit as precious as any of the other lives you were trying to save.” She stopped and pulled her brow together. “The biggest hurdle for me to jump is that I really do believe you loved me, Steve Finley.”

      “Love you. I love you. Everything I ever said to you about my feelings was the absolute truth.”

      “And yet you thought you could simultaneously love me and endanger my life?  Not just my reputation or my job, but my actual existence. Who would accept that kind of love in their life? I want to feel safe. I want to feel cherished. I want to feel like I belong. I don’t want to ever wonder if I’m the trade-off in some kind of con.”

      “Lacey, please, I’ll make this up to you. I will make this better. I love you. I want to marry you and raise a family. I will do whatever it takes. Whatever you want.” He realized his hands were gripped as if in supplication, and he knew that he was a drowning man who had risen from the depths of the water and taken his last breath of air.

      “If you think I ever want to see you or speak to you again,” Lacey raised a derisive brow. “You are seriously mistaken. I can’t even stand here next to you. I’m breaking out in hives. Do you see this?” Lacey showed him how her arms above the bandages were covered in welts.

      “Lacey, please,” he whispered.

      “I’m going to say this as clearly and plainly as I can.” She folded her arms over her chest. “You saved my life, and for that, thank you. But from that point on, you’ve endangered me. For months, you treated me as someone who was disposable, someone who didn’t matter. I was a castaway to be used in a con. But I do matter.” Her gaze sizzled with angry sparks. “I don’t ever want to see you or speak to you again. Not now. Not ever.”

      “Lacey, you have to understand. These people are dangerous.”

      She turned on her heels and started walking away.

      “You can’t go back to your life the way you were living it,” he yelled after her in desperation.

      “Oh yeah?” She threw over her shoulder. “Watch me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 49

        

      

    

    
      
        Deep – Friday Evening

      

      The hotel room was luxurious. Deep had decided to take Lacey to the Jefferson Hotel for “the first night of the rest of my life,” as she called it. Tonight, it felt like they needed a celebration. A beautiful setting and a sense of pampering.

      Lynx had brought Lacey over earlier and stayed with her. They watched movies and ordered room service. Deep had stayed in the war room, where he laid out everything they knew about the palytoxins, the arts con, and the children. While the pictures of the children were vile, Monroe was ecstatic—they had the evidence they had so desperately needed to keep the kids safe and put the children’s handlers in jail for a very long time.

      While Deep moved through the evidence trails back at headquarters, Panther Force had deployed to the businesses that shared walls with the gallery annex. The Iniquus operatives and K9 Zorro found an explosive attached to a gas line with a dial-in detonator.

      With Deep’s tasks complete, General Elliot pat him on the back and told him to go finish up his R and R. He had two days left before his next mission.

      When Deep arrived at the hotel room door, Lynx opened it with her coat and purse in her hands. “Thought that was you in the elevator,” she said. “I’ll check in with you later.” And before he could say a word, she was off down the hall.

      Deep walked into the room and softly shut the door. Lacey was curled around a pillow on the bed. She glanced up at him. He had the same reaction he had the moment she slipped her hand into his way back last November at the gallery. He had been thrown end over end. His whole world had shifted. His perspective and purpose. He’d found his heart, and she was everything brave and good and wholesome.

      “Hello, beautiful.”

      “Hi.” Lacey smiled at him with sleepy happiness. “What happened?”

      “Things are blowing up for the Zoric family.” Deep bent to take off his boots. He removed his weapons and laid them on the top of the highboy, then crawled onto the bed.

      Lacey pushed herself up to sit cross-legged, hugging the pillow to her chest. “The children?”

      “The FBI is sending out a team tonight.” Deep checked his watch. “Another hour, and they’ll start the arrests. The children have a group home ready for them, complete with psychological help and medical attention.” As he said that, Lacey’s face crumpled.

      Fat tears rolled down her cheeks as she shook her head back and forth. “Thank, God for that.”

      Deep reached out and cradled her face in his hands, using his thumbs to wipe her tears. “You’re so amazing to me, Lacey. So smart, so brave; you have such a loving heart.” He set his jaw and looked her straight in the eyes. “I have to keep you safe, sweetheart.”

      Lacey’s eyes popped wide as she jerked herself from one emotion to another. She settled on one that he read as fear. “What does that mean? Are you sending me away to the protection program?”

      “I would never do something that involves you without your permission. You understand that, don’t you?”

      She nodded. Her eyes were focused and intelligent.

      “Iniquus would like to develop a new identity for you. Name, birthdate, social security numbers—a whole new identity. If they do this, you will have to give up who you were before and not go back to it. It will be a legal change.”

      “I think that’s okay. Just some new numbers to memorize, right?”

      “Yes. New address, too. New bank accounts, credit cards. New job. We have a department that handles the changes, and Sy Covington can help you maneuver through your finances.”

      “I just need to give them the go-ahead?”

      “They already started on an alias package for the time being. While you make your decision and the slow government machines turn their wheels, we need to keep your identity hidden.”

      “New identity? A new name. Who came up with my alias? Do I get to choose?”

      “I came up with the temporary one. You will come up with the permanent one.”

      “What did you call me? Helga Longbottom?” She smiled and tipped her head.

      Deep nodded. “Yes, do you like it?”

      Lacey swatted him with the pillow, which he easily plucked from her hands. He rolled into a ball and settled back, tucking it under his head. He reached out and pulled Lacey into his arms and stroked a hand through her hair. “What do you think of Grace Elizabeth Del Toro?”

      She lifted herself to look him in the eye.

      “Grace sounds a lot like Lacey. You can say Gracey, for example.”

      She knotted her brow and mouthed the names. “I prefer Grace. I like Grace very much.”

      Deep gently brushed her hair from her face. “I picked Grace because it describes you so well, and then Del Toro, because I thought you might like to try it on and see how it fits.”

      She smiled self-consciously.

      “I called my mom in New York, Long Island. She’s inviting you to go stay with her as long as it takes until it’s safe for you to be back in DC. I thought we could fly up on tomorrow. If you wanted.”

      “How long are they thinking it will be until I’m safe?”

      “The FBI believes it’ll be a number of months. My mom is thrilled because she knows I’ll be up there seeing you all the time, so she’ll get to see me, too.” He stalled. “I’m a little worried, though.”

      Lacey frowned.

      “My mom is a mom. A full-throttle mom, if you know what I mean.”

      Lacey shook her head.

      No, how could she know what I mean? “Let’s just say that you’ll get twenty-five years of normal mothering in a few short months. And, every time I see you, you’ll have gained at least ten pounds. She equates love with eating.”

      Lacey whispered, “What did you tell her about why I was coming?”

      “That I wanted her to get to know you.”

      “Because . . .”

      “I plan to marry you.” Deep came up on his elbow so they were eye to eye.

      “I see.” She tilted her head with a funny little confused look on her face.

      He reached out to plant a kiss on the tip of her perfect little nose. “I’m going to wait to ask, though, because I have a strict ‘no means no’ rule.” He laced their fingers together. “If you were to say no, well, I’d have to go and mope my life away.”

      She smiled. “What if I were to say yes?”

      “Then I’d be the happiest man in the world. But Lacey . . .” He paused a beat to make absolutely sure she heard and understood what he was saying. “This is my role to play. I know you like control – but not about this. I get to make it all sappy and romantic. I want to surprise you, so you’ll cry.”

      “You want me to cry?”

      “Only with happiness. And that’s not where you are right now. Right now, you’re in shock. Traumatized. And scared.  I’m going to ask you to marry me. But everything in its right time. Right now, it’s time for you to get a little mothering. It’s a time for healing, and pasta.”

      Lacey curled around him. “That sounds really, really nice.” Her contented sigh made him smile.

      Deep leaned down and kissed Lacey with the conviction he had always felt when it came to loving her. In his arms, she was exactly where she belonged.

      

      
        The End
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      Sherlock Holmes has become legend, but his sister was lost to history.

      In one hellish night, Morrigan Holmes ruined everything: her home, her family, her confidence, and her name. Fleeing scandal, loss, and grief, her only choice is to run, but London’s gaslit streets are not kind to young women alone.

      Within hours, she discovers the horrors of homelessness and the terrible invisibility of the marginalised poor. A child is kidnapped before her eyes, and she barely escapes the same fate. Adrift and alone, Morrigan seeks help in strange quarters: a radical suffragist with a haunted past, a half-blind journalist, a sinister physician, and a gang of street boys led by the striking and enigmatic Magpie.

      As the number of kidnappings grows, something dark begins to take shape in the London mists. Time is short, still Morrigan cannot escape the family she devastated. Could Sherlock be her salvation… or her destruction?
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      Actually telling this story presents some unusual difficulties, primarily because it is not mine. I want to make that clear: the most I’ve had to do with this work is a bit of editing, a bit of cleanup. Some of the words are mine, but most are not, and I have absolutely nothing to do with the ideas.

      The bizarre truth is that the permission I have received to make this all public is conditional, and the condition is secrecy. I am not allowed to describe how this story came into my hands. I am not allowed to dig into its origins, and I have been assured that the real writer, whoever that may be, would find out very quickly if I ever began to make inquiries. I have no idea what would happen next, in that case. Maybe the story would disappear from wherever I’ve published it. Maybe I’d be sued within an inch of my life. Maybe someone would show up at my front door. I have to admit that I am curious, but not that curious.

      I am significantly more interested in why I was chosen at all. Some of you may know that I am a voracious reader of mysteries, but not a writer of them. My usual work is comprised of tales of the supernatural and paranormal and is considerably more far-fetched than what will follow. At least, more far-fetched from some perspectives. I know some bona fide Holmesians who would be far more willing to believe in ghosts than in this. I am tempted to call it a gutsy piece of fiction, except that, regardless of whether the events recounted ever actually happened, I get the disconcerting impression that the author intended a memoir rather than a novel. 

      To be perfectly honest, it’s possible that even this caveat may be Against the Rules, but leaving out any notice at all would have felt like plagiarism. Publishing this at all feels a bit like plagiarism, but at least any and all readers have now been duly informed.

      We’ll see what happens, shall we?

      ~M.R. Graham

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      With the benefit of hindsight, I am forced to admit that the howling heart of a January storm might not have been the most well-considered moment to run away from home. Of course, adolescents have never been renowned for their unerring wisdom, and I was no exception, although I had always considered myself reasonably clever until that night. All I knew then, the one thought running continuously through my mind as I belted on my dressing gown, stuffed my feet into layers upon layers of stockings and then into my brother’s over-sized boots, and threw a heavy woolen coat over all of it, was that I had to get out. It was all my fault, I had ruined everything with a single, alarmingly stupid mistake, and the only thing left was to run.

      And so I ran.

      I had no plan—as I have said, this was not an intelligent decision. It was an impulse born of powerful emotion, fierce, chaotic, unpleasant, as thoroughly divorced from the guidance of intuition as it was from that of reason.

      Divorced from self.

      There was a bizarre sensation of separation. I felt I was barely in control of the hands that fumbled at the window latch and scrabbled at the sash. Rain roared against the glass, rushing in immediately to drench my legs as the window slid open. It seemed impossible that no one would come, that no one would hear. But the din of the storm drowned me out perfectly. My fingers, curled around the slick sill, became numb as I stood stone-still, perched on the balls of my feet until the faint sound of the hall clock reached me. The stroke of two broke me from my paralysis. They were not asleep. I could still hear their voices, even if they could not hear my movement. They were not asleep, but they were not coming, either.

      I swung one leg outside and ducked through, arms splayed out to brace myself against the walls.

      From the hall there came a voice, male, one of my brothers, though over the noise of the storm, I could not have said which.

      ‘Morrigan!’

      I did not reply, only leaned back inside to seize a book from the table and heaved it at the door with all my strength. It struck the wall with a thud and fell to the floor in a heap of soggy pages. An unforgiveable abuse of the written word, I realised with a pang. But the voice did not call again, and when I was sure that no siblings were about to intrude, I effected my escape.

      At home, escape through a window should have been an easy matter. The ancient, ivied walls of Mycroft House afforded countless hand- and foot-holds, even in the cold and wet; I could have made my way from the first floor to the ground in under a minute, and the stables would have been shelter enough until the storm abated.

      This place, though, had never been and never would be home. I had never hated it until that night, but I had always felt like a guest, there, even in the room that they called mine. This place was wet brick, without ivy, without anything to break the fall I recklessly chose to risk. It was only luck, or perhaps a miracle, that kept my neck and spine intact.

      I leaned out the window as far as I could and stared down at the little court below, obscured by a haze of water and darkness.

      A flicker of doubt made me pause, but then voices rose in anger from somewhere behind me, cementing my blind resolve. I turned myself around and slid out of the safety of my candlelit room, fingers gripping the sill, boots braced against the outside wall.

      Leather skidded against brick, and I lost a couple of inches, body slamming against the wall. The breath whooshed out of me, and for a moment, I could only cling. It would not be a terribly long drop, if I were to let go. I had fallen as far before, at home, but at home, such a fall ended in the cuts and scratches offered by the evergreen shrubbery that encircled the house beneath the lowermost windows. The cobblestones here promised much worse.

      I recovered, inch by inch, and lowered myself until my toes caught on the slight protrusion of the decorative line of white brick that divided the first storey from the ground. I lowered myself a little further still. There was no convenient ivy, but if I could get my boots to the top of the next window and my hands to the decorative white brick, then my boots to the window sill below and my hands to the top of the window frame, I could jump the rest of the way safely.

      One toe found purchase, so I worked my numb fingers free of the window sill and dropped them down to seek the next handhold. One hand, one foot. Slow and steady.

      ‘Morrigan!’ Again, the voice from inside, barely heard over the thundering rain. I slid a little more and again was left clinging to the outer wall, my heart pounding in my ears. Again, I slowly recovered, inch by inch, regaining my hold and my safety. I felt like snapping at the owner of the voice, but what good would that have done? ‘Don’t distract me while I’m trying to run away’? He would not have heard me, anyway.

      The other foot followed the first, and now I was stretched awkwardly at my full height, pressed hard up to the masonry, spanning the space between my window and the next, one arm extended straight above my head, the other drawn in tight against my side and grasping at the decorative brickwork. Addled though I was by strong emotion, I saw at once the danger of this position. While the majority of my weight rested on my toes, only the hand grasping the windowsill above prevented my toes from becoming a pivot. For the moment, in this in-between stage, the other hand served no purpose at all. Four fingertips only prevented me from tipping backward and tumbling headfirst to the street.

      ‘God,’ I thought, for neither the first nor the last time that night. ‘This is idiotic.’

      I could hardly turn back, though. Going down was a challenge, but going up would have been impossible. Would have been unthinkable. The tone of the voices from within told me clearly that I was no longer wanted in that place, and even if they could eventually find it in themselves to forgive me, nothing would ever be the same. Perhaps they could forgive me, someday, but the thought that I might eventually forgive myself was laughable. The life I had known was over, no matter which way I decided to go; down, at least, gave me a chance at deciding for myself how things would be in the future.

      One hand, one foot.

      Lightning flashed just above me, followed less than a second later by a thunderclap that shook my bones.

      I cried out in startlement.

      And I fell.

      I felt my fingers clench, and I lost whatever grip I had managed to secure. I began to slip. But I was not so numb in body or in mind that I could not anticipate the consequences of such a fall.

      At first, I panicked and scrabbled uselessly at the bricks with both hands, clawing at the rough surface as though I could catch hold of the tiny irregularities and hold myself fast. That was no good, though, and I knew it. In a moment, I would overbalance, pushed further and further by my own efforts at holding on. It was much too cold, much too wet, and much too late for me to catch myself. My best, my only hope, was to make my inevitable fall a good one.

      I arched my body forward, pushing away from the wall with both hands and feet so that I would fall straight, land on my back with room to roll, disperse the force of the impact so it would not shatter me.

      As if time had slowed, the brick and mortar floated away from my fingertips, and though I thought I knew what I was doing, I was frozen by a moment of consuming panic. I had avoided the deadly somersault that would surely have killed me but the fall could still break me, all the same.

      And what then? What if I were too badly hurt to cry for help? How long would it take before someone intruded upon my privacy and found me missing? How long before someone came to look?

      A sharp, pale face appeared in the window above me, staring down with... Was it disgust? Doubt? The figure leaned out of the window into the rain, and a long, white hand reached for me, but I was already beyond its grasp.

      The moment passed as quickly as it had come upon me. I tucked up my body and bent my knees and hips, spreading my arms for balance. I had fallen as far before, and I knew how to fall well.

      The pavement greeted me without any regard for what I did or did not know.

      Falling to the irregular cobbles was nothing at all like falling to the shrubbery beneath my window at home or like falling to soft grass beneath my favourite reading tree. No, London was out to kill me.

      On any other surface, even overwrought and in the pouring rain, my landing would have been flawless. The cobbles thwarted me, and perhaps the startlement of the presence of that figure in the window. I landed squarely on my two feet, but my two feet did not land squarely on the ground, and the left flew out from under me, leaving the right to bear my full weight. My ankle rolled, despite the support of its boot, with a horrible sensation like a creaking hinge. I gasped and fell to one side, striking my hip and my elbow.

      For a moment, I could only lie beneath the downpour.

      All right, girl, analyse.

      Finding myself not-dead was a relief, of course. I had not broken my neck or my back or my skull, which was honestly one of the best things that had happened to me all day. The ankle, however, was almost definitely sprained, and I did not look forward to finding out for certain when I tried to stand on it.

      There were bruises, too, but bruises were nothing new to a girl who climbed trees.

      No, the worst of it was the ankle, which, even as I lay, began to ache fiercely.

      I rolled onto my back. The face in the window watched me, impassive as a sickle moon. Waiting. He did not disappear, racing down to the courtyard to see if I was all right. He did not begin shouting for our parents. Maybe he knew I had to go. Maybe he just didn’t care.

      I should have gone back, of course, and I knew it. I should have called out for help until someone came, or hobbled to the door and knocked. I should have mustered the courage to explain what peculiar circumstances had led me to the pavement beneath an open window amidst the blasted storm, wet and hurt and—now—sobbing, as well. I should have admitted that I was an idiot girl who did not have the good sense not to jump from great heights or to keep my mouth shut or to mind my own blasted business. An idiot unworthy of her own name.

      I knew it. I considered it. I shied away from the eminent sensibility of it. What sixteen-year-old girl has ever had the grace to admit stupidity? If I was to be a fool, then by God, I would be a fool, and to the hilt!

      And besides, I reasoned, I had not actually killed myself, and that had to count for something. Had to mean something. If I had been doomed to fail, then I ought to have failed immediately and completely, but I was still alive, and, deliberately forsaking reason, I chose to take that simple coincidence as a sign from above. Surely, I was fated to go.

      Strengthened by that absurd conviction I pushed myself upright, shivering at the cold that crept up my legs and trickled down my back. The ankle screamed in protest, and I nearly screamed as well, but a quick rearrangement of my posture shifted my weight to my good leg, and I was able to take a few strange, hopping steps, turning my back on the face I knew was watching me still. I lifted a hand in what was meant to be a cocky wave, ruined by the quiver of my shoulders.

      The drumming of the rain echoed strangely in the grey little courtyard of that house I had so come to despise. Before me, the gate yawned wide, resembling nothing so much as a huge, gaping mouth, with the dead branches of wisteria that stretched down from its arch becoming the fangs. I had the impression of waiting, of languishing in the rumbling belly of a beast that was finally about to spit me out.

      Beyond the monster’s teeth, the great, dismal city sprawled. If the house was a monster, then the city was its home, a jungle of brick and smoke and throbbing humanity.

      I wiped the tears from my face, only to have them replaced at once with streaks of sooty rain.

      Trembling now as much with terror as with cold, I stepped out into the wilderness.
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      Within the space of a few steps, the house behind me had vanished into the sheeting rain. A sly wind crept up behind me, only to reverse itself suddenly and come clawing at the hem of my overcoat. I was forced to raise my arm to shield my eyes from the stinging drops, or else be blinded.

      The house stood at the end of what was, in ordinary weather, a pleasant boulevard, divided up by tidy privet hedges and iron fences, awash with hydrangea and climbing rose. The other houses were quite as nice as the one I had left, their inhabitants altogether much too respectable to let even a smudge of light reach the street at that hour. And not a smudge did. Not a flicker or a gleam or a glimmer. The rain fell thick and grey, faintly luminescent itself, and all the world turned blank and white with each flash of lightning.

      Regrets surged in my throat—not that I was leaving, but that I had not thought to bring a hat, or to seek out more waterproof clothing. I should have waited. A day of preparation would not have gone amiss. I should have taken the time to pack adequately. I should have known where I was going before I set out.

      Well, I reasoned, rather than dwell on my blunders, perhaps I should leap at the chance to test my resourcefulness. Anything, you see, rather than admit that my best course of action would have been hasty retreat. I had some vague idea that I could make my way to my aunt and uncle in Bordeaux, who, though by no means conventional themselves, had never gotten on especially well with my flagrantly unconventional parents. They might send me back, but they might not, which was more than could be said for any of my English relations. Reaching France would pose a problem for one attired as I was, but I did have five pounds in notes stuffed into my pockets, and another four in coin, the sum of which represented most of my life’s savings. How much it would actually purchase, I had no idea, but it would carry me a lot further than would nothing. Some tidily mended cast-offs, perhaps, and as much street food as I could stuff into my pockets, transportation, and a cheap room to keep the rain off me until I could pull my situation together enough to travel.

      There, so it was not as though I had no plan at all. I had, also, some foggy and half-formed idea, no doubt drawn from the works of Mr Dickens, that life on London’s streets, for a capable young person of strong constitution, at least in the short term, would be more adventure than misery. In my agonising ignorance, I thought that sleeping in doorways could do me no harm, at least until I could find passage to France.

      Already, the weather was doing its utmost to disabuse me of the childish fantasy. My shivers intensified into quakes as I trudged on down the street. And with every step forward, I repeated my ill-begotten plan to myself until I had nearly convinced myself of its wisdom. Each footfall fuelled the next, driving me further and further into the wilderness. My surroundings were invisible; all I could do was push a foot ahead, gingerly, lest I fall and utterly ruin my throbbing ankle, and then follow it with the other. Though I knew I would have to find shelter before I caught my death, I could not stop in any place where I might be found and recognised and dragged back.

      Slowly, I lost all track of time or distance. Minutes blurred together in the absolute darkness, so that I could not be sure whether I had walked a quarter of an hour, or a half, or even if dawn might be breaking somewhere beyond the storm-clouds. I had no idea, either, whether I had walked far enough. Unable to see even to the kerbs, I could not know whether I had left my neighbourhood behind, yet.

      And suddenly, a hideous doubt stabbed me with the certainty that I had not even left my own street. I tried counting my steps, but I had scarcely reached fifty when it occurred to me that my hobbling gait could hardly be compared to my usual stride. Ordinarily, I could measure out yards quite as well as any surveyor, but my blasted ankle and the blasted darkness conspired to limit me to mere inches.

      Time and distance bled together into a shapeless dream. I pushed one foot ahead, and then the other, listening to the pounding of the rain meld with the chattering of my teeth. The most reliable measure I could think of was my own stamina. I would walk for as far as I was able, and that would have to be far enough. It either would be, or it would not, and if it was not, well, there was nothing more I could do.

      I walked.

      I had lost sensation in my fingers almost before I was out of the bedroom window, and now the numbness crept up my arms and my legs, followed by the dull ache and then the sharp sting of intense cold – one of the first tastes of my profound error. I had endured greater cold than this, but never with such grossly inadequate insulation. A seed of horror took root in the heart of the fantasy as some part of me began to understand how winter could kill.

      My legs cramped, and my shoulders and back. My skull felt squeezed with the cold.

      I counted my breaths instead of my steps and tried to follow the fatigue in my limbs.

      After some time—who knows how long—my brain became numb, as well. The number of breaths melted into the number of raindrops biting into my skin and the number of lightning flashes stabbing my eyes and the unsteady tattoo of my chattering teeth.

      At last, I misstepped. My brain continued to lag behind, and my first indication was the moment my knee struck the pavement.

      The limits of my energy closed in around me suddenly, vise-like, and it was all I could do to pull myself upright and shuffle sideways until my outstretched fingertips brushed against rough brick. I followed it until it dropped away, and I slipped into the space I had found. It was not a recessed doorway, as I had thought at first, but a narrow alley about three feet wide, and the overhang of the roofs above left only a few inches between them. It was not a dry space, or a warm one, but the close walls blocked out the tearing wind and the stinging rain, and I collapsed to the alley’s filthy floor in mute gratitude.

      I was well-versed in the dangers of falling asleep in the cold, but to stay awake proved impossible. My numb limbs and numb brain refused to respond to my half-hearted protests, and I curled up on my side in the soot and the refuse, and I sank into oblivion.

      I may never have woken at all, were it not for the foot against my shoulder, rolling me onto my back. I opened my eyes to a grey but daylit sky and the grinning faces of four dirty boys about my own age.

      ‘I likes them boots,’ said one, showing black teeth.

      ‘Rather fancy the coat, meself,’ said another.

      A third, the one with his foot on my shoulder, tipped his head thoughtfully to the side. ‘The bird’s a tad skinny for my taste,’ he said. ‘Anybody else want a go afore I cuts ‘er a smile?’

      The other three chuckled, but not, I thought, because it was a joke.

      My brain turned the problem over sluggishly even as the ringleader drew a long, slender filleting knife from his belt. The gleam of the blade and the immediate danger it represented spurred me into coherence.

      ‘Don’t hurt me,’ I said quickly. ‘I’ll give you what you want. I won’t fight.’ My voice was hoarse and cracked.

      The four exchanged a look of surprise.

      ‘Awful dirty for a proper lady, ain’t ye?’ asked the leader, but the question was directed more toward his compatriots than toward me. They took a moment to understand his meaning, and I was able to watch comprehension dawn on the other three faces almost simultaneously.

      The foot lifted from my shoulder, and rude, rough hands reached down and pulled me to my feet. I swayed where I stood, supported only by my captors.

      ‘I don’t suppose,’ said the leader slowly, in a mocking imitation of my own speech, ‘that there’s anybody what would be generously pleased to ‘ave ye back in one piece?’

      Held for ransom was not an ideal solution, but it sounded far and away better than violated, naked, and dead. I nodded vigorously.

      A dark smile oozed across the villain’s face, and he nodded. ‘That’s a bloody good thing for ye,’ he said.

      I could not help but agree.

      The others were not as sure.

      ‘’Ow do we do a ransom?’ asked the one who wanted my coat. ‘Ain’t never done a ransom before.’

      ‘An’ what if she gets away an’ squeals?’ asked the one who wanted my boots.

      ‘Aye,’ agreed the last of them, who had not spoken before. ‘Dead don’t squeal.’

      To my intense dismay, the leader seemed to be giving their words real consideration. I had to cut in.

      ‘I write a letter,’ I said hurriedly. ‘You tell me what to put in it. How much you want and where to leave it and by what time. You post it. You make sure I never hear your names and never see where you stay, so I couldn’t tell anybody where to look for you, even if I wanted to. My parents will leave the money. I know they will. And when you’ve got it, we go our separate ways.’

      As hard as I tried to sound calm and sensible, my voice rose shrilly until the leader’s hand tightened painfully on my arm, and he leaned in close to my ear to hiss. His foetid breath clogged my nose. ‘Shut yer gob!’

      I shut my gob. But I also realised that he was afraid of being overheard. The street beyond the mouth of the alley was quiet, but the hour must not have been so early that there was no chance of discovery.

      He eyed me with suspicion. ‘What’s yer game, layin’ out the whole plan for us?’

      ‘I want you to keep me alive,’ I told him candidly. That really was all there was to it. If my brain had been working better, I might have been clever and cooked up a plot that seemed solid on the surface but was secretly riddled with holes to trap my captors. This plan I expected to work much as I had laid it out, barring the obvious facts that the police would be summoned and that whichever of the ruffians went to collect their prize would be arrested instantly. At which point, those remaining would likely kill me. It was an issue I would have to address, once I was thinking more clearly.

      ‘I want to live,’ I repeated firmly. ‘And I’m prepared to help with anything that will keep you from killing me.’

      He stared me down silently until I was certain me meant just to ‘cut me a smile’ and save himself all the trouble, but he only shrugged his shoulders and began to move down the alley, dragging me with him.

      But suddenly, one of the devils behind us gave a warning cry, and I and the tough restraining me turned as one in time to see one of the others drop to his knees. Something small and bright streaked through the air, striking my captor in the throat, and he uttered a hoarse exclamation and fell, also. I scrambled away from him, striking the wall hard, and tried to become one with the brickwork.

      Three dark figures appeared silently in the mouth of the alley, and two more hemmed us in from the other side, emerging from the shadows like ghosts.

      Friend or foe seemed to be the salient question. I squinted at the newcomers but could make out nothing much beyond the mufflers that covered their faces from collar to eyes, cloth caps drawn down low over their brows, and the shine of steel in their hands. Four of them carried a hotchpotch assortment of blades, and the fifth held a contraption of wood and leather. A sling, I suspected, remembering the projectile which had felled my captor—only by narrowly missing me.

      ‘Hellhounds!’ cried a voice, filled with mockery. It echoed strangely in the small space, so that I could not venture a guess as to which of them had spoken. ‘I said we’d thrash you if we found you on our turf again. Well, whose turf do you call this?’

      The two downed Hellhounds were rising unsteadily, rubbing at their individual injuries and glaring back and forth between the pair of human barricades blocking their way.

      ‘Wrong Boys,’ one of them growled.

      And suddenly, four met five in a tempest of whoops and blades and fists and flying ball-bearings. The Hellhounds moved automatically into a tight square, back-to-back against the onslaught. Two Wrong Boys advanced on them from either end of the alley, while the fifth, the one with the sling, mounted a pile of rubbish and sent a barrage of little metal missiles into the midst of the Hellhounds’ formation, raising bruises and curses and fouling their aim as they slashed wildly at the Wrong Boys.

      The tips of the flashing knives passed alarmingly close to me, and I sank down against the wall with my arms curled instinctively around my head, unable to run in either direction for the blockade of Wrong Boys.

      The muffler-wrapped figure closest to me staggered suddenly, propelled by a fist to where I supposed its jaw must be. It collided with me, and I shoved it back toward the fray, but not before an angry Hellhound scented his foe’s momentary disadvantage and followed, swinging punches wildly.

      I had no particular reason to be favourably disposed toward the Wrong Boys, not knowing whether they meant to rescue me or leave me be or pick up where the Hellhounds had left off, but I did have ample reason to despise their rivals.

      As the boy surged toward me, I made sure my legs tangled with his. He stumbled into the side of me, kicking fiercely to free himself. My ankle exploded with pain. The Wrong Boy kicked the Hellhound’s knees out from under him, and I shifted before the two could fall on me. The Hellhound grabbed at the Wrong Boy’s coat, and the two hit the ground together in a flurry of churning limbs.

      Then there was a quiet noise, something between a gasp and a cough, and everything stopped. The two brawling gangs froze and turned to stare. The Wrong Boy beside me regained his feet. The Hellhound did not. He lay on his side with his knees drawn up to his chest and his arms curled around his belly. The Wrong Boy’s short, curved knife dripped red.

      ‘Had enough?’ asked one of the muffled figures.

      None of the Hellhounds moved or uttered a sound, save the one who lay and groaned.

      ‘Fine, then,’ said the Wrong Boy. ‘Get you all out of here. And you’ll all have much worse, next time.’

      Slowly, their eyes blazing with malice, the three standing Hellhounds dragged their comrade to his feet and carried him to the mouth of the alley and out into the street. The Wrong Boys stood aside to let them pass.

      All was momentarily still as the Wrong Boys and I watched the retreat.

      Then one of them turned toward me, eyes glittering between scarf and cap, knife gleaming in his hand. He watched me closely, and I watched him.

      ‘Hold up!’ one of them exclaimed. ‘That ain’t no Hellhound.’

      ‘I should say not!’ I agreed heartily.

      The eyes above the masks widened.

      ‘Coo!’ exclaimed the smallest one. ‘It’s a wee toff!’

      The one I thought must be their leader sheathed his knife and approached, offering me a huge, gloved hand. I pulled myself up, using the wall for support, and he hastily grabbed my arm when he saw I could hardly stand.

      ‘Lost?’ he asked with a sharp glance at the hem of my nightgown peeking from beneath my coat. I knew I must have looked a sight, by then, drenched and shivering, evenly coated with the alley’s muck, every hair that had blown free of my plait now plastered to my face and neck. But for the quality of my clothes, I could not have looked very much different from any other girl huddled in a London alley.

      ‘Anywhere we can take you, Miss?’

      ‘No,’ I said. ‘Thank you. I’ll be quite all right on my own.’

      They exchanged a look, as though not sure whether I intended that as a joke. I stared them down.

      ‘Haven’t you a home to go to?’

      An instant of clarity broke upon me as I realised how dearly any of these boys would have loved a room with a fire and enough to eat. They would have thought me an idiot if they knew what I had had and had left behind. But it was not really so clear as that, no. It had not really been a choice. I had destroyed what I had hours before I decided to climb out that window.

      ‘I had,’ I admitted. ‘I haven’t, any more.’

      They all exchanged another look and seemed to come to some sudden, silent agreement. The chances were good that each of them had uttered something similar, once. Each of them must have had a first night on the street.

      The one supporting me cleared his throat. ‘You’ll be all right on your own,’ he allowed, with the obvious tenor of an obliging lie, ‘but maybe a bit more all right if you’re dry and can walk.’

      ‘You make a fair point, sir.’

      His eyes crinkled in a smile.
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      I followed the gaggle of boys down the alley. Or rather, pressed between two of them who helped me to hobble along, I was conveyed down the alley with increasing unease. There was one Wrong Boy to either side of me, one before, and two behind, and while their leader had suggested a chance to dry myself and recover, I was not entirely sure that I would be allowed to decline their hospitality, should I change my mind. They were a gang, living by their wits and by the points of their knives, and for all they were against the Hellhounds, I had no real reason to believe they might be on the side of the angels.

      I stole a glance at the one on my right, the leader. When I was not hunched over with cold and fatigue, he might have been only about an inch taller than I. In that moment, though, I felt like he towered. He certainly thought me smaller than I actually was. Perhaps that could become an advantage, though I could scarcely see how. Weak and shivering and barely able to stand on my own, perhaps I could surprise him with my height.

      The thought nearly made me laugh. Nearly.

      I must have made some sort of noise, because the Wrong Boy turned his head and blinked at me. His eyes were china-blue, and the fringe of lashes around them was yellow, like lemon crème. Not blond or gold, but yellow.

      ‘You say something?’

      I shook my head. ‘No, I... I was just wondering why, when they were so ready to kill me, you’re... not.’ I stopped, not wanting to present any novel ideas.

      He shook his head at my stupidity and went back to looking straight ahead. ‘Wouldn’t put food in our bellies,’ he said. ‘’Less you’re thinking we might eat ye. Which, s’pose I might if you was already cooked up, but, honest, there ain’t much meat on ye.’

      Perhaps he was joking, and perhaps not. The uncertainty was not reassuring.

      I did not ask why they did not strip the clothes from my back and run; on the chance that had not yet occurred to them, I did not want to bring it up.

      Neither did I ask why they did not think to ransom me. Perhaps they were not as clever as the Hellhounds. Perhaps they were far cleverer, had already given thought to the entire scenario, identified the problems, and rejected the possibility. Or perhaps they had given it thought and rejected it on moral grounds, as unlikely as that seemed. There was no doubt in my mind that this raggedy lot had no choice but to steal if they wanted to eat, but perhaps they drew the line at stealing people. I might almost have been ashamed of my suspicions. Their circumstances made them my inferiors, as far as society was concerned, but circumstances were artifice, no more substantial than the drifting clouds. Circumstances could not be held up as a measure of human worth, a fact brought home to me by the sudden, dramatic change in my own. The poor were poor by circumstance, not by nature or design, and so I could not doubt their morals based on circumstance alone. And yet...

      And yet, I could not say for certain what I would have done in their position, gnawed by hunger and presented with a short, if dubious, route to a full belly.

      A problem.

      My best guesses relied on my own understanding, what I myself would do in any given situation, and I could not understand these people. I was hungry, but they had grown up hungry, like as not. I was cold, but they were warm only when July sun warmed London’s blackened stone. The life I had learned was different from theirs, and no amount of imagining could bridge that gap. I could not anticipate them.

      The cobbles seemed to slide sideways beneath me, and I tumbled into the Wrong Boy on my left. He caught my arm and propped me upright, and as though over a great distance, I thought I heard someone say:

      ‘Best make for the doctor, I reckon. Something’s got in ‘er.’

      A doctor! Good Lord, a doctor was the last thing I needed. Doctors, by nature, tend to be moderately clever, and a moderately clever person could not fail to notice that I did not exactly match my motley companions. Beneath my filth, my coat was well-made, sturdy, and while the lining had been replaced more than once, even the replacement was of silk. The cotton of my night dress was soft and fine. My boots, though made for feet rather larger than mine, were nevertheless bespoke, of visible quality even after years of hard use. Even I, myself, stood out. Gawky, yes, and thin, but not for want of food, not for a lifetime of hard living. Even the Hellhounds, who might on a good day have matched wits with a Hyde Park pigeon, had known me for what I was the moment they heard me speak. A clever man would know I belonged elsewhere.

      Worse yet, my understanding was that doctors tended to be responsible citizens. A responsible citizen who discerned a runaway would take her immediately to the police. Even if I had not yet been reported missing, I would be, soon. I would be back in that house by noon. And then?

      I could not imagine what would happen then, and I did not want to try.

      ‘No,’ I tried to tell them, ‘No, I’m fine, really not all that bad,’ but only a vague mumble emerged from me. I tried to pull away, but all my strength seemed to have left me at once. Voices crashed in upon me, roaring and then receding like waves at the seashore, and I felt myself hurried along through the labyrinth that hid behind London.

      It crossed my mind that this might be a kidnapping, after all. Might they be subtle enough to feign concern, to pretend to help me so that they might lead me wherever they pleased without risking screams? That would be quite the ironic turn, to be kidnapped in the middle of running away. Even worse to be fooled into thinking that one’s kidnappers were actually one’s rescuers!

      It didn’t matter, though. None of my thoughts mattered, because I was entirely incapable of acting on them. My ankle throbbed abominably, and the rest of me was so numb I could only be certain I was moving because the scenery was slightly different after each of my increasingly long blinks.

      They could take me where they would, and, I realised, I didn’t care in the least, so long as the end of the line was enclosed by four walls and a roof, out of the wind and the fine, piercing rain that had started again.

      I may have made another try or two at breaking free. I do not know. I do not remember.

      But when they did finally stop, and I with them, I relinquished any thought of getting away, because they stopped me in front of a door. A once-blue door, faded with age and darkened with soot and smuts and mildew and possibly things even nastier, but it was a door all the same, and a door promised the possibility of an indoors.

      One of the boys rapped sharply at the mouldering door, using his bare knuckles rather than the tarnished brass knocker. After what seemed like no pause at all, the door creaked open, and I was hustled down a dim, damp hallway hung with artworks made grey and indecipherable with age, then shunted sideways through a second door and into a room.

      A sudden blaze of light forced my eyes shut: paraffin lamps covering every surface, tallow candles clustered upon every wall sconce, a fire blazing furiously in the tiny fireplace, before which crowded a thicket of tattered, mismatched chairs awash in a drift of horsehair.

      And it was warm. It could hardly be otherwise, so full of flames as to shame a volcano. I began to relax, but only for a moment before the feeling returning to my face became burning pins and needles. I winced.

      The swarm of boys around me surged and then subsided as another, darker figure entered my field of vision. Quite suddenly, there seemed to be no boys around me at all. All that remained...

      Good God, he may as well have been the spectre of Death! About my height, he appeared far taller, his arms and legs elongated by his incredible thinness. His huge, domed head hung forward on a spindly neck that looked as though it might snap under the weight of his cranium, and sharp, black eyes glittered at me from out deep, shadowed sockets. A quick, reptilian tongue darted out to wet the man’s dry, grey lips. His attire was hidden beneath a long smock that hung nearly to the floor, its once-white folds brushing the cracked and scuffed toes of his shoes.

      He looked over me with interest, rubbing his long, discoloured hands together before him like a child contemplating a present, as my insides knotted with unease.

      Finally, just when I thought I might turn and run, regardless of my ankle and of who might be standing behind me, he stepped forward.

      ‘You’re tall,’ he observed, ‘aren’t you? Been eating well? Taking a fair amount of exercise, though not for the past few months?’

      He put his serpentine face inches from mine and squinted into my eyes, then abruptly seized my arm, pushed my sleeve up, and dug his sharp fingers into my wrist.

      I jerked myself away from the bizarre person, and he grinned at me. He even had fangs, eyeteeth jutting out far beyond his long, overlapping incisors. His gums showed the stains of a long tobacco habit. In fact, a few glistening strands of the stuff remained behind.

      ‘Come now,’ the man chided. ‘I am Doctor Peach, and I assure you, your friends would not have brought you to me unless they thought you needed my attention.’

      I said nothing, for fear of my voice betraying me, though the thought going through my mind was that I could imagine no more incongruous name for such a colourless individual.

      ‘You have a name?’ he continued, then chuckled, as though fully aware that I would not answer. His tongue appeared again, passed over his lips, and vanished. ‘You don’t say much. Perhaps you would be so good as to step into my examination room, so I may form my own opinions?’

      I did not want to be alone in a room with the man, doctor or no. But I was alone already, I discovered, looking around to find that the boys had silently disappeared.

      He moved away and waited for me to follow.

      Seconds passed, and then his sunken face twitched. ‘Well,’ he said, in a tone I might almost have called amused, ‘come on.’

      ‘I don’t want to,’ I replied, forgetting myself for an instant. The lifeless face moved again, scalp tightening, tongue making another darting appearance.

      Then his eyes crinkled in unmistakeable humour. His voice, though, was filled with acid. ‘Ah. New, are you? Well, little lady, you ought to know that no perceived impropriety can sully your reputation out here. Now, if you can stand on that foot you’re favouring – balance on it for a full count of ten – you may go, and I’ll say no more. If not, you will come in here and let me take a look.’

      His glittering black eyes fixed on me almost in accusation.

      There was no use in refusing to respond. My accents had betrayed me already, and I could do no worse by answering him again.

      ‘Sir,’ I said, thinking of the Hellhounds and their salacious, rotting grins, ‘it is not the perceived impropriety that concerns me.’

      A moment too late, I realised how a man might take offence at such a frank statement of mistrust, but instead, he froze as though absorbed in thought.

      ‘Perhaps,’ he said slowly, drawing out the second syllable into a shuddering hiss. His gaze fixed on the splinter-prickled floor a moment before darting back to me, stabbing into me like needles. It took in my boots, my coat, the soiled hem of my night-dress, the damp strands of hair clinging to my cheeks.

      ‘Perhapsss... that is why you left?’

      I did not answer, hoping he would take my silence at face value and not as an affirmation. The shrieking and chaos of home still rang in my ears. I did not want to think of them, even to count the sins of which they were not guilty.

      The pause lingered uncomfortably, then abruptly shattered as he snapped his fingers. His smock rustled as he brushed past me and stuck his head out into the corridor.

      ‘Sylvia!’ he called, drawing the name out like a sibilant curse.

      Almost at once, a woman materialised in the doorway. She was the wife to his Jack Sprat, as completely his opposite as a human being could possibly have been. Her nearly spherical girth filled the door, and her ruddy, pockmarked face was drawn into an expression that was somehow at once obsequious and demanding.

      ‘Aye?’

      ‘Ah, Sylvia. The boys are fed?’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘Then, would you be so good as to supervise my treatment of this young lady?’

      Sylvia looked at me as though I had just torn off all my clothes, perched a flowerpot on my head, and declared myself to be the queen.

      ‘S’pose.’

      Doctor Peach nodded his satisfaction, then crossed to the fireplace and picked up the shovel, which he handed her with a thin smirk. ‘And if I cross any boundary whatsoever, you are to thrash me soundly with this.’

      She coughed less than politely. ‘O’course.’

      ‘And one for you, little miss.’

      The poker somehow made its way from the hearth to my fist, though I could not for the life of me have said exactly how.

      ‘Good,’ he declared. ‘Well, then, shall we?’

      On the one hand, I was not particularly reassured by the presence of Sylvia, whom I did not know, and who seemed just a touch too familiar with the idea of a hearth shovel as a blunt weapon.

      On the other hand, it did seem to be an earnest attempt to put me at ease. And anyway, the way Sylvia was brandishing that shovel told me that crossing her was a bad idea. Whether or not the gesture actually was meant as reassurance, I suddenly realised that whatever chance I’d had of refusing had just been deftly removed.

      I clutched my poker tightly and allowed myself to be examined.

      There is no need to detail the process too closely. I was palpated within an inch of my life, stripped of my coat, boots, stockings—not without considerable protest, though the quilt that was provided in their stead was much warmer than my soggy things. He bound my ankle tightly, at which I uttered a number of words a person of my station and sex should not have known, and even a few I am certain I must have invented specially for the occasion. I was prescribed hot broth, hot tea, and a crust of brown bread with jam, and Sylvia, who did not seem to be the maid but did not seem to be Mrs Peach, either, forcibly installed me in the crumbling chair nearest the fire while my clothes began to dry and my treatment was prepared.

      Drenched in warmth, watching the shapes in the steam that had begun to rise from my coat, there was little chance of keeping my eyes open, not even for the promise of food. I found a spot to fit my back between the chair’s lumps and settled in, not exactly secure, but knowing full well that there was little to nothing I could do about it if the situation did turn sour.

      I allowed my eyes to close.
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      AND A SOUND like the descending hordes of Genghis Khan snapped my eyes back open again. Five grubby figures stormed into the room, wiping grease from chins with even greasier sleeves. Flapping and guffawing, they arrayed themselves on the chairs around me, sending up clouds of horsehair and dust.

      Startled, I sank down and simply watched them come.

      The Wrong Boys had left their hats and mufflers somewhere, and the first thing I noticed was that not all of them were Wrong Boys at all. The smallest one, wielder of the formidable slingshot, had set free a pair of fluffy, ginger-coloured plaits that fell over her ears and to her shoulders. Her state of privation made it difficult to guess her age – no older than twelve, though not younger than eight. She gave me a gap-toothed grin.

      An enormous heap of a boy with close-cropped black hair and wide-set eyes grabbed the poker from where it had fallen beside my chair and shoved the tip of it down into the fire. He sucked his thick, red lips with a pensive air.

      One with freckles and a pointed chin scratched at a lump of scarring where his left ear had once been, watching me narrowly.

      A fourth, delicate and pale, almost effeminate, seated himself primly on the edge of a cushion beside the girl. His long, elegant fingers plucked nervously at the spoiled, once-lovely cravat he wore about his throat. He did not look at me at all.

      And I did not look at him for long, either, because the fifth had caught my eye and demanded all of my attention. He of the china-blue eyes and yellow lashes. I had never seen such a person, and if I’d had a little better sense at that age, I should not have stared as I did, shamelessly, gaping like a fish. And, God help me, I should not have said what I did.

      ‘I’m sorry, I...’ I stuttered, realising that I must look a complete ass. ‘I’m sorry, I...’ And then I sabotaged my own attempt with the stupidest, least necessary statement possible. ‘I’ve never met a Negro before.’

      He lifted his eyebrows and shook his head with a bemused smile, but with no surprise. ‘Is this what you call black?’ he intoned, as one who has recited the same words countless times before. ‘Don’t be daft. The word you want is “albino”.’

      Perhaps his grasp of the etymology was, indeed, better than my own. Beneath his London patina, he was whiter than I. I began to mumble some reply that doubtless would have placed even greater strain upon his charity, but he cut me off.

      ‘I’m Magpie,’ he said. ‘On account of, I has something of a fondness for things what shine. Our big ‘un’s Billy. He don’t talk much, and most like in French, when he do.’ He pointed to the mountain before the fireplace, who nodded. ‘An’ this ‘ere’s Weasel,’ he said, indicating the boy with the missing ear. ‘An’ Dart.’ This was the slender boy in the cravat. ‘An’ our girl ‘ere is Snail. What are we to call you?’

      As he pointed out each of his compatriots in turn, I noticed that his hands, though by no means black, were much darker than his face, or than me. Not exactly albino, then, though I could not recall the name for the condition that resulted in patchwork skin. Black and white. Perhaps Magpie, then, did not refer only to his fondness for sparkle.

      I opened my mouth to decline—I had not gotten a real name for any of them and saw no reason why I should give them mine, especially since it would doubtless be appearing soon in the papers—but the girl interrupted me.

      ‘I think she looks like a crow,’ she said with a grin and a giggle. ‘She’s got the beak for it.’

      Well, it was objectively true, at least. Not even my own mother—I shied away from the thought of her—had ever suggested to me that I could be thought beautiful, but it was still something of a shock to hear the fact of my prodigious nose announced so bluntly. But perhaps it was well-deserved. The observation was just as true and probably just as unwelcome as my own comment to the boy called Magpie.

      I ducked my head, on the chance my sudden flush of embarrassment was visible.

      Magpie leaned forward with a twinkle in his eye. ‘’Ow about it? You’re sure smart like a crow. We ‘eard you tryin’ to talk down the Hellhounds. Smart is good. Bet you’d learn real quick, if you was to run with us... Well, soon as you can run again.’

      It took a moment for his meaning to sink in, at least apart from the fact that I was apparently to be known as Crow. ‘You would let me join you?’

      He shrugged. ‘You got anywhere else to go?’

      I thought of Bordeaux, and the decreasing likelihood, given my adventure of that morning, that I would ever be able to get there on my own. Possible, still, but no longer probable. No longer easy.

      I sighed. ‘I really don’t think so. Thank you.’

      He shrugged again. ‘You talk nice. Would make a goodish haul begging, maybe. But I doubt you have any practice breaking the law. Goin’ to need to learn that if you’re goin’ to stay alive.’

      I must have blanched.

      The freckled boy, Weasel, snorted loudly.

      ‘I’m not certain I can do that,’ I told them. ‘It’s not that I’m not grateful, but I’m afraid I’d just be a liability. I’d be slow, or I’d trip up. And I don’t think I can break the law.’

      Sylvia reappeared with a chipped wooden tray bearing an equally chipped bowl and a mug, both steaming beautifully. I took it with more gratitude than I could express, and she seemed to sense my appreciation, for some of the sergeant-major melted from her features, and she nodded briskly.

      Magpie waited until she had departed again before turning back to me. ‘You can learn,’ he said. ‘We all learn. And,’ he added, not unkindly, ‘pilfering’s easy when you’re hungry enough. Even for you, I promise.’

      He had a point. I looked down at the bowl in front of me. A soggy crust of bread swam bleakly in oily brown broth atop a mush of bloated barley and unidentifiable vegetables. It was one of the most appealing things I had ever seen in my life, and it had not yet been a day since the last time I had eaten. Another day or two, maybe, and I could almost see myself stealing for a chance at even that fare. Or going home... No. I would brave the workhouse before I went home.

      I sucked in a breath and blew it out. ‘I am smart,’ I agreed, pushing aside thoughts of all the recent evidence to the contrary. ‘Most of the time. I’ll learn anything you need me to, anything you can teach me. Anyway, I’d have to be an idiot to refuse if someone offers to teach me to survive.’

      I was an idiot, of course, but not a suicidal one.

      A huge grin split the boy’s face from ear to ear. ‘Right!’ he exclaimed. ‘Eat up, then. Doc says we can all stay till your things are dry. ‘Ope it takes a while. Don’t know ‘bout you, but I don’t fancy goin’ back out there till I ‘ave to.’

      The business concluded, the Wrong Boys broke once again into their chatter, centring mostly, it seemed, on who had done the most damage to the Hellhounds. They seemed to agree that the day’s winner had been Billy, the mountain, and I thought it possible that he had been the one whose knife had found its mark. For a moment, I tried to hope that the injured Hellhound had found help and would be all right, but it was no use. I hoped he bled out and froze to death in a heap of dung, somewhere. It wasn’t charitable or ladylike, and perhaps that attitude had contributed to the horrible chain of events leading up to my escape out the window, but I could not bring myself to be sorry for it.

      I turned to my soup and the cup of weak, bitter tea as they recounted the adventures again and again, embellishing until even I was entertained.

      But the stories died away as, encouraged by the heat of the fire, they dropped one by one to sleep, until I set the tray aside and began to nod, too. Only Magpie remained alert, like a sentry, leaned back in the chair he had claimed, but regarding me steadily through his yellow lashes. There was no trust, there, less even than I had for him. That would take time and effort from both of us.

      ‘Sorry,’ I told him quietly.

      His eyebrows twitched, and he shrugged, raising one hand to tear at the nails with his teeth.

      It was acknowledgement, but was I forgiven?

      [image: ]

      All of the boys were still asleep when I woke, and most of the lamps and candles had been put out, but I could see by the light of the fire that the girl called Snail was awake. A wooden crutch had appeared beside my chair, a little short for me, but still infinitely better than trying to hop around on that ankle. I spent a few moments staring at it, then looked up to see Snail’s eyes on me.

      I opened my mouth to address her, then glanced at the sleeping boys, then back again.

      She chuckled. ‘Couldn’t wake ‘em ‘less you was actually tryin’,’ she told me, barely bothering to lower her voice. As predicted, none of the boys even stirred.

      I smiled. ‘All right. Can I ask why they call you Snail?’

      She pointed to the floor beneath her dangling feet, where I could see a lump of something grey, with frayed edges. A scrap of tarpaulin, maybe.

      ‘I ‘ave belts,’ she said. ‘So I can carry it on me back. Better’n gettin’ wet. Wet’ll kill ye.’ She squinted at me critically. ‘You ain’t lookin’ so good, Crow. ‘Ope we got ye dried out in time.’

      ‘I feel fine,’ I assured her, wondering how I could possibly look worse than her own poor, hungry little reflection. ‘Much better than earlier, anyway, thanks to you and your friends.’

      She beamed. ‘Are you gonna be my friend, too?’ she asked, and my estimation of her age dropped by several years.

      ‘Well, of course. I have a lot to learn, though. Will you teach me to use a sling like yours?’

      It was almost more than she could bear. She bounced in her seat, flushed with pride and pleasure, and nodded until I was sure her head had come loose.

      ‘And you can teach me girl things!’ she replied, freezing me where I sat. ‘I don’ know any other girls.’

      The boys had woken. I could tell by the half-terrified titter of laughter from one of the other chairs, followed by choked silence.

      ‘Yes,’ I mumbled. ‘I suppose that would be a good thing.’

      They gradually came around more fully, garments were retrieved and shuffled from one body to another before being reclaimed by the rightful owners, and Sylvia reappeared to begin the process of shepherding Wrong Boys toward the door. I pulled on my almost-dry socks over Doctor Peach’s bindings, wincing as I did, and was helped with the boot by Snail. I probably shouldn’t have attempted the boot, but if I had to carry it, I probably would have lost it, and I thought it might provide some extra support for the ankle. A tattered wool jersey appeared to go under my coat, and I was able to hobble out into the evening after the boys, leaning heavily on the crutch. Sylvia slammed the door behind us.

      I tottered forward to catch up with Magpie as he was adjusting his muffler to hide his face.

      ‘Who is this Doctor Peach, exactly?’ I asked, glancing over my shoulder at the door we were leaving behind. The strange, cadaverous man had struck me wrong, very wrong, though I could not put my finger on exactly why, and it seemed bizarre that the boys should trust him as they seemed to. Still, it seemed rude to say as much. My leg was braced, if painful; and my stomach was full, if queasy; and my coat was dry. And, I realised suddenly, the money was still in the pocket. Whatever nefarious ends my unconscious mind suspected of Peach and company, neither he nor Sylvia was apparently the sort to go exploring other people’s pockets.

      Magpie shot a glance in my direction, and I saw his sharp eyes rove down and up again, assessing my ease of movement. ‘Do-gooder, I guess,’ he said. ‘Don’ know much about ‘im, but ‘e ‘elps us out when we’re ‘urt, feeds us if we bring a new patient for ‘im. Won’t take pay. ‘Elps out some of the ladies, too...’ He trailed off with another calculating glance at me, and I nodded to let him know I understood.

      A doctor who fed the poor and took no pay for his care sounded promising. But a doctor so inexplicably eager for new patients that he was willing to bribe urchins to bring them in... Well, it was all a matter of phrasing.

      ‘How long have you known him?’

      He shrugged. ‘Five years, maybe? ‘E stopped the bleeding when Weasel got his ear took off. Put my arm back when it got pulled out. Plugged up loads of ‘oles for all of us.’

      ‘And who is Sylvia?’

      ‘Christ. ‘Is sister, maybe? Who knows?’

      I laughed at the tone of his voice, letting me know clearly that I wasn’t the only one who had noticed the peculiarity of that relationship.

      ‘I trust ‘em,’ he continued, and beneath the reassurance, his voice had an edge. My suspicions were obvious to him, and they were not allowed. I could see why he was the leader; there was no possibility of an argument.

      ‘All right,’ I allowed. ‘And why are you the Wrong Boys?’

      He relaxed a little and chuckled. ‘Oh. That. Well, that’s because if you think you’re gonna pick a fight with us...’

      ‘You picked the wrong boys!’ the rest of them chorused.

      We had passed from the dark, narrow alley into a proper street, and a respectably-dressed man jumped in startlement at the declaration and promptly crossed to the other side to avoid us. The Wrong Boys pointed and cackled and hooted, and he quickened his pace and disappeared around a corner.

      ‘Having seen you in action,’ I said when they had quieted down, ‘I have to say your name is well-chosen. Thank you all, by the way. I think I might not be alive right now, if not for you.’

      There was some mildly embarrassed muttering of acknowledgement, but in moments, they had resumed the circular retelling in which the fight gradually grew to legendary proportions.

      The foot of my crutch slid on a damp cobble. Magpie caught me before I could land on my face.

      ‘Sorry,’ I muttered. ‘I don’t know how long it’ll take before I can actually start learning to be useful.’

      He set me upright and held on until I was steady again. ‘Begging ain’t hard on the legs. Set you up on a corner somewhere, and that’ll be good enough for a while.’

      The thought of putting myself somewhere highly visible made me nervous, but my pride did not object to begging quite as strenuously as my conscience objected to theft. ‘That sounds like something I could do.’

      He nodded matter-of-factly.

      And a baritone cry rang out behind us.

      Beside me, Magpie spun around, uttered a muffled roar, and sprang away from me. My ankle and the crutch prevented me from being quick. I wobbled around to see what was happening, being excessively careful not to fall. The crutch slid, anyway, and I lost another moment in keeping myself upright.

      The scene had progressed without me. Without my noticing—I thought I could remember the grumble of its wheels approaching, but had not realised that it had failed to pass by—a canvas-sided delivery wagon had drawn up behind us and stopped, disgorging three masked men. Real masks of black felt with slits for eyes, not just mufflers, as the Wrong Boys wore. One had seized Billy, the mountain, by the arms, but had apparently underestimated the advantages granted by Billy’s sheer size. The man’s mask was slick with moisture. It dripped red onto his filthy shirt. I hoped the aggressor was the source of the cry.

      Weasel and Dart had fallen upon the man and were trying to wrestle him away from Billy, but the other two masked men joined the fray. One seized Dart and threw him to the ground. Snail aimed a kick at the man’s knee, and I heard a pop and then a howl.

      I was useless. I was unsteady, and I was unarmed.

      Well, no, that was not entirely correct.

      On his knees, the man drew a long, wicked knife from his belt and lunged toward Snail. The rough, solid length of my crutch met his elbow, and this time, it was a crack rather than a pop. He gurgled and coughed, curled around his limp arm. The momentum of my strike had carried me forward, though, into the heart of the fracas. A gloved hand came out of nowhere and jerked the crutch out from under me. With no chance to steady myself, I expected to hit the pavement, but something caught me in the stomach, driving the air out of me, and I was roughly thrown over the brute’s shoulder.

      The moment lengthened.

      My reason was not in top form at that moment, but I certainly knew that masked men didn’t pick you up just to set you back down again. If he had picked me up, it was because I was going in the back of the wagon.

      I was not going in the back of the wagon.

      He had me by the legs, so I could not kick him. But he had me by the legs, and that made the shoulder under me a fulcrum. I straightened as much as I could and abandoned my ineffectual efforts to beat him down with my fists. Instead, I reached back and groped blindly at his head, hoping to pull the mask over his eyes. I could still hear the Wrong Boys around me. They had not abandoned me. If I could blind my attacker for a moment, they would have time to knock him down and get me free.

      My fingers scraped across scratchy wool felt. Then across something wet and soft. Something that gave.

      I thought I heard a police whistle, but it wasn’t. It was the man’s high, reedy scream. I struck the pavement and rolled away from him without looking back. I did not care to see what I had done.

      The wagon creaked, and I vaguely sensed a fourth man descending.

      ‘Scatter!’ Magpie bellowed.

      The boys scattered, pelting away into the darkness.

      I regained my feet and ran, too. Never mind my ankle. Never mind that I had no idea how I would ever find the Wrong Boys again if I separated from them now.

      ‘There!’ cried one of the men. ‘That one! There she goes!’

      And heavy boots came pounding after me.

      Two pairs, I counted. I ran harder. It should have hurt. I shouldn’t have been able to run at all, but my body was all but numb, and I didn’t have time to stop and think that perhaps there was something wrong about that. I was not going to find out what they had planned for me in the back of that wagon.

      I left the sky’s last feeble glow behind me as I plunged wildly into the warren of streets and alleys. If there were any lamps, here, they had not yet been lit, and the coming night grasped at me with needy fingers. A deeper patch of black opened up beside me, and I darted toward it, hoping to God it would not end at a brick wall.

      The drumming of boots behind me began to recede. But only for a moment. It paused and then came thundering after me again.

      I cut left. The boots followed. I cut right. The boots followed. I couldn’t catch my breath. It had to be the cold of the air burning my throat, or the fatigue, or my over-excited nerves, because running had never had me gasping so desperately for breath. Or maybe Sylvia’s broth. My stomach voiced its agreement with my lungs, and I had to stop, entirely against my will, as the need to vomit overcame me. My knees were shaking, I could tell, but at the same time, I could not feel my legs at all.

      Big, thick fingers dug into my scalp at the base of my plait, yanking my head back so that I could feel the vertebrae grating against one another in my neck. I had to let myself be pulled over or risk a severed spine. I reached back and grabbed hold of a heavy, woolly wrist with both hands, but he had control of my head, and there was nothing more I could do.

      ‘Got ‘er!’ a voice called out, with absolutely no regard for who might hear. He jerked me backward and put his muffled mouth by my ear. ‘Bitch,’ hissed. ‘I get the feelin’ you’re gonna be more trouble than use. But you gotta pay, now. May just kill you, ‘stead of takin’ you…’

      He sucked in a breath with a strange, high little sound, and I was shaken like a doll as he spun around, holding me out in front of himself like a shield. From the corner of my eye, I caught the eerie, almost phosphorescent gleam of a blade. It wasn’t coming toward me, though. It thrust out in front of him, beyond me, into the darkness. I twisted frantically in his grip, trying to see what else was out there, but he shoved my head into the alley wall, and that was the end of my struggle.

      I heard a shrill yell, more furious than afraid, and more of the man’s guttural profanity, and something pinged against the brick above me and bounced off my shoulder. I fought my way to my hands and knees, blinking away stars, and saw a tiny bit of shine beside my hand. It was cool and smooth beneath my fingertips, a little sphere of cold steel.

      Steel shot, of the sort launched from a sling.

      Snail.

      The alley was dark as a tomb, but I could see blurred, inky shapes moving in the gloom. The man’s monstrous hulk, gripping its wicked knife, and a small, agile form sliding eel-like through the night, much too quick to be caught. The little girl added her own stream of scatological taunts to the man’s roaring oaths.

      I staggered up, trembling, leaning heavily on the wall for support, and emptied my guts into the pile of refuse where I stood. I couldn’t run anymore. The leg still didn’t hurt—and it began to dawn on me now that that wasn’t a good thing—but I was aware of a weird, tight feeling that extended to my hip and a similar sensation in my head.

      Snail bounded and slithered through the darkness, and the man slashed fruitlessly at her, missing by a foot or more each time. Like a dance. A gorilla and a ballerina twirling around in a glorious farce. It was hilarious.

      Good old Snail. Apparently, the benefits of being a Wrong Boy took effect immediately upon induction. It was a bit of a surprise that she had come after me, but it was hard to protest. My rescuer was small, but efficient.

      I couldn’t run, but I could creep, and I took advantage of the distraction she provided. That had to be what she was doing, hadn’t it? She was fast enough to vanish into the night in an instant, but she had not disappeared, yet. She had to have been waiting for me to get away. All that darting back and forth had to be tiring; she wouldn’t be able to keep it up long. I had to make my escape quickly, so she could make her escape, too.

      I shuffled along the wall, through my puddle of sick, with one hand outstretched to guide me. They wouldn’t be able to see in the dark any better than I could. If I was quiet and lost myself in the maze of streets and stayed very still in the shadows, they would never be able to find me.
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      My hand slid across the grimy surface, fingertips trailing over an inch of thick slime and soot. Beneath was either brick or stone, but there was no way I could have told which.

      Behind me, I heard a girl’s little grunt, and I turned in time to see Snail wriggle out of the man’s grip and take off the way she had come, done with this game. I had moments to become invisible.

      Luck seemed to be with me. My fingers slid out of the muck and into open air as the entrance to a side passage opened in the wall. Not a passage, exactly. The top of the wall had crumbled away, opening onto some adjacent space, the lip of the gap at about the height of my waist. As quietly as I could, with trembling arms, I heaved myself up to sit in the mouldering masonry and swung my legs over.

      I had forgotten about the others.

      A child’s petrified scream froze my guts, the most awful thing I had ever heard. Then a crash, and a scuffle, and a meaty thud, and then only heavy boots, walking away.

      I twisted to see a broken little body, still and lifeless on the alley’s floor... I blinked, and it was gone. But there was a retreating back, and a limp form slung over the massive shoulder.

      The sight slid away from me as I overbalanced, scrabbling uselessly at the slick rock, and tumbled sideways into the shadows beyond the alley.

      It took longer to fall than it should have, the floor of the dark place being a good four feet lower than the floor of the alley, my brain having slowed to a crawl. The landing was soft, at least, something spongy and giving, filling my nose with the smell of good earth and crushed green things.

      Without checking myself for damage, I scrambled up again and felt for the lip of the hole, but my hands found only brick. It was too high for me to reach.

      Snail’s name bubbled up in my throat, and I swallowed it before it could emerge. If I called out, they would have both of us, and then who would remain to say where we had gone?

      The boots came back at a trot, and I crouched down low and held my breath. An amber beam of light, solid as an iron bar, blazed through the hole above me. I did not know why I had not thought they might have lanterns. It came closer, pouring down, and a head appeared beside it. I shrank away, but the light only deepened all the shadows around its revealing circle, and I faded into the dirt. The head turned this way and that and then withdrew, but not before the light had struck a flowerbed, and a worn path, and brick walls all around. I was in the garden of a home.

      Then the light was gone, and I was left blind, blinking away the spots it had left in my vision. Safe for the moment. I sank down into the dirt, thinking as quickly as I could.

      All right, girl. Analyse.

      Snail was taken.

      I was not taken.

      But the men had come after me. Specifically me. ‘That one! There she goes!’ After me, but they had taken her. What did Snail and I have in common apart from our sex? We were not of the same age or class or size. Surely, I had not been a Wrong Boy long enough for that to be a factor. Only our sex, then. They were after girls? I shuddered.

      But why me first, and Snail only once I was out of their reach? If they just wanted a girl, they should not have singled me out. Or could they have taken her only because she was the one to come after me? Not girls, then, but me, and then whomever had interfered? Or had they taken her to get to me…

      That house flashed into my memory, and the people inside it. Was there any possibility—any at all—that my family would send hired men to find and retrieve me?

      Good Lord, no. We were not a normal family, but we weren’t the sort to hunt one another.

      But the men had come after me, and I still had no idea how badly they wanted me. They might be back in daylight, so I could not stay put. I couldn’t get out the way I had come, though. There should be a gate, or at least a ladder, not that I thought I could use a ladder, in my state.

      My eyes began to recover from the sudden glare of the lantern, and my surroundings gradually resolved from opaque blackness into faint shapes in the dark. There was something big and low and square, with a peaked roof, about five feet wide and four feet tall. I could not think what it could be, except a shed, and that was where a ladder would be found. It was worth a shot.

      A few half-blind, tottering steps brought me within arm’s reach of it. I felt out the rough edges of a weathered wooden door, then spread my hands and searched out a handle, cautious of splinters. There. But I could not depress the thumb latch. Flakes of rust crumbled onto my fingers and pattered softly to the ground. I pressed harder, but my grip was alarmingly weak. My hands trembled. No luck.

      Well, there had to be a gate. I made a slow, grasping circuit of the garden, clinging to the wall like a drunk. My ankle didn’t hurt at all, but my bones felt hot, and my teeth, while the rest of me froze. There was no damn gate.

      I realized with a terrible, sinking sensation that the only way out of the garden was through the house.

      I had not been able to see much of the house. I had the impression of two storeys, or maybe three, but no amount of squinting could confirm it. It was hard to be sure, in the dark, but I thought perhaps my eyes were not focussing quite right.

      It was completely dark, though. No light in any of the windows, if there even were windows. Was it late enough for everyone to be abed? Or was the house empty? Good God, what if there was no one to let me out of the garden? If I shouted, I could draw the men back. If I didn’t, I could die, there.

      Unacceptable. I had to get out and rescue Snail and get to Bordeaux. I didn’t have time to die.

      There was no gate, but I had found the rear door of the house as I made my circuit of the garden, and I assumed it must enter onto the kitchen. If there were a servant in the house, she would be quartered near the kitchen, and her room might not have windows to show me the light.

      I made my way back and felt out the door handle, twisting it carefully. The door did not budge. Who locks a door that opens onto an inaccessible garden? I shrugged to myself in the dark, as though someone had spoken the question aloud. Anyway, even if it had been unlocked, sneaking into a house was a dangerous prospect. Sneaking into a private garden was little better, I mused, but at least I could say I had fallen, and it would not be a lie.

      I raised a hand and brought it down forcefully to rouse the house.

      My fist smashed through glass.

      There was a little pain, then, cold and distant, and I waited to hear myself scream, but there was no sound other than the musical tinkle of shards cascading down my arm and a wet pit-pat of falling droplets. Now, that was curious. People who put bits of themselves through windows usually had something to say about it, didn’t they? I waited a moment longer, in case the reaction were merely delayed. It was not.

      No one came to investigate the noise. Empty house, or sound sleepers. After a few seconds’ deliberation, I reached gingerly through the jagged hole in the glass and slid back the latch, then froze.

      Silence reigned. Still, no one came.

      The door shrieked on its hinges. Still, no one came.

      And no one would. An inhabited house, even one inhabited by sleepers, could not have been so utterly still. I was alone, then, not in danger of being found and arrested for breaking and entering. I let out a breath and patted my way into the kitchen, closing the door behind me. Then, for good measure, I locked it.

      I felt around until I found the range and the box of long kitchen matches I knew must be somewhere near it. The sudden spurt of light showed me a candle stub, and the candle stub showed me a basin and faucet. I washed the blood from my lacerated hand and found it not as serious as I had expected. It dripped sluggishly onto the cold floor. A cloth stopped the flow. There was an endless supply of pickled things in the pantry. I opened a jar of something I thought was apples and ate them all, then filled the jar with water and drank that.

      I vomited the lot of it into a bucket and drank another jar of water. The candle was almost unbearably bright.

      Trembling, I sought out coal and built up a fire in the range, huddling in front of it as it grew. The heat didn’t seem to touch my skin, but my insides burned.

      I did not feel safe, somehow, though I did not fear discovery. No one who meant to come back soon would have left a cold range. The homeowners had gone somewhere, maybe for the entire winter. I should go see if the furniture were covered. It didn’t matter much to me, of course. There was no point in going back out, that night. I would never be able to find the Wrong Boys at night, or even find my way back to Doctor Peach. That could wait until morning. It would have to. One night was a necessity, but I could hardly plan to stay any longer than that, so it didn’t matter whether my unwitting hosts returned in a week or a month. I would be gone by then, either way.

      But I did not feel safe.

      I inched closer to the fire, unable to stop my shaking. I should check the rest of the house, if only to see if I could find some blankets.

      A sudden sting lanced through my eye, and I swiped at it in alarm. My fingers came away wet. I couldn’t possibly be crying, could I? Now, of all times? I wasn’t, though. The other eye stung, and I swiped at that one, too, realising that my brow was pouring sweat.

      The water I had drunk gushed out of me and down the front of my coat, and it seemed to burn me. I struggled to peel the soiled layer away, but my fingers were impossibly clumsy, and I could barely focus my eyes well enough to see the buttons.

      The house shifted suddenly, not with a creak but a deafening crack like a gunshot. I almost fancied I could feel the floor heave under me, pitching me, unresisting, onto my side.

      Crack! Crack! Crack! Not the house. Terrible, monstrous footsteps, the footsteps of a colossus. Stertorous, watery breathing, and sharp, piteous gasps. The sounds Mother had made in the moments I first knew I could not stay. The sounds rang in my ears. The sounds of dying.

      I knew it was her, but some part of me knew Mother was far away. Barring ghosts, that left only me. I hadn’t managed to spit up all the water, and much of it had gone into my lungs. If only I could cough…

      The attempt sent a spasm tearing through my insides, and I heaved again, curling into a tight, damp ball.

      ‘Are you going to die, Morrigan?’

      I started, but there was no one there. Certainly not my brother, who was far away, with Mother. It was his voice, though. The tone was biting, sardonic, but then, it always was. Sherlock showed his love in strange ways, and never in words.

      ‘Not real,’ I whispered to myself, exhausting all the breath I had been able to collect.

      ‘I’d rethink that decision,’ the phantom voice went on. ‘It would be counterproductive.’

      Not real, but I cursed him silently all the same. If I were going to die, I didn’t think I really had much say in the matter. Few people did. Few… but some did make a choice.

      ‘Exactly,’ he said, responding to my thoughts. ‘Dying now would be inconsiderate, too. Haven’t you caused enough trouble already?’

      I fought to catch my breath, fought against the cold leaching into me from the stone floor, to control the heaves wracking my body, but there are fights you cannot win alone.

      ‘You might help,’ I mouthed, forgetting for a moment that no one was there.

      I retched again, and the glow of the fire seemed to wink out. Again, and the light died entirely.

      Floating between pain and emptiness, I was sure I could see Sherlock’s smugly knowing face.

      ‘I suppose this wasn’t how your brilliant plan was supposed to play out.’

      ‘Shut up.’

      ‘Don’t die, Morrigan.’

      ‘Leave me alone.’

      ‘Don’t die, sister.’

      There was another sound, very far away, faint, so faint.

      The pain faded, and the spasms faded, and my brother’s face faded… I faded. But before I was quite gone, I imagined that other noise may have been a key turning in a lock.
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      I was surrounded by voices. They told me to hold on. They told me to give up. I had things to do, things I needed to fix. My life was worthless, a progression of failures culminating in this.

      Live.

      Die.

      I dreamed. I sweated. I screamed in pain.

      I focused on my brother’s voice in the cacophony. Sherlock didn’t accuse or encourage.

      ‘It’s a bad time,’ he said. ‘I can’t tell you what to do, Morrigan. That’s all your decision. But it would be a very bad time to die. Hurry up, though, one way or the other. Time’s wasting.’

      I tried to tell him again that dying people didn’t have a whole lot of choice in the matter, but my mouth wouldn’t work, and there was something impossibly heavy resting on my chest.

      ‘There,’ he said. ‘Now you’ve done it. I can’t see this improving, now.’

      I slept again.

      The fever broke with dawn. Grey-green light trickled between the curtains, slowly giving way to gold and rose. I watched it change and thought about going back to sleep. The ceiling was white. Just white, and I could see little else. It struck me that I wasn’t actually dead. Death, as everyone was so fond of saying, was a better place, a surcease of pain. So I knew I wasn’t dead, because my throat felt much like the barrel of a rifle must shortly after the bullet has passed through. My belly was not faring much better, nor were my joints. I would not have been surprised to learn I had been through a literal wringer and had all the strength squeezed out of me.

      My mouth was terribly dry.

      I did not recognize the room, but that hardly seemed important; I could not muster the strength to wonder where I was. All that mattered, the only important thing, was that I was desperately thirsty, and the glass on the table beside me was empty.

      Sitting up was far too great an effort. It would have to be done in stages. I rolled onto my side first, then lay a while to rest. The next step was to gather my arms under myself and lever myself up, trembling, to brace myself against the headboard of the bed. After a while, I was able to push myself up higher with my elbows, enough that I could see the single paraffin lamp burning low on the trunk at the foot of the bed, a chest of drawers, a washstand.

      It was a solidly practical middle-class room. A framed print of the Roman Coliseum hung above the chest of drawers. Beneath it stood a china shepherdess. Every flat surface was covered with crocheted lace. Not a speck of dust in sight. The mantel supported a clock and a candlestick and a little boy in blue lederhosen with a lamb across his shoulders, staring wistfully across the room at the shepherdess. There was no other decoration.

      There. Part way, at least. I glanced down at the old, soft, woollen night-dress in which I had been clothed. I had been wearing a night-dress, I thought. But this one was clean, and mine had not been. The sleeves ended inches above my wrists. I thought I’d had a jumper, too, and a coat and boots. The coat was mine, but the jumper had come from…

      I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to concentrate. What had happened, exactly?

      I was being chased…

      No, that came last.

      First, I ran away. Then, the Wrong Boys. Then Doctor Peach. The jumper had come from Sylvia, of course. The Boys found me, and Peach treated me, and Sylvia fed me. And then…

      The dark, and the men in their cart, the men who wanted me. Wanted me, but took the little girl, Snail. And I ran, and I fell, and I broke into a house…

      And then I was ill.

      I looked around the room, but Sherlock was nowhere to be seen. Neither was Mother’s pallid, vomit-soaked ghost, even though I knew—knew—they had both been there. I had seen them. I had heard them.

      I had been very, very sick.

      Something else seemed amiss, and, groggy as I was, it took me several minutes to place it.

      There was no policeman watching me.

      I could only be recovering in a bed, in a bedroom, in clean clothes, because someone had put me there, and only the owners of the house could have put me there. They had returned sooner than I had thought they would, and thank God for that. They had found me on the floor in their kitchen amid my own sick and the shards of their broken window, and they had not turned me over to the police.

      They almost certainly would once they found me recovered, though.

      I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and contemplated standing. Even the thought was exhausting. There was little chance I could sneak away before someone came to check on me. Maybe I could talk my way out of it. There was no need to lie. I had been chased, and the wall around their garden was crumbling, and I fell through and couldn’t get back out. I only trespassed to keep from dying in the cold and the damp.

      I sighed as I realised they would undoubtedly have found my money. I would have to surrender it to repair the damage to the window if I wanted to get out of this with my liberty. Without money, Bordeaux was very, very far away.

      But…

      I had been ragged and filthy, before. I had looked like an urchin. An urchin with a pocketful of notes and coins. Perhaps they would be understanding of my motives for breaking and entering, but I also looked like a thief. I couldn’t explain without being sent home, but if I didn’t explain, I’d be arrested. Maybe my educated accents could save me, where they had betrayed me before, but I could hardly rely on it.

      There was really no choice, then. I had to make some effort to get away, before all control of the situation was taken from me.

      I peeled myself out of the damp sheets and heaved myself upright, leaning heavily on the edge of the bed for support. My ankle throbbed, and I glanced down to see it freshly wrapped. A small, round carpet woven with roses protected my feet from the cold floor. My limbs trembled with the exertion, but I stayed standing.

      The decanter to match the empty glass stood across the room on a small vanity. The cut glass and its desirable contents sparkled. The little chair was pulled away from the dressing-table, its needlepoint seat still depressed. Someone had been sitting there very recently.

      They would undoubtedly be coming back.

      I thought about reaching for the glass, but knew I did not have the strength of grip to carry it to the vanity without dropping it. In desperate moments, one may drink from a decanter.

      Slowly, I let go of the bed and pushed one foot forward, off the little carpet and onto the cold wood. The house reminded me that it was winter outside, despite the sun trickling in through the window. I shook from cold and effort and growing fear. Someone would be coming. I had to be gone by then.

      I achieved the vanity and gratefully moved my weight from my legs to the needlepoint chair, reaching for my object. My mouth felt coated with dust. I removed the circle of lace covering the decanter’s mouth and gulped the contents. My stomach objected to the endeavour. I forced myself to slow and set the decanter down before I could be sick. A few measured breaths, and then I could continue. One. Two.

      My eyes slid from the decanter to the mirror above, and the ghastly apparition staring back stole the breath I had gathered for a scream.

      Have you ever failed to recognize your reflection?

      The creature I beheld seemed every bit as startled by the revelation as I. Sharp grey eyes gleamed out from sunken sockets as deep and dark as caverns, riding atop cheekbones as sharp as knives. The gaunt face was sallow, the lips thin and cracked and pale. And the thick, black hair was cropped untidily only a couple of inches from the scalp.

      My hair. The only part of me that had ever been called beautiful. Gone. I had not been raised to value beauty above all other womanly attributes, and so I was unprepared for the deep, biting pain that seared me as I realized the loss. My only loveliness.

      I raised a hand and groped at the shorn fringe as though expecting to find it was only an illusion, but my fingers came up against the hedgehog tufts, and a low moan escaped me.

      The face in the mirror wasn’t me. I was thin, but it was too thin. I was pale, but it was too pale. I was plain, but… It wasn’t me. It was someone else, a sickly, emaciated, terrified… boy.

      But there was something else.

      I had seen sickness, terrible sickness, as had everyone living in those times. Looking at the changes the illness had wrought in me, I knew I had not lain there a single night, nor two, nor five.

      A whisper of movement in the corridor caught my attention an instant before the door clicked open. I turned, catching myself on the edge of the vanity as the motion threatened my balance.

      A woman entered. She blinked at me in surprise, clucked her tongue, and strode across the room to seize me by the elbows. There were a few moments of incoherent protestation, but I was weaker than usual, and she was stronger than I had expected, and she succeeded in manhandling me back into the bed and rolling me tight into the blankets like an Egyptian mummy.

      ‘Call out if you want something,’ she chided. ‘Don’t just go staggering around in the cold with bare feet. There. That’s better. Anyway, the water must be quite cold from sitting there all night. You’ll have hot broth, if you can wait, and tea. Then you’ll sleep.’

      I didn’t respond. She didn’t seem to expect me to. She fluffed the pillows behind me rather more forcibly than was necessary, dropped a few more lumps of coal onto the fire, and stabbed the flames fiercely until they crackled and leapt.

      I watched her. She was perhaps ten years older than I, in her mid or late twenties, and pretty. Her features were fine and even, skin smooth save for a single, tiny, indented scar beneath her right eye. Her hair was dark, tinted with red where the firelight struck it. A few prematurely silver strands glittered amidst the sable. She wore a loose, uncorseted gown in the style called ‘artistic’ dress, which told me either that she did not intend to go out soon, or this was a peculiarly Bohemian household. Her hands were long, but, strangely, the knuckles bulged. They were not red and coarse, as servants’ hands often were. Well, she was no servant. But all the same, she had done work in the past that ladies’ hands did not often see.

      The room began to grow warmer.

      She left and returned with the promised tea and broth, nothing at all like Sylvia’s offerings. The tea was dark and fragrant. No grease floated atop the clear broth. She popped open the legs of the tray and set it across my lap. Good china. Nicer than the things around me, but old, chipped. Inherited from a wealthier family member, or purchased second-hand? No, mended once, twice, with great skill.  There was some money, but she chose to spend it on mending rather than replacement. Sentimental. Inherited.

      I shut my eyes.

      ‘Would you like me to help you?’ the woman asked.

      ‘No, thank you,’ I replied. She did not seem surprised by my voice. I must have talked during my illness. I must have raved. Fear gripped me that I had said something to identify myself, but my father was nowhere to be seen. What had I said, then? Could I ask without seeming suspicious?

      I sipped the tea, my tongue curling at the sweetness. It was hot, though, and it would be rude to set it aside, even if it was sticky.

      ‘My name is Theodora,’ the woman said. ‘You may call me Teddy, or Mrs Grey, if Christian names make you uncomfortable.’

      She waited. I had not identified myself, then, not if she was waiting for an introduction.

      ‘Crow,’ I replied readily.

      She tilted her head, her fine eyebrows arched, then sighed. ‘You were very ill, Crow. We thought you would die. Or that your brain wouldn’t be the same after such a high fever.’

      I touched the prickling ends of my shorn hair. Long hair was too difficult to wash when it began to accumulate fever-sweat, and it held in a dangerous amount of heat. They might have saved my life by taking my beautiful hair away. I wanted it back.

      ‘You’ve been here two weeks.’

      I started. ‘All of two weeks? Fourteen days?’

      She nodded and pressed me back into the pillows with a firm hand. ‘Twelve days. Don’t upset yourself. You’re not well, yet.’

      I swatted her hand away. ‘You don’t understand. I was being chased. When I fell into your garden, there were men after me. I got away, but they took my friend.’ I fell back again, exhausted. Oh, Snail. What could they have done to her in two weeks’ time? Where could they have taken her? If she was even still alive, in two weeks, they could have left London. They could have left the country. If I had managed to find my way back to Doctor Peach the next day, he might have told me where to find the Wrong Boys, and I could have told them where to begin a search. Two weeks later, there would be no sign left to suggest our assailants’ destination.

      They had wanted me.

      Theodora Grey’s pretty face paled. ‘I’ll send for the police.’

      The police would demand my name. They would send me home.

      Theodora Grey stared deep into my eyes and understood. ‘They hit you?’ she asked. ‘That ankle, and those bruises…’

      I shook my head but made no reply. My family were not guilty of the sins Doctor Peach had suggested, and they had never hit me. My own sins had driven me out.

      I did not think she believed me, even though she nodded. Her lips remained tight.

      ‘It was very good of my husband’s cousin to send you to stay,’ she said emphatically. ‘We always enjoy the company of family. But I suspect the police will want something more substantial than your charming sobriquet…?’

      It was my turn to blink in surprise. She proposed to lie to the police. I had never had any particular dealings with them before, but I still had the impression that wilful deception came with severe repercussions, should it be found out. But she did not mean to send me home.

      I thought, weighing my adolescent powers as an actress against the fact that, if I had scarcely recognised myself, no one else could possibly recognise me, either.

      ‘Morgan,’ I decided. That would be easy. I would not arouse suspicion by failing to respond.

      ‘Morgan Grey,’ she agreed. ‘Fondly known as Crow.’ Her sharp gaze focused on me, gauging my resemblance to the bird, and she shook her head in disapproval, no doubt at the perceived unkindness. But Snail had given me that name, and the least I could do was keep it until she was found safe.

      ‘I have to go, though,’ I said. ‘I have to find her other friends and let them know what happened to her. They’ll be worried sick.’ The hours I had known the Wrong Boys had shown me a strange little family, each dependent on the others, fiercely devoted. They fought for one another like wolves. I remembered Magpie, still and silent in the firelight of Doctor Peach’s parlour, watching out for the others as they slept.

      Those men had come after me. The Wrong Boys fought for me, and Snail came to rescue me, and she was taken. I broke my family, and then I broke theirs.

      ‘Find her other friends?’ Theodora Grey echoed. ‘But surely…’

      ‘I don’t think she has any parents. Just her friends.’

      ‘But where does she live?’

      I shrugged. ‘Nowhere, probably.’

      I could almost see her train of thought change tracks to accommodate the new information. ‘Ah. A gang.’

      I nodded.

      ‘Then you couldn’t tell someone where to look for these friends. You just meant to wander around until you found them.’

      Her use of the past tense suggested that she thought my plans had already changed.

      ‘The outside is cold,’ she continued, ‘and the air is nothing but smuts at this time of year. You can barely stand, and you haven’t enough flesh on you to stop you freezing. You’re not leaving here for some time, I’m afraid.’

      I would have loved to protest that she could not keep me against my will, except that she very obviously could. ‘I have to find them,’ I insisted. ‘And her. She’s only a child.’

      A shadow of pain flickered across Theodora Grey’s smooth face.

      ‘Eight years old,’ I pressed. ‘If even that.’

      ‘And if the cold is too much for your body, and you come ill again and die?’ she snapped, revealing unexpected steel. ‘Who will speak for the child, then? Who will remain to describe the men who took her, and who will remember where it happened, and what direction they took? You are not leaving here, for her good and your own. Tell the police.’

      ‘I will. But—’

      ‘But nothing.’

      That ended the argument. I sipped my broth and waited for the moment I might escape. But the room was warm, and my body betrayed me. After a time, I slept again.
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      The police detective, Robbins, cared very little for Snail once he learned that she had no parents looking for her, but fortunately, he did not seem any more interested in me and my history. Theodora Grey had introduced me to him as Morgan Grey, her husband’s cousin, and that seemed to be enough for him. He did not ask for my parents’ names, or where I lived when I was not staying with Cousin Teddy and… I had never heard her husband’s name, so I skirted around the necessity of discussing him.

      I told Detective Robbins that I had been playing with the street children for want of anyone else near my own age. He did not question that a person sixteen years old might still be interested in play. I told him that we had gone rather far afield and were returning to the neighbourhood when the wagon appeared, and the masked men jumped out. He raised an eyebrow. I told him about the brief scuffle, about my companions scattering, the men pursuing me to the exclusion of the others, and Snail coming to my rescue as I raced through the alleys and mews on a weak ankle. I did not relate the fall through the hole in the garden wall, or the breaking-and-entering, as those were not things a cousin would have done. I said I realised I was home, just at the wrong end, and jumped down to the garden to hide until my cousins returned to let me in. Then I became ill.

      ‘One of them has an eye out,’ I added. ‘He picked me up, and I struggled, and I put his eye out. By accident.’

      Detective Robbins scratched at his monumental sideburns as he reviewed the notes he had taken. Then he scolded Mrs Grey for letting me associate with the street Arabs, who he said were likely the source of my disease. She bore the criticism serenely, but made no apologies. She had not changed out of her artistic dress, and her appearance and attitude made Robbins visibly uncomfortable, though she seemed entirely unaware of it. An uncorseted woman might be capable of anything, up to and including allowing family to interact with the lower forms of life.

      The man stood at last, his shoulders moving irritably inside his greatcoat. ‘If you had heard any of their names or seen their faces, I would be much more confident of a result,’ he said. ‘The eye is a useful piece of information, but I can hardly begin questioning every man with an eyepatch. Still, it is a starting place. We do have higher priorities, at the moment, but this will not go uninvestigated.’

      By that time, my head was beginning to throb, and my chest ached. I knew very well that his priorities leaned toward money. The things that ended up in newspapers. Big things that earned promotions. Snail was a very little thing.

      ‘Sir,’ I said, ‘they’d have known by looking that she was nobody. They know they can’t ransom her. They took her for some purpose, maybe or maybe not the same purpose they had planned for me, but they’ve had plenty of time to enact it. I can’t bear to think of even a moment being wasted.’

      He sighed heavily, much more pathos in the gesture than I had expected. ‘If I took the time to cry for every child who disappeared, I’d never get anything done. No time will be wasted, I promise you, but there are other people who need help, and I have to focus my attention where there is a higher probability of success. If you can remember anything more that might help identify these men or their destination, do not hesitate to send for me.’

      I assured him I would continue trying to remember.

      ‘Good afternoon, Master Morgan,’ he intoned as he left the room. I blinked and felt again at the ends of my shorn hair, but did not correct him. There was no point. I knew very well I had not seen a face or heard a name, and so it was unlikely that I would see Detective Robbins again. And if he believed he had spent the last hour talking to a boy, he was unlikely to connect me to any reports he might receive of a runaway girl.

      Still, it hurt. Somewhere, a dark, glossy braid as thick as my wrist lay like an amputated limb, a severed connection to the self I had been the night I crawled from my window.

      Theodora Grey showed Robbins to the door. They did not seem to have servants. In a house of that respectable size, that seemed unlikely, but I had come to realise that I was among Bohemians, and so any strangeness could simply be called eccentricity. No servants, unrestrained women, taking in a runaway and lying to the police.

      My captor appeared thoughtful when she returned.

      ‘The rest of this gang aren’t aware of the fate of their Snail,’ she murmured.

      She did not make it a question, so I did not respond.

      ‘And you couldn’t tell me where to look for them. But they ought to be told. Perhaps some other denizens of the streets might have heard of them and would know how to contact them. There are such children everywhere. Do you think one or more might consent to come back here with me and speak to you? Perhaps in exchange for a meal?’

      I frowned at the mention of other denizens of the streets, thinking of the Hellhounds. There were horrible people in every walk of life, of course, but it seemed like a dangerous idea to invite strangers off the streets into a house, children or no.

      ‘Doctor Peach,’ I said.

      Theodora Grey inclined her head and waited for me to continue.

      ‘I don’t know his Christian name,’ I said. The thought of him made me uncomfortable. His peeling door, his deathly pallor, his inhuman movements, his sibilant speech. I did not trust him. But the Wrong Boys did. He seemed to have concerned himself with their welfare, and so Snail’s fate was likewise his concern. And he may know where to find them.

      ‘They took me to him. He bound my ankle. I think he knows them fairly well.’

      She smiled, an unexpected tinge of triumph in the expression. Perhaps she thought she had broken through my reticence, and my own name would be coming next. ‘There should be some way to locate a physician.’

      I nodded. ‘There was a woman with him named Sylvia.’ I couldn’t speak to the nature of their relationship, or to her surname, so I did not. ‘I might be able to find them, from the alley behind your house.’

      ‘Perhaps,’ she allowed gently, ‘if you could support your own weight.’

      With that, she left me again, and I was forced to admit that she was absolutely right.

      I did not escape that day, or the day after. Theodora Grey’s logic was sound; I was not certain I could make it down the stairs, much less to Doctor Peach, wherever he was. I had run away very recently, and it seemed a bit excessive to run away again so soon, when I had Theodora’s assurance that she was doing all she could to locate the Wrong Boys, and when my own power to do so was non-existent.

      I did meet the husband, whose name turned out to be Edwin. He was older than his wife by perhaps twenty years, still very handsome, with dark hair and a neat moustache and the beginnings of a milky cataract in his right eye. He smiled constantly as if sharing a private joke with whomever happened to be in the room at the time. I intended to mistrust him, as I had resolved to mistrust everybody, but that smile made it impossible. He said that his Teddy had informed him of our recently-discovered kinship and that, after discussion, they had agreed that it ought to continue for as long as I needed. Theodora had, it seemed, shared her suspicions about the origin of my bruises.

      I felt the need to set them aright, but neither had said anything aloud, and I did not want those words in the air. And their willingness to help removed the urgency of my flight to my family in Bordeaux, which allowed me to devote my attention to Snail’s rescue without the distraction of my own difficulties. I could remain in London without wondering how I would live.

      I did not ask them why. These people were eccentrics, and nothing they did required an explanation.

      I thanked them both profusely, and Edwin Grey brought up books from their library for me to read while I convalesced. His interests were various. He brought me a history of Greek philosophy and a collection of folk tales and a romantic novel in three volumes. The lady of the house seemed to limit herself to botany. She brought me a volume on the poisonous plants of Provence and one on the families of flowering trees in the Indian subcontinent. I perused all their offerings in the hope of learning something more about the people who owned the books.

      And in those first few days, I recovered enough that they were willing to help me downstairs to sit in their parlour in my borrowed night clothes. They did not seem concerned that unannounced callers would appear to take offence at my state of semi-undress. Edwin Grey, himself, barely seemed to notice that I was, by common standards, indecent.

      Bohemians.

      The eccentricity of that house was wildly different from the eccentricity to which I was accustomed at home. I had been raised in a set of rules and structures different from but equally as rigid as those subscribed by the masses. The Greys lived in an atmosphere of relaxation. They ate whenever they pleased and did not dress for dinner, as we were sometimes required to do at home. They talked about whatever appealed, and I listened. The government, Theodora’s poisonous plants, literature, the weather and its extended effects on agriculture, crime in London and the countryside, and any number of other things one rarely heard discussed in mixed company, particularly when the mixture included an adolescent girl.

      I slowly gathered that Edwin Grey had been a newspaper man, and both he and his wife studied each day’s editions in depth to inform the evening’s conversation. And Theodora, though she did not mention it, was herself an employed woman. I found a section of their shelves populated by the botanical treatises of T.D. Grey. She only smiled when I asked her about them.

      And they did have servants. A house boy arrived each morning with a harried-looking cook who objected strenuously to the fact that both of the Greys occasionally invaded the kitchen to usurp her position. Their names were Dick and Rachel Dunn, and they took me in stride with the air of ones who had long since ceased to question anything that happened in their employers’ home. They were grandmother and grandson, I thought. Dick Dunn was a couple of years older than I, but about the same height, and thin as a whip, with a peculiar sort of lanky grace that reminded me of the slow-moving storks in the pond at home. Slow-moving, that is, until a fish appeared. I was sure that, if he needed to, he could move like lightning. His grandmother was old, perhaps sixty, but untouched by senility, and a good three inches taller than Dick and I. She had a draught horse’s muscular bulk and deliberation of movement, as though it took all of her concentration not to crush everything in her path. Mrs Dunn stuffed me with a soup made, it seemed, primarily from potatoes, onions, and fish heads, which she swore would cure anything. I don’t know whether it accelerated my recovery, but it didn’t do me any harm, either.

      Within a week, I was able to make it upstairs and down on my own. Seventeen days since Snail was taken, and neither Doctor Peach nor the Wrong Boys appeared to hear my tale. The Greys assured me they were making their enquiries, but they did not have the resources of the police and were meeting with little success, trying to find four street children and a questionable physician in the whole of London.

      I believed them. Doctor Peach I thought lived somewhere in their general vicinity, as I could not possibly have run very far before falling into their garden. But I was assuming that the space in which I had last seen him belonged to him, when it might have belonged to Sylvia. Perhaps he migrated, one place to another. And I was also assuming that, as a physician, he would want to be found. But Magpie had said that Doctor Peach helped out the ladies, and I had some vague sense that there was a particular type of help for which he could be arrested. Those who had accepted such help would be reluctant to admit they knew him.

      The Wrong Boys had known where to find him, but that did not necessarily mean they stayed nearby. When they had found me in that alley, they had referred to the area as their turf, and it had been some distance from Doctor Peach’s door.

      I had asked Theodora Grey to search for invisible people.

      Meanwhile, I sat in the warmth, adequately fed and as safe as a runaway could be. I told myself that it couldn’t be helped as I sat quietly and listened to the Greys on the afternoon of the eighteenth day. They had tried for days to engage me in their conversation, but I resisted, and they stopped trying. Listening felt more productive than speaking, for the moment. If I spoke, I risked giving something away. If I listened, I might learn something of use.

      ‘He admitted it?’ Edwin was saying. ‘Readily?’

      ‘Proudly,’ Theodora replied, her ankles crossed and her feet extended toward the fire. She had a glass of wine in one hand and one finger between the pages of a book in the other. ‘And I wouldn’t say “admitted” so much as “boasted”. As though it’s an inferior brand of research that requires one to leave the country. That nasty smirk when I told him I had brought back my samples from Australia, myself, rather than pay some brute to retrieve them for me! And of course, he studies people, not plants. He doesn’t even get samples, just that brute’s descriptions, as if some hired man with a gun would know what to look for…’

      Edwin nodded sympathetically, drawing his thumbnail through his moustaches. ‘I’ve never liked him. But it irritates me far more that people praise his armchair drivel.’

      She sighed. ‘I suppose it could be worse. He might be rehashing Pliny the Elder.’

      Edwin laughed. ‘Monopods!’ he exclaimed.

      ‘You laugh,’ she retorted, ‘but that is exactly what comes of relying on hearsay in anthropology. Monopods and worse, and nobody knows any better, because nobody has bothered to go and check. Have you any idea how many travellers have come home bearing reports of magical, panacea plants? One must wonder why we aren’t all immortal, by now.’

      Edwin leaned forward to reply, his hands spread wide and his teeth bared in that knowing smile.

      Then there was a crash, and shards of glass rained into his hair as the bay window behind him shattered. Glittering fragments bounced across the carpet and skittered under my chair. So did something else, large and grey and solid, leaving a dark smudge in its wake. The curtains flapped in the rush of cold air, setting my teeth chattering as my heart accelerated.

      Theodora leapt to her feet with a cry even as Edwin reflexively hunched down in his seat, his hands rising to protect his face. In the seconds following the event, all was unnaturally still, the silence deafening. Then I heard wheels in the street. I slid from my chair and would have raced to the gaping window, had I been able, but my body would not cooperate, and I realised a second later that, if one projectile could come through the window, so could another. I did not want to make myself a target. I only managed a couple of steps before stopping.

      Edwin had put out an arm to keep me back, but as I stopped, he rose and completed the motion I had begun, approaching the window from an angle to stay clear of the path of anything else that might come through. His carpet slippers crunched on the shards.

      ‘Gone,’ he whispered, peering through the hole. ‘The street’s empty, now.’

      He looked back at his wife, then at me, then drew the drapes in a feeble attempt to quell the rush of freezing air.

      Mrs Dunn filled the doorway suddenly, her face flushed and eyes wide. ‘What!’ she cried. Dick’s face appeared over her shoulder.

      ‘Police,’ Theodora said firmly.

      Mrs Dunn nodded briskly, turned, and seized Dick by the shoulders, steering him away.

      Theodora’s sharp eyes turned on me. ‘Your pursuers,’ she said. ‘They could not have seen where you went?’

      I shook my head. ‘They’d have caught me if they’d seen.’

      She pursed her lips and surveyed the glittering floor. ‘Or they did see and, like you, could not tell that we weren’t at home and did not wish to risk waking the house. Or they took a guess and have been watching the house where they thought you ended up. You haven’t been out, but you could be seen through the windows. It must be something. It would be far too great a coincidence for this to be unrelated to your presence here.’

      ‘Teddy, dear,’ Edwin said quietly, ‘if they knew she was here, why would they not come in here and get her? What would frightening us accomplish? It may be no more than an ugly prank.’

      Theodora’s shoulders hunched, but she sat down slowly, her fingers twisting in her lap. In another woman, I might have thought that a sign of distress, but in her, it looked like deep contemplation.

      ‘If they’re angry that I put out that man’s eye,’ I said sourly, ‘frightening us might suit them very well as a first step.’

      I delved with a toe beneath the chair where I had been seated and nudged out a fragment of brick. It was black with spots of tar and speckled with salt, the two of which had resulted in the smudge on the carpet. There was something else on the flat side. I held it up.

      ‘A message? Does this mean anything to you?’

      The number ‘17’ was painted in red on top of the tar. The paint was still tacky; smears of it stuck to my thumb. They may have made the mark en route to hurl it through the Greys’ window.

      ‘Seventeen,’ Edwin said blankly. ‘Seventeen what? Perhaps that was there already.’

      ‘Still wet,’ I said, handing it to him. ‘They put it there to be seen.’

      He turned it over in his hands, squinting almost angrily. ‘Messages are usually more effective if the recipient understands them.’

      ‘You have no idea?’ I pressed.

      ‘None. Do you?’

      ‘No.’

      We both looked at Theodora, who shrugged. ‘Perhaps they mistook their target. They must have expected the number to communicate something, so perhaps it was intended for someone else.’

      I couldn’t imagine hurling anything through a window unless I was completely certain of the people on the other side of it. They had not mistaken their target.

      ‘No,’ I said. ‘They had to know whose window it was. If we don’t understand, I’m sure an explanation will be provided sooner or later.’

      Theodora sighed. ‘If the explanation isn’t more detailed, we’re going to run out of windows.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 8

        

      

    

    
      Robbins came back to hear the story. He talked to me and Theodora and Edwin together, asked a few questions of Mrs Dunn, and took the bit of brick. He cautioned us not to assume that this had anything to do with my near-abduction, but I did notice that he did not say that he thought the two events unrelated.

      As he moved to leave, he turned to me once more, holding up the brick so that the scarlet numerals were visible.

      ‘I don’t suppose you are, by any chance, seventeen years of age, Master Morgan?’

      I shook my head, not looking at the Greys. ‘Not yet, sir.’

      He sighed. ‘It was worth a go,’ he said with a shrug. ‘I do hope your life continues uneventful for a while. Good afternoon, sirs, ma’am.’

      Theodora waited tactfully until the police had gone to turn her smirk on me. ‘Master Morgan,’ she chuckled. ‘I feel I must warn you that girls who pose as boys never have an easy time of it in the stories. They all wind up inconveniently in love with some unsuspecting chevalier.’

      I glanced down at myself, wrapped in Edwin’s dressing gown and a thick rug. It wasn’t much of a disguise, but it worked well enough for a girl who had no curves to hide. The chevalier would not be impressed when I revealed myself.

      ‘I have no intention of passing as a boy, but I don’t want to go home, and nobody’s looking for a boy.’ I returned Theodora’s smirk. ‘And I saw no reason to embarrass the poor detective by correcting him.’

      ‘Very considerate,’ Edwin conceded, ‘but there is a problem. You know you have to keep it up, now.’

      That had not occurred to me. I frowned.

      ‘Any news of your friend will come here, first, since the police have no other contact for the case, and you will have to be Master Morgan whenever they come back, at any time of day. If they even suspect that you have deceived them as to your sex—’

      I began to protest, but he shook his head, moustaches twitching. ‘Or that you have—we have—allowed them to deceive themselves. If they begin to suspect, your name will come into question, as well, and from there, your entire story. I’m not certain this makes anything easier for you.’

      My back straightened, and my chin lifted. ‘I do not expect or require ease. My freedom is less important than Snail’s safety. I shall be Master Morgan as long as I am able, but if I must be found out in the process of saving her, then so be it.’

      ‘You will be careful with your identity, though,’ Theodora said drily, ‘considering that we are also involved in the deception.’ She sighed heavily and decanted another glass of wine for herself. It was her fourth since the intrusion of the brick into her parlour, but the spirit did not seem to have touched her. She sipped. ‘We shall have to find you some trousers.’

      The first pair of trousers that appeared to hand belonged to Dick, but it was Mrs Dunn whom the Greys paid for the use of them. I tried to pay them back from my own money, which I had found in the wardrobe in the room that had become mine, along with my boots and overcoat and the sorry remains of my night dress. They refused my coins.

      Dick was visibly alarmed at the fate of his trousers, but knew better than to say so.

      One of Edwin’s old shirts joined the trousers, and obliging Mrs Dunn produced a waistcoat and jacket from the rag-and-bone. My boots were unsuitable, but would have to do until shoes were procured.

      The ensemble was assembled by evening and laid out on my bed. I had planned to don it and wear it downstairs for critique. This was going to be different from the times I had worn trousers for their simple practicality in outdoor pursuits, like climbing and fishing. I had to make sure I could wear trousers like someone who had never worn skirts, and that might take some practice in private before the act’s public debut.

      But when I had folded the rug on the chair, I stopped and stood shivering in night dress and dressing gown, staring at the clothes lying there like a deflated person, like an empty skin I was about to pull on over my own. I had worn trousers before, but this was different. It was different, too, from sitting in a room with Detective Robbins and allowing him to think me male. That had been passive. This would be taking steps, an active deception. My fingertips explored my scalp, unaccustomed to the easy access. The prickly ends of my hair brushed my palm. If I put on those clothes and became Master Morgan, I would have to keep my hair short until I could move on and be myself again. I would have to become someone new, someone I did not know. The thought was ridiculous, but a nagging voice in the back of my head insisted that Morgan Grey was more than a disguise. He was a changeling, and if I brought him into that room by putting on those clothes, Morrigan Holmes would vanish.

      I shook off the incoherent dread and threw off the dressing gown. Morgan Grey was a necessity. The police would find Snail if they were able, but they had other things to do, first, and she didn’t have that time. Morgan Grey would keep me from being dragged back home at least long enough that I could do something—anything—to help. He would last me until I found Snail and made it to Bordeaux.

      I would never be that person again, anyway, the girl I had been the night of the storm, and I was not sure I wanted to be. She was dead. One of Edwin’s books described rites of passage in faraway places, rituals of people whose names I could not pronounce. There were hundreds, spanning every continent but Antarctica, but the common thread linking them all was death. The child had to die before the adult could be born, like a caterpillar weaving its own coffin-like chrysalis, going still and cold before emerging with wings.

      The muttering in the back of my head resolved itself into the pounding of rain and the rising, furious voices of my family. They haunted me.

      Changeling, rite of passage, chrysalis. When I emerged from Morgan Grey, I would leave those voices behind and be me.

      I shivered my way into the ill-fitting hotchpotch of clothing and hurried back downstairs without stopping to assess my reflection in the glass.

      My appearance met with scepticism.

      ‘It’ll do,’ Theodora allowed. ‘For the moment. But you’ll need something more suited to your station.’ She blinked and checked herself. ‘Our station,’ she corrected, but I was suppressing a smile at her unconscious inclusion of myself into her household. ‘You’ll attract attention if you look like you belong to a costermonger.’

      Edwin Grey was not a costermonger. I eyed him as I slid into a seat at the table and helped myself to their vegetable stew and warm bread. ‘What do you do, actually, now that you’re not in newspapers?’

      He laughed and flushed at the same time. ‘Live idly on my father’s money, I’m afraid. The journalism was my attempt at learning a trade, but it ended suddenly and sourly. I made a few other attempts, but Father decided I’d be less trouble if I stuck to managing his books.’

      ‘Not too sourly,’ Theodora objected with feigned affront. ‘Edwin and I met through his work.’

      He frowned. ‘Something good came of the work itself, yes, but that doesn’t make the ending of it any less unpleasant. Still, that was ten years ago. Plenty of time to forget the sour and concentrate on the sweet.’

      The conversation turned to poetry, and thence to the tendency of every generation to lament the inferiority of its own art and literature when compared to the perceived glories of the past.

      I rubbed my knees together beneath the table, not yet accustomed to the layers of fabric between them. Something more suitable to the Grey’s station, I thought, would have to be made for me. They were not of the class that wore either castoffs or things made in the home. I did not think that either Theodora or Edwin had yet seen the difficulty with that plan: a tailor would have to touch me. Initial measurements would be taken, then there would be a fitting after. The process would take days, even if my suit were given priority. And new clothes were costly. I did not plan to remain with the Greys long enough to justify either the time or the expense. Better to obtain something nearly new and have it altered. That would sit better with my fictitious identity, anyway. No one would need all new clothes after an illness; even if one did take the common precaution of burning everything the invalid had touched, rarely would the invalid have touched every last article of clothing.  But I might need old clothes altered to fit a ravaged body.

      I touched my bony wrist and forced myself to scrape every morsel of stew from the bottom of my dish. I had piled on a second helping when the crash and tinkle of breaking glass once more rang through the house.

      It was the study, this time, shards of glass covering the table beneath the window. A vase of dried lavender lay in pieces on the floor.

      ‘Three,’ Theodora said, picking up the missile that had done the damage and holding it for us to see. Robbins had taken the other bit of brick with him, but I suspected that if we put this one beside the other, we would discover two halves of the same whole.

      ‘Seventeen,’ Edwin mused. ‘Three. Are we to take them separately, or together? Twenty?’

      ‘Or one-hundred seventy-three?’

      I stayed away from the window. ‘Either way, it would seem not to have been a prank. Not now that there’s been a second message.’

      Cold air streamed into the room, stabbing at my bare hands and face. It was much too late to call back the man who had boarded over the smashed window in the parlour. Tonight, the heavy curtains would have to suffice to separate the indoors from the outdoors.

      ‘I’m very worried that I’ve brought this down on you. The timing of it…’

      Theodora slipped the tarry bit of brick into a pocket I had not known she had. Her lips thinned despite her attempts to smile. ‘The timing would be extraordinary, if the two events are unrelated, no matter what the detective says. But even if it is your presence that’s brought their attention here, please remember that you are not to blame for the actions of anyone but yourself. They are choosing to do this, whoever they are.’

      Edwin nodded his agreement and motioned us from the study. ‘I suggest we finish our supper and retire to an hotel for the night. The second message hardly explains the first, and I’m afraid there may be something larger on its way. I’d rather not be here if it arrives in the middle of the night.’

      That thought made me shudder, as I wondered what sort of larger thing he thought might be on its way.

      Theodora was wondering, too. She slid back past him into the study and shoved a bundle of papers into a leather case.

      ‘If the next message happens to be on fire,’ she explained, ‘I should like to have my current manuscript safely with me.’

      Edwin locked the study door behind her and pocketed the key, rubbing his hands together in the light and warmth of the hall.

      The meal was concluded in silence, and when we were finished, Edwin and Theodora each packed a small bag. I caught sight of Theodora palming a tiny silver pistol, and a small, quiet part of me wondered what sort of people these actually were. They concealed a runaway and lied easily to the police, dealt calmly with an attack on their home and owned firearms. If they were criminals, I didn’t much mind, for the moment, but I certainly would have liked to know for sure. ‘Bohemians’ was beginning to sound rather weak, in my head.

      It was not yet so late as to make it difficult to find a cab or to arrange accommodations for a single night.

      All three of us watched the street behind as we fled the darkened house. The steady golden light of the streetlamps revealed no shadowy figures watching our retreat, no carts waiting in the dim spaces between the circles of light to follow us away. Edwin found for us two adjoining rooms with a door between, and I left the door open through the night and watched the darkness shift around me. If I ever did fall asleep, it was only briefly, and I do not remember it.

      We were not murdered in our rented beds, and no one came crashing through the window to take me, though with the blackness pressing hard on my eyeballs, I imagined all sorts of dangerous scenarios and tried my best to plan an effective response to each. With every creak of the floor, every voice without, every draught thumping against the window, my envy of Theodora’s pistol increased. No matter what direction my life took, I wanted to learn to use one.

      After a few hours, a light rain began, and I could no longer hear the Greys’ breathing in the next room, so I do not know whether their sleep was as disturbed as mine, but I cannot think that they rested any easier than did I, waiting to find out whether their home would still be there in the morning.

      At the very least, it had not burned down when we made our way back in the green dawn. The boards covering the broken parlour window were dark with damp, and from the other, the sodden curtains waved drearily.

      Theodora pushed the curtains aside and peered through, careful of the glass remaining around the frame.

      ‘The carpet,’ she said with a sigh. ‘But I think the books will be fine. Too far from the window to have gotten wet.’

      ‘I’m sorry about your carpet,’ I murmured.

      She waved a dismissive hand, her brow beetled in displeasure.

      Her anger was general, pointed elsewhere, because she did not know who was responsible. She was not angry at me. But I shut my mouth all the same and followed Edwin inside to view the extent of the damage.

      The rain had only been light, with some breeze but no significant wind. A puddle spread beneath the table at the window, dispersing the dried lavender and some of the lighter fragments of the vase. The floorboards had begun to swell. When they dried, they would warp, and that whole section of the floor would have to be replaced. Two broken windows had been enough, but this…

      A large Turkey wool rug had begun to absorb the edge of the puddle, and its fibres were dark. It would dry, in time, but some of the dye had run. That couldn’t be repaired. It would have to be replaced, and such a rug would be an expense, and unwelcome one on top of two windows and a corner of floor.

      Because of me, I couldn’t help but think, no matter how many times I reminded myself of Robbins’ caution against linking this with earlier events.

      I shredded my family, shattered the Wrong Boys, and then quite literally broke the Greys’ home. There was no such thing as a curse, or even really such a thing as bad luck, but I found myself scrounging for a rational explanation for the fact that I was very obviously cursed.

      Edwin fetched rags with which to begin mopping up the mess. Theodora sent for a glazier and the police, who were getting very tired of hearing from us. Robbins confiscated the second bit of brick and interrogated us all concerning the significance of the number three.

      ‘Rather a lot of effort for a prank,’ he conceded, ‘coming back again. You may be right that there’s a third something coming, though I wouldn’t count on it until something actually arrives.’ He brushed his thick fingers thoughtfully through his facial hair. ‘Mind, you may want to spend another night at your hotel.’

      Theodora had taken it on herself to deal with the man, though I suspected he would have been more at ease talking with her husband. ‘You think we may be in some danger, then?’ she clarified, her eyes steely.

      ‘I don’t know,’ he said candidly, making his best effort at conversing with a woman. He looked at the shattered parlour window and at the few spots of comfortingly conventional décor in the bohemian space. ‘But I prefer not to take chances with people’s lives. Better safe than sorry, I’m sure you agree.’

      ‘I cannot be indefinitely banished from my house “just in case”, Detective.’

      ‘Sergeant,’ he muttered.

      She waved a hand. ‘If you think our lives may be in danger, I assume some attempt will be made to apprehend the miscreant?’

      He bristled. ‘Of course. But you see, short of catching him in the act, there is little I can do. I shall leave a constable for that purpose, but if the brick-thrower chooses not to return…’

      ‘That,’ Theodora said crisply, ‘would be ideal.’

      That seemed to stump him. ‘It would,’ he admitted. His cheeks puffed, scarlet, and his shoulders writhed uncomfortably. ‘But see here, I can’t leave a policeman outside your door forever…’

      ‘Best catch the responsible party, then.’

      There was no way out for him. Whatever likelihood of success he estimated, there really was no way he could defer this particular problem. She had him on the hook.

      Robbins turned to me in exasperation and eyed my peculiar attire. He seemed to decide that I was no stranger than the lady of the house, though, because his eyebrows returned to their usual position. ‘Glad to see you up and about, Master Morgan. Did your cousin bully you into wellness?’

      Theodora smirked like a cat in cream.

      ‘That’d be one way of putting it, sir,’ I replied, reflecting on the accuracy of the statement.

      He grinned, the briefest flash of good humour before the business-like façade descended again.

      ‘Two constables,’ he allowed. ‘I’d stay, myself, but that I have a number of other matters presently at hand. But I assure you, I will come at once if a third something makes an appearance.’

      He fixed me with a piercing stare. ‘Or if Miss Snail reappears. I have not forgotten.’

      He replaced his hat on his head and skirted around the glazier’s assistants with their paraphernalia. Theodora and I accompanied him to the door.

      ‘Thank you,’ I said as he descended the step. Perhaps there was more heart to him than I had thought.

      He raised a finger to the brim of his hat and climbed into the waiting hansom.

      As the cab drew away from the kerb, a child came into view across the street. He was not one of the Wrong Boys, but his bare, blue feet and hungry expression told me at once that he belonged to their class. He shifted, trying to balance a long wooden box while tugging at the tatters of cardigan draped across his shoulders.

      He was watching the Greys’ house with more than just the curiosity of the idle.

      I prodded Theodora before she could turn to go inside, and the boy, seeing that he was noticed, scurried across the street to present her with his parcel.

      ‘For you, mum,’ he said, with a curious glance at me.

      Theodora hesitated, looking long after Robbins’ departing cab, then turned back to the child.

      ‘From whom?’ Her voice was tight, and sharper than the boy had expected.

      It seemed to dawn on him that he had stumbled into a difficult situation. A flicker of worry crossed his face. ‘Dunno, mum. A man. ‘E give it to me to give you.’ A pause. ‘An’ a shilling to do it.’

      ‘What did he look like?’

      The boy shifted from foot to foot, his jaw set, a frown spreading.

      Theodora sighed. ‘You shall have a sovereign. And a hot meal. What did he look like?’

      The boy nodded, his eyes the size of saucers. ‘‘Is face was muffled. But ‘e was big. ‘Ad a patch over ‘is eye.’

      Theodora looked at me cautiously. I understood. It might be nothing but coincidence, but that would be a really extraordinary coincidence.

      She let the boy and his box into the hall, where he and I watched each other in wary silence, he clutching his box, I wondering if I should snatch it from him and hurl it back into the street. When she returned to offer him a gold coin, he dropped his parcel. I heard wood crack and braced for an explosion, but none came. The boy cradled his prize in both palms like a bird’s egg, his mouth a tiny O, and refused to put it in a pocket long enough to accept the offered meal. He took his bowl of soup there in the hall, his sovereign balanced on his knee, and watched curiously while Theodora prised the top from the box.

      I hovered behind them, not quite close enough to see what was within when the lid came off and sensible, forceful Theodora let out a piercing scream.

      I pulled her away and reached for the thing to throw it outside, but stopped. Inside was no ticking mass of a bomb, no deadly snake poised to strike.

      In the box, half-buried in a bed of clotted, discoloured salt, lay the severed head of a bird, a grisly, eyeless thing as long as my forearm.

      An albatross.
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      The look on Theodora’s face told me that this was the explanation she had been waiting for. I could see no connection between seventeen, three, and a dead sea bird, but she clearly understood this message. She sat where I had pushed her, sprawled on the hall floor, supporting herself with arms thrown behind her, her skirts in disarray. Her eyes were wide, her face stark white, her mouth open as though she could not quite manage to catch her breath.

      I struggled up and tried to help her to her feet, but she pulled her knees to her chest and buried her face in her hands, shaking her head.

      ‘Ow, Gawd,’ she moaned, her vowels suddenly descending to the vernacular of the Wrong Boys. ‘Ow, Christ.’

      I drew back in surprise at the change just as Edwin appeared and dashed to his wife.

      ‘Is anyone hurt?’ he demanded.

      Theodora and I shook our heads.

      ‘No,’ I said. ‘Your explanation arrived.’ I nudged the box with my toe, but he did not look back until Theodora had raised her tear-streaked face to meet his gaze.

      ‘They’re back,’ she said.

      Edwin looked at her blankly, then at me, and finally into the box. He managed for a moment to remain expressionless, but I could tell by his sudden pallor that he understood the signal as well as his wife had. Then a shudder worked its way through him.

      ‘Oh,’ he said hollowly. ‘So it’s about the albatross.’

      No. I heard a special significance attached to the word, one that warranted a capital letter. The Albatross.

      ‘We should ‘ave known,’ Theodora whispered. ‘’Ow did we not put it together sooner? Masked men takin’ gels off the streets… Oh, Edwin…’

      My throat closed in alarm, and I rounded on her. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘A ghost from our past,’ Edwin murmured. He stopped and looked me over earnestly, his lips pursed, eternal smile gone. ‘This message was meant for us, not for you. So maybe there is at least a small coincidence, here.’

      He pulled his wife to her feet and led her down to the kitchen, leaving me to follow.

      I paused and took a moment to close the front door. In the commotion, the boy had vanished, and I could not blame him. No one in that house would shoot the messenger, but he wasn’t to know that. I suspect he wanted to disappear before the police made yet another inevitable appearance. I locked the door and kicked the box up against the hall tree before following the Greys.

      The kitchen was warm, and Edwin was heating water for tea. I glanced at the back door and saw its glass repaired; that must have been done while I was confined to bed upstairs. The Greys must have been very popular with the area’s glaziers, by that time.

      Theodora sat at the heavy wooden table. Her tears had stopped, and her expression was distant.

      I pulled out a chair and sat down beside her.

      ‘Tell me,’ I said.

      She glanced at her husband’s taut back and then looked at me. To my annoyance, she shook her head. ‘Not now.’ Her voice had resumed its original tenor, precise and genteel, the traces of the streets gone.

      ‘You cannot leave me out of it,’ I protested. ‘Not if you think you know who took Snail.’

      ‘I don’t want to relive that part of my life. I don’t want to touch on those memories unless I have no other choice. Not unless I’m certain.’

      ‘You seemed fairly certain when you saw that head in the box! What is the Albatross?’

      She bared her teeth in a terrible grimace and turned away from me.

      Edwin looked at her with a frown. ‘Are we not certain?’ he asked gently. ‘What other possibility is there?’

      She shook her head. I could not see her face, but I thought from the angle of her shoulders and the tension in her neck that her tears must have started, again.

      ‘You’ll hear everything,’ Edwin said to me as he laid a hand on his wife’s back. ‘But later. You will not be left out of it, I promise. But Teddy and I both need time to collect ourselves. Tomorrow, perhaps, in the morning. That policeman will want to hear the whole story, I’m sure, and I don’t know that we’ll be able to tell it all more than once.’ He sighed. ‘You can hear all about it when we tell him.’

      That was not satisfactory, but I could tell it was the best I was going to get. For the moment, at least, I was wholly dependent on them—for my room and board, for protection, for whatever information they possessed. The least I could do in return was wait.

      Wait on their story, that is.

      I saw no reason to wait on anything else. With the amount of time I had lost already, I saw no reason to waste even a moment more.

      Edwin took the kettle from the stove and prepared a pot and three cups, but I declined.

      ‘Could you help Teddy upstairs, then?’ he asked. ‘I should probably go reassure the workmen that the world isn’t ending. Heaven only knows what they think is happening in here.’

      I said I would, and he bent to press his lips briefly into his wife’s dark hair before retreating from the kitchen.

      Theodora shook off my hand, so I put her tea on a tray and followed her up to the couple’s room, where she dragged a chintz-covered chair away from the window before sinking into it. She pressed her fingertips into her forehead and sat silent.

      I placed the tray on a table and watched her for a few moments, but she had turned to stone, pale and motionless.

      ‘It’s something really terrible, isn’t it?’ I asked.

      She did not respond. For all I knew, she had not even heard. My heart rose into my throat.

      ‘Do you suppose there’s any chance we’ll find Snail alive?’

      ‘She’s alive,’ Theodora whispered.

      I let myself breathe.

      Then she continued. ‘But as for finding her…’

      The choking lump returned. I had no more time to waste. I tiptoed to the door, mind churning. Only one possibility presented itself. I did not like to jump to conclusions, but what other story could there be to tell? I turned back to her with my hand on the knob and voiced my suspicion, not truly expecting an answer.

      ‘You know who took Snail because they took you, once. Is that right?’

      She looked up, her eyes all whites.

      ‘Do you know where she is?’

      ‘No. I’m sorry. No.’

      I nodded and withdrew, biting my tongue. My irritation would not calm her mind enough to let her tell me more. Time might do that. It might not. I thought she did understand the gravity of the situation. Better than I did, myself, if I was right. Surely, she wouldn’t withhold any information that would be helpful in the here and now. I could wait for her story.

      I shut the door quietly and passed briefly through my own room to retrieve my overcoat and Sylvia’s jumper before padding back downstairs and to the kitchen.

      Through the repaired panes of the door, I could see into the back garden and to the rear wall, to the patch of crumbled brick where my acquaintance with the Greys had begun.

      I wondered whether I had left any skin behind when I went scraping across those rough edges to land in the earthen bed, below. Memory took me back. Darkness, my legs weak underneath me, the fury of the men behind me, cowering away from a searching beam of light. I wrapped myself in jumper and coat and pushed outside.

      I had not seen the garden since that night, and daylight made it an entirely new place.

      A few evergreen plants stood dark and glossy, but most of the beds were empty, the path a muddy morass from the night’s rain. There was the shed that had failed to yield me a ladder. On closer inspection, I could see that it was not locked, merely rusty. My strength had not completely recovered, but when I depressed the thumb latch now, it gave.

      And there was a ladder. I pulled it out and propped it against the side of the shed while I shut the door again. The handle had nearly disintegrated, a pile of rusty fragments growing at my feet. I took my prize to the hole in the rear wall and glanced guiltily over my shoulder as I contemplated an escape. That glance showed me, to my intense exasperation, that the garden did have a gate. It stood, prominently painted green, to the right of the kitchen window. There the whole time, and I had utterly failed to find it. Well, I had been very sick. And it was just as well; if I had found the gate and escaped through it, I might just have died in the cold. And I wouldn’t stand poised to learn whatever it was the Greys knew.

      Of course, I reminded myself irritably, if I had died of fever and exhaustion and exposure, I still would never have learned what the Greys knew. The one did sort of preclude the other. I stamped down a flash of irrational anger at the lapse. It was a little thing, a stupid thing, not worth the time I had given it. If I was to be angry about something, it should be that I had allowed Snail to be taken in the first place. A small illogic hardly mattered, in the long run. And yet, there I was, dwelling on it.

      I shook myself and hauled myself through the hole in the wall and out into the alley.

      It was dim, the high brick walls to either side blocking out the light that the open expanse of the garden had allowed.

      I stood stock-still for a moment, half sure that someone would be watching me from the deeper shadows, and it took an effort of will to recall that it had been nearly a fortnight. No one could possibly have been waiting there for me for all that time.

      A sound drew my eye, and I turned my head fractionally to see a scrawny cat dragging the bloodied carcass of a pigeon. It stopped and looked at me with what seemed more offence than fear, then turned around and dragged its prize back the way it had come, no more interested in me than I was in it.

      I brushed myself off and stepped away from the wall. It was a close, claustrophobic space, with a stale smell that rose from the combination of black soot and grey-green mould caking the brick, from the stubs of decaying vegetable matter and the remains of birds, rodents, and other small things that had died in a place where few people ever bothered to go. The smell would become briefly worse when spring arrived and the bits of refuse began to thaw, but then more small vermin would arrive, drawn by the odour, and would pick the place clean. This was a decent part of London, though, like all decent parts, it abutted slums and hellish rookeries. What was distasteful here would be considered luxury only a half-mile away.

      I toed my way through the frozen scum in the direction I thought I had come, that night, but every corner, every stretch of blank wall looked the same to someone who had only ever passed by them in pitch blackness, before. I was very much aware of how easily I could become lost, and it occurred to me now that I did not know the Greys’ address to ask for if I could not find my way back to them.

      Grimacing, I picked up the end of what I took to be a chicken bone and scored a deep mark in the sooty patina of the wall beside me. I did the same at the next turn I took, and the next, when a faint gleam caught my eye. I bent to pick up the object, a tiny, round bit of steel. One of Snail’s slingshot missiles. Either she had launched it at one of the men while she was chasing them in pursuit of me, or she had dropped it as they were carrying her away. Not intentionally, I didn’t think. At that last glance I had of her, she had seemed quite unconscious, so I did not think I could expect a trail of breadcrumbs to lead me to wherever she was, now. But a general direction was better than nothing. I pocketed the steel shot and crept along in search of the next. In a couple of places, there were two or three near each other, which confirmed to me that they were falling at random from her pouch, not dropped carefully, one by one, as a signal. By the time the trail had led me to a road, I had a pocket full of fifteen little steel balls.

      But the trail vanished at the street. It had been nearly a fortnight, and any shiny little things would have been picked up or kicked away or driven deep into the gaps between the paving stones. The men would have hauled her out of the alleys back to their waiting wagon, and there was no way of knowing which way the wagon had gone.

      No general direction, then.

      I lingered for a few minutes in the mouth of the alley, getting a feel for the ebb and flow of the foot traffic and the carts and drays, carriages and cabs. I was not totally certain, but I thought this might be the point at which I had originally gone in. If it was, Doctor Peach’s place—I found it difficult to think of those rooms as a medical practice—would be near.  Hopefully, near enough that I could find it.

      I did make a few wrong turnings, but after only fifteen or twenty minutes of wandering, I found the peeling blue door. It was shut, and there was no one around. I hesitated before knocking, considering the street I had left behind and the impunity with which I had moved through it. The invisibility. Even hatless, dressed in my bizarre mélange of mismatched apparel, no one had even seemed to see me. I was not a striking person. I had never drawn admiring gazes, like the daughters of some of my father’s friends. But when I had gone out as myself, in the company of my family, passers-by made eye contact. If we were on foot, they and we performed that little dance of negotiation so that neither party would have to stop entirely as we passed one another on the pavement. Alone, as Morgan Grey, I hardly even existed. Pedestrians walked straight toward me, giving me no choice but to move out of the way, and no one looked me in the eye, their gazes sliding across me with the same unconcerned ease with which they slid over the names of familiar businesses. I had become a part of the scenery.

      No one would recognise me as that runaway if no one even saw me.

      I knocked.

      And I waited.

      For several long moments, there was no answer, and I was raising my fist to knock again, and harder, when the door opened a crack and Sylvia’s scarlet face appeared in the gap. She narrowed her eyes.

      Trying to remember where she’d seen me before, I thought.

      ‘Is Doctor Peach available?’ I asked.

      She looked at me again, harder, her broad mouth working in her concentration.

      ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘My hair was rather longer, the last time we met.’

      Her eyebrows went down and then up in what I took for assent. ‘Ah,’ she said, and she opened the door wider to let me through.

      ‘Doc!’ she roared into the depths of the building as she led me down the grimy hall and to the room of chairs and lamps. The candles, lamps, and lanterns were all still there, but only about half as many of them were lit as had been last time. In the more moderate light, the place seemed closer, more inviting than it had when blazing like a furnace.

      Sylvia gestured me toward one of the mouldering chairs and bustled out of the room, bellowing again for the Doc. I wondered whether she was capable of uttering more than a single syllable at a time. Not that it seemed to matter; she clearly got on very well with her minimalistic communication style. My ankle had begun to ache fiercely after so much walking, so despite my intention to remain standing, I took the chair. A puff of horsehair burst into the air as my rear made contact with the cushion, and I coughed furiously, but the relief of being off the ankle was sublime.

      After a few moments, Doctor Peach loomed in the doorway like a creeping shade, a splash of darkness in the light of the lamps. He had discarded the long, stained smock in which I had last seen him and appeared now in a once-black frock coat, its shoulders and hems faded to the colour of rust. Some chemical had left blotches of greenish-white at the cuffs.

      I could see that he recognised me without an instant of confusion.

      ‘Oh,’ he said. From someone else, that would have sounded like distaste, but from him, it was merely acknowledgement. I was there, and he had become aware of the fact.

      ‘I need to speak with the Wrong Boys,’ I said without preamble. ‘Do you know where I can find them?’

      He considered me silently for a moment before moving further into the room with his slow, deliberate gait, like a chilled lizard.

      ‘I do not know where they are, at present,’ he informed me. ‘But Dart and Billy were here this morning, and one or another of them is sure to stop in tomorrow.’

      He fell silent again, rubbing his skeletal hands together before him, drawing my attention to the flashing glimpses of his stained fingernails.

      ‘You see,’ he said in a lower voice, the second word a prolonged hiss, ‘they have been visiting me religiously, in the hope you would find your way back here.’

      I looked at him with surprise. ‘Me?’

      ‘You. Snail knows the secret location of their lair and would return there, if she were able. She has not. But you, if you had escaped, might reappear here. And you have.’

      I mulled that over. The idea that they had been anxious for me was gratifying.

      ‘Of course,’ he continued, ‘Weasel is of the opinion that you may have been accomplice in the whole ordeal and are welcome to rot in hell. After all, no one had ever tried to kidnap one of their number until you arrived.’ He bared his tobacco-brown teeth in a wicked smile. ‘I am sure whatever story you bring with you will be enough to allay his suspicions.’

      I shuddered at the aggressive sibilance of his final word. ‘What story I have, I’ve already told to the police. They…’ I shook my head. ‘They will do what they are able, but the detective I spoke to was not optimistic. We may have to turn vigilante.’

      It was his turn to regard me with surprise. ‘We? Well. What do you think you and four boys can do that the police cannot?’

      I did not try to conceal my annoyance at his objection. ‘For the moment, it is not a matter of what they can but of what they will. An active search is more than is being done right now, and I think the others will agree that something is better than nothing.’

      He sighed. ‘I cannot argue with that. But I cannot tell you where to find them, now. Come again tomorrow, earlier. They have no watches amongst them, so I do not expect precision, but they have been coming around ten o’clock every day.’

      I assured him that I would come. Having found my way there once, I was certain I could find my way there again, though possibly not from the front end of the Greys’ house.

      I departed hastily, despite the pains shooting up my leg. I could find a reasonably quiet place to sit along the street, somewhere, and though it would be cold, I preferred it to staying there. My path wove through the gloom of the alleys and back ways, and I breathed a sigh of relief when I found the afternoon sun, again.

      I had not been the accomplice, but that didn’t mean that there wasn’t one. In fact, the more I considered Doctor Peach’s words, the likelier it seemed to me that an accomplice was necessary for the order of events as I had experienced them. After all, the men in the cart had come after me, specifically. In order to come after me, specifically, they must have known where I was, and the number of people who could have told them was small, indeed. I dismissed the idea that any of the Wrong Boys might have intentionally taken any action that would endanger Snail, though not that one of them might have been willing to sacrifice me but had not anticipated that one of their own would be harmed. That, I was willing to consider, though it did not seem likely, not with the way all of the boys had fought the abductors. It might have been any of them, but I did not think it was.

      But it could have been Peach.

      Magpie trusted the man, but I could not. He was like a serpent. And he paid street children in food to bring him new patients. It was an extraordinarily philanthropic gesture, if he did not have something to gain from it. It made me question his motivations as a doctor, and other signals made me question his motivations as a private person. A good citizen would have called the police for an obvious runaway; a crooked citizen might see an opportunity.

      I had no choice but to come back tomorrow. I had to talk to the Wrong Boys and had no other way of contacting them.

      But by God, I would not go alone.
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      The walk back was an agonizingly slow process. I should have known better. I should have secured a crutch, or brought my money with me in case I required a cab. I had enough, certainly, though I wasn’t sure that a cab would stop for someone attired as I was.

      My journey consisted of a few steps and a short rest, some carefully-selected oaths, a few more steps, and another rest. It wasn’t long before I was limping badly, and I began to realise that my problems might extend beyond simple discomfort. I had thought that, because I could make it upstairs and down in the Greys’ house, I was healed or close to it, but it was a simple fact that the Greys’ staircase was a lot shorter than the trek I had chosen to undertake, and that there were chairs on both ends of it.

      I couldn’t stop for long in any place. I was invisible to passers-by for as long as I stayed moving, but every time I stopped, I caught strange looks from pedestrians and from a couple of police constables. A shabby boy in ill-assorted clothes was of no importance until he became a loiterer. Loitering was suspicious behaviour. I lounged for a minute or two at a corner, leaning my shoulder against the wall to take the weight off my leg, but I hurried along when a uniform began to move purposefully toward me, and had to stop again almost the very moment he was out of sight.

      The afternoon was fading, and at that rate, it would be evening, or even night before I made it back to the Greys. I realised with a pang that they would be worried. They were good people, and I liked them. I knew they would understand. They had clearly stated their intention to keep me from going out until I was entirely recovered, and there wasn’t time for that. They couldn’t fault me for taking the afternoon into my own hands, or for not giving them a chance to prevent my going. They couldn’t, but they would be hurt, all the same.

      With that thought, I forced myself back onto both feet and tottered to the side of the street, watching for a wide enough gap in the traffic that I could make it through safely, even with my snail’s pace.

      One appeared, and I took it, stepping behind an omnibus and between two hansoms, then had to stop to let a brewer’s dray pass. Looking for the next opening ahead of me, I neglected to pay attention to the rumbling wheels behind me, not until I sensed the flank of a horse passing much too close to my back for comfort. I glanced back and stepped forward at once, snapping an imprecation at the driver of the offending growler. No trace of his expression was betrayed between the brim of his hat and the thick, scarlet folds of his muffler, but his eyes fixed on me, and I saw the tension in his arms, traveling down the reins to slow his pair. Slower, slower, not quite to a stop.

      There was a barouche blocking my way forward, away from the growler, and there was nowhere I could run as the door behind the driver swung open and scooped me in and slammed shut. A powerful arm settled me onto the rear-facing seat and withdrew.

      The inside of the carriage was thick and dark after the light of a clear day. Blue and green streaks painted my vision, but through them, I could see a pair of glittering eyes like black beetles fixed on me through the gloom.

      I shifted uneasily, aware that my every movement left a grimy smirch on the plush seat, aware that, though we had started picking up speed again, I might still throw myself out the door without hurting myself too badly, assuming that nothing was coming in the other direction. Aware, above all else, that a third gleam I could see in the dark was likely the metal knob of a cane, which would do a lot of damage if it came toward my skull with enough force.

      A monstrous shape heaved in the shadows across from me like a dragon stirring in the depths of its cavern, and it leaned closer. I could smell pomade and cigar smoke. I blinked faster, willing my eyes to adjust, and the shape had almost resolved into the form of a gigantic man when a voice rumbled out of it like thunder. A voice I knew.

      ‘Ah, Morrigan, I thought that might be you, but I couldn’t be certain from a distance. I can’t say I much like what you’ve done with your hair.’

      My brother Mycroft loomed at me, expressionless. He held out his left hand, and a few more blinks showed me a crinkled paper envelope full of liquorice. I took a piece, not sure what shocked me more: that I was discovered, or that I was so changed that Mycroft, the cleverest of us all, had taken more than an instant to recognize me.

      A smaller shape shifted in the shadows beside me, exiled from the fore-facing seat by our elder brother’s incredible girth. Sherlock.

      Mycroft sat back with a wheezing, growling noise, rearranging his bulk across the upholstery, and laced his fingers over the immaculate expanse of his waistcoat. ‘This,’ he said, exaggerated patience failing to conceal a dangerous edge, ‘is the part where you explain yourself, my sister.’
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      The ride was tense, with my brothers looming at me in the dim carriage, waiting for enlightenment. Perhaps I did owe them an explanation, but I was not inclined to provide one, and I couldn’t find the words, and anyway, they should have been able to work it out. I wasn’t sure exactly when Mycroft had arrived, that night, with Sherrinford in tow, but I knew he had been there long enough to hear Father’s account of the day’s events and to argue strenuously on the subject. I had heard some of it, when the rain had slowed enough to let me distinguish words amid the shouting. And Sherlock had been there. He had witnessed all of it. He had seen me leave and had made no attempt to stop me, which told me he understood or at least suspected my reasoning.

      I left because I could not stay.

      But I had never expected to have to justify that decision to anyone but myself. I realised suddenly that, with as much as I had feared being caught, I had never expected it. I had thought I’d made as close to a perfect getaway as possible. If I had left any tracks, the rain that night had washed them away. My movements since had been all but random, totally unpredictable, chosen for me by other people.

      Surely, I could only have been found by unfortunate chance.

      So I stayed silent, despite Mycroft’s prompts, and waited to be taken home.

      But I was surprised. The ride was short, and when we rolled to a stop, I recognised the front of the Greys’ house. Any possibility that I was found by chance vanished. I stared at Mycroft, who stared back impassively.

      ‘How did you…?’

      He harrumphed and levered his bulk out of the seat and down to the pavement, setting the growler rocking furiously. I hesitated before sliding out behind him, but Sherlock caught my arm.

      ‘A friend of his in the records office told him a man was looking for a London family including a Mycroft, a Sherlock, and a girl,’ he whispered. ‘He followed the name in the register to this address. He won’t tell you that because he’s angry with you, and he wants you to think he’s done something more impressive than he really has.’

      His lip curled.

      ‘Oh,’ was all I could say. I supposed that Sherlock’s last statement didn’t actually imply that Mycroft was the only one angry with me, but it sounded as though that’s what he was getting at. But that couldn’t be true. I had heard them.

      ‘The Greys don’t know who I am or why I ran away. I’d prefer they didn’t find out.’

      He looked at me curiously. ‘It’d be hard for us to tell them about the latter, since we’re not sure, either.’

      I felt my eyebrows rise, and I began to reply, but Mycroft was pulling ferociously at the Greys’ bell, simultaneously damaging the glossy paint of their front door with the head of his cane, and I pulled Sherlock out of the growler and hobbled up the step after our older brother.

      A man on the corner began to stride toward us with an officious set to his shoulders. I assumed him to be a policeman in plain clothes, since Robbins had led me to expect at least one to be lurking at all times.

      ‘’Ere, now!’ he objected.

      ‘It’s all right,’ I told him. ‘We haven’t any bricks.’

      He blinked at me uncertainly as Theodora Grey opened the door.

      She was still pale, almost wilted, her dark eyes ringed with deep violet shadows. Her artistic dress did not so much flow around her as sag off of her, now, and I thought she must have slept in it since I had left. Her hair was untidy, as though she had taken it down and put it back up again with haste.

      Mycroft, being half a head taller than either I or Sherlock and fully four times as big around, drew her attention first. She looked him up and down with minimal interest, then spotted me.

      ‘Where did you go?’ she asked, the mild words belying the relief in her face.

      ‘I found Doctor Peach,’ I replied, then gestured to my companions. ‘These are my brothers, Mycroft and Sherlock. You were looking for them?’

      She reacted to the names, her eyebrows rising, lips tightening. I must have called them out during my illness. There couldn’t be so many Mycrofts or Sherlocks in London. Those two names would probably have been enough to identify me. I wondered how far she had gotten, whether she knew my name, too.

      ‘A bit more information seemed to be in order,’ she said, swelling to fill the door, blocking their entry. Her hand moved toward me of its own accord. She still suspected my family of abusing me.

      ‘Well, they found you, instead. And I don’t think they mean to leave, just yet.’

      I hoped she understood. I would not necessarily have minded if she turned them away, but if she did, they might very well come back with police. Or with Father. That I had been brought back to the Greys’ house meant that Mycroft wanted something more than to carry me home, which he could easily have done without the detour. He wanted to know what I had been up to for the last fortnight, and since circumstances had already dragged him out of his flat, he was satisfying his curiosity now rather than make the effort of leaving home a second time.

      So if I wanted to preserve my liberty, I had to be very careful about what he learned.

      Theodora frowned, but she stood aside, and I discovered her husband guarding her back with his hand in his jacket pocket. Of course, if she owned a gun, it seemed extremely likely that he would, as well.

      Mycroft trundled past me, and I heard him snort as he perceived the concealed threat. I did not think he ought to have laughed. If Edwin did have a gun, it was because he had every intention of using it. I squeezed past my brother’s bulk, made eye contact, and shook my head. Edwin relaxed, but not much.

      ‘Mycroft Holmes,’ my mountainous brother rumbled. He did not extend a hand, or remove his hat. ‘But you already knew that, just as I already know that I am addressing Edwin Grey and Theodora Grey, formerly Poppy Cooper of the Old Nichol Street Rookery.’

      Theodora’s back stiffened and her chin shot up, but the last of the colour drained from her face.

      ‘You should not have changed your name officially, if you wished to disappear,’ Mycroft said with a shrug. ‘There are no secrets where there is paper.’

      ‘Mycroft is a clerk in the government,’ I hurried to clarify, because Edwin’s arm had tensed again, the hand in his pocket clenched tight. ‘He has access to information that I’m sure is not public. And I doubt he has any intention of spreading it around.’

      He shot me an irritable glance, but then nodded. ‘I find that someone has been asking after me shortly after my sister vanishes. In your own words, Mrs Grey, a bit more information seemed to be in order.’

      ‘We had probably better sit,’ Theodora — Poppy? — said faintly. ‘Won’t you come through?’

      She led the way to the parlour, and Mycroft and Sherlock followed. My younger brother seemed to have little to say, and I had to wonder why Mycroft had brought him. Perhaps Sherlock had insisted. He had seen me leave, though, and had made no attempt to stop me. I had assumed at the time that it was because he wanted me gone, but his presence now threw a kink into my understanding. Did he want me back? Did he want me punished? Edwin made up the rear of the procession, maintaining his threat.

      The parlour was warmer than the hall, and I stripped off my coat and dropped it on the floor. Here and there, missed fragments of window glass still glittered in the light of the fire and the lamps. It would be some time before anyone could dare walk through there in bare feet.

      Theodora settled herself into her usual chair and gestured for Mycroft to take the settee. It groaned beneath his weight as he removed his hat. I remained standing, as did Sherlock, as did Edwin.

      My younger brother sidled closer to me. ‘I am glad you’re not dead,’ he whispered in an impersonally bland tone, but the fact he bothered to say it at all warmed me from the inside out.

      Theodora had arranged her dress and picked up a glass of wine that had been sitting on the table beside her. This must have been about where Mycroft’s assault on the door had found her. She swirled the burgundy liquid, watching the light play in the crystal, but did not drink.

      ‘There is a policeman outside,’ she said, calm now. ‘It may have occurred to you to call for him, but I do not advise it. We have been harbouring a runaway. That is indisputable. But when the case is tried, I think our defence will be solid. I have seen such bruises before, and I know what a hand’s mark looks like, and for all she insists they were made after she ran away, I am also familiar with the victim’s inexplicable need to defend the abuser. I’ve said similar words, myself, just as I’ve carried similar marks. You will not be removing my charge from this house unless you can satisfy me, and you should know that I am already significantly prejudiced against anyone from whom a young woman feels she must flee.’

      Something of Mycroft’s confidence evaporated. He did not show surprise—he never did—but Theodora had just demolished his expectations. He’d thought he had the unshakeable upper hand, that the most challenging part of the affair would be finding me, and, having done that, he would only have to claim me. He had not expected resistance, and he had certainly not expected to be dealt a reciprocal accusation.

      I felt a little sorry for him.

      ‘I’ve already told you,’ I began, but she clicked her tongue and waved an imperious hand.

      ‘I am aware,’ she interrupted. ‘And I do not doubt your honesty, but honesty has very little import in this sort of situation. I’m sorry, Morrigan.’

      My mouth snapped shut. So they had known. Wherever they had gone looking for Mycrofts and Sherlocks, they had found at least one answer.

      They were all looking at me, now, though. Theodora and Edwin were waiting for more argument, and Mycroft and Sherlock were waiting for explanation.

      ‘Where did these bruises come from?’ Mycroft asked.

      I took Edwin’s usual chair, stretching my bad leg out in front of me, and recounted in brief my misadventures since the night of the storm, carefully leaving out the things Edwin and Theodora — Poppy — knew. Their secrets were not mine to tell.

      My brothers listened, Mycroft nodding and Sherlock staring into the fire.

      ‘I don’t intend to be dragged home easily,’ I concluded, ‘but I shall not be dragged home at all until Snail is safe and this thing, whatever it is, is uncovered and destroyed. Tomorrow, I will be returning to Doctor Peach to discuss the matter with the Wrong Boys. They won’t have been idle all this time, and they’re bound to have discovered something. But I would rather not go alone, please.’

      I had meant the last comment for the Greys, should they succeed in keeping me out of my family’s hands, but it was Mycroft who responded.

      ‘Of course. You wouldn’t be able to walk the distance again, I think. Or at least, you shouldn’t. I doubt I would be of much use, but I am not your only brother.’ Here, he looked pointedly at Sherlock, who stared back impassively.

      I leaned forward. ‘Why?’

      He shrugged. ‘Dragging was always a last resort, and you seem to be otherwise engaged, at the moment. There’s nothing at home that requires your immediate attention. Father is intending to send you to school on the Continent as soon as you are located. His selection has an excellent reputation, which can only mean you would find it extremely objectionable. I will not allow you to continue endangering yourself, of course, but if you were to remain absent long enough for his temper to cool, well…’

      I could sense Edwin’s gaze on the back of my head and understood that fathers with tempers were well known for leaving bruises. I sighed.

      ‘I’ve found you safe,’ Mycroft continued, ‘and in the hands of people who don’t seem eager to give you up. There are some minor difficulties, of course, but this seems a stable place to leave the issue, for the time being.’

      ‘Stable,’ I echoed.

      ‘And if it will persuade you to keep your nose out of trouble, I shall make enquiries regarding this investigation. Regardless of its priority—or lack thereof—there will be documentation. A pattern. I’ll pass what I find to you. And to the police, of course.’

      ‘But how could you possibly be on my side?’

      That veiled expression returned and his eyes glittered coldly. ‘Would you like to discuss our family matters here?’

      I stopped talking and ignored the air of burning curiosity that had begun to radiate to either side of me.

      Theodora’s voice alerted me that, thankfully, a different subject had been chosen. ‘You mean to help find Miss Snail and punish those who took her?’

      ‘I do,’ Mycroft confirmed.

      Theodora twisted in her seat to send a pleading look in her husband’s direction. Edwin frowned and came to perch on the arm of her chair, his free hand coming to rest on her shoulder. She finally took a sip of her wine and set down the glass.

      ‘Then,’ she said softly, ‘there is much you have to know.’

      And with a shuddering sigh, she began their story.
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        The Greys’ Story

      

      Poppy Cooper was eighteen when she ran. It took her longer than perhaps it should have, but she was waiting for everyone else to be gone and safe, or at least gone. Mother was buried with the misshapen mass that had killed her, which she had lived long enough to name Christine, even though only God knew whether it was actually a girl under all that blue flesh. Davey was buried, too. Papa gave him to a chimney sweep, and he worked until he began to cough black dust, and he died. Peter was in the work house, where he was being taught to live by his hands. That would kill him, eventually, but it might wait until he was grown with a family, and that was all anyone could hope for. Poppy saved pennies, hiding them from Papa between her tattered stockings and the thin soles of her boots, refusing to limp even when the cold copper opened sores in her feet, until she had enough to buy Lisa a somewhat respectable frock. When the girl’s hair was brushed and her face was washed, Poppy left her with Madam Pennacchi, who taught serious-minded girls to be housemaids and graciously let them pay for their lessons with their first three years’ wages.

      That left only her and Papa and the drink.

      It wasn’t really running away. At eighteen, she had not yet reached her majority, but she was as adult as it was possible to be. And if Papa insisted on his power over her, she had a dozen friends willing to swear before God that she was actually twenty-one. Somewhere, she knew, was a piece of paper declaring the date of her baptism, but as to the date of her birth, it would be Papa’s word against the midwife’s, and Widow James would be perfectly happy to misremember the year.

      So Poppy felt safe, that morning, walking to Mrs Niall’s laundry without any intention of walking home in the evening. She spent the day as always, carrying coal for the fires, hovering over vats of boiling water, thrusting her arms into the lye-laden clouds of steam to prod at other people’s underthings with her wooden paddle. The work wasn’t so bad in the winter, when the pounding heat was almost comfortable, but it was shattering in the summer. She had fainted, once, and woke red and swollen, feeling like her insides were trying to burst through her skin, but she had recovered, and of course it could have been worse. One of the other girls had fainted a few years back and fell forward into the vat she was working, boiled to death. The work was loud, and it was hard to see through the steam, and it had to have been several minutes before anyone knew what had happened. Nobody said much about it, after, and Poppy trained herself not to think of it, not to remember what a poached human looked like, and in a couple of months, she couldn’t even remember the girl’s name. They were all very careful, then. Mrs Niall even said that if anyone began to feel ill, she should go have a few minutes’ sit-down and a cup of water. She said it was because heat sickness could make one vomit, and they couldn’t afford the possibility that a whole batch of customers’ clothing would be ruined, but everyone knew she actually cared for her girls. Mrs Niall was an uncommonly generous woman, even if she wouldn’t admit it.

      Poppy was having her few minutes’ sit-down when she heard a noise from the other end of the yard, near the gate, and even before she was able to make out the voices, she knew it was Papa. The number of empty bottles beneath his bed had made her think she’d have most of the day before he found her things gone, but perhaps some of them had been there longer than she realised.

      He was roaring her name and a bunch of words that would have made Madam Pennacchi pale and fly into an Italian rage, the kind of words used by men who truly hated women, words that meant actions were soon to follow. There was never much conversation in the laundry, but the few murmurs left died quickly.

      She heard Mrs Niall’s voice join the row, Papa growing louder to drown her out, and she wiped her hands on her apron and went to see what could be done. The other women stood silently, their tasks abandoned, every head turned toward the gate and the invader.

      Papa towered over Mrs Niall, swaying like a ship’s mast on a stormy sea, his big, red and black fists waving in a threatening display. His eyes were glassy, and he had wet himself, fingers too clumsy with drink to unbutton his trousers. Poppy froze. The booze had made him too clumsy for fine work, but there was nothing fine about bashing heads into walls. He was conscious, and that made him dangerous.

      Mrs Niall was telling him to go home. This yard was her place, she was a businesswoman, and he had no rights here. Poppy was an employee, she was saying, her pride ringing in that word, and he had no right to take a working woman away from her paid job, no right to come barging in there, making a scene, no right to hold up the entire operation of the place…

      His fingers closed around Mrs Niall’s throat, and Poppy found herself screaming, running, but before she could reach him, he dropped like a rock and Mrs Niall staggered away, clutching the reddening mark.

      One of the other girls, Madge, stood over him with her steaming laundry paddle and hit him once more for good measure, wet wood on the bloated flesh of his face. Poppy thought she heard his nose break.

      Madge and Mrs Niall met one another’s eyes and nodded their mutual understanding.

      It took four women to drag him out of the yard, and they simply left him there, secure in the knowledge that no one would really care what had happened to him, and that no one would believe a roaring drunk if he did try to tell anyone.

      ‘No,’ said Mrs Niall to nobody in particular. ‘Absolutely no more o’ that. ‘E may try agin, but I think the Cotton boys’ll be ‘appy enough to discourage ‘im.’ She shoved a few stray strands of iron-grey hair beneath her cap and turned to Poppy. ‘You got a place to go?’

      ‘My Gran’s,’ Poppy replied. ‘Mum’s mum. I don’t think ‘e even knows where she lives.’

      Mrs Niall sighed but said no more. Poppy understood. Concern was not the same thing as means. She wanted to know that Poppy would be safe, but had no way of helping, herself. It was going to be dangerous, a woman and her grandmother living alone, but still better than living with Papa and his bottles. They’d cope, somehow. And if they couldn’t cope, well, there were advantages to owning nothing. It wasn’t hard to vanish into the bowels of the rookery in the dead of night, emerge in another part of London. People did it all the time.

      And they did cope. For weeks, they coped. Gran had gotten by on matchboxes for ages, clever fingers somehow getting the corners neat and square despite her failing eyesight, but with Poppy’s income added, they could almost pretend to be comfortable. At least, there was food more often than there wasn’t, and two bodies kept a bed warmer at night than one. Papa appeared at Mrs Niall’s laundry twice more, but as promised, the Cotton boys chased him away. Ralph and Ed Cotton were big and mostly sober and almost always in a foul temper for want of work, and both were thrilled to receive a few pennies for nothing more strenuous than beating up on a boozy lout.

      Everything was fine.

      Until the evening Papa stood by Mrs Niall’s gate and simply watched, rotted teeth bared in malice, simply watched as Poppy walked past him and hurried away. Just watched, dripping with grease and satisfaction, and while it made her cold and sick to her core, there was nothing she could do, nowhere else to run but back to Gran.

      She knew she was being followed. The slum gave one an almost preternatural sixth sense for danger. Perhaps she heard a footstep in time with her own, or saw a shadow, the hint of a reflection in a sooty window. Perhaps she just knew, felt eyes on her back the way a rabbit feels a hawk. She pushed her exhaustion aside and walked faster, back to Gran.

      Her building would be safe enough, she thought. The two of them lived in the third storey, packed like pigeons just beneath the roof. She had to go past the shop on the ground, then the four families in the first storey, six in the second, and if she did, so did whoever was following her. More than fifty people, in all. If she had to scream, someone would hear.

      She clattered up the narrow stairs, ignoring the ache in her legs and shoulders and back, eager to be behind her own door. It didn’t lock, of course, but it felt safer to be in than out.

      Someone clattered up behind her, steps out of beat, now.

      The building was quieter than it should have been. By chance or by design? No, it had to be by chance. Who could contrive to empty a building of fifty people just to make trouble for her?

      She heard a muffled shout from far below, the rowdy sounds of laughter and cheers from the grim, muddy little yard outside the building. It sounded as though a fight had broken out. A fight broken out, and everybody gone to watch. An empty building. Not so much effort, after all.

      The steps behind her gained, and she whirled suddenly to face her pursuer. A man, perfectly nondescript, much of his face concealed by a wiry black beard, the rest hidden by the gloom.

      ‘C’mon,’ he said, a smile in his voice. ‘Your dad says you’re to come wi’ me.’

      She had the higher ground, and she kicked him in the face. He reeled, hands closing around her ankle as he fought to steady himself, and as he began to fall, he jerked her feet out from under her. Her head hit the top step, and the darkness was suddenly absolute.
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      EDWIN GREY had really only set out to prove a point. He did plenty of things that were good for society at large, charitable work, land improvement. Study, of course; he had always believed that knowledge was power in a far more concrete way than most people who claimed the aphorism as a philosophy. But being good at things that produced an effect wasn’t quite the same thing as being good at things that produced money, and Father thought that income built character more reliably than mere activity.

      When pressed, Father said he wanted Edwin in a bank, or something, and Edwin took the “or something” and ran. Something petty. Something disreputable. Something Father wouldn’t want him doing for more than a couple of months, at most, so he could go back to the important things, the ones that cost money rather than bringing it in. Something that would highlight exactly how lucky Father was to have a son who had never lost a penny on wine, women, or wagers.

      Journalism, obviously.

      Edwin knew a man who knew a man who knew a man who owned a newspaper, a sensationalist rag called the Albatross. It wasn’t even so much a newspaper as a weekly pamphlet, and, true to its name, it operated as a harbinger of doom, printing all the worst news for dreary people who enjoyed melancholy.

      He signed on.

      But because he really preferred to preserve at least a shred of public dignity, he wrote not as Edwin Grey, but as Peter Storm. The pseudonym entertained him enormously, but it lost some of its humour when he had to explain it to his friends. ‘Peter Storm? Like a stormy petrel? You know, a sea bird? Like an albatross, but smaller?’ By the time he had offered five or six such explanations, he had begun to regret the choice, but didn’t want to expend the energy to come up with a new one.

      ‘You’ll have to find something really bleak to write about,’ they told him over cards. He wasn’t allowed to play, anymore, because he won annoyingly often, even though he never placed a bet.

      ‘Poverty is bleak,’ he told them, no longer joking, and they told him to go home because he was ruining everyone else’s evening.

      He did go home, and very early the next morning, he dressed himself very sensibly, picked up a small notebook and a pencil, and went to investigate poverty first-hand. May as well do some real good in his false profession.

      By noon, he wasn’t sure why he’d thought anybody at all would talk to him, because no-one did. His notebook was empty, his pencil unblunted, even though his shoes were caked with mud and offal and worse. He purchased a hand-pie from a stall and leaned against a wall to reconsider his strategy. Class was the issue, obviously. Money, it all came back to money. They could see it in his clothes, the way he carried himself. They could smell it on him, and it marked him as untrustworthy. He thought about acquiring something more worn, some old, discarded garments, but the idea of a costume seemed infinitely worse.

      He was lost in thought when he became aware of a shadow approaching. He glanced up to find himself face-to-face with a man. A young man with a shaven head and a potato nose and cauliflower ears, no teeth to speak of. A brawler, a bruiser. He wondered whether he should have brought a stick, or even a pistol.

      But the young man did not attack at once. ‘I seen you aksin’ questions,’ he said.

      ‘Yes,’ Edwin agreed quickly, ‘I have been, I’m afraid. I’m terribly sorry, should I not?’

      The man squinted warily and folded his arms. ‘You aksin’ ‘bout them girls gone missin’?’

      ‘I am,’ Edwin said, sensing that was the answer the man wanted to hear.

      And that was how he met Ed Cotton, Jane Niall, and Madge Smith, and how he came to the bedside of Gertrude Bigg, who had a granddaughter named Poppy, and listened to her tell what she had heard through her paper-thin walls.

      There was a fight in progress outside when Mrs Bigg heard someone coming up the stairs, her granddaughter’s familiar tread. She usually came to the door to greet her, you see, but she had been sick abed for several days, and was too tired to get up. So she heard, but did not see. She heard a man’s voice, the things he said carrying through the walls as clear as a bell, and a scuffle and a fall, a man’s cursing, another voice. She didn’t see Poppy, no, but she knew the sound of her boots. She was coming home… and then she didn’t come home.

      There were three others vanished, too. The police said they must have done a flit or run off with a boy, and sometimes that happened, but Poppy wouldn’t. Poppy wouldn’t, not with her dear gran sick abed.

      Edwin returned home late with a pain in his heart and a fierce resolve.

      He slept little, scribbling out his story for the Albatross. If he was able to do nothing else, at least he could spread the word. The people of the Old Nichol were used to bad things happening. It didn’t fuss them, anymore. But this was strange, as well as bad, and the police had dismissed them, and they needed to know that someone was taking them seriously. In the morning, he passed the inky wad of foolscap to Jones, his editor, who was sceptical about the truth of it but agreed it was a cracking good yarn, sure to sell, and sent him out to get more.

      There was certainly more to be got. Other names in Church Street, in Jacob’s Island, behind Petticoat Lane. Nine by noon, and then a whisper, a hint, a housemaid missing, as well. An upstanding girl who didn’t go to the dirty places a woman might be seized. Happy in her position, and she left no note…

      He stopped by his club for a cup of coffee, paranoid, horrified. London ate people. It swallowed them whole, left nothing behind. People were always disappearing, often by their own choice. It was ridiculous to think that every disappearance he’d heard of was related. They couldn’t be. But he knew beyond doubt that some of them were. Many. There was a pattern, dots that, when connected, sketched out a shadowy beast prowling the city.

      He added the housemaid’s name to his article, copied the draft, and took it to the police. They hadn’t listened to crazy, sick old women or frightened drunks, but they had to listen to him. Didn’t they?

      They did listen. He represented Money. They listened, took his list, thanked him for his information, and told him to stay out of it. Naturally.

      Staying out of it, though, hadn’t been a possibility for days.

      He talked it over with his club friends, a few of whom were capable of being serious when they absolutely had to be.

      ‘Only women,’ he told them with a shudder. ‘As far as I can tell.’

      They exchanged pale-cheeked glances, desperately trying to think of more than one reason for kidnapping a couple dozen young women.

      ‘I’ve got detailed descriptions of most of them,’ he said. ‘And we know where to begin looking.’

      The glances became wide-eyed. ‘You’re joking,’ one insisted.

      ‘Do you have a better idea?’ Edwin shot back. ‘Are you a detective, now?’

      ‘Do you have any idea how many women there are wandering the streets? It’s needles in haystacks.’

      He shook his head. ‘They won’t be on the streets. Outdoors, at night, there’d be chances to slip away. At least a few of them would have escaped. We’re looking for an establishment.’

      A collective shudder racked the group.

      It took two weeks and a lot of money and considerable agony of conscience, asking after women with a certain interesting feature, and in the end, Edwin was not the one who found her. It was John Howard, an old school friend, who let it be known that he was looking specifically to be entertained by a girl with tattoos and was told in a whisper that no such product was currently available for let, but for an exorbitant sum, he could have one bespoke, all to himself, in perpetuity.

      ‘Oh?’ Howard asked, for all the world a revoltingly rich young man bored with conventional morality. ‘How much do you call exorbitant?’ Everyone had always said Howard should have been an actor, if only he could overcome his unhealthy preoccupation with politics.

      The transaction was arranged out of a fashionable house in Chelsea, and a girl called Ellie was saved by the blue outline of a bird clumsily inked onto her left wrist. She did not object to being taken to the police station rather than being locked away again, and the story she told grew gradually louder and louder, peppered with language that reflected her fear and fury.

      She had not been allowed to see where she was taken first, but she could guess. She knew her city, its smells, the voices of the street sellers hawking their wares, the timbre of each church’s bells. She directed them.

      In a great, many-armed raid, the house in Chelsea was stormed, and the brothel where Howard had learned of its existence, and a warehouse in Woolwich.

      Edwin had done his part. He was not a fighter, and he was not police. They told him to stay home, and this time, he did, but the Albatross was the first to publish the details. Thirty women and girls rescued, between the ages of fourteen and thirty-eight. The police met with little resistance at the house and a perfunctory brawl at the brothel, but the warehouse became a battleground. Three of the villains shot to death, seventeen arrested, an unknown number escaped. The wooden building burned to the ground—no-one knew how the blaze had started, exactly—and took the little office with all its filing cabinets with it. Not a scrap of paper remained. None of those captured would confess to being the leader of the gang or to knowing who was.

      But at least it was ended, Edwin thought, putting his pen down and folding the article into an envelope. Not happily, not really. There were still women missing, and those burned papers may have told where they had gone, who had bought them. But it was ended.

      He delivered the article and his resignation and took a cab back to the Old Nichol to check in on Gertrude Bigg.
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      Gran’s cough was worse since Poppy had seen her last, that morning that seemed a thousand years ago. Mrs Niall had been keeping her fed, sending one of the laundry girls each day with what food could be spared, taking the matchboxes Gran was able to paste together from bed and selling them for her. That was good and generous, but it wasn’t going to be enough, and everyone knew it.

      There was no time for Poppy to dwell on the things that had happened to her, no time to let the memories paralyse her, because they needed money, and they needed it now. Mrs Niall was a good woman, eminently sensible. She told Poppy there would always be a place for her at the laundry, but she added in a whisper that they would have to be discreet about it, that there was already self-righteous muttering about the diseases that might start spreading if blemished women were allowed to handle clothes, the moral stain that certainly would start spreading if she were allowed to work alongside other people’s daughters. She’d be better off picking up and moving, coming down somewhere she could say her name was something else. Nobody mentioned that it wasn’t her fault. They all knew it, and they also knew it didn’t matter.

      And they knew that picking up and moving would have to wait until Gran was dead. If she was going to get better on her own, she’d have done it already.

      The knock on the door came as a surprise, but more surprising still was the fact that whoever was on the other side didn’t just come on through. The visitor waited to be admitted.

      Poppy sat frozen stiff, counting silently to herself, waiting for the next blow to fall, and still the visitor did not come through. There was another knock, a little softer, and Mrs Niall got up and opened the door by an inch, pressing her eye to the crack.

      Then she opened it.

      ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Come in, then.’

      The man standing in the doorway was a gentleman, dark-haired, warm-eyed, cradling his hat in the crook of one arm. Gentlemen didn’t come to places like that, not for any reason. He wasn’t there to collect the rent or to evict her, and Poppy felt her guts go cold.

      ‘This is Mr Grey,’ Mrs Niall said. ‘’E wrote the story what made the p’lice take notice.’

      He smiled, not that superficial expression reserved for new acquaintances, but as though they were old friends. ‘You must be Miss Cooper,’ he said, meeting her eyes steadily and not looking at anything lower. ‘I’m so glad to see you home and in one piece.’

      He turned to the bed where Gran lay still, and his smile faltered. ‘Mrs Bigg. I hope you’re feeling better.’

      Gran turned and coughed yellow fluid onto her pillow, and the gentleman turned ashen and ran, his shiny boots clattering on the rickety stairs. Poppy wasn’t surprised, and she didn’t have the energy to be disgusted. Men that clean and tidy didn’t belong in places like that.

      An hour and a half later, he returned with a doctor, and Gran lived eight more years.
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      ‘Three, seventeen,’ Edwin repeated. ‘Three dead, seventeen arrested. And the head of an albatross. I don’t see how this could possibly be anything but more of the same. We never knew who was behind it all, whether he escaped. Clearly, he did.’

      ‘Clearly,’ Mycroft echoed. ‘Unless someone else has taken over and is exacting revenge on behalf of a predecessor. And he seems to have been talking to some of your old friends, unless you were very public with your pen name.’

      Edwin shrugged, pulling his thumbnail through his moustache. ‘I wasn’t very close about it. Not at first. Remember, I hoped to stir some things up, but I didn’t think I’d end up writing about anything dangerous. But it’s been ten years. I don’t know whether they only just found out I was Peter Storm, or if they were sitting on the knowledge all this time.’

      ‘It’s a long time to wait,’ I said.

      Theodora shook her head. ‘It isn’t. People who make threats like this do so either because they have nothing to lose, or because they feel safe from repercussions. Ten years ago, there was nothing left to lose, the operation was destroyed, but nothing was done against us, so it seems likely that they didn’t know who was responsible, who to blame. Now there is something to lose. The operation is running, again. But they’ve had a decade to grow it. It may be even larger than it was the first time. They want their revenge, and they don’t expect us to have any way to defend ourselves.’

      Mycroft made a dissatisfied noise, one that I recognised was in response to making assumptions, but he said nothing, and neither did I.

      ‘We’ll have to share all of this with the police,’ she continued.

      I agreed, hoping Inspector Robbins would not think to question the gang’s interest in Morgan Grey after a history of pursuing only girls and women. I touched the fabric of my trousers and flexed my sore ankle, collecting my thoughts before I spoke.

      ‘What we need, then, is to know who’s responsible. Is it the same person, or is someone new in charge? How did they find you, and what’s changed to make them target you now? We can only assume that, having made sure you knew who they were and what it was about, their next move will be violence against you, Mr Grey, and possibly Mrs Grey, too, if they’re just petty and vengeful. We need to know whether they’ve organised themselves the same way, this time, with a central location where all their victims are taken initially, another where women are sold, and another where they’re… rented.’

      Theodora flinched, and I muttered an apology. She shook her head, though. ‘You’re not wrong. Obviously, last time, they weren’t taken down as thoroughly as we thought. We have to do better, make sure this doesn’t happen again another ten years from now.’

      ‘We have to do better? So you don’t intend to leave it to the police?’

      She was silent, and I could see her weighing good citizenship against the depth of her personal injury.

      ‘Of course,’ Edwin answered for her, with an ambiguity I thought intentional. ‘But for the moment, we have a plan. Your friends ought to know all we know. They’ll be able to travel the city all but unseen, and perhaps discover more than we could. Tomorrow.’
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      Sherlock returned early the next morning. Mycroft, as I had anticipated, was not with him, and he seemed a lot more present, somehow, without our brother’s massive figure and personality overshadowing him. He inhaled the breakfast the Greys offered him, saying little but watching everything, and when there were no more kippers left, he handed me the canvas bag he had brought.

      Inside, I found a complete suit of his clothing, and a comb on top. It was uncommonly thoughtful, and I was about to say so when he explained.

      ‘You’d look strange, walking with me dressed as you are now. You’d have to walk a bit behind to avoid attracting curiosity.’ He frowned. ‘And I don’t think anyone should risk being alone.’

      Impersonally sensible, as always. I thanked him, wishing we had a few moments to ourselves. Questions seared the inside of my mouth and clogged my throat, threatening to choke me if I continued to swallow them. Edwin and Theodora had trusted us with their story, but Mycroft had made clear that our family’s story did not belong in that place.

      And I did not want them to know what kind of creature they were harbouring under their roof.

      The questions would have to wait, but they would not have to wait very long.

      I excused myself and went upstairs to put on my brother’s sober and tidy clothing. It didn’t fit me, but it fit better than the hotchpotch I discarded in the bottom of the armoire. Anyway, the trousers were the right length, if the sleeves were a touch too long, and without holes or stains, I no longer looked like something fished out of a drain. I pulled on the old boots reluctantly, spoiling my momentary neatness, and failed an attempt to flatten my shorn hair.

      Sherlock’s sharp eyes lingered on the boots as I descended again, something like humour pulling at his thin lips.

      ‘Well,’ he said.

      I ignored his mocking tone and straightened my lapels. ‘Better, though not perfect. I appreciate the loan. It’s a shame a pair of your shoes wouldn’t have fit me.’

      ‘They’d have fit you as well as those boots do. Didn’t those used to belong to Sherrinford?’

      ‘He was going to throw them out, and they were still perfectly serviceable,’ I replied, checking the clock on the Greys’ parlour mantel. ‘We should go. Doctor Peach said to come around ten, though I suppose he’d ask the boys to wait rather than miss us.’

      Edwin hovered nearby in the hall, pinching nervously at his moustache, his habitual smile uncertain. ‘Are you sure you don’t want me with you?’ he asked as he helped me into one of his coats. It drooped off of my shoulders and felt like wearing a tent, but it was infinitely better than the soiled thing I had arrived in. ‘Or Teddy? A larger group, safety in numbers…?’

      I shook my head. We had discussed the matter at length the previous evening, and Theodora and I were in agreement. The delivery of the albatross head was meant for them, the timing of the vandalism so soon after my arrival almost certainly a mere coincidence. They were the intended victims, not me. The gang might still be seeking revenge for my putting out that man’s eye, but they didn’t know where I had gone and weren’t likely to connect the girl I had been that night with the boy I had become. I did not think I was safe wandering the streets, not even in my brother’s company, but I was definitely safer than Edwin or Theodora would have been. They had no intention of hiding in their house forever, but there was no reason for them to go traipsing around with targets painted on their backs.

      There was also the fact that, in company, I could not put my questions to my brother.

      ‘I appreciate it, really, but this’ll be quicker and easier.’ I thought of the interview to come and frowned. ‘And with the two of you added, it’d become a crowd. The boys may not be willing to say much with you there.’

      He nodded slowly, seeming unconvinced, as I glanced around him for Theodora, but she had gone, so Sherlock and I left.

      Dick had fetched a cab for us, for which I was immensely grateful. The stabbing pains in my ankle had receded overnight, but they’d been replaced by a dull, persistent ache, and I knew I ought to stay off of it. Just to be safe, though, I pretended it didn’t hurt much at all, so that no one would try to make me stay off of it.

      We climbed into the hansom, Sherlock providing the driver with the address of the intersection where Mycroft had picked me up, and I at once lost the ability to ask my questions.

      He stared straight ahead while I struggled, his expression closed. He had never shown any particular need to communicate with the people around him unless there was something specific to be said. I had rarely felt any such need, myself, but I suddenly understood the distress silence causes so many people. I could not speak, and he would not, and the void between us was almost physically painful.

      But there was so little time. It wasn’t a long way to Doctor Peach’s establishment, and then there would be catching up to do, and then we would go back to the Greys, and then Sherlock would most likely leave. I couldn’t let the silence go unchallenged.

      ‘How can you bear to be near me?’ I demanded. The moment the words were out of my mouth, they shocked and embarrassed me. After moment of thought, though, I realised that they were as much a request for information as emotional self-condemnation.

      He gave me a sidelong glance and spoke quietly, the sounds of the street drowning his voice before it could reach the driver above us. ‘What do you think happened, that night?’

      ‘I’d rather you told me what actually did happen, since you obviously think my interpretation is wrong.’

      His mouth compressed in dissatisfaction. ‘You were there for the important parts. Nothing much happened after you had left. I think you must have overheard Father ranting about sending us both away, so you ran. I can understand that. It wouldn’t matter much to me. He’s sent me to stay with Mycroft for the moment, and I’ll be going to school in the city later, but I’ve heard that girls’ schools aren’t very… informative. Running away seems extreme, though. You’re more diplomatic than I am. You probably could have talked him around, given time. Not likely, now.’ He grimaced, baring his teeth. ‘It was very cruel of you to abandon us, right at that moment. I didn’t expect that from you.’

      ‘You must think me pretty shallow, then. The least I deserve is some time at an unpleasant school.’

      ‘Deserve? Yes, you probably do. You’ve inconvenienced everybody.’ He lowered his voice, forcing me to lean closer to hear him. ‘Terrified everybody. Sherrinford’s had another nervous attack. He might almost have coped with the facts of Mother’s ordeal, but finding you missing on top of that prostrated him. It’s not certain that he’ll recover, this time.’

      ‘Ordeal?’ My heart seemed to stumble in my chest. He said ordeal, not death. ‘She didn’t…’

      He swung his head around to face me, his eyes very, very wide. ‘Oh. No.’

      His hand found mine, and he squeezed tightly, equal parts comfort and caution. ‘Don’t cry quite so visibly,’ he whispered. ‘Boys don’t, you may have noticed.’

      I leaned back further beneath the hood of the cab and pressed my hand to my mouth, trying to lessen the burn of the freezing air in my throat.

      ‘Morrigan…’

      I shook my head.

      ‘Nobody knew what she meant to do. Even Mycroft didn’t see it coming. I didn’t. If she’d asked me to go to the chemist instead of you, I’d have done it. You’re not at fault for not seeing what nobody else saw, either.’

      He stopped talking and turned away, his limited supply of comfort exhausted.

      Neither of us spoke again as the cab rolled to a stop or as I led the way on foot the rest of the way back to Doctor Peach, and by the time we stood in front of the peeling door, my eyes were more red from cold than from tears.

      Sylvia’s reaction to the two of us was admirably subdued, despite the fact that, were I a little better groomed, Sherlock and I could almost have been twins. She let us in with no more than raised eyebrows and a wrinkled nose, eyeing his clothes on my body with veiled scepticism. I was a slightly different person each time she saw me: first a ragged girl, then a ragged boy, and finally a public school boy in ugly boots. I’d have to come up with something really interesting for the next time, if I wanted to keep it up. A girl again, hopefully. Morgan Grey was an uncomfortable skin to wear.

      Magpie and Dart were waiting amidst the lamps.

      Both leapt to their feet as Sylvia bustled us into the room, and I watched them freeze. Magpie stared between me and Sherlock, his expression closed and guarded, and a beat later, I saw recognition dawn. His full mouth pulled into a frown.

      ‘That you, Crow? What you done?’

      ‘Got sick,’ I told him. ‘I thought as long as my hair was short, trousers’d make it easier to keep from getting sent back.’

      His face registered scepticism, and he shook his head, glancing at Sherlock.

      ‘My brother, Sherlock. He wants to help find Snail. And Magpie, there are other people who want to help, as well. They think they know what’s happening.’

      Once again, I related everything I knew, adding what I had learned from Theodora and Edwin, hurrying through it all before Peach could appear. If the man were involved, I didn’t want him to know how much had already been found out, or that I was with the Greys. My description of them stiffened Dart’s back, and I was glad I had decided to come without them. It took considerable explanation and reassurance to convince the Wrong Boys that the Greys were on the level.

      A voice behind me made me jump, and I spun to find Peach himself listening in, blocking the door. He had come up in total silence. Sneaking.

      ‘These crooks have had a decade to learn from their mistakes,’ he hissed. ‘If it is even the same lot. They’re not likely to be caught a second time by a troop of carousing gentlemen.’ His grey lips curled, the expression humourless.

      I took a step back from him, glad I had not put myself at a disadvantage by taking a chair. Sherlock seemed to sense my dislike, and I felt him stiffen, his attention gathering on the reptilian doctor.

      ‘Magpie said you sometimes help ladies,’ I said sharply, remembering. ‘If you heard anything…’

      ‘Not such ladies as those,’ he snapped. ‘I know few who are especially fond of their managers, but none who are being held against their will. If the kidnappers care anything for the wellbeing of their victims, they’d have their own physician.’ He bared yellow teeth. ‘Do you suppose I might have heard something and kept it to myself?’

      I didn’t realise that he had felt my dislike, too, and I couldn’t think of anything to say. That wasn’t exactly what I had supposed, though. I had thought worse, that he might actually be the operation’s own physician, if not the leader who escaped. I couldn’t rid myself of the feeling that he was barely even human. Those dark, suspicious eyes bored into me.

      Magpie stirred and appeared at my shoulder, and the brewing storm dissipated. He made no attempt to hide his irritation. ‘No gentlemen carousing,’ he interrupted. ‘But we do got us, and your newspaper man found out what ‘e did by askin’ questions, first of all. If it is the same again, they’ll be takin’ more, and someone’ll be sayin’ somethin’.’

      ‘That was chance,’ I protested. ‘He was told what questions he ought to be asking.’

      Sherlock barked a laugh, shoving his hands into his pockets. ‘We don’t have to be told, Crow. We already know what questions to ask. And where to start, I should think. The slums?’

      Magpie laughed right back at him. ‘You’ll look right pretty strollin’ through the Ol’ Nichol! A grown man I can see folk might think ‘as a right to be askin’ questions, but you two? That’s a laff.’

      ‘Find yourselves a grown man,’ Peach drawled.

      I looked at him in alarm. He couldn’t mean himself. ‘Don’t you have to stay here, in case someone comes by in urgent need?’

      It was bad enough that he knew what I knew and what the Greys knew; he couldn’t be allowed along to keep an eye on our efforts, to take note of the names of the people we talked to. Or to sabotage us.

      His curved shoulders rose in a shrug. ‘If not I, then someone else.’

      Somehow, the fact that he did not insist only heightened my discomfort. But Magpie was still between us, his presence reminding me that he trusted Peach and required that I do the same. Well, I was not obliged to obey. I swallowed my suspicions, but did not let go of them.

      I withdrew a few steps, squeezing my eyes shut. ‘But nobody ever saw,’ I said, thinking aloud. ‘No one could describe the kidnappers. And when we encountered them, they were masked. Asking questions will only tell us that someone else has gone missing, not who took them or where they were taken. What we actually need is to see it happen. To find the men with the wagon and follow it to wherever the victims are being kept.’

      Dart piped up, his voice high and biting. ‘’Ow do you mean to see it ‘appen, then, if they always makes sure no one ever sees it ‘appen?’

      I looked at him, at his waifish figure, dirty face, and soiled cravat. ‘We did see it happen, though. We just didn’t manage to follow them. They didn’t care, because you don’t matter to them. Street children. Have you tried talking to the police? No? They knew you wouldn’t. They know as well as you that the police wouldn’t listen to you.’

      Magpie’s blue eyes opened very wide. ‘’Ow many of us’s seen somethin’ an’ didn’ say? Cause nobody’d listen.’

      ‘How many homeless children are there in London?’

      I meant it as a rhetorical question, certain the number was enormous, but Sherlock had a ready answer. ‘About thirty thousand.’

      I didn’t ask him where he had gotten the information. He wouldn’t have said it if he wasn’t reasonably sure. It chilled me.

      ‘That’s a considerable number of eyes,’ I said, swallowing hard. ‘More than enough to see something. More than enough to creep along after.’

      Completely invisible. I recalled my own journey from the Greys’ house to Doctor Peach’s the previous day, how no one had even seemed to see me, much less looked at me. A raggedy child barely existed, as far as the city was concerned.

      ‘There are other groups like yours?’ I continued. ‘Do you know any of them well enough to ask for help? One of their own was taken. That means everyone is in danger. Won’t they be willing to help?’

      Magpie nodded slowly. ‘We can get a bit territorial, like, but that don’t matter, now. We can find others, maybe even others what lost someone. Gimme a week,’ he said, ‘an’ I’ll ‘ave you five ‘undred eyes.’
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      There was no time to waste, and so we wasted none. Magpie sent Dart back to the Wrong Boys’ hideout to relay the information and to send the other boys out on the same mission. With hundreds or thousands of children keeping their eyes peeled, there was almost no chance of the villains remaining undetected.

      ‘You’ll come wi’ me, o’ course,’ Magpie said as he wound a muffler around his face and thrust his hands into a pair of tattered mittens. ‘Since you ‘eard the story first-‘and and can tell it better.’

      The thought of walking any distance made my ankle throb, but I swallowed my reluctance. Snail’s life was more important. Peach watched me narrowly and wordlessly handed me a coarse stick. I didn’t think it would make more than a small difference in my ability to cover ground, but at least it could be a weapon, in a pinch.

      We left.

      There was little to say. The boys to either side of me were pensive. Sherlock had his hands thrust deep into his pockets, and his expression was distant, though I did not know whether he was thinking so hard about our current situation or about the one back at home. Magpie wrapped his arms around himself, his head up and frosty eyes alert above the muffler. But his face moved as though, hidden behind the wool, he was talking to himself.

      When I tried to think at all, too many thoughts crowded in at once and overwhelmed me.

      Snail was gone, either to be prostituted or sold as chattel. Any number of other women and girls might be with her. If any of them were sold and taken elsewhere, they might never be found. Any good business had to keep detailed records, but the records kept by a monstrous criminal enterprise would either have to be well-hidden or unintelligible to anyone but the person who had written them, or both. Time was very short, and I had wasted a mountain of it just by getting sick.

      Mother was alive. I couldn’t imagine how that could possibly be, not after having seen her grey skin drenched in sweat and vomit, not after having seen the expression on the doctor’s face. She asked for something for the pain in her broken hand, but there was nothing in the house, and the servants were busy preparing for Sherlock’s birthday, so I went.

      The note, penned sinister and almost illegible, said only I’m sorry, but Sherlock found her in her studio, stretched out in front of the painting she had been finishing when she fell in the street and a carriage wheel mangled her right hand. The painting would never be finished, nor would any other, and we should have seen it coming. I should have measured out the dose and taken the little brown bottle away with me. I should have handed it over to Hyde, who oversaw the medicine cabinet with as much diligence as the wine cellar. I should not have left the thing with her.

      She might not be dead, but people weren’t all right after things like that.

      And now Sherrinford, too. Poor delicate, sensitive Sherrinford, Father’s disappointing heir. He just wasn’t built to cope with anything worse than bad weather. I hadn’t considered the effect all of this would have on his nerves. He was bedridden for three months after his last attack, and Sherlock had said he might not recover at all, this time. My eldest brother possibly chair-bound for life, and that was my fault, too.

      Too many thoughts. For the moment, I tried not to think at all.

      The walk began to grow long, and my ankle ached.

      ‘Who are we going to talk to, first?’ I asked.

      Magpie gave me a sideways glance, his eyes a little uncertain. ‘Hellhounds,’ he said.

      Rotting teeth and long knives flashed through my memory. ‘The ones who couldn’t decide whether to rob and murder me or kidnap and ransom me? And then probably kill me anyway?’

      He shrugged. ‘Yeah.’

      ‘I can’t picture them caring what’s happened to Snail.’

      He shook his head and spread his hands. ‘Doubt they do. But they’ll know if there’s a threat, they’re in danger, too. May not want to ‘elp us, but they’ll watch out for theirselves an’ won’t mind if that ‘appens to be ‘elpful at the same time.’

      ‘I don’t recall seeing any girls among them.’

      ‘Was thinking we’d leave that part out, actually.’

      ‘You know how to find them?’

      His eyes crinkled in a mixture of triumph and mischief. ‘Yeah. Found ‘em a while ago. I was just waitin’ for a good time to let ‘em know.’

      ‘You’re not afraid they’ll run us off before we have a chance to explain?’ And of course, I couldn’t run. ‘Or worse?’

      ‘We’ll knock, nice and polite.’

      My back knotted with tension as the scenery became more and more familiar. I had forgotten that my first encounter with the Hellhounds had been close to home, that their turf bordered the Wrong Boys’ domain, and both intersected alarmingly with my own former territory. I kept my head down, half-certain I would see Father walking past at any moment. Sherlock did not keep his head down, which made my effort useless.

      I scarcely breathed as we walked past that arboured street. If I turned my head, I knew I would see the house, or at least a catch a glimpse of it, a brick corner, the slope of the roof, a single finial. Was Mother still there, or had she been taken somewhere else? A hospital? Back to Mycroft House to recover? I did not turn my head.

      We walked on.

      In a blink, we had crossed an invisible border between affluence and poverty, and the light and fragrant gardens vanished into grey brick, shabby but clean. In another instant, rags had sprouted from broken windows, and suddenly, the children wore a skin of dirt beneath their layers of threadbare wool. The buildings huddled closer together, hunched over as though trying to keep one another warm. I had never come this way before, and the close juxtaposition of wealth and need startled me.

      Our little party attracted attention wherever it went. As we passed my street, the constable on the corner followed Magpie with a sharp eye, seemingly not reassured by my own presence or Sherlock’s. Now, in the sooty shadows, Sherlock and I drew watchful stares, but Magpie stood a little straighter.

      Suddenly, he ducked left, between two crates of cabbage. There one moment and gone the next, so fast and smooth that I doubt I would have noticed, had I not been following him. Sherlock and I scrambled after him into a narrow space between two buildings. It was not properly an alley, almost a tunnel, as it was clearly not intended to take any sort of traffic, not even on foot. My shoulders brushed each grimy wall, and the two boys had to turn slightly sideways to fit.

      Twenty yards or so down, the crevice cut right, and we followed it until it came to a space about ten feet long and four feet wide. Nobody was meant to walk that way, but someone at some point had realised that foot traffic was at least possible and had erected a slatted fence, about fifteen feet high, to ensure wanderers could go no further. It was old, though, and at least one plank hung loose.

      Magpie knocked.

      ‘Oy,’ he called through the fence, keeping his voice low. ‘Pax, a’right? ‘Ere to tell you summing important, like.’

      No one appeared.

      He knocked again, louder.

      ‘Hellhounds!’

      Sherlock pushed out a sharp breath through his nose, not quite a laugh. ‘I suppose they can’t be at home all the time. Shall we wait?’

      ‘One-Arm Randy ‘angs around near ‘ere,’ Magpie said musingly. ‘Could talk to ‘im and then come back later.’

      ‘He sounds like a fellow with some stories to tell.’

      Magpie snorted. ‘You could say that. Just don’t ask ‘im unless you’ve got ‘alf a day to listen.’

      I hissed at them both for silence, and in the heartbeat that followed, I saw that Sherlock heard it, too. He met my eyes and nodded. From beyond the fence came a slow, regular thump, almost inaudible. It stopped for a few breaths and then resumed. Instinctively, I listened for a pattern, but the sound seemed random, certainly not Morse.

      As one, Sherlock and I glanced up at the sliver of sky overhead. A thin splinter of wood hung loose from one of the crumbling rooves, clinging by only a few fibres. Not a breath of wind swayed it. It was not the weather making that noise.

      Magpie followed our thinking half a second behind, and when I looked down again, he was staring balefully between the two of us.

      ‘Wouldn’t risk my neck for any of ‘em,’ he said simply.

      ‘Neither would I,’ I replied. ‘But if one of them had seen something useful…’

      He sighed and nodded, and suddenly, a gleam appeared at his right hand, a foot-long blade only as wide as my thumb, meant for fileting fish. He pushed one of the loose boards aside and slipped through.

      I followed, struggling a little with my aching leg and the cane borrowed from Doctor Peach, and Sherlock came behind me, unfolding his little pocket knife, for all the good that would do.

      Behind the fence was a small, grim yard, long abandoned. A refuse pile climbed the far wall, hard frozen at the moment, but still exuding a faint, rank air. There was a stack of wood fragments, bits of doors and sticks of furniture and corners of crates, some with nails protruding. In the middle of the yard was a pump with no handle. A green-and-black thread of algae connected the spout to the ground.

      The building belonging to the yard was empty, with not a window left intact. I thought I saw movement in the darkness of the third storey and stiffened, but the momentary flash became a naked tail, vanishing inside, and I relaxed.

      The thumping was clearer, now, more obviously purposeful. It came from inside.

      We crept toward the boarded door, but the sound led us sideways along the wall, to a second door nearly concealed behind the stack of discarded wood. It slanted against the wall of the building, suggesting either a cellar or a shed. Jagged fragments of rust showed where a chain had once bound the handles together, but it had rotted away a long time ago, and nothing barred our entry, now.

      Sherlock laid a hand on the frayed wood. His body was tight, and I could almost see his senses stretching out like quivering antennae, listening for footsteps or voices, anything other than the unsteady thumping. He pulled one side of the door open and we all flinched at the shriek of the hinges. For an instant, none of us moved, but nothing came charging out at us, no angry faces appeared in the staring windows above. The thumping stopped, then began again with even greater vigour. A quiet sound joined it, like a muffled voice.

      Questionable wooden steps descended into unrelieved blackness. Magpie frowned. ‘Anybody got a light?’

      Sherlock and I shook our heads, and I resolved never again to go out without a candle stub in my pocket.

      He hummed disappointedly and shrugged. ‘Carefully, then,’ he conceded, and he crept down into the dark.

      Sherlock followed.

      I prised back the other side of the door to let in the greatest possible amount of light and made up the rear. The stairs were hell on my ankle, and I had to bite deep into my cheeks to keep from making a sound. Only the cane kept me from pitching forward and tumbling the rest of the way down.

      The smell of dust and unwashed bodies pervaded the space, but fortunately, I did not smell anything I could guess was human rot. I had a vague understanding that there was nothing to compare to the smell of corpse, but I had happened upon a decaying horse, once, and that was bad enough. Whatever had happened, unless it were extremely recent, it did not seem to have ended in death.

      The yard outside had not been extremely bright, and it did not take as long for my eyes to adjust as I had feared it would. The space came slowly into focus. Crumbling shelves lined the walls. Those that had not collapsed entirely were piled with odds and ends, shadowy mounds that I could not make out clearly. There was a dark splotch in the middle of the floor where rubbish may have been burned for warmth, but I imagined the smoke would be unbearable in a closed space. There were tangles of blankets, a three-legged stool, a few mostly-intact crates…

      Magpie swore extravagantly, introducing me to a few turns of phrase I hadn’t heard before.

      I followed his gaze to the source of the thumping. The shadows were darker in that corner. And moving. Gradually, I was able to discern two separate shapes stretched out on the floor. What I had taken for blankets were two human beings, bound and gagged. One had worked its way up to one of the empty crates and was kicking the daylights out of it, boot leather on boards creating a hollow boom. Glistening eyes reflected the meagre light.

      There was a flurry of motion as both Magpie and Sherlock sprang into action, knives working, and in a matter of moments, both the prisoners were free.

      ‘You ain’t Hellhounds,’ Magpie commented blandly, and I could see what he meant. The figures stepping into the light were swathed in skirts and shawls.

      The smaller girl spat and cursed. ‘Thank God you ain’t, either. They ain’t gonna be gone long,’ she concluded. ‘Said they’d be comin’ back with a cart. We all better get lost.’

      The other shivered. Everything down there was colourless, but when I squinted, I could see that she wore a housemaid’s black woollens. Her simple, sober cape was torn, and one eye was swollen shut.

      Coming back with a cart.

      That answered one question, at least. The men in the wagon had come after me because the Hellhounds had given them my description. They had made me their target, either because they blamed me for bringing the Wrong Boys down on them, or because they thought I would fetch a higher price than their usual class of victim, girls like these. They took Snail because I had disappeared into the Greys’ garden, and they refused to leave empty-handed.

      A crawling sensation rose in my throat, and I forced it down with difficulty before I could speak.

      ‘We’d better go quickly. Back to the Greys’ house.’

      There was no argument. We climbed the stairs and ducked through the gap in the fence, alert for any sign of approaching Hellhounds. The dirty crevice between buildings was still and silent.

      ‘Thanks, an’ all,’ the smaller girl said, ‘but I don’t feel like goin’ off with you, either. Don’t akshally know you’re any safer’n’ them, now do I?’

      She sprinted away without waiting for a reply, small and thin enough to move quickly between the crushing walls. I drew in a breath to call after her, to tell her to wait, that we only wanted to help, but the thought of my voice echoing and of who might hear it silenced me.

      The other looked as though she would have run, too, if she thought she could. She clutched her cape around herself and stared at the ground.

      ‘You’ll want to go home,’ I said. ‘But would you be willing to talk to the police, first?’

      She pressed her lips together as though swallowing tears, but she nodded.

      ‘We’ll stay on busy streets where there are lots of people and nobody would dare hurt you. All right?’

      She nodded again, her hands twisting furiously at the folds of the cape.

      ‘And my friend and my brother both have knives, and I’ve got a heavy stick. Nobody will get near you, I promise.’

      She glanced up at me, a flicker of a question in her one good eye, but then her shoulders lowered a fraction, and some of the dull fear left her face. She swallowed hard, exhaled loudly, and straightened up. ‘All right.’

      I tried a smile. ‘All right.’

      Together, we four sidled carefully through the cramped gap and back into the sunlight, Sherlock, Magpie and I making a close ring around our frightened companion.

      Something loosened in my chest. I had done so much harm. Mother, Sherrinford… Mother was not dead. She could not possibly be well, and I still felt the weight of that on my shoulders, but she was not dead. Sherrinford’s nervous attack remained my fault. He had always been sensitive and sickly, and we all knew very well to mind that he never received a bad shock. I knew that very well. I couldn’t escape that blame. Even Snail’s kidnap had only occurred because I was nearby, and I was only nearby because of my own poor choices.

      But the girl walking in front of me, with her tight, hunched back and furtive, fearful glances from side to side… I had done something to help her. I had done some good. She and the other, the one who ran, would have suffered Snail’s fate if not for me and Magpie and Sherlock. I had done them some good. And if she knew something that would bring us closer to Snail, I might begin to undo one of my mistakes.

      Only one. Mother and Sherrinford weighed heavily on me, still. But one was better than none. It was something.

      So I gritted my teeth and hobbled along on my ankle, wearing my brother’s clothes and layers of false names.

      As we reached the end of the street and merged with the main road, I chanced to turn and saw a familiar dirty face, a grimacing mouthful of blackened teeth that had once threatened to cut me a smile. I saw dark, narrow eyes watching our backs, marking the escape of their prize and memorising the shapes of the three who took her away. Fists clenched, one rising to a knife at the belt.

      It was as well he did not follow us, because I would not have been able to run.

      But his eyes lit on Magpie, and his lips traced the words: ‘Wrong Boys.’
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      We kept a brisk pace, each step sending a jolt up through my body. Somehow, nobody questioned our bizarre little parade. I with my limp, hatless, Sherlock stiff and alert, Magpie in his rags, all but masked, and the maid between us, her clothes torn, her face battered and bruised. People looked, but only briefly. Eyes took us in and then slid away, faces carefully blank or else twisting with the faintest hint of discomfort and disgust. Flashes of outrage as groups parted or crossed streets to avoid us. Where I saw pity, it was quickly suppressed, replaced by embarrassment. Those who did notice that something was wrong didn’t know what to do about it. There was, as ever, the assumption that someone else would do something. Someone else would call for help. Someone else would ask what had happened and if anything could be done.

      That curious tendency to defer allowed us to move unmolested through the city.

      As the journey lengthened, my limp became more pronounced, and I began to fall behind. It was only a foot or so, at first, then five, then ten. I shuffled forward, lagged, shuffled forward, lagged. Sherlock glanced back with an eyebrow raised and gestured impatiently.

      ‘Keep up, Crow,’ he insisted, when he might just as easily have told the others to slow down.

      I grumbled something unkind at him, but I hadn’t really expected anything different. He could be infinitely patient when it suited him, but rarely when it suited anybody else.

      So I tried to keep up.

      Tried and failed. I knew that fear and emergency dulled pain, so perhaps if I’d had to run for my life, I’d have been able, but I was not able to walk at a reasonable pace through London. When next Sherlock looked back, feet had become yards. He only shrugged one thin shoulder and turned forward again, but thereafter he looked back every few steps. He wouldn’t slow for me, but he wasn’t about to let me be snatched, either.

      And I was aware of that distinct possibility. From my position in the rear, separated from my little group, the crowds seemed thicker, and my senses quivered. Every passing face stood out to me, all the sounds and smells—hooves and smoke, voices and jellied eels, the rumble of wheels, peppermint water.

      Alert and hyper-aware, it did not take me long to recognise one face, in particular. The first time it appeared, I suspected, and the second time, I knew. I had last seen it in the company of the boy with the rotted teeth, expressing an interest in taking the boots off my dead body.

      We were being followed.

      Two more familiar faces darted in and out of sight, never still even for a moment. Three of them, then. I recalled there being four, originally, but perhaps the one who was stabbed was still out of action. Or perhaps he had died of his wound. I tried for a moment not to hope for the latter, but then I remembered what they were doing, why they had two girls bound and gagged in a filthy cellar, and that they were most likely the reason masked men had taken Snail away. Death was too good. I hoped his wound had become infected and that he was still suffering it.

      Then I wondered whether I had always had such a vicious streak, or if that was new.

      The next time Sherlock glanced back, I gestured to him with a jerk of my head, and he shortened his stride to fall in step beside me. Magpie noticed and slowed as well, his hand on the girl’s arm.

      I described our pursuers briefly, being careful not to look round for them as I did, my voice low so as not to frighten the girl unnecessarily. As promised, we were keeping to busy streets, and I did not think the Hellhounds would risk an altercation in front of a few dozen witnesses. They had assaulted me in an alley before full daylight, and the masked men with their cart had come after dusk, and only when the street was empty but for a pack of boys who stole and begged to survive and so could never go to the police. Shopkeepers, costers, women visiting, men on business… There were too many eyes, here, and even those pretending not to see us would object to a row.

      ‘We can’t go back to the doctor,’ Sherlock murmured, echoing my own thoughts. ‘There are some lonely stretches between here and there. To the Grey house, then.’

      Magpie tensed at the thought, but did not argue.

      I looked at him, considering. He was not comfortable with the idea of sheltering among strangers. I didn’t think any of the other Wrong Boys would be, either. Did the Hellhounds know that?

      ‘Would they go to Doctor Peach anyway, if they lost us? Expecting us to go there? I know they recognised you, Magpie.’

      Above his muffler, his eyes narrowed in anxiety, yellow brows lowering. ‘Don’ think they’d mess with the Doc, as ‘e ‘elps them, too, when they need. There’s plenty what goes to ‘im. They wouldn’t…’ He cut off, and I knew that he wasn’t completely sure that they wouldn’t. ‘They wouldn’t connec’ us anything special with ‘im.’

      Peach treated the Hellhounds, too? I stared, startled by the unexpected link. It still didn’t say for certain that Peach was involved. No, but it was suggestive.

      ‘But they have followed you there very recently. They may not know how often you’ve been visiting him, but…’ But if Peach were involved, they probably did know, and they probably knew at about what time the Wrong Boys could be found at the little medical practice, and they probably knew that it was only ever one or two of them at a time. And doctors possessed things like ether.

      Magpie nodded. ‘Somebody needs to warn ‘im. I’ll get you to your friends’ ‘ouse, an’ then I’ll go tell ‘im. I can move faster on my own, prolly lose ‘em.’

      I pursed my lips, not sure if the misunderstanding was deliberate. ‘Actually, I thought the other boys ought to be warned. About him.’

      He was silent a long time, long enough to make it obvious that there had been no misunderstanding at all. ‘Keep it up,’ he said softly, ‘an’ I’ll clock you, you know. You don’ have any bleedin’ idea what you’re talkin’ about.’

      The possibility that he actually would clock me was not sufficient deterrent. ‘I can’t imagine anyone more perfectly positioned to be at the very centre of this. He seems to have a broad reach throughout exactly the class of people who are being taken. He’s clever enough to manage it. He’s connected to the Hellhounds, who we know have been seizing women for this… this thing. He’s undoubtedly connected to any number of other people willing to sacrifice human lives for a fee. You said he helps the women, so that means he knows them, too. Which ones go walking where at night, which might disappear without anyone noticing…’

      His shoulders hunched, and I heard his teeth creak, but his clenched fists stayed firmly at his sides. ‘You’re upsetting ‘er,’ he hissed, jerking his head toward the battered maid.

      There were fresh tears on her bruised cheeks, and she was shaking with far more than just cold. I stopped talking.

      No one said another word until we reached the Greys’ house. I signalled the constable outside and bade him fetch Robbins, and as I spoke to him, a flicker of motion at the end of the street told me our pursuers had identified police and vanished. But they knew the address, now. That could not be helped. We could never have lost them, not with my handicap. Let them wonder what it meant that we had come back to Peter Storm, of the Albatross.

      At least we hadn’t put anyone into any new danger. The Greys were already under attack, and whoever was in charge knew where they lived. It could hardly get worse for them because we had led Hellhounds to their door.

      Magpie slipped away as Sherlock and I hustled the maid up the step. I glanced back the way we had come to make sure no one was watching, anymore. They must have seen no reason to loiter once they knew where we had gone. I gritted my teeth and swallowed the words of caution I wanted to give. He was angry with me already, and returning to our difference of opinions would only make it worse. He was sliding out of sight when a horrible thought came to me: Magpie’s loyalty to Peach seemed long-standing. He had known him for years, and certainly cared more for Peach than he did for me. What if he passed my suspicions on to the doctor? Peach had certainly guessed that I suspected him, but he had done nothing, because he had no way to know for sure. What would he do if he learned it straight from Magpie’s lips?

      I could not catch him up now, though. He had already disappeared.

      Well, perhaps he would say nothing, to spare Peach’s feelings. Assuming Peach had any human feeling other than cutting irony.

      Theodora opened the door before I had a chance to knock, and her keen dark eyes took in the situation in a single glance. ‘You were gone rather longer than I expected,’ she said with some asperity, and stood aside to let us pass. A twinge of guilt stabbed me for continuing to worry her so.

      We installed the maid near the fire in the little parlour, where she seemed extremely uncomfortable to receive tea and biscuits rather than being required to serve them, herself.

      I collapsed into a chair nearby, the pain in my ankle bringing tears to my eyes that I could not quell.

      Sherlock paced. There had never been much rivalry between the two of us—paternal attention was so scarce there was no point in competing for it, and Mother distributed her time and care according to a rigidly equitable timetable that would never favour any child over another—but I felt a pang of envy for his stamina. Even with both legs in peak condition, I could never have made myself pace after walking all day.

      I drank some of the tea and tried to make myself relax.

      ‘What’s your name, then?’ I asked the silent girl.

      She looked at me without any particular trust, her expression shadowed. ‘Ruth,’ she whispered, so reluctantly that I knew she had thought about lying.

      ‘This is Sherlock, and I’m… Morgan.’ In a flash, I understood her mistrust. To her, I was male, as male as the Hellhounds, and they had stated their intentions very clearly when I encountered them. ‘Ruth, did they only hit you, or did they hurt you in other ways?’

      Her mouth tightened in dull comprehension and fear, but she shook her head. ‘They said they would when they came back.’

      Sherlock had stopped pacing and stood with his head bowed, his chin tucked tight to his chest. Listening to us, I thought, though his eyes were unfocused and he seemed miles away.

      ‘When did they take you?’ I asked.

      She shuddered. ‘This morning, early. I went out to post a letter, and there was no one else around, and suddenly…’

      I wanted to tell her that I very much understood, about my own experience being taunted and nearly taken, but that would give me away, and Robbins would be coming soon. I had to be Morgan when he arrived, and I couldn’t be sure Ruth wouldn’t slip and call me ‘she’ in his presence. Even if I had time to make her understand my situation, my problems seemed stupid beside hers, almost a farce.

      Sherlock looked at me sharply, at my hands plucking at the knees of my trousers, and read my mind. He crooked a finger at me, and I heaved myself painfully from my chair and followed him out of the parlour into the hall.

      ‘What do you want me to say?’ he asked in a low voice. ‘If you call me your brother, I’ll have to lie about my name, too. Or would you rather I left before the police arrive?’

      ‘You can’t,’ I corrected. ‘Ruth will say she was rescued by three boys, and I’ve already called you my brother in front of her. Magpie has no home, so no one will be surprised that he’s disappeared. But if you vanish, as well, it’ll begin to look even more suspicious than it already does.’

      ‘Does that mean I’m Sherlock Grey for the time being?’ he asked with a touch of humour. ‘Isn’t this charade getting rather involved?’

      I tsked at him. ‘I didn’t exactly have time to plan any of it, and I couldn’t have known I’d have to fit you into it, either. No, just be Sherlock, for the moment. Don’t add any details. Now that the police are around so much, this is bound to fall to pieces sooner or later, and I’m going to be in trouble, when it does. There’s no reason for you to get in trouble, too, and no reason to hasten the collapse. I can’t be sent home until Snail is found, Sherlock. I can’t.’

      He studied me earnestly for a moment before nodding. ‘There’s already going to be at least a bit of trouble, for me. You’ve run away, and I know where you are and haven’t turned you in. I can probably blame that on Mycroft, though. But Morrigan… Morgan. If it does look like you’re going to be found out and sent home… will you come? Or will you try to run even further away?’

      ‘Are you asking because you’re hoping for one outcome or the other? Or are you just curious?’

      He frowned and tsked back at me. ‘I’m hoping for neither. The effect on me would be the same, either way. If you run further away, you’ll be inaccessible, but if you come home, Father will send you to Europe, and you’ll still be inaccessible. If it were up to me, you wouldn’t go anywhere.’

      A smile threatened to break, but I forced it down. ‘Are you saying you’d miss me?’

      Much as I had expected, gentle ribbing received little reaction.

      ‘I would notice your absence,’ he said in a clipped tone, ‘and I would regret it.’  Something else seemed about to rise to the surface, but he pursed his lips and held it back.

      He so rarely expressed strong emotion, even when we were very small, that I knew it must have been something powerful. I caught him by the arm as he began to move back toward the parlour.

      ‘Sherlock?’

      ‘Morrigan.’

      ‘Was there something else?’

      He looked at me blandly, deliberated for a moment, and then shook his head. ‘It wasn’t important.’

      ‘Not generally important, or not important to you?’

      A dark tinge crept into his pale cheeks. Not embarrassment, I thought. Sherlock was never embarrassed. That meant it was anger.

      ‘Not generally important,’ he said evenly.

      ‘Important to you, then. If something’s wrong, I’d like to know, Sherlock. I can’t do anything about it if I don’t know.’

      He glanced down at my hand still upon his arm, and then his eyes travelled up slowly to meet mine with icy intensity. ‘You can’t do anything about it, anyway, now. But the fact is, it was after midnight.’

      I took my hand away quickly and rubbed it against my trouser leg, as if the cold of his stare had burned me. ‘What was?’

      ‘It was after midnight when you left home.’

      I thought back. ‘About two in the morning?’ But the significance of the time escaped me. I squinted at him, desperate for a hint.

      ‘A few minutes past. I remember the clock striking the hour.’ He shrugged, the gesture tense. He was unhappy, angry with me, but I knew he would not have hesitated to tell me why if he thought the reason was a good one.

      But trivia did not upset him. So it was something of questionably real importance, but still a large gaffe, something intensely personal.

      ‘Sherlock?’

      He thought another moment, then dismissed the conversation with a wave of a hand. ‘It’s nothing. Childish.’ And he brushed past me into the parlour, his heels clacking smartly with his long stride.

      Something childish? I was not certain I really considered myself adult, yet, but I knew I was no longer a child, and there were only ten months between us, so neither was he. With our upbringing, perhaps neither of us had ever really been children. For a few short weeks each year, we were the same age. I would turn seventeen, soon, the age at which girls were supposed to start looking for a match, even if there were several years yet before one could reasonably marry. Sherlock had turned sixteen on the sixth of the month…

      My eyes shut, and I sagged against the wall.

      Good Lord, no wonder he’d had so little to say to me.

      I had gone to the chemist for Mother because the servants were busy preparing for Sherlock’s birthday party. She drank what I had been sure was enough paregoric to kill her at about noon the day before. Sherlock found her quickly, and the doctor was sent for and arrived soon after that. Soon enough to save her life, I understood. And then the shouting. When I thought back, I couldn’t remember exactly what I had actually heard, other than my name, over and over. It had been the tone of the voices that had driven me out the window, but I could not be sure that the tone I perceived was not influenced by the knowledge of what I had done.

      And so, at two o’clock on the morning of my little brother’s sixteenth birthday, hours after his mother’s attempted suicide, he watched his sister throw herself from a first-storey window to a stone courtyard in the freezing rain, and when she did not die, she walked away with a jaunty wave.
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      Robbins spoke with each of us in turn, preventing any attempt at editing our story during its telling. Not that I would have been tempted to edit very much — the Hellhounds needed to be found and prevented from doing any more harm, and any prevarication would only make that more difficult for the police. But such a thing would never have been permitted in Ruth’s own home, where her master or mistress would certainly have been present for her questioning, to make sure she said nothing to incriminate the household, to shield her from undue aggression on the part of the police, and for the simple necessity of preventing a young woman from being alone in a room with a man. She said nothing in protest, though, and when she emerged from the parlour, where Robbins had planted himself, she appeared pale but composed.

      I gave her a smile as I moved past her, next to be interviewed. Somehow, I had thought her very much older than myself, but some of her age seemed to have been fear. Now that she was calmer, she held herself straighter, her shoulders back beneath her torn cape, and her face beneath its bruises was smooth. I didn’t think her any older than nineteen.

      Theodora led her away toward the kitchen, no doubt to ply her with tea, and I entered the room to face Sergeant Robbins.

      He met my gaze steadily as I sank into the chair opposite, my bad leg stretched in front of me. I expected him to begin grilling me at once, but he simply sat, a pad of paper on his knee, a stub of pencil in his hand, and watched me. The silence stretched, punctuated by the crackling of the fire.

      ‘Didn’t you want to ask me something?’ I asked after a while.

      ‘Is there something particular you’d like to tell me?’ he replied.

      The back of my neck prickled, but he only smiled. I could not tell if it was a knowing smile, or only a friendly one. I reminded myself that he probably thought he was being kind, allowing me to tell the events in my own way, rather than being interrogated like a criminal. But the way he said that made me feel as though he were trying to squeeze out something he thought I was hiding. Had he been asking the same questions the Greys had asked? Had my father circulated a photograph of me? I had hardly recognised myself in the mirror—Mycroft had hardly recognised me on the street—but my entire family had a distinctive look. It wasn’t inconceivable that a clever man might connect the dots. My current situation attracted attention. My only real hope had been that those actively searching for me would be searching elsewhere. And Mycroft had certainly succeeded in finding me, even though it had nearly been a coincidence.

      Mycroft. My muscles clenched, and one in my lower back began to twitch uncomfortably. He had said he would address the problem of Snail’s disappearance. Perhaps he had already done so. If that were the case, it was possible that Robbins already knew exactly who I was and was only waiting for me to say it. But Mycroft, for all his intelligence, for all the strings he held in his massive hands, was only an uncommonly clever clerk. Could he possibly have said anything to Robbins that would inspire a police detective to let a runaway girl remain in the wild, disguised, however temporarily, as a boy?

      ‘Something particular?’ I repeated slowly, tilting my head. ‘I assume you want to know how we found Ruth, and what we found around her. She’ll already have told you some of it, but I don’t know what, so I’m not sure what details you’d like me to fill in.’

      He sat back, his mouth tightening in… what? Irritation? Disappointment? ‘I’d like you to tell me all of it, in your own words. Even if I’ve already heard it, you may be able to add some trifling observation, something you saw that she did not, or even tell me exactly the same thing in different words, with slightly different shades of meaning.’

      I let out a breath, no longer certain that he was trying to trap me, but still not entirely convinced of my safety. One way or another, though, I was less important than the issue at hand.

      So I told him of seeking out the Wrong Boys, of telling Magpie and Dart what had become of their friend. I told him of our trek through London’s streets in search of another group of homeless boys, our hope that they may have seen something of use, or at least that they could be made aware enough to protect themselves and any girls for whom they cared. Then the grim, filthy yard, the girls in the cellar, what the Hellhounds had meant to do with them, and the grimy, cruel faces that had followed us back to the Greys’ home.

      He listened earnestly, jotting occasional notes in his little book, particularly as to the exact location of the building where we had found Ruth and the other girl. I hesitated a moment as I came to the street where I had lived, tripping over its name, and his pencil paused for an instant in its path. He had noticed. But he did not look up until he had finished writing.

      ‘You’ll not try anything like that again,’ he said quietly, so quietly I had to lean forward to be sure of his words, so quietly no one listening at the keyhole could have overheard. ‘You’ll not go out looking for trouble, do you understand? Not you, nor your brother, and you’ll not encourage your homeless friends to go looking for trouble, either. That’s three girls taken that you know of, by who-knows-how-many armed men. Don’t you dare make me add a murder to my report. Am I clear?’

      In that instant, I knew that he’d lost someone. His tight hands, fingers pushing the tip of his pencil so hard into the paper that the lead crumbled, told me it was someone close. A sibling, perhaps. Or a child. Perhaps that was what had inspired his police career. I was forced to admit that I had misjudged him badly. What I had taken for apathy was only practicality. It had never been that he did not care about Snail and the men who had taken her, only that he had known from the start that his hands were tied by lack of information.

      Now I could identify by sight three different people involved in the crime, and if they could be identified, they could be caught, and if they could be caught, they could be questioned. I did not think for a moment that the Hellhounds might be kept silent by any sort of loyalty to the men who paid them to collect warm bodies.

      I couldn’t bring myself to promise. Perhaps Snail’s kidnap was not really my fault—I had not known the danger—but it remained my responsibility. I pursed my lips.

      ‘Very clear,’ I said.

      I thought he understood my meaning. The muscles in his jaw clenched briefly, but there was nothing much he could do. He could not arrest me on the chance I might involve myself further. Arrest was not a preventive measure. All he could do was express his objection and let me know what the consequences would be if I disobeyed. Well, what could he do to me? I had already sacrificed everything he might have taken away. All that remained was prison, and he’d have to be mad to bring an adolescent to trial for going outside when he had said not to.

      I did not ask if I was forbidden from going outside at all, which was the only way he could keep me from interfering. Once I passed beyond the doors, I could reasonably claim that anything that happened was beyond my control. If the Hellhounds just happened to be wherever I was, or if I just happened to spot a cart and follow it… Well, there was little I could do about that.

      He did not tell me not to go out.

      I considered that a small victory, or at least a small grace, but the expression on his face soured my satisfaction.

      He waved me out of the room and summoned Sherlock to hear his perspective. I smiled at my brother as he loped into the parlour, but he did not smile back. Already he wore that expression of boredom that, in him, always signifies intense concentration, and I hoped Robbins would not take offence.

      I also hoped nothing unfortunate would come to light, but if this was the moment my charade fell apart, so be it.

      I went down to the kitchen to partake of another cup of tea. Even hours after returning to the house, my feet and hands were cold.

      Robbins spoke to Ruth once more, and then to Theodora and Edwin. They were with him a very long time, and I assumed they were repeating to him the story they had told me and Sherlock and Mycroft, connecting their past with the appalling present. Robbins would have something he could do, now, at least. He would have a place to start, perhaps access to a list of names of those arrested the first time around. The Greys had said that none of the men captured ten years ago had said or possibly even known from whom their orders originally came. They only followed the orders of one man up the chain, who followed the orders of one man up the chain. That seemed impossible, to me, but I did not suspect the Greys of hiding anything that could have helped. If no one knew who was at the top of the chain, that had to be deliberately built into the organisation’s structure.

      Robbins had information, now, a trail he could follow, and I believed that he would. In the beginning, I had involved myself because the police had higher priorities. I had thought Robbins didn’t care for a parentless girl, no matter how violently she was taken, but I knew now that it had been more a matter of ability than will. But now that he had ability, I did not intend to step back. I had told Peach that somebody doing something was better than nobody doing anything, and the logical extension was that multiple somebodies doing somethings was better than just the one. With the Wrong Boys’ knowledge of the streets and the invisibility provided by raggedy clothes, I could still go places the police would not be welcome and see and hear things that would be quickly hidden if Robbins bustled in with his official bearing.

      When he left, he took Ruth with him. I felt bad for her. There would undoubtedly be more questions, more demands on her time and energy, simply because something awful had already happened to her. That was a bitter irony. And she would be taken home, at some point, and I knew very well that she might lose her position. Servants were expected to be of impeccable virtue, and society was certain that all manner of misfortunes reflected badly on one’s own morals. Maybe her employers would believe that the Hellhounds had done no more than hit her. I could hope. I would bring it up to the Greys. They might not have room in their household for a maid, should Ruth be let go, but they moved in eccentric circles, and maybe one of their acquaintances would be able to find a place for a girl alone.

      The door shut behind them with a snap. The light was failing, outside, and a light rain had begun to patter on the pavement, after the morning’s fair skies. A carriage rolled slowly past, and I caught a glimpse of a pale face in its window before steps behind me made me turn.

      ‘That’s something,’ Theodora commented. She turned to Sherlock. ‘Will you be needing a room for the night? You’re certainly welcome.’

      He shook his head. ‘Mycroft will be waiting for an update. May even have an update of his own to provide. I’ll need to go.’

      She nodded. ‘Will you eat, first?’

      He grinned.

      The supper was laid in the kitchen, where the range kept it warmer than in their small dining room. We ate re-heated game pie and potatoes from incongruously fine china laid out on the scarred tabletop, and while we ate, Sherlock and I laid out all we had learned once more, this time including the obvious course of action.

      ‘They’re targeting the poor, first,’ I said. ‘Like the last time, it seems. They’re beginning to reach higher, if they dared to take Ruth, and tried to take me, probably because of my voice. I imagine a small amount of education fetches a higher price, in that market.’

      Sherlock made an uncomfortable noise, the edge of his knife screeching against the surface of his plate, and he covered by taking a long drink of water. The tendons in his neck stood taut. I could not tell whether it was the thought of that market, itself, or the idea of demand for education that provoked him. Or perhaps the reminder of my narrow escape, though I flattered myself.

      ‘Will they have stopped targeting the poor, though?’ I continued. ‘Once they set their sights higher, socially? I don’t think so. We’d have seen in the papers if there were a rash of disappearances. I mean, among people who are noticed if they disappear. They’ll still be wanting a reliable flow of bodies from lower rungs. If we’re to start asking questions, we should begin at the bottom. We tried with the street boys and found something unpleasant. Probably better not to risk continuing to ask around, there. We ought to leave that to the Wrong Boys, who know that set better. If anyone knows anything, or has seen anything, it’s more likely to have been seen in the rookeries.’

      Edwin glanced at Theodora, delving into his pie absently with the tines of his fork. He had not eaten anything, yet. ‘Ask questions in the rookeries? That was where I began before, yes, but it was mostly chance that I discovered anything.’

      ‘You weren’t known,’ Theodora said quietly. ‘You were a stranger poking your nose where it wasn’t wanted, and you wouldn’t have found anything if they weren’t desperate for someone to take notice of what was happening.’

      ‘Precisely,’ he said with a sharp nod. Then he frowned and rubbed at his milky eye. ‘Teddy…’

      ‘I’m known,’ she continued. ‘Probably not by very many, anymore, but I am known. Mrs Niall is still in business, and I believe Madam Pennacchi still moves in those parts. The Cottons are dead, I think. It’s been a while since I saw them, at least. But there are those who still know me and will remember, will be willing to talk to me. In the morning, then?’

      Edwin paled. ‘Teddy, you don’t have to, you know. Just because this ugly thing has reared its head, again…’

      ‘Of course I do!’ she snapped. ‘Who more so than I? And if it’s happening again, there will be those who remember the last time, and will be all the more distressed because they think they know what it is and can’t be certain. I can’t leave it to the police to speak to my old friends and acquaintances. They deserve to know it from me. And they are more likely to talk to me.’

      She stabbed a small, red potato and shoved it whole into her mouth, quenching her ire in the act of chewing violently.

      He sighed and slumped unhappily, nudging at his own food, and shook his head. ‘It’s not that I think you can’t handle yourself, dear. But please consider what reliving all of that might do to you. You’ve never forgotten, and neither have I, but there’s no reason to go plunging back in when the police can do the same job. More slowly, less effectively, perhaps, but the same.’

      ‘Slowly is what we can’t have,’ she replied. ‘They had me for a nearly a month, and I saw any number of women pass through and be sold on, to vanish forever. The ones the police were never able to trace. Prostitution is a terrible fate, but all the ones being held and used nearby can at least be found and freed. The ones who are sold away are… gone. The longer it takes, the more are lost.’

      She drank down an entire glass of wine in a single gulp. ‘In the morning, then. Mrs Niall hears everything. She’ll know if anyone’s gone missing. Who, when, and where.’

      ‘How,’ Sherlock interjected.

      All the rest of us looked at him.

      ‘They went after Morrigan with a cart, and the Hellhounds were supposedly returning with a cart to transport those other girls. I suppose if we’d had the presence of mind, then, we might have followed it, but letting them loose seemed like a better idea, at the time. The most useful thing we can do, right now, is find one of those carts and see where it goes.’

      ‘We can hardly hope to find another kidnapping in progress,’ I objected. ‘What are the chances of stumbling on one?’ I paused, meeting his clear, grey eyes, as a thought began to take form. ‘We’ll have to engineer one, instead. At some point.’

      ‘Find out where they’re most active,’ he agreed. ‘Set a trap. Like hunting rabbits. Follow when the bait is taken.’

      My game pie had suddenly ceased to appeal. I pushed my plate away. ‘We’ll definitely want police assistance for that part.’
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      Theodora appeared in the morning plainly dressed in grey wool, a worn tartan shawl over her shoulders. Still, her clothes were well-made, if drab. Where we were going, she would stand out.

      I glanced down at my own clothes. I had left Sherlock’s donated suit hanging in the wardrobe and resumed the collected bits and pieces I had first worn to go find Peach. I would stand out, too, but far less.

      ‘Are you sure you want to go, yourself?’ I asked.

      She smiled with a touch of humour, despite the pallor of her cheeks. ‘You think I ought to let you go by yourself? You and a few scrappy friends? On that leg?’

      ‘No, but you might let Mr Grey go. It seems to be a dangerous time for women…’

      She made a noise deep in her throat and tossed her head. ‘It’s always a dangerous time for women. This entire ordeal is nothing new, only better organised than usual. Or would you have all women stay inside at all times? Or only the respectable ones!’

      She swallowed and picked at the hem of her shawl, shuddering. ‘I’m sorry, that was unnecessarily harsh. I’m frightened and angry, and I can’t stop thinking of poor Ruth. You know what’s expected of respectable women. Follow the rules, and you’ll stay safe. Break even one, and whatever happens to you, you’ve brought it on yourself. I grew up a short way beyond respectability, you recall. Quite a lot of people were very certain that I had somehow deserved all of my misfortunes. Even if they couldn’t pinpoint exactly what I’d done wrong, they knew it must have been something, because good girls don’t get hurt. It’s almost inevitable that someone will think the same of her…’

      She fell silent, watching me, but I had nothing to say. I was glad she had already thought of Ruth’s precarious position.

      ‘I don’t mean to suggest that you’re ignorant, of course,’ she went on, as though desperate for any sound to fill the void. ‘You don’t seem to have had a very regular upbringing, but I’m sure you must know everything I’ve just said…’ She trailed off.

      I shifted my weight off my sore ankle. It was worse, this morning, after yesterday’s walking. I would not be able to walk any great distance, again. ‘Sorry,’ I muttered. ‘I think the usual response would be “I understand”, but I’m afraid I don’t. Knowing isn’t quite the same as understanding, I don’t think. I haven’t had the most regular upbringing, but I certainly haven’t been through what you have. I know about the rules, but my parents have their own set of rules, quite different. Honestly, I don’t think they ever considered whether I or any of my brothers would ever be accepted in society.’ I thought for a moment. ‘Or whether I would ever be able to marry.’ The idea had circled through my mind, before, but had never really struck me as it did in that moment. It occurred to me for the first time that I wanted to marry. I would be provided for, if I did not, or I would have been, had I not run away. There was more than enough money in the family. I might have lived forever at Mycroft House with Sherrinford, or been put up in a small place of my own in London. There was such a thing as a perennial spinster. But I didn’t want to be one.

      I shook off that train of thought and stared hard at Theodora. ‘You’ve had some horrifying troubles, but you’ve become quite happy, haven’t you? Without following the rules?’ People like Poppy Cooper did not marry people like Edwin Grey. Like swanning about with no corset, or reading the newspapers, or authoring botanical treatises, it Simply Wasn’t Done. And yet, she had.

      She smiled, and this time, there was a flicker of conspiracy in the curve of her lips. ‘Oh, incredibly. You know, Edwin and I discussed the possibility of my wearing trousers for today’s excursion. You’re very right that the danger to a person in skirts is likely greater now than usual, and I do own a suit of men’s clothing.’

      I felt my eyebrows rise, and her smile broadened into a grin.

      ‘I use it at election times. So of course, neither Edwin nor I was totally shocked by your transformation. There are advantages to masculinity. But not for today. I am known in the Old Nichol as a woman, so I ought to go as a woman, if I am to speak with old friends.’

      She paused, smoothing her dull skirts. ‘Are you familiar with the writings of Miss Wollstonecraft? John Stuart Mill? Frances Cobbe? Harriet Martineau? I shall lend you some, when we’re done with all of this.’

      The most important point of that statement struck me as the fact that, after we were done with all of this, she expected that I would still be in a position to borrow her books. I smiled back.

      Sherlock arrived shortly after we broke our fast. He was dressed in older clothes that I was surprised he had not thrown away, with his usually fastidious habits. Still, he was still nowhere near as shabby as I. The three of us squeezed uncomfortably into a cab, myself squashed between my brother and my hostess. The cab driver hesitated to take us on, but Theodora had money, and that was what mattered.

      He took us only as far as Church Street, the outskirts of the slum, and would go no deeper, partly because he had no interest in going into a place like that, and partly because there were parts of it where a cab would not fit. We walked up Chance Street, from one world into another. I could smell lye, fish, and other things that would be much worse in warmer weather. My nose wrinkled, and I glanced at Sherlock. His senses were all much sharper than those of anyone else I knew, and his lips were pursed tightly as against the urge to retch.

      Theodora — Poppy — did not seem to notice the smell. She strode confidently, trailing Sherlock and myself behind her like ducklings, down Old Nichol Street and turned on Nichols Row. Eyes followed her and then slid back to us, but she moved as though she belonged there, and no one seemed to spend too much energy questioning her presence. I needed to learn that trick.

      She passed between two buildings and up to the rough wooden gate of a large yard. Rank steam billowed up from beyond the fence, and the sound of crackling fires, the rumble of boiling water, and a few voices, too low for the words to be made out. Theodora did not knock, but pushed the gate open and stuck her head in. She slipped partway through the opening, standing there in the small gap until a louder voice called out, and she moved further inside. Sherlock and I followed.

      The stench was worse beyond the gate, so aggressively clean my lungs felt as scoured as the fabric women were pushing through vats of water with their long paddles. Sherlock pressed a handkerchief over his nose and mouth, his eyes watering. The handkerchief was snowy white and beautifully pressed, at odds with the rest of his costume. I would have to point that out to him, later. It would make me feel better about all the little slips I had made, trying to be a boy.

      A heavily muscled woman was approaching us, wiping her hands on her apron. Her face was scarlet, as were her arms up to the elbows, and her iron-grey hair stuck to her face and neck. It was cold where we were standing, but she was covered in a mixture of perspiration and steam, and she looked as irritated as I would expect of one who had to step from immense heat into immense cold while damp.

      ‘Do ye want summat?’ she demanded, giving no deference whatsoever. When she had come within a few paces, though, she stopped and cocked her head to one side, studying Theodora.

      ‘Poppy. Doin’ well enough for yourself, I see. What’re ye doin’ back ‘ere?’ She seemed wary, and I thought I understood. She had known Poppy Cooper, but she did not know Theodora Grey. The woman before her had done some social climbing, more than was usual, and she was not sure how to react to her.

      ‘Hello, Mrs Niall,’ Theodora said seriously. She inclined her head in a gesture of respect, and I saw Mrs Niall’s posture relax as the interaction became familiar. ‘I… We need to speak with you. It’s a matter of some urgency.’

      Mrs Niall’s sharp eyes travelled the length of Theodora’s frame, then moved to myself and to Sherlock, taking in every inch of us with photographic retention. I understood why Theodora valued her information. She would remember every detail of each of us until the day she died.

      ‘What’s urgent, then?’ Mrs Niall asked cautiously. The wariness was back, perhaps because of Theodora’s meticulously educated speech, perhaps because of the peculiarities I knew she must have seen in the three of us. We were dressed for the occasion, to blend in, but not well enough to fool her completely, just enough that she was aware of the effort.

      ‘It’s to do with ten years ago,’ Theodora replied, leaning forward, her voice a mere whisper.

      Mrs Niall stiffened and stared, her scarlet face rigid, then nodded and gestured for us to follow.

      We passed through the yard, between a dozen vats filled with foaming mounds of cotton and linen, surrounded by ruddy, sweating young women with their hair secured beneath grimy kerchiefs, and entered the building to which the fence was attached. A flight of dark, narrow stairs led us up to the next storey, where Mrs Niall seemed to live. She pushed through an unlocked door and bade Theodora sit in one of the bare wooden chairs beside the single table. She sat in the other and waved Sherlock and myself to the edge of the bed. We sat as well, the bed creaking ominously beneath us, and I glanced around as Mrs Niall reached for an oily clay pipe, tamped tobacco into the bowl, and lit it with a small flint and steel. No matches to be had.

      The plaster walls were cracked. They had been papered with newsprint, adhered with who-knows-what, and the thin sheets were peeling off. There was a window for light, but a pane was broken, and the slivers of glass were held together with white paste and wads of rags. There was a small fireplace, and the coals inside were still warm, but it had been allowed to go out, and the scuttle beside held no coal or wood. On the mantel were a pitcher, a stub of grey wax with no visible wick, a chipped vase holding a bundle of dried flowers, and a large ball of string. A box sat in one corner, and a pair of shoes sat beside it.

      There was nothing else in the room.

      ‘What’s this, then, Poppy?’ Mrs Niall asked calmly when her pipe had begun to smoke adequately.

      Theodora’s hands clenched in her lap. ‘I was hoping you could tell me. My fear is that it’s exactly the same as last time.’

      ‘Why?’ The word cut through the freezing air like a knife, nearly making me jump.

      ‘For the same reasons as before. Women have gone missing. This young lady here.’ She indicated me with a sharp gesture. Mrs Niall did not even blink at the revelation, nor did she look to see which boy Theodora was calling a girl. ‘She was set upon in the street by masked men who took her friend, instead. Edwin and I have had two bricks through our windows. And then a gift.’ Her mouth twisted in distaste. ‘An albatross head delivered to our door. And on further investigation, we have discovered at least two more girls taken, though they were found and released before they could be sold. I am certain it is the same as before, or at least some of the same people are involved. They must be, to have thought to frighten me and Edwin. Revenge, most likely. If it is the same, there will be many more missing. You know everything in the Old Nichol, and quite a lot elsewhere. If anyone else has vanished, I must know who, where, when they disappeared. Clearly, the gang was not destroyed last time. We knew that many of the villains escaped, and probably the man in charge, though we can’t be sure. This time, it must be crushed utterly.’

      She took a long, shaking breath, her shoulders tight, and stared at Mrs Niall with fierce intensity. ‘Am I right?’

      The older woman dragged deeply at her pipe and expelled a cloud of blue smoke. She scowled. ‘Seems likely. There’s others. Three ‘ere. Two what I know of in Limehouse. Two from St Giles. A few’s gone looking for a rozzer what’ll listen, but no luck, this time. Should’a come lookin’ for you an’ yer man, I s’pose.’

      ‘Yes,’ Theodora agreed. ‘You should have. You know you always can.’

      ‘I know that.’ Mrs Niall shrugged, throwing a shadow of doubt on her words.

      Theodora’s shoulders sagged, just by a fraction, and I could sense the gulf between the two women. They had worked side-by-side, once. I thought Theodora must have come to visit at least sometimes, over the last ten years, or else she could not have been as welcome as she seemed to be, but she had moved beyond Mrs Niall’s circles, into a separate world. Their friendship had become stale, and it was only the present danger that threw them together again. The fact pained both of them.

      ‘Tell me,’ Theodora said softly, drawing paper and a tiny pencil from her skirt pocket. ‘Who are they, and when did they disappear, and is there anyone I could speak to who might know more, or have seen something?’

      Mrs Niall listed the names. A few had exact dates to go with them, but some had no one to notice when they didn’t come home, and she could only give a rough guess, a span of several days. Some had exact locations, those who had been on their way from point A to point B and must have disappeared somewhere between the two. Some had gone out, no one knew where, and simply never came back. Theodora jotted each down neatly and then sat watching Mrs Niall, her expression clouded. To judge by her reactions, a few of the names had been familiar to her.

      ‘May I take you for a cup of tea?’ she asked after a pause. ‘Or something stronger?’

      The other woman’s back straightened, her thin eyebrows pulling together. ‘You feel like you have to buy information off me, do you?’

      ‘You know that wasn’t what I meant.’

      ‘Maybe. But you oughter know that’s ‘ow it sounds.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘Yeah.’ For the first time since they had sat down, Mrs Niall’s gaze swept around to me and Sherlock. A veiled intelligence burned in her eyes. ‘Which of you was it?’

      I raised a hand, not sure whether to be satisfied with the quality of my disguise or offended at the implied insult.

      She nodded. ‘An’ the other one?’

      ‘My brother, ma’am,’ I replied.

      She smirked at the honorific. ‘Ye’re plannin’ on doin’ summat about this?’

      ‘They came after me and took a child, instead. They may have more children, and they certainly have other women, to be used and owned like objects. I’ll do whatever it takes.’

      ‘Well, that’s summat.’

      ‘And the police do know,’ I continued, ‘and they are doing something. I don’t know how successful they’ll be, but they’re not ignoring it. Would you speak to them as well, if we told them where to find you?’

      Her eyebrows twitched in something between amusement and affront. ‘Runnin’ a laundry’s perfectly legal, you know. Why wouldn’t I talk to ‘em?’

      I took her meaning.

      ‘Yeah, you send ‘em. I’ll talk. ‘Spect a few more will, as well. Don’t much like rozzers pokin’ around, but it’s for our own.’

      She leaned her chair back on two legs, making the wood creak dangerously, and sucked on her pipe. Her attention returned to Theodora. ‘Talk to Madge, too. You remember Madge. Seen ‘er at all? She’s married. Four little ‘uns. She was the first one what noticed Liza Jakes gone, since she lived in the next room. May’a seen summat, ‘eard summat. Maybe not.’

      Theodora thanked Mrs Niall and obtained directions to Madge’s room and a warning that the occupant and her children were more likely to be out hawking hot eels than at home. If Madge were not home, there was another woman, Bess, who made her meagre living from the floor of the room she shared with three other women, assembling matchboxes. She might know something, or at the very least, she may have learned something in conversation with Madge.

      ‘An’ you watch yerself,’ Mrs Niall muttered to our backs as we re-entered the yard and the chaos of the laundry. ‘Yer ol’ man’s not got any sweeter since you left!’

      She saw us through the yard and shut the gate behind us, leaving Sherlock frowning and Theodora silent and troubled.
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      Mrs. Niall’s building had been run-down, sunlight leaking in through the walls themselves, small animals boldly peering out from beneath the floorboards. Madge’s building was a heap, to put it mildly. There were holes in the floors through which an unwary child might fall, and the place was thick with the stench of the midden. Scraps of rags served as doors where hinges had rusted through. Theodora’s face was stiff and blank, but not the least bit surprised. I wondered whether she had lived in a place much like this one.

      We climbed the stairs, pressed against the wall, where we were less likely to fall through to our deaths.

      ‘They pay to live here,’ Theodora whispered. ‘Most of them more than they can afford. They go without food, sometimes, for the privilege of living in a hell like this. And there are worse places, if you can believe that. But any roof at all is better than nothing. On the street, you simply freeze in the night.’

      I glanced back at Sherlock, knowing he would have heard, as well. His eyes were round as saucers, his mouth hanging open. It was easy to forget, sometimes, growing up so close together, that he was younger. Girls were sheltered, but somehow, those extra ten months of life had prepared me better to understand what we were seeing. I caught his hand and squeezed.

      Madge and her children were not at home, so we continued up one more flight to visit Bess and the other matchbox women. They were at home, squatting on the floor as Mrs Niall had predicted, pasting for all they were worth. The boxes would be sold back to the manufacturer once they were assembled to be filled with matches and then sold to people who could afford them. These women could not. They could not even afford a fire. They crouched on thin, straw-filled pallets, huddled beneath layers of blankets and shawls, their fingers sticking out blue and white from their gloves.

      They glanced up at us as we entered without knocking, fingers still moving at their task. Somehow, they got the edges straight, even without looking. None of the four seemed to recognise Theodora.

      ‘Eh?’ said one.

      ‘Which of you is Bess?’ Theodora asked.

      They exchanged looks, and one lifted her chin in acknowledgement. She was square, though very thin, her nose red and crusty. ‘An’ you?’

      Theodora hesitated before answering, barely a fraction of a second, but enough to raise the women’s suspicions. ‘My name is Poppy Cooper,’ she said. ‘Or it was, and that’s how Madge will know me. I hear she’s married. What’s her husband’s name?’

      But that moment’s hesitation had raised a wall between them and us, stiffened their backs and closed their lips. ‘Why’d you wanna know?’

      ‘I used to know her. We worked at Mrs Niall’s laundry. I wanted to talk to her.’

      One of the other women, one with extremely fair hair and yellowish skin, dug her thumbnail between her teeth and curled her lip. ‘’Bout what?’

      ‘A woman went missing from here. Liza Jakes? There have been others as well, I’m afraid. I have to find out where they’ve been taken. And where they’ve been taken from. There may be more victims, unless we can stop the men doing it as quickly as possible.’

      All four shifted in discomfort, and then in fear as they realised what she meant.

      ‘Went missin’, yeah,’ Bess said, ‘but nobody thought she were taken by anybody. More like jus’ went out an’ found trouble.’

      ‘Liza worked at night,’ the fair one added.

      ‘Worked? Do you think she’s dead?’

      They exchanged another glance. ‘Maybe. Maybe not. Just, I know she did work at night, and I don’ know if she does anymore.’

      ‘She’s a prostitute?’

      A jaw jutted defiantly. ‘I didn’ say so.’

      Theodora did not react to the woman’s challenging tone. ‘No, but it does make a difference as to what times she would be out and where she would go and who may have seen her. Was she?’

      But she had failed to convince them. ‘Didn’ say so. Just, she worked at night when she lived ‘ere.’

      Theodora sighed. ‘Do you know what time Madge usually comes home?’

      ‘You gonna pester ‘er, too?’

      ‘I don’t mean to pester anybody. But whoever is kidnapping women—and I believe you know exactly why somebody would—they’ll continue doing it. How often do you go outside? How often might you go somewhere, however briefly, where there’s nobody to see if something happened to you?’

      Bess wiped at her nose with the back of her coarse glove. ‘Don’ doubt you. Just don’ think there’s anything you can do ‘bout it. You better leave.’

      ‘What time does Madge usually come home?’

      ‘You better leave before I start shoutin’. Buildin’ manager’s awful big.’

      Theodora’s chin went up, but I caught hold of her sleeve and gave it a tug before she could get us into trouble. She wasn’t one of them, anymore, and I thought she had forgotten that, for a moment. They really would start shouting, bring a large man to throw us out, because we were interlopers, strangers who did not understand them or their world. Even Theodora had been out of it long enough that she may have forgotten. She was not one of them, anymore.

      She exhaled hard as she looked at me and then nodded, relaxing.

      ‘Of course. Thank you for your time. I’ll try for Madge later, but if I miss her, please tell her that I came by. Mrs Niall will know how she can contact me.’

      Four heads shook slowly in exasperation and disbelief and bent back to their matchboxes. We retreated through the curtained doorway and onto the dim stairs.

      ‘If Madge is hawking,’ Theodora said thoughtfully, ‘she’s not likely to return until after dark. We can find more people to ask questions of before returning here later. We may need to take an omnibus.’ She glanced at me. ‘I think we’d have to walk some ways from here before a cab would be willing to pick us up, and you probably shouldn’t.’ Her forehead creased. ‘How are you managing the stairs?’

      The stairs were difficult, more so because the rotting wood required extreme caution.

      ‘I’m fine,’ I said.

      She very plainly did not believe me, but she nodded, and we started down again, passing Madge’s empty room. I wondered for a moment about the safety of leaving one’s possessions in a room with no door, but then I thought perhaps she did not own anything worth stealing. On the other hand, virtually anything could be useful to someone who had nothing. Any spare clothes, any piece of furniture, or anything that could be burned might be tempting to someone who lived like the women upstairs, or like Mrs Niall. But one could not protect one’s possessions when every member of the family was required to bring income.

      Theodora preceded Sherlock and myself down the stairs, pausing every now and then to test a particularly questionable board before placing her entire weight on it. The stairs switched back and forth, toward the front and then toward the back of the building, with a small landing between each flight.

      We had descended two storeys when she stopped abruptly, staring at something around the corner, beneath the landing, tensed, and turned.

      ‘Back up,’ she instructed. ‘Now, quickly.’

      She spread her arms as if to shepherd us back the way we had come, blocking any chance we had of seeing what she had seen.

      My first thought was that it had to do with the kidnappers, that there must be a masked man down there. But it was broad daylight, and there were three of us in an enclosed space, not like before, when cover of darkness and an empty street had given them the ability to appear, seize, and disappear again. There were people in this building and out on the street who would see or hear a struggle.

      Something else, then. I turned, trusting that she knew what she was about, when I heard a thud and the breath whooshed out of her.

      ‘My girl,’ a voice growled. ‘You popped out some right ugly spawn, didn’t ye?’

      In the next instant, she was gone, dragged through the nearest curtained door into the empty room beyond by a massive, blurred shape. A few vicious words trailed after them, both voices contributing.

      Sherlock appeared beside me, his open pocket knife in his hand, his face taut and alert. He hesitated a moment, waiting for his brain to supply a course of action. We both decided in unison that, whatever had happened, it needed witnesses. He had his knife, and I had my heavy stick, and there was only one attacker we could discern. Three of us, two armed, against one.

      As one, we burst through the curtain, the flimsy cloth tearing away from the tacks that secured it to the wall above. It fell and draped over my shoulder.

      The man was large, and appeared older than I think he really was. His hair was receding from a pockmarked forehead, and it may at one time have been brown, but it had gone to an unhealthy, yellowish grey. His skin was bad, nose and cheeks marked with burst capillaries, his eyes red and watery, but incredibly sharp, in spite of the fact that he was obviously extremely drunk. His hands were enormous, and one gripped a large, sturdy knife with a blade that was half-serrated, half smooth, something that looked as though it could hew through wood.

      His other hand was tangled in Theodora’s hair. She gripped his wrist tightly, unable to lash out as long as he kept her off balance.

      ‘Meet my father,’ she said sourly.

      He grinned, showing broken, blackened teeth. ‘Yeah, meet yer granddad.’

      There was no point in correcting him. But at that precise moment, there was also no point in charging him. His knife was close enough to Theodora’s throat that any sudden move, any surprise, might kill her. He was drunk, but still savvy enough to have made sure of that.

      ‘Shame they won’t take yer, too,’ he slurred. ‘It’s ladies only. If I’d known ye was comin’, I coulda found somethin’ for ye, but all I got’s the river.’

      His watery eyes focussed on our faces, searching for a reaction. He was drunk and angry, and he wanted us to be afraid of him.

      That meant this was not a professional effort. ‘They’ could only be the kidnappers. He had to be involved, somehow, but not on the same level as the masked men in the cart. Well, that made sense. A drunk was unreliable. He would make irrational decisions like attacking a woman in broad daylight. His emotions had gotten the better of him, and he had made a mistake. But he also knew something about them. If he intended to give Theodora over to them, he must have had a contact, one of them he knew by sight.

      ‘Saw yer in the street,’ he was saying, dragging Theodora’s hair toward his mouth, his face turned down so she received the full impact of his breath. ‘Couldn’ believe me eyes, at first. Thought, that can’t be me own Poppy, that fly bitch wi’ such powerful ugly pups. Heard talk ye got married after ye run off. Musta got on with it quick, didn’ ye?’

      Sherlock bared his teeth in an expression of absolute contempt. ‘So quick as to be retroactive, in fact,’ he cut in. ‘Since I was five when she got married.’

      Cooper did not know what ‘retroactive’ meant, and he was too drunk to spot sarcasm. He reached the wrong conclusion. His arms tightened, muscles and veins bulging in his enormous fists.

      ‘Slut,’ he hissed into Theodora’s face. ‘Knew the cathouse was the right place for ye. Well, ye got out, then, but ye’ll learn yer place, this time.’

      ‘You are stupid, aren’t you?’ Sherlock shot back. ‘We’re not her children. Are you so blind you didn’t notice? Or can you not tell when a woman is with child?’

      He was trying to make Cooper angry, angrier than he already was. That did not seem like the right course of action, to me. Yes, an angry man might lose focus and make a mistake, but Cooper was already homicidal, and as long as he had that knife poised to end Theodora’s life, we did not want him to make any mistakes.

      But then I saw the man’s eyes narrow, and the knife moved… down. Of course. He was already as angry at Theodora as he was going to get. He wanted to hurt her. He wanted a prolonged torture for her, a lifetime of use and abuse. He had plans for her. But he had already decided to kill me and Sherlock. We were not part of his plan. If he lashed out, he would lash out at us, and the distance he had to cross to reach us would give us a moment to strike back.

      The goal was to get him to cross that distance.

      Making him angry was not the fastest way to do that.

      ‘Don’t let him out the door,’ I said under my breath, but still quite loudly enough for Cooper to hear. ‘I’m going to fetch the police.’

      His entire body stiffened, and he shoved Theodora away, behind him. She hit the wall, but clearly not as hard as he had intended her to. She was rising again, even as he lunged toward us.

      ‘Call ‘em, then!’ he roared, his huge hands shooting toward my throat. ‘Fields an’ me escaped last time, an’ we would again! But ye won’t, I promise ye.’

      I stumbled away and escaped his grasp only by falling sideways. Sherlock stabbed a foot into the man’s path, tangled with his legs, and the three of us went down in a pile. I reached for Cooper’s knife, but only succeeded in knocking it across the floor, out of anybody’s reach, which was good enough.

      Then Cooper was moving again, his mountainous bulk heaving.

      There was a quiet click, and he stopped. I scrambled out from under him, rescuing my stick, and saw Theodora with her revolver pushed deep into the lumpy flesh of his back, just behind his heart.

      ‘That’ll be quite enough,’ she gasped. Her face was flushed, eyes wide and very bright. ‘Do bring the police, one of you. I think they’ll be interested in what he has to say!’

      Sherlock and I exchanged a look and silently decided that he would be quicker than I. He regained his feet and dashed down the stairs.

      ‘Don’t try to get up,’ she said. The round maw of her pistol dug deeper into his back, and I flinched, but her finger lay alongside the trigger, not poised to shoot. ‘I’m not the girl you used to push around, Dad. This Poppy’ll kill you.’

      I could see the side of his face, his cheek pressed into the floor, and it seemed to be screwed up in contemplation. He was trying to decide whether she’d actually do it, and I was sure my expression mirrored his. Would she? She owned a gun, but I was sure that most people who owned guns had never actually killed someone before and probably couldn’t if it came down to it. And he was her father. She had told us very little about him when she told her story, only giving a general sense of drunkenness and abuse. What he had done to her then and meant to do to her again was unforgiveable. He deserved to die for it, in my opinion. But to wish death on someone was not the same as being the one to inflict it.

      I looked up into her face and saw the same confusion. She didn’t know whether she’d do it, either.

      ‘Don’t kill him,’ I whispered.

      Her gaze slid toward me.

      ‘Shoot him where it’ll hurt, if you have to, but don’t kill him. Snail needs what he knows.’ He’d die in prison, anyway. Or be hanged. Someone like that must have committed murder at some point.

      She nodded.

      Perhaps he’d had the same thought. Perhaps he decided he would rather be shot in the back by his own daughter than die of prison fever or at the hands of criminals who had more honour than he did. Perhaps he didn’t believe she had the courage to shoot at all and thought he could get away free.

      His arm swung back, partially dislodging Theodora as he lurched to his knees and then to his feet. She wavered for a moment, balance precarious, but her aim stayed true.

      She could have shot him. She did not.

      He staggered and twisted to look back at her, uncertainty and then triumph painting his features. He smirked. ‘Ye gonna do it or not?’

      Her finger slipped beneath the semicircular guard, resting on the trigger, but did not tighten.

      ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Course not. Can’t tell the p’lice ye shot me in the back. Not self-defence that way, is it?’ He moved toward the door.

      ‘Stop,’ she said.

      He did not.

      She shot him in the arm, close to his left elbow. He jumped, howling, and grabbed at his wound. Blood gushed between his thick fingers and pattered on the bare floorboards. His eyes rolled toward her wildly and saw something there that convinced him she would shoot again. But that did not inspire him to sit still. He staggered back through the door, one bloody hand in front of him as though to ward off a bullet, and disappeared onto the landing. His heavy footsteps started down the stairs, uneven with alcohol.

      Then there was a hoarse shout and a crash that seemed to go on forever. Then silence.
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      It may not have been fair, but Theodora’s obviously educated manner and the address she gave saved us from the suspicions of the officer Sherlock brought. She said that she had been visiting a friend fallen on the hardest of times when she was attacked, failing to mention her relationship to the attacker. She said that the gun was his, and that it had discharged accidentally when she fought it away from him. Because it had killed a man, she was required to surrender it. She related the threat he had made and mentioned that Detective Sergeant Robbins should be informed.

      By the time we had been taken to the closest station and given tea, questioned once more, and transported back to the Greys’ house, it was too late to hope that we might return and learn anything from Madge.

      Edwin burst from the doorway as we alighted, his face grey with worry, and scooped Theodora into his arms without the slightest regard for the police driver clearing his throat uncomfortably behind her. Sherlock watched blankly, as though bewildered by the display.

      I touched his arm and gestured toward the open door. ‘Come on.’

      He complied, as meekly as I’d ever seen him do anything. Concern rose up instantly, and I moved him to the parlour, where the fire was warm enough to stop my shaking. He dropped into a chair and spread himself out, long limbs sprawling, head sunk on his chest. I dragged the other chair near and sat beside him.

      ‘You’ll stay tonight, won’t you?’ I asked. ‘Mycroft won’t be worried. You know he doesn’t worry.’

      The hand dangling over the arm of his chair twitched. ‘I suppose,’ he muttered.

      ‘You should,’ I pressed. ‘I’d like you to. Please.’ If he went back to Mycroft, he would be all but alone. Our elder brother slept little and worked late into the night and became testy if interrupted. I did not think Sherlock ought to be alone.

      ‘All right,’ he conceded. Then, after a very long time: ‘I don’t ever want to see a dead body again. The way his back was all…’

      ‘I know. I don’t, either.’

      ‘The bastard deserved no better.’

      ‘No. He didn’t.’

      ‘He deserved a lot worse.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘But it ought to have been done right. A trial.’ He shoved his hair out of his face, exposing a sharp, grey eye. ‘He said he escaped last time with someone called Fields. We have to find out who Fields is.’

      I sat up straight and stared at him. ‘Sherlock, I’m very glad you’re here, but you don’t have to keep doing this. This is my problem. And Cooper died accidentally, but last time there was an actual fight, a shootout, and lots of people died. It’s completely possible this will get worse before it gets better.’

      The front door clicked closed, and I heard the Greys’ footsteps in the hall, but Sherlock’s reply drew my attention back to him.

      ‘Of course it’s my problem, too. It’s everyone’s. And if it must get worse before it gets better, all the more reason to stop it as quickly and efficiently as possible. And anyway, you know I can’t leave a thing unfinished.’

      It was true. He had gone for four days without sleep once, determined to solve a particular mathematical problem as he taught himself calculus.

      ‘Thank you.’

      He shrugged. I still was not forgiven, then.

      Theodora trudged into the room and sank onto the settee, her shoulders hunched. Edwin followed and sat beside her.

      ‘Are you all right?’ I asked for the hundredth time since that morning. Once again, she only smiled wanly and nodded.

      I didn’t think I saw any sadness in her. Her father had betrayed her, and there had never been any particular tenderness between them, as far as I could tell. There shouldn’t have been guilt. She’d had the opportunity to kill him, but she hadn’t done it. Perhaps it was just the strain.

      Or perhaps… perhaps I would feel the same. I did not deceive myself that I knew anything about what must be going through her mind. That man, Cooper, was no real father. He had broken any bond that blood had forged between them by his cruelty. But he had been the closest Poppy had to one, and she had seen him dead. No, I had no way of knowing what she felt. No one did.

      ‘Fields,’ Sherlock said again. ‘We’ll have to find him. If he was involved last time, he may well be involved again. Cooper knew something, but the police can hardly question him, now.’ The words were callous, but he hesitated, and I saw a shiver pass just beneath his skin. Seeing that man dead had done something to him. ‘We only know the one other name.’

      Theodora tensed, her head swinging back and forth, not quite in denial. ‘You don’t know what life is like in that place. This Fields may have been involved ten years ago, but the chances he’s still alive at all are very slim.’

      ‘No,’ I cut in. ‘He said that he and Fields escaped before, and they would again. They would again. I think Fields is still very much alive, and he is certainly involved now, too.’

      She was silent for a moment, then nodded. Her torso jerked back, as though she were physically pulling herself away from an abyss. Withdrawing from her bereavement to focus on a problem she could actually solve.

      ‘Yes. Of course. Father makes… made himself known in the Nichol. He likes to make a scene. People remember him.’ Her mouth twisted, not really a smile. ‘Never fondly, but people certainly do remember him. They’ll likely remember anyone they saw him with, as well. We can ask.’

      ‘We’ll have to,’ I agreed. ‘But we’ll have to be careful. We’ve no way of knowing whether this Fields knows about us. I doubt he’ll have any idea that we’re looking for him, but he may have been in the street today. He may know whom Cooper was following when he died. And he may not realise that the death was an accident.’

      ‘I’m not sure that matters,’ Sherlock said with a shrug of one thin shoulder. ‘He’s bound to be extremely dangerous even when he’s not especially angry.’

      ‘Well, yes, that’s true. But he’s also able to report to whomever is in charge. Whomever sent that albatross head. Someone who is already especially angry with you.’ This last, I directed with a nod to the Greys.

      Edwin grimaced. ‘Speaking of. You’ve been hunting about on the streets so much, I’m afraid we’ve neglected that issue. I went out while you were gone, today.’

      Theodora twisted to look at him, alarmed. ‘Edwin!’

      He smiled. ‘I was very careful. I only went to see Jones. Editor of the Albatross, you remember.’ The smile died on his lips. ‘He’s dead. His wife said he was pulled out of the Thames about two weeks ago, terribly bloodied up. He never used a pen name, so he’d have been easy to find, and I’m afraid he’s probably how they found me. I’m sorry, Teddy.’

      ‘They killed him!’

      ‘That’s certainly how it appears. Poor man. I hadn’t spoken to him in years. I wish I had.’

      Sherlock stirred, his eyebrows drawn into a hard line. ‘But then why the games, with you? You wrote it, but he printed it, so why is he dead, but you’ve only got two rocks and an albatross head?’

      Edwin’s face froze, and I sensed that he had hoped that question would go unasked. ‘Oh. Well… I wouldn’t say only. They got the rocks and the bird bits, as well. Thought it was a prank. An ugly one, but harmless. Mrs Jones didn’t make any connection between that and her husband’s death until I mentioned receiving the same deliveries.’

      Sherlock’s eyes widened incredulously. ‘Didn’t make any connection? How!’

      Edwin shrugged. ‘The Albatross printed a lot of things that upset a lot of people. I’m sure he must have seen the connection to the paper, just not to the kidnappings. I understood at the time that he’d been receiving angry letters for years. Mice in the morning post, dogs’ droppings on the doorstep…  I don’t blame him for thinking nothing of it. Teddy and I only ever had the one experience with the Albatross, or we might not have been so quick to understand it, either.’

      ‘Then they’re going to make an attempt on our lives, as well.’ Theodora frowned. ‘They’ll have a harder time of it, here, with a policeman out front, but I doubt that’ll stop them. The next time we go out…’

      Indignation straightened my spine. ‘We have to, though. We have to find Fields! We have to find out where these women are being kept!’

      ‘Detective Sergeant Robbins can find Fields,’ she said reluctantly. ‘We know more now than we did, and we shall tell him. This is larger now than it was before. When he first came, it was only a single child taken and next to no chance of finding her. Then vandalism. This is much more, now. Enough, perhaps, that it’ll get a proper Inspector. It’ll receive the attention it deserves.’

      The gentle crackle of the fire filled the sudden silence, each little pop like a gunshot.

      ‘Nothing’s actually changed, though,’ Sherlock said slowly. ‘It isn’t as though you didn’t know they’d kill us if they caught us. Why is it any different now that we know they mean to kill you one way or another?’

      Theodora and Edwin exchanged a look, but neither seemed to have an answer. Edwin slumped in his seat and rubbed at his eye.

      ‘It doesn’t make sense,’ Sherlock pressed. ‘There’s no reason to be more afraid now than before. If anything, knowing for certain that they intend deadly revenge should only make it all the more necessary stop them as quickly as possible. To use every resource available. All of us.’

      He was stretching logic to make his point. He was right: nothing had actually changed. Someone meant to kill Edwin and Theodora Grey one way or another. The only difference was that they were sure of it, now. But really, that meant that it was no more necessary to stop them now than it had been before. Still necessary. Vital, at this point. But not more than before.

      Just a small misrepresentation, an emotional argument to get him what he wanted.

      No, I realised. To get me what he thought I wanted.

      I swallowed a smile. I didn’t think I was forgiven, not yet, but I believed I would be.

      Something occurred to me, and I turned to Edwin, feeling a small frown tugging at my mouth. ‘How long after the albatross head was Mr Jones killed?’

      He took my point and frowned, as well. ‘Mrs Jones said it was a few days later that he didn’t come home. Three or four, but she couldn’t remember exactly when the head was delivered. It was a few days yet after that he was found dead.’

      ‘Then they probably meant to try something on you already, or very soon. Thank God for the police constable.’

      The windows were still boarded—the glazier would be back in a few days’ time with cut panes that would fit perfectly into the gaps the chunks of brick had left—but I had seen the man in his plain clothes lingering in front of the house. His shadow sometimes passed before the glass of the front door. He was not conspicuous, but he was noticeable. Anyone seeking to make mischief would know this house was protected.

      Something stabbed at my memory, a problem with that feeling of safety, a warning that it was an illusion.

      I didn’t think the criminals would attack the policeman. Not if they were clever, not if they were cautious. They clearly wanted their revenge, but every action they took brightened the darkness in which they had to work. They had to know that Edwin and Theodora would understand the messages they had sent. They had to know the house was protected by the police, and by logical extension, they had to know that the Greys had told the police about the events of a decade earlier. If they were really clever, they’d take their revenge and then vanish for a while, stay silent long enough to force the police to abandon the search. But they were also arrogant, daring to take people who would be missed as well as the invisible women of the streets, daring to send a calling card to their victims’ doors. Still, that was a calculated arrogance, taking risks they obviously thought they could handle. To attack the policeman would be a declaration of war against law enforcement, and their organisation had not survived the last war.

      That wasn’t the problem.

      Sherlock leaned toward me, his eyes narrowed. ‘What is it?’

      ‘There’s a policeman out front.’

      ‘Clearly.’

      I tsked at his tone. ‘I’m trying to…’

      It came to me, then.

      There was a policeman out front because when Robbins had assigned him to watch the house, his object had been to prevent further vandalism, anything else thrown through the windows. He had not been posted to prevent attempted homicide, and there was more than one way into the house. If one really wanted to kill somebody, one probably didn’t march in through the front door.

      There was a hole in the wall around the back garden.

      ‘The back. There’s nobody watching the back.’

      Three or four days after the delivery, Jones didn’t come home. We needed another policeman. No, if we were really clever, we needed somewhere else to stay.

      I hauled myself up as Sherlock leapt to his feet, nearly knocking me back over as he strode to the door and wrenched it open. He stopped, and a moment later, I was struck by the stinging reek of smoke.
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      ‘You couldn’t have realised this sooner!’ he shot over his shoulder.

      ‘You didn’t notice it, either!’ I fired back.

      He hesitated, as much acknowledgement as I was going to get, then leaned into the hallway. ‘I’m going to go see how bad it is. You should probably get out the front and have someone go for the fire brigade.’

      ‘Going to go see!’

      ‘Well,’ he said reasonably. ‘If it isn’t too big, yet, we might be able to put it out, ourselves. I’ll let you know...’

      A thump interrupted him, at once sharp and round, as of a giant hand striking a leather chair, and in its wake, a growl and a crackle, louder than the fire in the grate. A finger of scarlet light brushed Sherlock’s cheek.

      ‘I would say it’s already too big.’ My throat and eyes began to burn. I stood, picking up my stick, and began to make my way toward him.

      Theodora surged to her feet, past me and out into the hall, knocking Sherlock aside. He caught himself against the doorframe and stared after her in amazement as she raced, not out the front door, but toward the study. She stooped immediately inside and straightened with the leather case she had salvaged when leaving, before. Her manuscript.

      ‘Everything else can be replaced,’ she said firmly as Edwin appeared at her side. He was pale, but he nodded in agreement, glancing backward at the burgeoning glow with a wince for everything her statement encompassed.

      I thought with a pang of the patched china, the money spent on repairing something that could as easily have been discarded. Everything else could be replaced, but the loss would hurt, all the same.

      There was another thump. It was an aggressive sound, a hungry sound, eager, brutal. I thought it was the sound of the flames eating through doors, gushing into new rooms through the first small holes that gaped in the wood. Somewhere in the house would be a store of paraffin for the lamps. There would be rags, thin cloth, possibly impregnated with beeswax for the furniture. The curtains. The coke for the kitchen range.

      My eyes flicked to the light fixtures. The very walls were full of gas.

      Life is so very flammable.

      The growl became a rumble, a landslide sound. There was another thump. A crash. The constable’s voice rose outside, high and harsh with alarm. There was no way to make out his words, but the message was clear.

      Theodora settled her parcel over her shoulder and seized my arm, dragging me up the hall and out the front door. The freezing air slapped the breath out of me. Sherlock followed, shepherded out by Edwin.

      From the middle of the street, I turned and looked back. The front of the house still looked as it should, for the moment. Even in the dark, the brick was light and warm. White trim glowed around the windows and door. But smoke was already beginning to rise in a billowy plume from the back, reflecting orange and crimson from below.

      The cold dug into me, all the more intense for the knowledge that soon, there would be heat. I shivered.

      Edwin had already thought of the cold, and his arms were full of coats snatched from the hall tree as he passed. He draped one over his wife’s shoulders and distributed the rest. The wool did little to quell the cold.

      The constable was talking, demanding to know if we were all right and what we had seen, but no one had the energy to answer.

      ‘No, there’s no one else inside,’ Theodora murmured.

      The Dunns had gone home. Thank God.

      A crack split the night, and sparks fountained into the air.

      Neighbours had begun to trickle out into the night, their pale faces shining above woollen wrappers and layers of blankets. The light of the fire was growing bright enough that I could see their expressions. Dazed horror, puffy-eyed alarm. But some turned with vindication on their faces and strode back inside. Those Bohemians had finally gotten what was coming to them. You reap as you sow. Follow the rules, or you’ll find trouble.

      ‘My fault, my fault…’ The constable’s hat had disappeared, and he gripped handfuls of his hair in two gloved fists. It was a different man than I had seen before. He was very young.

      ‘We can stay with Mycroft tonight,’ Sherlock said quietly. The fire roared, and I barely heard him.

      But no one moved.

      We stood and watched the fire engine arrive, but they were not there to save the Greys’ house. They laboured through the night to keep the fire from spreading down the street while a couple’s life crumbled to embers.
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      Mycroft was not surprised to see us in the first seconds after we arrived. Then he smelled the smoke in our hair and took in the flecks of ash we brushed from our shoulders. He checked his pocket watch and realised the time. One of his monumental eyebrows twitched, and he stepped aside to allow us entry.

      Given his own way, I had no doubt Mycroft would have lived in a single room, probably one without a bed. It would have held a desk, a cabinet for his papers, endless shelves for his books, and a table on which he could take his meals, the one indulgence he allowed himself.

      But it wasn’t his flat, really. He had the use of it from Father, and nothing Father owned was less than respectable. In this case, respectability included spare rooms.

      My brother called for hot baths to be drawn, for beds to be hurriedly made, and suitable clothing to be found. We soaked, we ate something reheated none of us was able to taste, and we fell into the beds prepared as dawn bloomed over London.

      The beds were large and soft and warm. Mycroft scoffed at any luxury but the culinary, but I appreciated the comfort, after such a day. I felt cold through, and scorched at the same time. I pulled the coverlet up over my shoulders and neck, where gooseflesh erupted in the absence of my stolen hair.

      The bed quaked, though, rocked by Sherlock’s endless turning. He rolled onto his side. Rolled onto his back. Threw one long leg over the edge of the bed. Ripped the blankets from me and then threw them back in disgust. He had seen a man die, had nearly been burned alive, and I did not think he would ever be the same again. He had talked about the law, about how Cooper should have been tried and hanged, fairly, legally. I wondered if he still felt the same. I certainly did not. These people had killed. They had ruined the lives of untold numbers of women. They had stripped my friends of the comfort they built from the ruins of a ten-year-old tragedy. They deserved to burn, and if the law wouldn’t see to that…

      I wanted to decide that I would see to it, instead, but it was impossible to know for sure if I could before the actual moment arrived.

      Sherlock buried his face in his down pillow with a muffled snarl.

      I inched toward him and touched his shoulder, and when he did not jerk away from me, I gripped his hand and lay with my back pressed against his, as I had when we shared a nursery not so long ago. I measured my breaths and counted, in, out, in, out, until his fell into time with mine.

      When next I was aware of anything, it was late afternoon. Sherlock had rolled out of the bed and was belting on a dressing gown that fitted him like a tent. He paused and glanced up, then seized a nearly-identical garment from the trunk at the foot of the bed and tossed it at me. Well, that made two. How many of those could Mycroft possibly own?

      ‘Do you think the Greys are up?’ I asked.

      He straightened and sniffed. ‘I smell… breakfast.’

      Both of us glanced toward the window, where a sliver of sunset peeped through the crack between the curtains.

      He shrugged. ‘If they’re not, it seems he expects them to be, soon.’

      ‘Or he felt like having breakfast at suppertime.’

      ‘Also a distinct possibility.’ He smirked.

      It felt good to share a joke. He would forgive me in his own time, I was sure, but he would forgive me.

      I belted on my own dressing gown and stuffed my feet into thick stockings to ward off the faint chill seeping up through the deep woollen carpets. The clothes I had worn on arrival had vanished, possibly to be cleaned of their smoke-stench, but more probably to be destroyed. That was one more difficulty to consider, but later, when my stomach was not protesting quite so loudly.

      We descended to the breakfast room, which was empty, then migrated to the dining room, where there were eggs, sausages, toast, and coffee on the sideboard. A heap of empty plates at the end of the table indicated that Mycroft had partaken already. The man himself hovered by the wall farthest from the door, fussing over something he had pinned directly to the scarlet wallpaper. His bulk concealed most of the object, but I caught sight of the broad edge of a very large sheet of paper.

      I heaped eggs onto a plate and smeared jam onto a piece of toast and settled in to eat while we waited. If the object was relevant, it wouldn’t be long before he explained it with appropriate detail. Then again, it might also pertain to his work, and so shouldn’t be allowed to postpone breakfast.

      The eggs on my plate vanished in moments. I got myself more and ate them more slowly, then downed a couple of cups of coffee to get my brain in order.

      The Greys appeared halfway through my second cup, raising the confirmed total number of dressing gowns in my brother’s house to four. I shot him a curious glance. A general misanthrope and hermit-in-training, he couldn’t possibly have company often enough and in sufficient numbers to warrant keeping bedroom clothing handy. Perhaps he simply liked them. One for each day of the week, or something like that. Stranger foibles lurked in the depths of our family than a fondness for brocade.

      Theodora seated herself across from me, and Edwin sat opposite Sherlock. Both of them looked as though they had barely slept. They sagged, grey around the edges, with purple smudges beneath their eyes. The hands holding their utensils were limp, grips weak.

      ‘Are you…’

      She looked up at me bleakly, and I swallowed the rest of my question with a mouthful of coffee. She was not all right. Neither of them were.

      A stack of papers struck the top of the table with a bang, making all of us jump. Mycroft loomed by the wall, having moved away from the object he had been studying. It was an ordinance map of London, not just of the City, but of all the Boroughs, spangled with the shining heads of brass and nickel tacks. I rose up a little in my seat and craned my neck to get a better look at the stack of papers. They bore an official heading, which I could not make out from where I sat, and were covered in small, neat handwriting.

      ‘I have obtained copies of the police reports regarding the events of ten years ago,’ he announced.

      I very much doubted that those were copies.

      ‘As well as records of other disappearances which were not regarded as connected at the time, but which I suspect were, in truth.’

      His suspicions were usually as good as fact.

      ‘Where the exact location of the disappearance was not known, I have approximated, based on what the police were able to learn of the victims’ habits, regularly-travelled paths, and so forth.’

      He waved a thick hand at the map behind him.

      ‘Those of ten years ago are represented by the brass tacks. Do you see?’

      ‘They’re in clusters,’ I said.

      ‘Concentrated around the rookeries,’ Sherlock added. ‘We already knew that. They focussed on the poor, first, and began to attract attention when they tried to expand their reach. This isn’t news.’

      Mycroft ignored the criticism.

      ‘There is a pattern,’ he said. ‘In location, yes, but also in time.’ He pointed to a single pin in the centre of a single cluster. ‘This, as far as I can tell, was the first, or at least the first reported.’ He pointed to another pin. ‘The second.’ His finger moved slowly around the map. ‘The third. The fourth. The fifth. The sixth.’

      Once or twice, a pin was right beside the one that had come before it, but as I watched his hand move, I saw the pattern he had seen. He was moving outward from a central point that had been invisible among the scattered clusters. As the numbers grew, clusters formed in a widening circle, scattering and tapering away as they moved further from the City.

      ‘What’s in the centre?” I asked.

      His finger moved to the riverside, in an empty space between clusters. ‘The warehouse.’

      ‘Because they secured their facilities first, and used that as a base, starting close to home, and expanding as the operation was able to expand.’

      He nodded.

      ‘And the silver pins?’

      ‘The current case. As I expected, a similar pattern emerged.’

      Theodora stirred. ‘You’ve found their base?’

      Mycroft nodded, but then his massive brows drew together. He flapped a hand at the map. ‘I’ve found a middle point of a similar pattern. As to the usefulness of that…’

      ‘Where?’

      His finger thumped into the middle of Westminster. ‘I have accounted for flows of traffic, the ease with which a cart could pass, to account for some unusual features of the pattern. St James’s, I believe.’

      Everyone at the table exchanged a startled glance. The gentlemen’s clubs and foreign cafés, rows of glittering white townhouses and sprawling mansions seemed a dangerous place in which to root an empire of vice. The Haymarket had its ancient reputation, of course. And if the operation had been very lucrative, a criminal might choose to reside in such an area. But to work from such a place! The movement in and out…

      No, they used the cart, and the cart had been covered. A woman bound and gagged in the back would never be noticed. Like any other delivery, the cart would go to the back, invisible from the street, and the human cargo could be unloaded in safety.

      I closed my eyes and pictured it. A warehouse was a large, open space inside. Such a space would echo, if a woman chose to scream, and some would scream, no matter how they were threatened into silence. Most abutted a street, perhaps with a strip of pavement between. Workers walked past. There was always a chance that one would wander inside, looking for employment. A warehouse, in retrospect, was a dangerous choice. A house, a nice one, might be separated from the street by a wall with a fence and even a small expanse of lawn. The inside would be divided by walls, papered and carpeted, which would deaden noise. And no one simply walks up to the house of a stranger. If one had the money, a house was more secure.

      ‘Why are there clusters, though?’ I asked, opening my eyes. ‘They not all concentrated in the rookeries. What are the other ones?’

      ‘The Hellhounds,’ Sherlock replied before Mycroft had even had a chance to open his mouth. ‘And others like them. The gangs who have been recruited to do the collecting each have their own territories, I believe.’ He stood and stalked up to the map, eyes narrowed, then pointed at one of the clusters in silver, very near to our parents’ London house. ‘Here they are. They’ve hunted in their own domain.’

      I followed the path of the street I had taken on the night of the storm to where I believed the Wrong Boys’ domain must be, adjacent to the Hellhounds. There was no cluster, there.

      ‘It’s still a large area to search,’ Edwin interjected. His voice was tired and gravelly. ‘And I am afraid the police will be reluctant. They do not like to disturb the affluent any more than necessary.’

      ‘We have the Wrong Boys, though,’ I said. ‘They’ve seen the cart. One of them, I mean. They must use more than one. They couldn’t loiter near the residences, but they could in the busier areas. Wait to see something and follow it.’

      He frowned and rubbed at his bad eye. ‘I don’t like the idea of sending children. Or even adolescents,’ he added with a glance toward me and Sherlock, as though either of us could feel slighted, at the moment.

      ‘Adolescents who can go anywhere unseen,’ I reminded him.

      Mycroft harrumphed. ‘Precisely. Unless you think these villains could fail to recognise a policeman, even in plain clothes.’

      He made his point. Edwin subsided, though he still frowned.

      A coffee cup clinked against a saucer. Wings flapped against the darkening window.

      At that time of year, the darkness came early, and it was not all that late.

      ‘There’s still time to find the Wrong Boys today,’ I said. Or at least Peach, though I could hardly tell him what we had discovered. But I believed that Magpie must have heard of the fire, by now, and would be waiting where he knew we could find him. ‘They could be in St James’s in the morning.’

      ‘Failing that,’ Theodora added drily, ‘we now have a map of all the places one is most likely to be kidnapped. In case we must, as you suggested, engineer one.’
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      Theodora and Edwin accompanied me, though I knew they were more interested in viewing the remains of their home than anything else. They could be forgiven their priorities; some things will always be distractions, like a shattered home, or a body at a wake.

      I assured them I would be fine on my own, and they were inclined to agree. The arsonists either thought we had been killed in the blaze or knew we had escaped and gone elsewhere. The carcass of the house would no longer be watched. Peach concerned me—Peach always concerned me—but I expected Magpie or one of the other boys to be there, and if for some reason I felt too unsafe, I could always refuse to go inside.

      I went with them as far as the shell of their house. The stink was overpowering. I had always liked the smell of wood smoke, but wood and polish, cloth and paint, dye and hot metal created a repellent miasma. The air above and around the blackened remains was still thick and grey, and the coals still put off so much heat that the constable, who had remained hovering dutifully nearby, was red in the face beneath his cloak and muffler and hat.

      Edwin sighed hollowly, but his hand found Theodora’s and squeezed. ‘Father will help,’ I heard him whisper. ‘And there was the insurance, don’t forget.’

      ‘I don’t want his help,’ she hissed in reply, and I resolved to avoid the topic of Edwin’s father.

      I arranged to meet them back at Mycroft’s within a couple of hours, having obtained from him enough money for cabs to spare my ankle.

      The ride to the intersection I recalled being closest to Peach’s practice was short, much shorter than the walk had been, and I paid the driver to wait. If Magpie was not there, I did not intend to wait for him in Peach’s company. If he was there, I preferred to return with him to my brother’s home rather than discuss our business in front of someone I was certain was involved in it.

      I slipped into the maze of passages where the cab could not go. Instantly, the darkness closed around me, and I had to stop to give my eyes time to adjust. A lantern would have been useful, but the evening had turned overcast, and a certain amount of light reflected downward from the low clouds, making manoeuvring difficult but possible.

      Mycroft had procured a complete suit of my own clothing, somehow, which I knew he could not have done with Father’s knowledge. It hung very loose on my altered frame, and I had become unaccustomed to the swish of skirts. The sound seemed very loud in the darkness. I’d have preferred to remain a boy until the ordeal was over, of course, but it was what was available, and I could not go looking for Wrong Boys naked. When there was a spare moment, I would ask Sherlock for the use of another of his suits.

      And for the first time in what seemed ages, I had boots that fit my feet, laced tightly to support my ankle. Despite the sound of my skirts, I moved more quietly in shoes that fit.

      I was quiet enough to hear the footsteps behind me.

      That should not have worried me, in itself. There were homes in these back ways. People lived there. It still was not late, and a few places of business were still accepting custom. But these footsteps kept pace with mine, neither falling behind nor hurrying past. With effort, I kept myself from turning round.

      I turned a corner, and they followed. I turned again, and they followed. I turned a third time, and the peeling blue door appeared in front of me. Rather than knock, I twisted frantically at the knob, found the door unlocked, and ducked inside. A simple, rusty bolt presented itself at eye level, and I shoved it into the doorframe. But nobody rattled the knob. I could no longer hear the footsteps. Perhaps they had gone past.

      A throat cleared itself behind me.

      ‘You look out of breath,’ said the unpleasant, sibilant voice.

      I turned and found Peach standing there with his arms crossed, watching me impassively. He was right. I was gasping, more from nerves than from exertion. My lungs burned from the cold outside.

      ‘I thought I was being followed.’

      ‘A false alarm, then? Ah, well. I won’t ask you to come in, since you already have, but perhaps you would like a cup of tea.’

      It wasn’t really a question, and I was not sure how to answer.

      He extended one of his pincer-like hands toward where I remembered the parlour to be.

      ‘I need Magpie. Is he here?’

      He did not lower his hand, and raised an eyebrow in addition. ‘No. He had heard about the fire, but could find no one to tell him whether you had burned alive, so he waited here today and will return tomorrow.’

      Guilt stabbed through my gut, and I found myself biting my lip, not a gesture I could recall ever having used before.

      Tomorrow. I had not planned on remaining with Peach for even a second longer than was absolutely necessary, but I also could not convince myself that there was not a man waiting just outside the door for me to emerge. I leaned heavily on my stick.

      If someone had been following me, how long were they likely to wait? I had said I would return to Mycroft’s house within two hours. I did not, they would come looking for me. Sherlock had been to Peach’s place before, and his excellent memory would lead him back accurately. It might take them half an hour to arrive, so I might have to wait two and a half hours if they took me at my word and departed exactly at the two-hour mark.

      In the meantime, Peach had offered me tea. What did he intend to put in it? Did he know that someone was outside? Might he be in league with them? He could not possibly have known that I meant to come looking for Magpie now, indeed could not have known that I would come at all, since he seemed to have only just discovered that any of us survived. So he could not have planned to box me in like this. Was it simple opportunity?

      Or was I out of my mind, and there was no one outside at all?

      As if in answer, there was a terrific crash, and the door shuddered on its hinges.

      ‘Peach!’ a voice roared through the wood. ‘Know yer in there, Stephen Peach! Saw the bitch go in there, too!’

      Both of us froze. His eyes slid past me and fixed on the door. He licked his discoloured lips.

      Another tremendous blow rattled the door, and he suddenly seized my arm with strength I had not expected and dragged me through the parlour, all its lamps extinguished, and to the room that served as his surgery. With a single, practiced motion, he shoved the examination table out of the way and drove his heel into the end of one of the floorboards, causing it to flip up and reveal a handle. He wrenched open a small trapdoor, opening up a space barely the size of a travel trunk, neatly lined with bottles, paper-wrapped parcels, and small boxes. Into the space I tumbled, his hand on my back crushing me against its floor. The trapdoor came down, and I heard the table dragged back into place.

      I knew the smells. I was among his medical supplies, hidden to prevent theft. It was terrifyingly close, and my knees digging into my chest made breathing difficult, but applying a tiny bit of upward pressure convinced me that the door could be opened from the inside. I could tolerate the confinement, knowing that I was not trapped.

      I heard the door shatter. Heavy footfalls. The voice called again for Peach, and I heard him answer from very nearby.

      ‘Mr Fields, have you been brawling, again? Come through, and I’ll have a look. And you’ve lost an eye? Very unf-…’

      He was interrupted by a meaty thud and the sound of something sharp-edged hitting the floor, close enough that I could hear the breath whoosh from his lungs. Dust pattered down onto the back of my neck.

      ‘I ‘ear you been awful friendly wi’ a particular bunch o’ guttersnipes. I ‘ear also they been askin’ questions to which my employer don’ want the answers generally known, see?’

      Shoeleather scraped against the floor. ‘I treat all manner of people, Mr Fields. I do become fond of some of them. However…’

      Another thud cut him off. He choked.

      ‘However, their business is not mine. If you want to know what they know, I’m afraid I am not in a position to help you. I can treat you, though. To judge by the smell of you, something is infected…’

      ‘Also ‘eard you been askin’ questions of yer own.’

      ‘Some of my usual patients have not been to see me, of late. I may have expressed concern…’

      ‘Awful curious concern, Peach.’

      ‘I’ve a right to care for my patients. Anyway, whatever I may have asked, there were no answers to be had. I can prove nothing. And how would I go to the police, Fields? Tell them exactly how I know those women?’

      There was a pause, a moment of almost total silence, during which I had no idea what nonverbal communication might be taking place.

      ‘Where’s the girl?’

      My breathing hitched, and it was all I could do not to choke on my own saliva.

      ‘The one with the stick. She owes me an eye. I want ‘er, and yer word you’ll ask nothing more, an’ that’ll end it.’

      ‘A girl came to me some time ago with a bad sprain, possibly a small fracture. I gave her a stick, and she left with the Wrong Boys. I have not seen her since. I believe she became separated from them, at some point…’

      The floorboards creaked as Fields shifted his weight. ‘I watched ‘er walk this way. Saw ‘er stick.’

      ‘Possibly, but she did not come inside. If they brought her here, she may live in the area.’

      ‘All right. Fine.’

      There was a terrible noise I could not begin to describe, one I did not know a human body could make, and I understood that Peach was no longer able to reply. I squeezed my eyes shut and counted my breaths as the table above me was overturned with a crash. Glass shattered. Doors slammed open and shut again.

      Methodically, Fields worked his way through each of the rooms, the sound of his footsteps approaching and receding, the sounds of his anger growing more and more violent until suddenly they stopped, and there was silence.

      Still, I did not move until something wet began to seep through the wool at my back. I pushed through the trapdoor, lightheaded with the sudden rush of air into my lungs, scattering dust and fragments of the bottles I had crushed beneath me.

      The wet stuff was, as I had already known, the pool of blood spreading away from Doctor Stephen Peach.

      But somehow, he was not yet dead. He sat propped against the wall, his spidery fingers wrapped tightly around his spindly throat, awash in crimson. Red froth oozed over his palm, and with his next breath, a bubble forced its way between his fingers and popped.

      ‘If I could get you to the cab,’ I began, the automatic words slicing their way through my shock.

      He could not shake his head, but I saw the negative in his eyes.

      ‘Then, is there anything I…’

      His lips twitched, but only foam emerged.

      ‘I misjudged you,’ I said, needing him to know. ‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Thank you.’

      But I could not tell whether he understood. In another breath, his eyes went still and his hand fell away, and with a clear view of his carotid arteries, I saw the last beat of his heart.
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      Within a few hours, I found myself in St James’s, as planned. The district traditionally bounded by the Mall, Piccadilly, Haymarket, and Green Park was immaculate and exclusive, an expanse of fine businesses, fine dining, fine homes, fine entertainment, and great houses, some of which carried ancient names I knew. It was the domain of the elites, far beyond Mycroft’s impressive influence, though he did grumble over breakfast, in a somewhat sinister tone, that it would not be long. Nobody quite wanted to ask what he meant by that.

      If St James’s was beyond Mycroft’s influence, it was doubly beyond my comfort, and trebly beyond Magpie’s. He had arrived in a constable’s tow, his eyes red and a bruise purpling on his cheek, face set with cold fury. He had tried to run, the constable explained. Mycroft’s eyes darted to the number at the man’s collar and he smiled broadly, amiably advising that he tender his resignation while he still could.

      It took moments to explain to Magpie what we had learned and what he could do to help, ten minutes for him to stuff himself and his pockets with much of the contents of the breakfast table—Mycroft offered a basket, but was refused, with the explanation that a ragged boy with a basket would be quickly arrested for theft—and about an hour for him to go and assemble the rest of his little clan.

      Robbins appeared during that hour, trailing along behind a much smaller man with a pointed goatee who obviously outranked him. Cameron. We could all of us tell at a glance, by the expression on Robbins’s face, that Detective Inspector Cameron meant to wrap up this matter with his own two hands and not a shred of input from anyone else. We explained what Mycroft had found. I told him about the man who had killed Doctor Peach and described his face as well as I could, crossing my fingers that no one had told him it had been a girl there, last night. It seemed that no one had.

      And Inspector Cameron told us all kindly and with much condescension that it would all be all right.

      Robbins was allowed to say nothing.

      ‘He’s not going to St James’s,’ Mycroft rumbled when they had left. ‘Or if he does, he’ll knock politely on each door and ask if anyone has seen a man matching Fields’s description, then apologise for wasting their valuable time.’

      ‘He may,’ Theodora replied dubiously. ‘But he earned his rank somehow. Perhaps he’s better at investigating than at conversing.’

      ‘He’s on the take,’ Mycroft replied.

      We all looked at him, and he looked back with incredulity. ‘I know how much a Detective Inspector earns, and I know what his suit cost. Either he is earning his money dishonestly, or he is taking it without earning it at all. We cannot rely on Inspector Cameron in this. He likes money too much to interrogate it with any objectivity.’

      He may have inherited, I thought, but Mycroft would have thought of that, too, and must have dismissed it. I wondered what it was he had seen, but there was not time to let small matters perplex me.

      We could not rely on Inspector Cameron.

      And so I strolled slowly along with Sherlock and Theodora, scanning the houses in their miniature estates from the street and trying to appear as though we were chatting about inconsequential things. Edwin, with his bad eye, had not thought he would be of much help.

      We three did not look like we belonged in that place, but that was all right. It was not unheard-of for lesser mortals to visit, to admire, to bask, and then to go home. There were few others like us—it was not easy to pass through St James’s on the way elsewhere—but still, we were not alone.

      An endless stream of doubts trickled through my head, and I forced myself to pick apart and answer each of them.

      What if they only drove the cart at night? I had only seen it after dark, myself.

      No, that wasn’t likely. It would be less likely to be seen at night, but anyone who did see it at night would be more likely to think it suspicious. And anyway, there was nothing strange about making deliveries during the day. Even if they did, the worst case was that we would have to return and continue to watch at night. In a well-lighted area, that would be easy, even if the season made it unpleasant.

      The cart couldn’t be going back and forth daily, could it? That would mean they were taking someone every day. That would have been noticed.

      No, considering London’s population and the operation’s choice of victim, it was not at all implausible that several dozens had gone missing without raising any alarms. The cart might very well be in constant use. And if it was not, we would watch until it did appear.

      But surely someone would notice the same cart coming and going every day. I could think of no answer to that.

      And we had to be wasting our time looking at the houses themselves. Neighbourhoods such as this one did not go unscrutinised. Any hint of something amiss would be seen and documented and appear in the papers. Any curiosity among the elites, any whiff of mystery, might portend a scandal, and so it would appear in print. Nothing could possibly be allowed to appear wrong from the outside.

      No, not wrong. But possibly different. Curtains drawn at strange times, perhaps? Would they dare put bars on the windows? I had seen beautifully worked wrought-iron bars on windows before, but on one of these gleaming houses, it would be tasteless. It would draw attention.

      We had left the Wrong Boys loitering in front of the shops and watching the streets beyond the residential part of the district, and I wished I could share my thoughts with Magpie. I had thought that the comparative isolation of the houses would provide greater safety, but it was also true that shops had storerooms, basements. I did not know whether they or we were more likely to find success.

      The day dragged.

      At noon, we tracked down the Wrong Boys to compare notes, and Magpie and I walked together out of the area to find a pie stall and buy lunch for everyone, unwilling to send anyone alone.

      People looked strangely at us, but he wore his cap low and his muffler high, and they did not stare quite as long as they would have if his features had been visible. I wondered if he hid himself like that intentionally, or if he was merely trying to stay as warm as possible. What did he do during the summer months?

      ‘I’m sorry about Peach,’ I said at length.

      He glanced at me out of the corner of an eye. ‘You were there.’

      ‘Yes. I was looking for you. A man came looking for him, and for me, having seen me coming. Fields, the one whose eye I put out the night Snail was taken. Doctor Peach had been trying to find her, too.’

      ‘Course ‘e was.’ There was anger in the words, and a challenge.

      ‘There’s a space under the floor where he kept his medical supplies. He put me down there, and when he wouldn’t tell him where I was, Fields killed him.’

      The information did not surprise him, as I had known it wouldn’t.

      ‘You got anythin’ to say about that?’

      ‘Yes. I was extremely wrong.’

      ‘That’s damn right, you were.’

      My lip had cracked in the cold, and I chewed at the edges of the tiny wound.

      ‘I didn’ know ‘im five years, like I said,’ Magpie blurted out suddenly. ‘Knew ‘im maybe ten, only I don’ like to talk about it. ‘Bout ‘ow I met ‘im.’

      ‘Please don’t feel that you need to tell me, if you don’t want to.’

      He did want to, though, and I felt it was the least I could do to listen.

      ‘I was born in America,’ he said, and stopped, seeming for a moment unable to continue. His shoulders rolled uncomfortably, and he made a soft noise with his tongue. ‘Look, it’s a strange thing to say, an’ I don’ want no pity over it, you understand?’

      After a moment, I understood him. I thought him to be about my age, which meant he had been born in or around ’56. I knew little enough about America and its recent history, but everyone knew about their war and its results, and the way things had been before. The probability was very high that a Negro boy born around ’56 had been born property, and I could not blame him for his difficulty finding a way to say so aloud.

      ‘Go on,’ I said.

      ‘Came ‘ere when I was a baby,’ he said, omitting what I thought must have been a terrible and terribly interesting span of time. ‘Mum died on the boat over. I don’ remember ‘er. My aunt Flora brought me up. Did charwork during the day, worked the streets at night.’ There was pride in that statement, and gratitude. ‘Then she got sick. One of the other ladies told us about Peach, an’ I went an’ found ‘im. ‘E came an’ sat up with ‘er for a solid week. Never saw ‘im sleep. ‘E left once, came back all beat up, but ‘e brought food an’ opium for ‘er pain. Did what ‘e could for me, after. Tried to get me into a charity ‘ouse, but they wouldn’t ‘ave me, on account of livin’ with an ‘ore is bad for your morals. That, an’ I’m unsightly. So ‘e looks… ‘E looked after me as much as ‘e could. An’ the others.’

      He looked at me steadily, waiting.

      ‘He was part of your family.’

      ‘Yeah. You could say that.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’ That didn’t seem like enough, not after I had spent so much time being so cruel in my judgements. ‘I wish I had actually known him.’

      That seemed to be what he had been waiting for. His shoulders relaxed. ‘Yeah. I wish you ‘ad, too. You’d ‘ave got on, I think.’

      I did not think we would have gotten on, actually. Peach’s acerbic nature and chilly wit had not appealed to me. But I could have respected him.

      We found a stand and purchased our pies, departing with all hands and pockets full. A cup of tea would have been appreciated, as well, but tea was not portable.

      ‘’E liked you, you know.’

      I stopped short and stared at my companion, eyebrows raised.

      His eyes crinkled in a broad grin. ‘I know ‘e ‘ad a funny way of showin’ it. Never said ‘e was nice to no one. But you got away an’ found a place to stay, roof over your ‘ead, plenty to eat, an’ you still came back to tell us what ‘appened to Snail. Stuck around to get ‘er back. Surprised the ‘ell out of ‘im, that did. Me, too, if I’m honest.’

      Something loosened inside of me at the affirmation. After everything that had gone wrong, all the mistakes I had made, all the gnawing doubts inside, I had almost forgotten that I was involved in something that mattered. I was doing something right. Something clicked, a piece settling back into place, and for the first time in ages, I began to suspect that I was still myself.

      ‘We don’t have her back yet,’ I said, unintentionally gruff. ‘Come on.’

      Still the day dragged.

      We all found a comparatively sunny spot in Green Park where we could steal a few minutes to sit and eat our pies, Theodora animatedly pointing out the place where the Earl of Bath had duelled the Earl of Bristol in 1730. Her story fell flat. There was too much fresh blood for tales of old violence to entertain.

      Then it was back to our endless circuits.

      And the day dragged.

      ‘We’ll have to find a way to make ourselves less conspicuous if we intend to stay through the night,’ Theodora said wearily as we reached a corner and turned to begin another round. ‘We’ll look strange, promenading around at night. And I’ll need a cup of coffee. Or five.’

      ‘And tomorrow?’ Sherlock asked. ‘We may be able to make it through the night, and possibly through the day, but what about tomorrow night? Do you think Magpie and his know anyone who could take over? We’ll have to establish shifts in order to keep this up.’

      ‘We will,’ I agreed. ‘Mycroft might know someone. Though, come to think of it, I don’t know that I’ve ever heard if he has any friends.’

      ‘He doesn’t,’ Sherlock volunteered. ‘I asked, once. He said he’s got plans to found a club in which the first rule is that no one may speak to anyone else.’

      I glanced at him, and saw my own thoughts reflected in his face, but I voiced them anyway. ‘Why bother founding a club? Couldn’t he much more easily stay at home by himself and speak to no one all alone?’

      Sherlock shrugged. ‘It must make sense to him. We both know better than to question Mycroft.’

      Theodora shook her head, not looking at either of us. ‘It’s none of my business, but you have a very strange family.’

      It was easy to joke about our strange older brother, but the word family brought Mother back to the front of my mind, and I ducked my head so they would not see the tightening of my jaw or the prickle of tears. She was not dead, I reminded myself. She was not well, but she was also not dead, and where there was life, there was hope. I would see her, somehow. Mycroft would be able to find a way to let me see her without exposing me to Father, without forcing me back home.

      And the day dragged. Daylight began to fade.

      ‘We can’t ask the boys to stay out overnight,’ I said. ‘Magpie will insist, but the others are younger. We should give them a chance to get some sleep.’

      ‘Your brother will put them up and feed them, I expect.’ Theodora stopped abruptly and shut her eyes, tilting her head toward her shoulder until her neck cracked. I winced.

      ‘One of us should go as well,’ she continued. ‘That’ll still leave two, for safety, and the third can return in a few hours to relieve one of the others. We miss things when we’re tired.’

      Sherlock did not miss things when he was tired, but he had the grace not to point that out.

      I volunteered to fetch the Wrong Boys. The streets were not yet so empty that I feared to go off on my own.

      And I was not on my own. The Wrong Boys found me before I could find them, first Weasel, then Dart, then Magpie, and finally Billy. I explained the situation.

      The three younger boys looked eager, at first, at the prospect of a third meal in a single day, then dubious, then resolute.

      ‘I’m stayin’ ere,’ Weasel told me in a tone of defiance. ‘Stayin’ ‘ere till Snail’s back an’ the bastards what took ‘er is arrested.’

      ‘It could take days before we see anything of importance,’ I explained. ‘We all have to maintain our strength, or we may miss the clue when it comes.’

      He was not convinced. The jut of his jaw showed it.

      ‘Dart an’ Billy,’ Magpie ruled. ‘You’ll go an’ rest now, an’ Weasel an’ me in the morning. Won’t do anybody any good if we’re fallin’ asleep on our feet.’

      He did not mention hunger. That was probably a given, for them.

      Dart and Billy pattered off reluctantly into the gathering gloom.

      I looked at Magpie, but he was staring over my shoulder, his brilliant eyes wide and icy with purpose. He grabbed my arm and pulled me close, not daring to point. His sibilant whisper raised the hairs on the back of my neck.

      ‘There it is.’
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      There were ten women crammed into the pantry. Granted, it was a large pantry, but eleven bodies and five flat, rancid cots made for a tight fit, all the same. An oil lamp belched smoke on one of the empty shelves. I was relieved to see that none of them were younger than me. Then I was horrified. Snail was not there.

      They regarded me with a mixture of curiosity and hollow-eyed despair, some obviously wondering what I was doing there. I wondered the same thing. Fields had not been among those who seized me, and I did not know whether they recognised me as the girl who had put out his eye, or even whether they had recognised me as a girl at all. I knew that they would not kill me immediately. They had to find out how much I knew about them, and who else knew it, who else was coming. But perhaps they did not mean to kill me at all. Perhaps there was a market for boys, too.

      ‘Have any of you seen a younger redheaded girl?’ I asked. ‘About so tall, very thin. She calls herself Snail.’

      One face hardened with the decision not to trust me, but the rest shook their heads.

      Of course they hadn’t. The pantry could hardly be intended for the long term. They were probably moved out within days, either to a brothel or a buyer. It would have been weeks since Snail was last in that place. That meant I would have to find their records. They would be encoded, somehow, but Mycroft would be able to solve that problem.

      I felt at the large split the men had left in my eyebrow. It had hurt when I got it, and it would again soon, but it was almost numb, for the moment.

      The ten faces watched me. I leaned away from the door and whispered to them. ‘My friend escaped. He’ll be coming with the police soon.’

      Ten mouths opened and then shut again. We all had to hold on only until Magpie returned, hopefully with an army. How long? He would have to reach Theodora first, and she would have better luck talking to the police than he would. She would have to find a constable who could take her to Robbins, who was a better bet than Cameron. But it was late. Robbins would have to be roused, and he would likely have to inform Cameron before he could take action. They would have to assemble a force to storm the house. Cameron would balk at the idea of creating a disturbance in such a place. He couldn’t refuse, as I was certain Magpie would have the sense to lie about the fact that I was seized while trespassing. But he would know there was no room for error, and so he would construct the raid carefully. It might not actually happen until tomorrow, or even tomorrow night.

      How many of these women would be moved along by then?

      And would I still be alive?

      Well, I would just have to make myself interesting enough to keep around. Escape was unlikely enough that I did not consider it. There were a lot more of them than there were of me, and they were a lot bigger, and obviously, they had taken my stick.

      I could tell that none of them were quite sure whether to believe me. They were all too wary of disappointment.

      I understood, and did not attempt to talk to them anymore. I sat against the wall, instead, and tried to think, but thought was impossible, and sleep was impossible, and without a window, I had no way to know how much time had passed.

      Half an hour or an hour or five hours later, they came back for me. At the first rasp of the key in the lock, my fellow prisoners shrank back as far as they could, their bodies pressed together into a quivering wad of grey wool.

      It was Fields, this time. I stood to meet him, satisfied that my exhaustion made it impossible for me to show fear. He bent to stare into my face, his single eye squinting hard, searching for familiarity. I reflected with a little cold smugness that he could not possibly have seen much of my face the night Snail was taken, and I did not think he had seen much of me yesterday night, either.

      I watched him back, aware of a twitch in my lip and an uncomfortable tightness in my throat, praying that neither were visible.

      ‘Yeah,’ he said at length, and he struck me hard across the face, sending me reeling backward into the crowd of women behind me.

      By the time I could see again, he had both of his massive hands wrapped vice-like around my left upper arm, and another man had me by my right. Together, they dragged me from the pantry, and I heard a third man turn the key behind us. I shook my head to clear it. There was no telling what might be important, and I needed to be aware of everything.

      It was not as a house like that should have been. That was immediately evident.

      The kitchen was cold, only a few dishes sitting out. It was late, but there ought to have been a scullery maid somewhere. The hidden corridors where servants could pass unseen were dark and empty. Was the entire house unstaffed? Probably so. There had to be deeply untrustworthy servants out there somewhere, but my general impression of the serving class was of starkly moral people. A starkly moral servant would not stand for what was going on in that house. But an untrustworthy one… well, could not be trusted. So the house must have been populated by only those directly involved in the operation. That was a good thing. It meant there were no innocents to become embroiled in the coming conflict. The women were all locked up and conveniently out of the way.

      We emerged into a lit hallway, where ghostly shapes loomed, covered in white dust sheets. The light from the windows was a deceit. There was no one in those lower rooms. Possibly the furniture there was covered, as well, but the level of the windows made it impossible to see that from outside. Were these people even supposed to be here? What kind of money was there in this kind of business? Did they own the house, but just kept it inoperative to avoid the need for servants? Or had they broken in and occupied it illegally? God, I could not imagine being the rightful owner of the place, coming back after a long absence to find out what had been done there.

      We stopped near the middle of the corridor, in front of an open door, and the other man rapped his knuckles against the frame. So the person inside was important. Possibly the one in charge.

      ‘Come,’ came the reply.

      I was carried from the door to the centre of the room and thrown face-first onto a deep, plush carpet. As I got my arms underneath myself, one of them, probably Fields, delivered a crushing kick to my bad ankle. I went down again and remained there, listening to their retreating footsteps. The door closed.

      ‘You put out my man’s eye,’ said a voice from directly above me. It was deep, but not masculine.

      I struggled to rise, and got as far as my knees before freezing at the revelation of a pistol pointed at my face. The person behind it was a woman, shorter than I, with grey in her dark hair and the marks of hardship on her face. She wore a plain green gown of an excellent cut, but a closer look showed me that the voluminous skirts were in fact divided, an expensive and fashionable pair of trousers. Her eyes were curiously flat, emotionless, and the longer I held her gaze, the more I wondered whether she ever blinked at all.

      ‘I suspect you set the police on me, as well,’ she continued. ‘And set a gang of children to search for me. Killed one of my less vital agents. I do wonder how you ultimately found me, though.’

      ‘Mathematics,’ I replied.

      She waited for an explanation. I had no desire to provide her with one, but she still had a gun pointed at me, and I very dearly wanted to remain alive until help could arrive. ‘You probably were very careful to make sure that your activity was scattered randomly through the city, rather than concentrated in any particular area. And taken in sum, that was true. But when the disappearances were taken by date and viewed as they occurred over time, a pattern began to spread from a central point. From here.’

      Mycroft had also mentioned using flows of traffic and other such factors in his calculations. I did not want to mention Mycroft, and I did not want to generate any questions I could not answer, so I shut my mouth.

      She considered. ‘Unfortunate,’ she said at last. ‘And who else knows we’re here? My men said there was another who got away, a shabby little thing with a deformity. You do understand that he can say whatever he likes to the police. They’ll never come here looking for trouble.’

      ‘Yes. I do understand that.’ That was why he would go to Theodora, first, and let her proceed from there.

      Her marble eyes narrowed. ‘I asked who else.’

      ‘We two were alone. And as you say, I have nothing to hope from him.’

      Word games were unwise, I discovered. She saw through my prevarication and the hand holding the pistol tightened. I tightened, too.

      ‘Then who knew where you were?’

      Truth, or lies? Definitely lies. If she knew I was waiting for the police, she and her men could simply flee.

      ‘No one.’

      I could see her disbelief and hurried to spill out more words.

      ‘No one knew we were here. I had spoken to the police, yes. Quite a lot. But they wouldn’t take me seriously. They said I was making up stories, looking for attention. And even when they did notice that women were disappearing, they said those women were the sort that often disappear entirely on their own. They wouldn’t take me seriously, so my friend and I decided that if we could prove it…’

      More an overextension of the truth than an actual lie, but she did seem to believe that. At least, she nodded. Then she spoke.

      ‘Peter Storm does not know? I believe he escaped the conflagration. Him and his whore wife.’

      My back stiffened in indignation, and she laughed.

      ‘I’ve been watching them for some time. I’m sure they must have told you how they ruined me. You did not escape my notice, either.’ Some trace of emotion flickered in her eyes, but it was dull and lifeless. ‘Though I did not connect the girl with the stick and the boy with the stick until last night. That was a lapse. I have, myself, taken advantage of male dress on occasion.’ The flicker of emotion became a spark. Contempt. ‘Though I have to say, you’re much better at it than I am.’

      I blinked. ‘Did you have me brought up here so you could call me ugly?’

      The contempt became fury. ‘No. I mean to shoot you. I know nothing of you, but I know a lot of Peter Storm, Mr Edwin Grey, and the chit he married. You have not convinced me they are not coming. This will be the third time I have lost everything, you know. I haven’t the energy to rebuild again. So when you are dead, just in case you are lying, I will sit by that window and watch for the police, and if I see them coming, I will set the house on fire. There’s not much I can do about the men. They will run and probably be caught. The women below are locked in and will burn with me. Of course, I shall shoot myself before the flames reach me.

      ‘Well?’

      My brain felt numb. What could I say to that? I had been determined to keep her talking so she would not have time to run, but she had never meant to. That vindictive streak was stronger than I had imagined, and far less reasonable. I blinked slowly, unable to respond. She wanted a response.

      The scene played out in my head. It was a large house, and fires spread upward much faster than they spread downward. I was not overly concerned for the women. If this person waited until she saw the police before setting the blaze, there would be more than enough time to free the prisoners before the flames reached them. Of course, I would still be dead, at that point, and the records of sold girls would be destroyed. Snail would not be recovered.

      But maybe I could keep her away from the window.

      ‘The third time?’ I asked. My voice croaked.

      She cocked an eyebrow.

      ‘You said it was the third time you’d lost everything. What happened?’

      She smiled grimly. ‘You’re trying to keep yourself alive. I understand that. I’d prefer to stay alive, myself. But we don’t always get what we want.’

      ‘Of course I am,’ I shot back. ‘Why kill me at all? I’m here, I’m in your power. You could as easily make money off me. I’ve already told you no one is coming for me. I ran away from home and told no one where I was going. I’d rather go back downstairs and share the fate of those women.’

      ‘Your ability to say that demonstrates your ignorance.’

      She stepped back, and I flinched, thinking she intended to fire, but she dropped into the chair behind her and balanced the pistol on her knee, still trained firmly on my face. ‘You think what waits for them is better than death? You know nothing about it.’

      ‘You know about it, though.’

      Still, she would not be drawn out. ‘Of course I do. I have engineered it.’

      And still, she had not shot me. Why? There had to be something she wanted, either something she wanted me to say or something she wanted to say to me. She did not want to talk about her past, about the things she had lost or about her curious knowledge of prostitution and slavery. What, then?

      ‘You’ve deliberately engineered what you consider a fate worse than death for these women. Why? You’re a woman, yourself.’

      There. That was it. Life flared in her eyes, and a mad, burning pride. ‘As are you.’ Her gaze raked my body like a physical force, making me wince. ‘And yet, you’ve eschewed femininity, very deliberately, I think. You and I may have been born among them, but we are not like other women, are we?’

      Good Lord, where was she going with this?

      ‘I put on trousers thinking it might keep me from getting caught and sent back to my parents. I kept them on because you were making it dangerous to be a woman.’

      ‘I? It’s always been dangerous to be a woman, and yet they, ever weak, have done nothing about that. I only took advantage of the immutable nature of things.’

      I tried to stand, but my ankle had finally given up entirely, and I could not. Through gritted teeth I spat back, ‘You’ve hardly done anything about it, either.’

      ‘I’ve used the way things are to make myself a tidy bundle. Not as cleverly as I thought, it seems, but I am still proud to have accomplished so much. We are not like other women. Look at you. You’re a broken, ugly thing, but clever and determined. Compare yourself to those below, huddling terrified in their own excrement. Whatever you say, you’ve separated yourself from them by transforming yourself into a boy, because you know what they are.’

      My fingers twitched. If I’d had my stick, I know I’d have shattered her skull with it, whether she shot me in the process or not. ‘And what are you, then?’

      ‘An opportunist. Women are weak and docile, and the poor ones most of all. They will all wallow in one form or another of servitude and drudgery all their lives. That also is worse than death, if you were wondering. If by moving them from one misery to a different one I may elevate myself above them, why should I not?’

      She said that as though it made perfect sense to her. But she also said it with great ease, as though she had rehearsed it any number of times, an excuse concocted after the fact to give purpose to senseless selfishness. Not like other women, indeed. Certainly not. She was barely even human. I wished I could crush her, but I had to keep her talking if I wanted to live. When she had nothing left to say, I would die. But did she want me to rage and rail at her? Or was I supposed to slowly come to agree with her.

      I was saved the horror of having to feign interest by a sound in the hallway. For a moment, I hoped she might turn to look, even though my ankle would not let me lunge to overpower her. But only her head moved, while her gaze stayed fixed on me.

      ‘What is it?’ she asked, unconcerned.

      I wondered whether any of the men were aware of her plans to burn everything to the ground, and what they would say about it if they knew.

      The door swung open.

      ‘You!’ said a voice I had come to know well.

      The woman’s attention jerked toward the figure in the doorway, and I saw surprise in her face, then venom. As if time had slowed, I saw the maw of the pistol begin to pivot away, the arm holding it begin to stiffen and rise, her aim moving from me to the interloper.

      Then a shot rang out, and the woman in the green dress died.
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      I swallowed hard and let myself sit, careful not to sit on my ankle. Theodora came to me briefly, then at a noise from without flew back to the door, slammed it shut, and twisted the key with a fierce yank. It was a good door, as high quality as everything else in the house, made of dense, dark oak. It would hold, at least for a short while.

      I looked up at her, and she looked down at me, and then she took me in her arms and held me tightly. I became aware of tears on my cheeks, and more in my hair, which I assumed were hers. An object clattered to the floor at my side, a second pistol. Hers had been confiscated by the police, but I remembered that Edwin had owned one, too. He must have been carrying it when their house burned.

      ‘Good girl,’ she whispered into my shoulder. ‘Good girl, well done. It’s all right now.’

      I allowed myself to be held for a moment, then there was a dull, reverberating thud against the door, and another. It shuddered on its heavy hinges, but held, the thick wood muffling the angry words being uttered outside.

      I pulled away and struggled to rise. With her help, it was possible for me to balance shakily on my good leg. She handed me a heavy fireplace poker that was almost long enough to serve in place of my stick. I looked at the door, wiping the tears from my face and begging my heart to slow. Then I looked at the corpse in the chair. Behind it, there was a desk, and open on the desk was a ledger. She had not had time to burn the records, this time.

      ‘You knew her,’ I said as I hobbled toward the book. I made a stop at the corpse and prised her gun from her limp hand. It was no good to her, dead, thank God, but it might be of use to me if and when the door gave out. I did not know how far away the police might be.

      Theodora shook her head. ‘Last time, all the women rescued were taken together and questioned after the raid. She was among us. We talked for hours while we waited for our turn. I had no idea…’

      ‘Of course you didn’t. Do you know anything about her?’

      She came to join me as I paged through the ledger, scanning its cryptic notations. The amounts were plain, but nothing else was. I would need Mycroft for this, and so the book must be protected at all costs until I could get it to him.

      ‘It was ten years ago,’ she reminded me. ‘And I did not see her again after that. She said her name was… Annette, I believe. If I learned her surname, I don’t remember. She said she was very wealthy, once, but she married unwisely, and when she divorced, the man took everything from her. She ended up on the streets, and saved and stole until she could rent a place for herself and some other girls to work from, so they would not be at the mercy of men… I really thought that sounded very noble. I can’t imagine how she got from there to here, if any of it were true.’

      Three losses. A divorce and a plunge to the streets had been the first. Then each of these subsequent failures. She had called herself an opportunist. There must have been a point, sometime during all of this, when she had looked at the poor women around her and realised she could restore what she had lost by standing on their backs.

      Theodora’s finger came to rest on a line of the ledger, then slid to a single, coded cell.

      Rh8y.

      ‘Redhead, eight years?’ she asked.

      I closed my eyes and prayed that she was right.
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      She was. The police arrived moments after the assault began in earnest on the door, and by nightfall, four men were in prison, and three had escaped, but would not get far.

      Recovery began. The ledger’s records were necessarily brief and opaque, and when they were deciphered, it was discovered that a good number of women had disappeared onto ships and out to sea, but well over half, more than twenty, were found and freed, and more arrests were made. I did not look forward to the trial.

      The difficulties continued. My heart sang when I heard, two days later, that Snail had been found as well, but the authorities would not release a child back onto the streets, and for a tense few hours, it looked as though she would be placed in the workhouse. Mrs Dunn and Dick came to the rescue. They would take her.

      I had the immense honour of bringing Magpie and the other boys back to Mycroft’s house to meet her.

      They piled out of a growler and stormed the foyer with no sense of decorum, whooping as they mobbed the little form standing between the Dunns. When the whoops turned to tears, the adults in the entryway withdrew respectfully, and I began to follow them, but was stopped by a hand on my arm.

      A vice-like embrace closed around me, brief as a heartbeat, and then Magpie drew away. ‘Give the same to your brothers from me, yeah? An’ them Greys.’

      ‘I will,’ I said. I wouldn’t. There was not much hugging in the Holmes family. But I would pass on the sentiment.

      ‘Magpie?’

      He paused.

      ‘We will be seeing a lot of one another, I hope.’

      ‘Yeah, I think. You’re a good ‘un, Crow.’

      ‘Edwin worked for a newspaper once, you know. He’s thinking of starting his own, and he said he could use your help. All of you. For pay, of course.’

      He tilted his head with a slow smile. ‘Can’t read.’

      ‘You could learn to, though. I could help teach you.’

      He laughed. ‘Bet you’re a rubbish teacher. But I’d give it a try.’

      He turned to go back to the tight knot of the others, still wound around Snail as though afraid she would disappear again. Then he looked at me once more. ‘My name’s Benjamin,’ he said.

      ‘Morrigan,’ I replied, though he must have heard someone else call me, by then.

      He nodded and left me to creep back out of the entry and straight into Sherlock. I slipped around him and began to climb the stairs to his room, the room we had been sharing.

      ‘What about you?’ he asked.

      I shrugged. ‘I don’t mean to go home. Whatever Mycroft is doing to prevent that, I don’t think it can be done forever. The Greys have said I can stay with them as long as I like, and that’s what I mean to do. I just have to figure out how.’

      ‘I’ve already expressed my feelings on the subject.’

      ‘Yes. I know. Don’t worry, we’ll see one another. We’ll both work to make sure of that.’

      ‘We can’t be sure. There are too many uncertain variables.’

      I laughed. ‘Well, if you’re going to be like that, we can never be sure of anything, ever. It’s probable, how’s that? Now leave me alone. I’m going to change.’

      He nodded, and then a broad grin split his face. ‘Fine then, sister. I’ll work on installing you with your precious Greys. But you’ll work on a system to get me out of school whenever I please.’

      I rolled my eyes. ‘I think you could probably manage that fine on your own. But it’s a deal.’

      He rocketed down the stairs and away, and I slipped into our room.

      I kicked off shoes and peeled off socks. Laid the jacket on the bed. Waistcoat. Tie. Shirtwaist. I slid out of the trousers and set them aside. Donned chemise, petticoats, skirt.

      It was not over, but that, I realised, was not a bad thing. Together, we had fixed something, taken a broken part of the world and made it better, and the power of that realisation flowed through me. I had done something good, and I could do it again.

      The Greys would have to rebuild their life, and I would be there to help.

      The Wrong Boys were reunited, but they should also be warm and fed and clothed, and I could work to do something about that.

      Somewhere, Mother was slowly healing, and she would need support that I could not trust Father to give.

      I laid the skin of Morgan Grey in my trunk and told him goodbye. Not a farewell, only an “until later”. Then I turned to the mirror to finish buttoning my bodice up to my throat. Just behind my ears, my hair barely touched the high collar. The long hands I saw were white and bony, but strong. The eyes were sharp and alert.

      And the face reflected was mine.

      

      
        The End
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        Justice comes in all types, but it always comes.

      

      Claire Vetra is looking for two men. The first man she’ll kill. The second man she’ll also kill—after she makes him watch as she destroys everything he’s ever built.

      This is only the start of her revenge against the World Alliance Order, which held her hostage for a year and subjected her to live human testing in the name of medical science.

      But when Claire begins to unravel her past, she discovers that unlocking the memories of what happened to her might destroy the remaining shreds of her sanity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Prologue

          Three Years Earlier

        

      

    

    
      She’d always been the good girl. Straight As, no boyfriends, no sneaking out. So when the letter arrived at her mother’s flat, Bethany saw her ticket to freedom.

      “Do you know what an honor this is?” her mother had said, tapping her long cigarette on the crystal-cut ashtray. “An internship is almost unheard of for a kid in high school.”

      Bethany could only stare at the red design on the top of the letterhead that said International Student Alliance. The interlocked hands of the logo gave her a fleeting sense that she’d just shaken hands with the devil, but that was ridiculous. Her mother had always criticized her for her wild imagination. Plus, Bethany didn’t believe in devils, or God.

      Her mother had cured her of any notions of deity by the time she was six.

      “Do you think a god would allow so much suffering in the world?” her mother had told her, standing in their front room and pointing at the massive TV, where ambulance lights flashed on the screen as a reporter detailed the massacre of an entire family.

      A little girl had been murdered, along with her older brother and both parents.

      Bethany had spent weeks wondering about that little girl and what it had been like when she knew the bad man was going to kill her. Had she screamed? Had she cried? Had she tried to run or hide?

      “They had no security system,” her mother had said during the newscast.

      If there was anything that Bethany’s mother believed in, it was security systems.

      Her mother had waved her long, elegant fingers. “If there was a God, there would be no need for security systems, and I wouldn’t have a career.”

      Bethany had nodded, had agreed, as she always did.

      When she was eleven, her mother enrolled her in a self-defense course. Bethany was the only child in a class of adults, and she’d come home bruised.

      “Never trust anyone,” her mother had told her. “Especially strangers.”

      She might as well have told Bethany to stay locked in her room. The world was full of strangers.

      Now, at eighteen, Bethany was doing something completely on her own. As she left their flat and walked outside to climb into the waiting taxi, her mother said, “You can change your mind anytime. Just call me.”

      Bethany nodded. “I will.” She wouldn’t.

      “Well then,” her mother said, bringing up a hand to smooth her long dark hair that was pulled into a severe knot at the nape of her neck. It was a rare show of uncertainty and hesitation.

      Bethany was a miniature of her mother but without the makeup. Her mother’s green eyes and dark hair were made even darker on her ghost-pale skin. She emphasized her coloring contrast by applying thick eyeliner and the deepest red lipstick.

      Now, her mother leaned forward and gave Bethany a light kiss on the cheek.

      Bethany could only remember three times her mother had ever shown affection. This was the third.

      “Don’t trust anyone,” her mother said. “And remember the list. Memorize it.”

      “I have it memorized.”

      A rare hint of a smile touched her mother’s lips. “Good girl.”

      Good girl.

      Once, Bethany had lived for those words. Had excelled on her exams and kept her school uniforms perfectly cleaned and pressed.

      Good girl, echoed in her mind as Bethany rode away in the taxi. The list was in her small suitcase, but Bethany would have happily left it behind if her mother hadn’t been watching every item she’d packed.

      The list started with the taxi ride. Have the taxi driver drop you off a block from the dorms. You don’t want him to know where you live.

      Bethany leaned her head back and closed her eyes. She didn’t want to see the passing stores and homes as the taxi took her into the heart of London. The next time Bethany opened her eyes, it would be to her new life.

      When the taxi slowed, Bethany had nearly fallen asleep. She blinked her eyes open to see the driver pulling alongside the curb that was the location to which her mother had given him directions.

      Bethany leaned forward in her seat. “One more block please. I’ll get off at the Biomedic Centre.”

      The driver glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “Are you an intern there?”

      Her heart thumped, but she did not hesitate. “Yes.”

      She’d done it. She’d revealed her destination and her purpose to a stranger.

      Her mother would be furious. The thought made Bethany smile.

      She didn’t stop smiling until she’d climbed out of the taxi and thanked him. Her mother had already paid him, plus the tip.

      “Good luck,” the driver said before driving away.

      Bethany stood on the sidewalk for a moment, watching the departing taxi. He hadn’t tried to kidnap her. He hadn’t molested her. He hadn’t asked for more money. And he was a stranger.

      Slowly, the other sights and sounds of the street came into focus. People walking, cars driving. A bicycle. Laughter.

      This was what normal was like. This was how people lived.

      Bethany couldn’t wait to join them.

      Once she’d checked into her dorm room—one that she alone would use, at the insistence of her mother—Bethany unzipped her suitcase. There, on top of her folded, dark conservative clothing, was the laminated list.

      The words were a jumble before her eyes, with items such as securing her dorm room, what to say and not to say to the other students, how to maintain her nutritional diet, all the way to her bedtime routine.

      Bethany pulled out her makeup case, something she’d been adding to over the weeks, taking small things from her mother. She found the cosmetic scissors and stood over the trash bin as she cut the laminated list into fingernail-size pieces. She watched as each bit of paper floated into the bin.

      When she dropped the last bit into the trash, Bethany released a breath. It was done. The list no longer existed.

      A knock on the door startled her, and she quickly buried the scissors into the makeup bag.

      “Hello? Anyone there?”

      It was a man’s voice.

      Bethany’s heart about stopped.

      “I’m here,” Bethany called out, her pulse drumming as she reached for the door handle and opened it.

      The man was in his twenties, Bethany guessed. He had shockingly blond hair, almost white, and his blue eyes reminded her of the color of her school uniform.

      “Beth?”

      She almost corrected him to Bethany. “Yes?”

      “Hi, I’m Jasper,” he said, extending his hand, a gleam in his eyes.

      Had she ever had someone’s eyes gleam at her? Definitely not.

      She shook his hand and was soon enveloped in a warm, strong grasp.

      And he smelled good.

      Her mother had not put this on the list—what to do when a gorgeous college student knocked on your door and introduced himself?

      “Welcome, Beth,” Jasper said and grinned.

      Was it possible to fall in love at first smile?

      “We’re all getting together tonight at the pub,” he continued. “Sort of an orientation for the newcomers. Coming?”

      Bethany inhaled. “Yes.”

      “Great,” he said, those blue eyes of his sliding down below her face a bit, then back up. “Should I stop by to pick you up?”

      “That would be great,” Bethany said. “I don’t know where anything is.”

      He chuckled. “That will change soon. All right, then, I’ll see you later on.”

      Bethany set to work immediately by shortening one of her skirts, then taking in the sides of a rather boxy blouse. She went to the mandatory new student orientation during the afternoon wearing her creation, and no one looked at her like she was odd. She was hardly stylish, that she realized, but she didn’t stick out either.

      She was too anxious to eat dinner, so she just grabbed an apple from the cafeteria line. She hadn’t see Jasper at the orientation, which meant he probably wasn’t new, and as she hurried back to the dorm room to get ready, she hoped that he wouldn’t forget about her.

      Bethany had spent hours watching online videos of how to put on makeup, and she’d even experimented a little on the nights that her mother worked late. But as she began her makeup routine, her hands shook, and she messed up on her eyeliner more than once.

      She didn’t want to look like a little girl playing with her mother’s makeup.

      It was dark by the time she’d finished her makeup and used a flat iron on her long dark hair. Then it was time for her next indulgence. She took out the pair of jeans she’d bought at a vintage shop without her mother’s knowledge. She’d been hiding them for two weeks and had stuffed them into her suitcase at the last moment when her mother left the room to take a call.

      The jeans fit her slim build like one of those waif models, and as Bethany posed in the mirror, her blood raced through her body. She was really going to do this. She was going out with a whole group of strangers, to a pub, at night, and she was wearing jeans. Next, she pulled on a blouse that she’d previously altered by cutting off the sleeves and sewing tucks at the waist.

      Not bad. She took a cigarette, stolen from her mother of course, from where she’d hidden it in a pencil box, and lit the end. She inhaled, then burst into a violent cough. After catching her breath, she inhaled again, and again.

      A knock on the door sent her into another cough. She stumped out the cigarette in the pencil box, then waved her hand frantically to clear the air. She grabbed her purse, which contained her phone and dorm keys and a couple more cigarettes she’d stashed inside.

      When she opened the door, she saw that she had more than one visitor. Jasper and another man—the second one was sandy haired with a generous spread of freckles across his face.

      “Beth, this is Randall.”

      Randall stuck out his hand, and Bethany shook it with a lot more confidence than when she’d shaken Jasper’s earlier in the day.

      “He’s tagging along with us,” Jasper said, his blue eyes focused on Bethany. “You smoke?”

      “Sometimes,” she said, trying to sound more sophisticated than she felt. She stepped into the hallway and shut the door, then locked it with her key.

      “You’re ready?” Jasper sounded surprised.

      Bethany had been ready for a long time. Eighteen years to be exact.

      The walk to the pub was a riot of sounds and color and conversation and laughter. The longer Bethany was with Jasper and Randall, the more comfortable she became. She could tell they were both brilliant in their biomedic fields of study from their random bits of conversation, but they also knew how to have fun. And that’s what Bethany had been missing her entire life. The fun part.

      The outside of the pub looked like it had been around for a hundred years, with its cracked stonework and creeping ivy. Perhaps it had. The music was thumping, and the place was half-filled. Most of the patrons looked like college students, and a couple Bethany recognized from the student orientation.

      Jasper led her around the room, introducing her to a few people. Then he got caught up in a conversation with a pretty redhead. Bethany tried not to be envious, so instead she wandered to the bar and sat down.

      The bartender was busy with someone else, so Bethany waited her turn, debating what to order.

      “What are you having?” a man said, sliding onto the stool next to her.

      She turned to see a pair of nearly black eyes watching her. His face was lean, almost hawk-like, and he was good-looking in the classical way. In other words, he probably had an easy time meeting and picking up women. His dark eyes scanned her face as if he were appreciating many things about her.

      From Jasper, Bethany had gotten the “I’m interested, and we’ll have fun together” vibe. From this man, it was a different vibe entirely. More of a “You’re interesting, and this night will be unexpected.”

      Bethany dispelled the wild thoughts running through her mind and tried to relax. She’d been meeting and talking to strangers all day. None of whom had been on her mother’s list. This man definitely didn’t make the cut, and Bethany sensed he was no student. He was older, for one thing, at least thirty, and the depths of his eyes had many layers in them.

      A slight shiver passed through her as he leaned close and said in a low voice, “I hear the beer is decent.”

      “Sure, that sounds good.”

      The man signaled the bartender, and just like that, they were served.

      The man tipped his open beer bottle against Bethany’s, then took a long swallow before setting it down.

      Bethany had had beer a couple of times, but never in a pub, and never with music pulsating around her and a pair of dark eyes watching her intently.

      She lifted the bottle and took a couple of swallows. The beer went down cold and happily settled in her stomach, giving her another layer of determination which she hoped would turn into confidence soon.

      From across the room, she spied Jasper, who was laughing now with the redhead, his hand on her shoulder. They seemed to be getting more intimate. Bethany took another drink of her beer. There couldn’t be a lot of alcohol in it, but just a few swallows had made her feel significantly relaxed and warm. Too warm.

      “I haven’t seen you here before, Bethany,” the man said.

      Her eyes snapped to his.

      “I’m Paul,” he said, holding out his hand.

      She looked down at his hand, and a sudden sense of vertigo slammed through her. She gripped the edge of the bar. “Hi, Paul.”

      She took his hand, but it wasn’t really a shake—more of a caress. When he let go, his gaze stayed focused on her.

      Trying to remember how he knew her name without her telling him, she took another drink of her beer.

      “You’re very pretty,” Paul continued, leaning toward her again. “Just like your mother. It’s not often that beauty and brains go together.”

      Bethany wanted to laugh at him—was that a pickup line? And how did he know her mother? She looked into his eyes but couldn’t quite seem to focus. He was saying something else, but she couldn’t make it out above the music.

      His hand went to her waist, and she could only think of how good his touch felt as he helped her stand. She swayed against him, and she thought he said something like, “Easy, sweetheart. We need to get you some fresh air.”

      When she tried to hold onto the beer, Paul removed it firmly from her fingers and set it on the bar.

      She wanted to protest, but no words came. Leaning against Paul, she wondered what it would be like to kiss him. She must be drunk, she decided, because she felt like she had to wrap her arms about his waist to walk a straight line.

      But instead of leading her out the front entrance of the pub into the cool night air, he led her through a door she hadn’t noticed before. The darkness of the room made it hard to see, and she turned her head to look where Paul was taking her. He said something, but it sounded so far away and muted that she didn’t understand.

      “Where are you taking me?” she asked, although her words came out so slurred.

      And then a sharp burst of air hit her face, and for a moment, her head cleared.

      They were behind the pub, she guessed, and a sedan was parked there. Two men stood by the open back door of the car. It was too dim to make out their features, but Bethany’s one impression was that she wouldn’t want to meet these men in an alley alone.

      The irony hit her too late because her knees buckled, and her numbness returned with force.

      Dimly she was aware that Paul had scooped her up like a doll. And then his words vibrated against her body as he spoke: “Payback’s always sweet.”

      Her last thoughts echoed through her mind before she gave way to complete unconsciousness: Mother was right. Never trust anyone.
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          Present Day

        

      

    

    
      Claire Vetra set the envelope stamped with the dark-red hand-in-hand logo of the ISA on top of the folded clothes. Her suitcase was packed, and she zipped it shut. As if called by the sound of the zipper, Lance appeared in the doorway of her Columbia University dorm room. He folded his arms and leaned against the doorframe, his hooded eyes telling her everything that she’d already heard in the past couple of weeks.

      “So, you’re really going?” he asked, his voice hard and clipped.

      Claire held in a sigh as she dragged her suitcase off the bed. There was no use asking Lance to carry it for her. He was trying to stop her from leaving, not help her go.

      “We’ve already talked about this,” Claire said. “I can’t pass up this opportunity.” The moment she’d ripped open the letter from the International Student Alliance and scanned the words, she’d known it was a game changer. Now, five weeks later, she was leaving to spend the summer in London interning at the Biomedic Centre along with six others.

      Students who completed internships through ISA were almost guaranteed a straight ride to the best job offers out of college. The biomedics industry was actively looking for the brightest and most competent students, but the competition for the limited job openings was fierce. Claire Vetra didn’t come from a long line of who’s who, and she had no connections outside of her professors, so this opportunity from ISA could be seen as a small miracle.

      Thankfully the beast of a suitcase had wheels. She shouldered her satchel that would act as a purse while she traveled, then grabbed the suitcase strap and wheeled it across the dorm room toward Lance.

      He was a tall, athletic guy—blond, blue eyed, wealthy parents, naturally smart, two years her junior. Perhaps that had been the chink in their relationship all along. He was young, and he could be as moody as hell.

      Claire didn’t have time for moody. She’d fought for everything she had since she was orphaned at the age of ten. Bounced between relatives’ homes until she graduated from high school at sixteen, she then worked for two years before getting into Columbia University. She could have been accepted at the age of sixteen, but she needed to be completely free of her guardians and any power DCFS, the child protective services, had over her life.

      She liked Lance, but he’d become a drain on her time, and she couldn’t afford it any longer. Once she started the biomedics master’s program in the fall, she had no intention of indulging in keg parties, and if that meant leaving the frat boys behind, they would just be a casualty.

      Claire had received top honors in her classes and was now on full academic scholarship. This London internship would put her résumé ahead of other applicants, and she couldn’t afford to dismiss such an opportunity.

      “Claire,” Lance said, grasping her arm as she tried to pass by him. “You really don’t want to do this.”

      Was that a threat? She turned to look up at him. Lance’s size made her petite five-foot-three frame feel even smaller, but she was hardly intimidated. She could walk circles around him any day in the classroom, and she’d kept herself in top physical shape, running in the mornings and lifting weights during study breaks.

      Claire said nothing, just held his gaze as she waited for the ultimatum she knew was coming. She’d expected it, so that’s not what hurt; it was that Lance didn’t think she was worth the wait.

      “I might not be here when you get back,” Lance said, his hand still wrapped around her upper arm.

      “You’re dropping out?” she asked just for spite.

      “You know what I mean, Claire,” he said, lowering his voice as a couple of students passed by in the hallway. “I might not be here. Waiting for you.”

      Claire drew her arm out of his grasp and moved through the doorway, pulling her suitcase behind her. She felt Lance’s gaze on her as she walked down the hallway. She could have said a million things to him. Instead she’d said nothing.

      By the time she reached the Uber waiting for her in the dorm parking lot, she was smiling.
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      “You look so American,” a woman said, walking into the room and eyeing Claire up and down as if her ratty jeans and fitted T-shirt were an anomaly in the UK.

      A nice introduction. This must be Riya, her roommate. Claire wrestled her suitcase into the miniature closet. Who would have thought a dorm room could be so small, especially one she was supposed to share with another student? She’d been handed her key, dorm number, and roommate’s name upon arrival at the Biomedic Centre.

      She looked over at Riya as the woman settled onto the edge of her bed. She appeared to be in her early twenties, and her skin was a to-die-for-smooth caramel color. Her thick black hair and smoky brown eyes added to her mystique, but the red dot in the middle of her forehead gave her away. Hindu. Not to mention her wraparound black shirt and flowy pants.

      “And you are so . . .”

      Riya laughed. “I’m Indian, from India. Not like the Indians you keep corralled in America.”

      Claire raised a hand. “Easy. I’m just here for the internship, not to start an international debate.”

      Riya’s sculpted brows lifted. “You do know we’re the only two female interns this summer?”

      Claire picked up the set of sheets folded on her narrow twin bed. “Is that unusual?”

      “Not in and of itself,” Riya said. She rose from her perch on her bed, crossed to the door, and locked it.

      Surprised at Riya’s action, Claire turned to look at her roommate. “Is there a security issue in the building?”

      Riya said nothing until she settled once more on her bed, sitting cross-legged. “Three years ago, a female intern from the Student Alliance group disappeared. She was only eighteen.”

      Claire stared at Riya. “Disappeared, as in never heard from again? Or was there a crime—”

      “Never heard from again.”

      “Really,” Claire said. “How did you find this out, and why is the Student Alliance still operating if something like that happened on their watch?”

      “Great questions,” Riya said. “Of course, I couldn’t pull up the police report, but I did read the obscure news that found its way to the internet. The Alliance claims that the woman ran away—that she used the internship as a way to escape her family. Apparently her mother was extremely overprotective.”

      Claire stared at Riya. She’d heard of such a thing during the Olympics when a couple of athletes claimed political asylum during the games. But the interns chosen by the Alliance were at the tops of their classes. Its ideology was to provide top students a summer internship in Europe, after which they could then take their global knowledge back to their classrooms. Thus the hand-in-hand logo that represented countries sharing education and knowledge.

      Claire smoothed the sheets she’d just tucked in and settled onto her bed, across from Riya. “What do you think happened to her?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” Riya said. “I doubt that Bethany—that was the girl’s name—was a runaway.”

      “If someone kidnapped her, wouldn’t there be a ransom or something?” Claire asked.

      “All kinds of bizarre things happen out there,” Riya said with a shrug that wasn’t exactly comforting to Claire.

      “And you came anyway?” Claire asked.

      “I can take care of myself,” Riya said. “A girl from a city in India has to learn to protect herself in all situations.” She hopped off the bed and crouched on the floor to pull something from beneath her bed—it looked to be a small version of a boxer’s punching bag.

      “Kickboxing bag,” Riya announced.

      Claire watched her set the thing upright, then Riya backed up to the door and charged across the room toward the bag. She leaped into the air, spun, then sent the bag crashing against the far wall, almost taking out the lone window in the room.

      Claire jumped off her bed. “You almost broke the window.”

      Riya laughed and grabbed the bag again to set it up in the middle of the room. She did another running leap, and this time the bag flew directly at Claire. She dove out of the way.

      Riya crossed to where Claire had landed on the floor and extended her hand. Claire grasped it, and Riya hauled her effortlessly to her feet.

      Riya might be a thin lithe woman, but she had a lot of strength. Still, against a determined man, how would she fare? A man like Lance was a mountain compared to Riya.

      “You think kickboxing is going to save you if you get attacked?” Claire asked, truly curious. She’d taken a self-defense class at the university her first semester, but the instructor had been clear that half of self-defense was outwitting your attacker. That and having a concealed weapon.

      “Of course not,” Riya said, then reached into the waistband of her flowy pants. She withdrew a metal tool, which she pressed, and a blade emerged.

      “How did you get a knife through security?”

      “I can’t tell you all my secrets on the first day.” Riya turned to her nightstand drawer and pulled out a small case. “I’ll give you one to practice with.”

      “Practice?” Claire asked, her mouth dry as Riya produced six more switchblades, each one ornate and beautiful.

      “I’m not staying cooped up in the dorm every night,” Riya said. “The London nightclubs are said to be raging.”

      “I’m not really a nightclub person,” Claire said. “This internship is pretty important to me, and I plan to excel at it.”

      Riya sifted through her knives without saying anything for a moment. When she finally raised her gaze, she said, “So what is it? You’re a whiz kid or something?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “How did you get the internship?”

      “I applied and got in,” Claire said with a shrug. “How about you?”

      “I have an eidetic memory,” Riya said.

      Claire stared at her.

      “And so do some of the other interns. The ones who don’t are just freakishly smart.” Riya tossed one of the closed knives at her. Claire had no trouble catching it. “So, what is it really?”

      “I . . .” Claire looked down at the closed switchblade in her hand. Was she about to tell something to Riya that she’d never shared with another living soul? “I have an eidetic memory too.”

      “Ah.” Riya gave her a triumphant smile. “I should have guessed. You cataloged everything about me in about ten seconds.”

      Claire opened her mouth, then closed it. “How did you know?”

      “Takes one to recognize it, I guess,” Riya said. “Now, we need to get started on your first lesson. If we’re going to go out into the wilds of the London streets, you’ll need to know how to use that thing.”

      Claire shook her head. “I’ve never carried a weapon. I’ll just stay out of dark alleys.”

      Riya laughed. “You’re not at Columbia anymore. Besides, that missing eighteen-year-old I told you about? Eidetic memory too.”
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      Paul Raine had been sitting in the back of the parked sedan so long that the temperature inside now matched the cold drizzle outside. It was early summer, and the British spring weather had yet to release its cool grasp. A car accident had tangled the traffic, and Paul had missed Claire Vetra’s arrival at the airport.

      He had yet to see her in person. He had her face and her background memorized, as well as Claire’s roommate Riya’s. But Paul wasn’t here for Riya. He’d been waiting for Claire for years.

      As the lead recruiter for the World Alliance Order, Paul had a lot riding on selecting the right young women to bring into their program. The previous team lead had screwed up a few years ago when he got greedy and brought in three women from the same internship group. WAO ran dozens of internship companies under different names, so it was a major faux pas for the recruiter to triple dip.

      That recruiter was no longer with WAO; in fact, he was no longer breathing. Handel Raine could be a tough boss.

      Two women exited the front doors of the building, and Paul watched as they walked beneath a streetlight. Neither woman was Claire, although one of them was Riya. Paul’s hope deflated. If Riya was going out without her roommate, that meant Claire was likely staying in for the night.

      And then the door opened again, and Paul straightened when the woman he was waiting for emerged.

      Claire was petite, but her presence made up for her small stature. Although he was watching her from across the street, Paul sensed her confidence. Despite the fact that Claire had been orphaned as a ten-year-old and had bounced between different relatives’ homes, she’d managed to stay at the top of her class and had graduated summa cum laude.

      She’d earned her associate’s in a year through an online university program in New York, and then at the age of eighteen she started at Columbia University, using Pell Grants and student loans. By her second year of college, she’d been granted academic scholarship status.

      One might consider her a smart woman and diligent studier, but Paul knew better. She was careful about her talents and hid them from her professors. Paul guessed it was to stay out of the limelight. Nowhere in any of her school transcripts was any acknowledgement to her eidetic memory. Many people had various types of photographic memory, but through his undercover work, Paul suspected that Claire not only remembered text but images as well.

      And nothing in her school transcripts mentioned that her parents had also been brilliant prodigies. Claire was a rare find.

      Paul watched her catch up with her roommate and the other woman, who must not be part of the intern program or else Paul would have recognized her. He watched Riya sling an arm around Claire’s shoulders and laugh. Claire smiled back. It added to her appeal, Paul admitted to himself. Yes, he knew Claire was beautiful from seeing her images, but seeing her in person was a different experience. Her hair was a thick, lustrous brown, and her hazel eyes could definitely pull a man into their depths. She was petite but athletic, which made her sexy as hell and definitely Paul’s type, if he were to indulge in a type. But Paul never indulged. He couldn’t get lazy or careless. Employees of WAO had died for less.

      Paul shrugged off his assessment of Claire’s physical features. Beauty was only skin deep—that he knew better than anyone. It was the mind that fascinated him. And right now, he was fascinated with Claire’s.

      It was the one part of his job he liked: investigating those who looked to be promising recruits. The family business was supposed to be an option for Paul, but it seemed he’d always been groomed to work for his father. He never felt he had a choice, not really. He was the one link to his mother, who’d died when he was a young boy.

      “Time to go,” Paul murmured to himself. Before exiting the sedan, he slipped his Glock into its holster and hooked his trusty Taser to his belt. Not that he expected to use either of them. The bartenders of the nearby pubs had proven to be easily bribed cohorts and slipped the right drug into whichever drink Paul ordered for a young lady. Most of the women had been flattered that someone of Paul’s suave demeanor would order them a drink.

      It was all routine now, and once in a while he wondered what it would really be like to pick up a woman at a pub—for fun, not for work.

      Paul shut the door of the car and strode across the street, following Claire and the other women at a respectable and innocent distance.

      Predictably, they entered the first pub they came to. Paul was almost disappointed, hoping that tonight he’d have a better chase. Claire held no surprises so far. Not that she was exactly making any of the decisions in this group. It was clear that she was a sheep tonight.

      When Paul stepped inside the All Hails Pub, he made his way toward the far side of the bar, skirting the main dance floor where people were already moving to the music, their clothing flashing light and then dark in the strobe. Jordan was bartending tonight, and after a brief nod, Paul took a seat and settled in to watch.

      Claire and Riya had found a table, and they’d already drawn the attention of other men. It wasn’t hard to catch the interested gazes being cast in their direction.

      Paul almost smiled to himself as he watched a twentysomething man approach the table full of the newly arrived women and set his hands on the back of Riya’s chair. His blond spiked hair caught the multicolored lights strobing through the room. He leaned forward and said something that made the women laugh.

      Paul signaled the waiter and ordered his usual beer. Then he took a sip and settled in to watch the show.

      As the next hour wore on, the blond man seemed to connect with Riya and joined them at their table. What Paul didn’t like was the blond man’s friend, a dark-haired guy with one of those heavy, brooding faces. He’d dragged over another chair and squeezed himself next to Claire.

      By the expressions crossing her face, Paul could see she was being nice to the guy, but she was also keeping a wall up. Paul, of course, knew about her boyfriend Lance, and he knew that once Claire disappeared, Lance wasn’t the type to head up an international search. Paul refocused on the new guy. There was something about him that Paul couldn’t place.

      Brooding Guy wasn’t just trying to flirt with Claire—he was trying to draw her way from her friends. Claire had barely touched the beer in front of her, which told Paul she intended to stay completely sober and alert.

      Brooding Guy stood and held out his hand to Claire. He was tall, thick about the shoulders and neck—really, a brute of a man. Paul watched as Claire hesitated, but then she grasped Brooding Guy’s hand and followed him to the dance floor.

      Paul took another swallow of his drink.

      Brooding Guy put his hands on Claire’s hips, and she looped her arms about his neck. They weren’t dancing to the rhythm of the music but instead moved slowly, as Brooding Guy seemed to be asking her a series of questions.

      Then he pulled Claire closer, but she slid her hands to his shoulders and kept the distance between them. She was flirting but still wary; Paul could see that. He wasn’t worried that Claire would leave the pub with the man. Her background held all the indicators that she wasn’t a one-night-stand type of woman. She’d worked too hard to get where she was to fall prey to something so reckless.

      Brooding Guy moved in again, sliding his hands across her back and dipping his head toward her neck as if he intended to kiss her. His size dwarfed Claire’s petite frame, and Paul idly thought that she’d be better matched with someone his size: just under six feet and lean.

      Paul watched with interest as Claire pushed against her dancing partner’s chest, causing him to lift his head in surprise.

      Paul scoffed. Brooding Guy would certainly get the hint and back off now. Paul wondered if the guy would start looking for another girl to pick up before he even got off the dance floor.

      The guy’s arms fell away from Claire’s waist, which was good, because Paul wasn’t in the mood to get into a bar fight. It would bring too much attention to himself and Claire.

      It was then that Paul saw Brooding Guy glance over his shoulder and give a quick nod. Just as quickly, he’d turned back to Claire and raised his hands, saying something that Paul guessed was along the lines of “I’m only trying to have some fun.”

      Paul looked where Brooding Guy had glanced. That’s when he saw the blond man with spiked hair standing near the back entrance of the pub. The door was painted black, and there was no exit sign above it, but Paul was familiar enough with the place to know all ways in and out.

      Were these men tag teaming women?

      Paul straightened, pushing aside his beer.

      No one was going to move in on his job.

      First, he had to get rid of the blond man. Then hopefully Brooding Guy would follow. Paul didn’t need Claire catching on.

      He rose and walked to the front of the pub. More people had arrived since the time he’d entered, so he maneuvered through the healthy crowd while staying on the outskirts of the dance floor.

      He kept an eye on Claire’s location. She said a couple more things to Brooding Guy but was headed back to the table of friends now. Brooding Guy was following her, keeping his distance, but it was clear he wasn’t ready to give up.

      When Paul reached the entrance, he slipped one of the broad-shouldered bouncers a couple of fifty-pound notes and said, “Can you send the blond guy at the back entrance on his way? He’s been harassing a couple of ladies.”

      The bouncer moved off, a little richer, and Paul started toward the table where Claire had rejoined her friends.

      Brooding Guy had noticed his blond friend being escorted out of the pub by the bouncer. Paul watched as Brooding Guy did something unexpected. He took a couple of quick strides toward Claire and grasped her arm, spinning her toward him.

      Claire’s mouth fell open in surprise, and she shouted something at the man.

      Paul was there in seconds. Plans had changed.

      “Release the lady’s arm,” Paul told Brooding Guy. He was taller close up.

      “We’re in a private conversation,” he said, his brown eyes narrowing under his thick brows.

      And it was from that expression that Paul remembered this man. He’d grown his hair longer, had his gold tooth recapped, and he wasn’t wearing glasses anymore. Paul couldn’t believe he hadn’t recognized him sooner.

      At that same moment, it was clear that Gerrard recognized Paul as well.

      Gerrard let go of Claire and stepped back.

      Paul folded his arms. “You’re bothering the wrong woman.”

      Gerrard glanced at Claire, then back at Paul. He turned and started for the entrance.

      Paul followed, and before Gerrard could get very far, Paul grabbed his arm.

      Gerrard stopped but didn’t look at him.

      “So this is what you’ve stooped to?” Paul hissed. “Trafficking?”

      Gerrard’s sad face twisted into a smile. “You’re pathetic,” he said. “What you’re doing is no different.”

      “You’re lucky to be alive,” Paul continued, glancing about the crowded pub. “If I see you or blondie anywhere near here again, you’re dead.”

      Gerrard scoffed. “You can’t have all the women, Paul.”

      “I don’t want all the women.”

      “So this woman is priority one, huh?” Gerrard continued, his dark eyes burning up.

      As much as Paul wanted to flatten this man right in the middle of the pub, he couldn’t afford the scene. Besides, Gerrard was right. Claire was priority one.

      “I’m not trafficking,” Gerrard added. “I have a new boss.”

      “Who is he?” Paul asked, studying Gerrard’s face closely for signs of lying. He didn’t see any.

      “She.” Gerrard’s gaze shifted away. “I’m just the grunt worker. I’m only following orders, nothing more.”

      Paul froze. “Who’s your operative?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough,” Gerrard said. “These women don’t mess around. Especially the boss lady. They also don’t reveal their identities.” He spread his free hand. “They send out disposables first.”

      “You?”

      “Yes.”

      “Who are they?” Paul said.

      Gerrard released a low laugh. “I might be disposable to my new boss, but I still value my own life.”

      Paul had never liked or trusted Gerrard. But Paul’s father had hired him, and when Gerrard slipped up with a confidentiality clause, Handel Raine had requested a private conference. Gerrard had run. Which had been smart of him if Paul were to be honest, but Handel Raine never buried a grudge and always got his due. “Why are you telling me all of this?” Paul asked.

      Gerrard’s face transformed into a smile.

      “Shit.” Paul released Gerrard’s arm. “You’re bugged, and you’re setting me up.”

      “It only took you three minutes to figure out that you’re the real target. Getting sloppy, Paul.” He took a step back and lifted a hand. “Have a good evening.” Then he hurried toward the entrance.

      Paul watched him leave, disbelief pulsing through his body. If he didn’t have a mission to complete tonight, he’d go after Gerrard and beat the truth out of him. But it was too late. Whoever the guy’s boss was, she had just moved a step ahead.
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      Claire let the conversation, laughter, and music buzz around her as she watched the two men talking. Riya had brought her to the All Hails Pub, and apparently it was the same pub where Bethany—the girl who’d disappeared three years before—had last been seen.

      When Riya told her, Claire had felt a bit creeped out. But then she told herself she was being ridiculous. History didn’t repeat itself in that way. Nonetheless, Claire was determined to do some of her own research on the missing student once she got back to their dorm room. Maybe Riya had missed something in the news reports that Claire would pick up on.

      For now, she watched Gerrard talking to some guy. Gerrard had been coming on to her all evening, and at first Claire didn’t mind in the least. It felt good to have some fun, forget about Lance, and embrace the new opportunities facing her. But Gerrard had gotten a little too handsy, and that’s when the new guy had stepped in.

      The two men appeared to be in a pretty focused discussion. The second man wasn’t as tall as Gerrard, but the way he held himself spoke of his strength and intensity. He looked ready to pounce, reminding her of a lean leopard. His hair was dark and skimmed the collar of his button-down shirt with rolled-up sleeves that showed off tanned skin, as if he’d recently spent time in a sunny province.

      And he’d been watching her all night. He’d been discreet, but Claire had felt his eyes on her. So when she’d been dancing with Gerrard, she took a few glances to where the man was sitting at the bar watching the crowd. Claire could say that she’d felt flattered, gaining the attention of two men almost as soon as she entered the pub that night, but all she felt was uncomfortable and exposed.

      It wasn’t that she exactly missed Lance, but she missed having the security of a relationship and not feeling so vulnerable when meeting new men.

      Yes, pubs were pickup joints, and it was all part of the evening. But she wasn’t interested in a hookup, so when Gerrard started putting his hands on her, she told him to back off. Gerrard might be good-looking, but he seemed a bit too aggressive and intense.

      On the other hand, the second man was a different intense. He seemed quiet, where Gerrard was more gregarious. The second man also seemed more classy and more of a gentleman, if interfering with Gerrard was any indication.

      Now, Gerrard turned from the stranger and hurried out of the pub. Interesting.

      Claire waited, wondering if she should approach the man who’d stood up for her and thank him. Or if she should wait for him to come to her table.

      When he turned toward her, their gazes connected for a brief moment before one of the dancers blocked the view. By the time the dancer moved, the man had moved as well. Claire scanned the pub and soon found that he’d returned to his place at the bar and the beer he’d been drinking.

      He was scrolling through his phone, seeming unencumbered by all that had taken place—as if it were something he did every night.

      Yet Claire sensed he was still aware of her. In fact, she sensed that he was aware of everything going on in the pub, as if he were some sort of an overseer.

      Another glance at him, and she tried to guess his age. She placed him as early thirties. He wore no wedding band or other type of jewelry. His two- or three-day scruff made him look like he wasn’t in one of those jobs that required a clean-shaven face.

      Gerrard had told her he was a house renovator, and she could believe it by his strong and calloused hands. It made her wonder what this other man did for a living.

      “Go over and say hello to him,” Riya said, leaning close and nudging her. “I think he’s hot, for an older guy.”

      Claire’s pulse jumped. “He’s a good Samaritan, that’s all. Doesn’t want to be bothered.”

      “He’s sitting at a bar by himself—of course he wants to be bothered,” Riya said with a laugh. “It’s not like you have a boyfriend waiting for you back home.”

      Claire wasn’t sure why she’d told Riya about Lance and his ultimatum. Maybe it was because Riya was so open with information and it had rubbed off on Claire a little.

      “Ooh, he just glanced over here,” Riya said.

      Claire had noticed it too. It was only polite to tell him thanks. “All right.” She took another swallow of her drink, then stood. “I’ll be back in a second.”

      “Take your time, honey,” Riya said.

      Claire started to weave through the crowd, still holding her beer, since she planned to nurse the same one all night.

      The man glanced up as she neared, and instead of looking past her, he held her gaze. And the way he was looking at her made her feel like he’d been expecting her. He didn’t smile, but his gaze was appreciative, as if he was a man who knew a good thing when he saw it.

      Claire swallowed back the uncertainty as she continued toward him. Another woman bumped into her, and Claire almost spilled her beer. But she managed to keep her balance and keep the bottle upright. The seat next to the man was open, so instead of hovering over him and telling him thank you, she decided to sit down.

      It was bolder than she was typically, but she only planned to stay for a minute, then make her way back to her new friends.

      She slid onto the seat and leaned one arm on the counter, then turned toward the man.

      “What are you drinking?” he asked, with no preamble.

      Before she could answer, he’d signaled the bartender, who came right over.

      “Your best for the lady,” he said, and the bartender set a cold bottle of beer—a brand she didn’t recognize—in front of her.

      Claire saw that it was the same brand he was drinking.

      “Thank you,” she said, although she hadn’t intended for him to buy her a drink. “For the beer, and for helping out earlier.”

      “Not a problem,” he said, looking past her.

      He wasn’t even looking at her directly, but she had the sense that he didn’t miss many details and was hyper aware of his surroundings, although he was careful about his body language. In fact, this man reminded Claire of herself. She knew she wouldn’t forget anything about Gerrard, or this man, or anyone else she encountered, which meant that sometimes she purposely stayed oblivious to her surroundings in order to reduce the noise that would plague her mind later.

      “You’re American?” the man asked, finally moving his gaze back to hers.

      “Yes,” Claire said, deciding that being cryptic was always the best approach with men in a bar. Even the smallest bit of encouragement could lead to someone like Gerrard thinking she was more interested than she was.

      “It’s really good,” he said, tilting his head toward the beer.

      Claire flushed. She was being rude not to at least try the drink he’d ordered for her. She picked up the narrow-necked bottle and took a drink. The taste was more refined than what she’d already been drinking, but beer was beer. She set down the bottle after only a couple of swallows. “Nice.”

      Something in his eyes flashed, but it was so quick that Claire decided she imagined it.

      “I’m Paul,” he said, slipping his phone into the inside pocket of his jacket.

      Claire noticed there was a deep scar that ran the length of his index finger. She also caught a bit of his scent at his movement. Clean, yet woodsy, as if he wasn’t exactly a city dweller. That interested her.

      “Claire,” she said.

      He extended his hand, and she shook it, momentarily caught in his grasp. His hands were cool, a marked contrast to Gerrard’s sweaty palms.

      He released her hand after only a quick handshake, but it had been long enough for Claire to feel the collected strength in his hands. She also noticed that his nails were clean and short, and his skin wasn’t particularly soft, but not calloused either.

      “What brings you to London, Claire?” he asked in a low voice. The way he spoke her name was strangely familiar, in a way that someone who knew her well would speak. He closed his mouth, and his jaw clenched as if he were holding back another question. Reaching for his own beer, he rotated the bottle but didn’t seem to mind the wait.

      “I’m here on a university internship,” she said, giving a shrug as if it wasn’t something she cared to go into detail about. “Are you a local, Paul?”

      His gaze shifted then, moving past her. “I suppose I would call London home,” he said. “It’s a beautiful city, and you can’t beat the nightlife.”

      Claire nodded, and even though she had no intention of drinking much more, she took another swallow of the beer. It was mellow and made her feel calm. Perhaps she’d found a new favorite. She turned the bottle to examine the label again and was surprised to see that the words seemed out of focus.

      She blinked, but the label was still unreadable. Perhaps it was the dim lighting and the flashing lights coming from the dance area that made her vision blur.

      “Are you all right?” Paul asked.

      Claire tried to brush off her concern. “I have major jet lag,” she said. “I should get back to my friends.”

      “Sure,” Paul said, and watched her stand up.

      Her mind spun, making her feel light-headed, and she grasped the bar to steady herself.

      “Claire.” Paul was next to her in an instant, his arm coming around her, supporting her.

      The dizziness passed, and her mind refocused. Paul was staring at her, his face only inches from hers. His scent was stronger now. Too strong. Like a warning.

      “I’m all right,” she said. “Just felt light-headed for a moment.”

      Paul didn’t move, and he didn’t release her.

      She wanted to tell him to stop touching her, but she couldn’t seem to muster the words.

      “I’ll walk you back to your friends in case you feel dizzy again, Claire,” he said.

      Why did he keep saying her name like that? Like he knew her? “No,” she pushed out.

      Paul’s gaze didn’t leave hers, and his tone became more insistent. “I’m walking you back to your table, Claire.”

      What was wrong with her? Paul grasped her hand, and Claire decided he wasn’t much better than Gerrard. The men at this pub were too forward for her taste. He led her through the pub, skirting around the dance floor. She followed because she really had no other choice. Her mind and body didn’t seem to be on the same wavelength.

      When they arrived at the table where Riya had been, Claire was surprised to see another group of people instead. She tugged her hand from Paul’s and turned to scan the pub. “Riya,” she managed to get out. She was surrounded by strangers talking, laughing, and dancing. But she couldn’t see Riya or any of the others who’d shared their table. The room wobbled and then sharpened again.

      “Maybe she’s in the ladies’ room?” Paul suggested.

      Whatever had been messing with Claire’s senses seemed to have lifted. She looked over toward the restroom door and watched the women going in and out. She didn’t recognize anyone. The tables had all filled, and when Riya came back, her table would be gone. But another scan of the dance floor and the bar area told Claire her roommate wasn’t in sight.

      The music had slowed to a low pulse, and the couples on the dance floor had their arms wrapped around each other as they swayed to the sultry beat.

      “Do you want to dance while you wait?” Paul asked, his low voice vibrating against her ear.

      Claire turned to look him. Standing this close and with the lights of the dance floor surrounding them, his dark eyes weren’t nearly as dark as she thought they were. They were brown with gold in them. The room seemed to shift behind him, and Claire felt as if she’d missed a step, although she wasn’t walking. Paul grasped her arm, as if he knew she needed steadying.

      She’d dance with Paul, and as soon as Riya appeared, Claire would tell her she was heading back to the dorm to crash. This jet lag was worse than she thought.

      “Sure, I’ll dance with you,” Claire found herself saying to Paul.

      He gave her the slightest smile, and his eyes seemed to lighten. It was kind of fascinating to watch.

      He led her to the center of the dance floor. In the middle of all the swaying couples, Paul rested his hands on her hips, keeping a comfortable distance, and Claire rested her hands on his shoulders.

      They moved to the music, and Claire tried to ignore her pulse, which had increased at Paul’s closeness. His hands were like an anchor at her waist, keeping her steady when she started to feel dizzy again. Why had she said yes to dancing with Paul? Maybe he’d expect her to go back to his place with him. She wasn’t sure how London hookups worked, but it couldn’t be too different than in the States. Riya still hadn’t come out of the ladies’ room, and Claire didn’t recognize anyone else in the pub.

      A couple bumped into them, pushing Claire against Paul. His hands slipped behind her back as he pulled her closer and drew her away from the drunk couple at the same time. They escaped the intrusion, but Paul still held her close. And Claire found that she didn’t mind. She looped her arms behind his neck, her hands brushing the edges of his hair.

      Goose bumps broke out on her skin at the feel of his breath against her neck. Their bodies were touching now, and although Paul was a complete stranger, Claire fit against him as if they were in a much more intimate relationship.

      Her mind started to spin again. She clung to Paul, wondering if she was going to faint, and his arms tightened around her in response, holding her up.

      “Claire,” he whispered in her ear, his voice a low caress. “Are you all right?”

      She didn’t know. Her body was responding to this man. She wanted to be closer to him, have him hold her tighter, but she felt light-headed, and everything around her seemed to mute. The music, the conversation, the people.

      “Let’s get you some air,” Paul said, drawing away.

      She wanted to protest and tell him not to let her go, but then his arm came around her waist, and he was practically holding her up as they walked around the dancers and toward the back of the pub.

      “We can go out the back,” he was telling her.

      But Claire wasn’t really paying attention. She was focusing on putting one foot in front of the other and trying to figure out why she felt the way she did. Even fatigue shouldn’t incapacitate her this much. And she couldn’t help clinging to Paul, both of her arms wrapped around his waist.

      He opened a door at the back of the pub, and for a moment Claire wondered if it was a restroom. But the room they entered was nearly dark and looked to have a couple of tables with chairs—a private dining room?

      The door shut behind them, and the music faded. This room was so much cooler, and Claire let go of Paul, embarrassed that she’d been hanging on to him for support. She just needed to sit down, to have some water. And then she’d be fine.

      “I’m sorry—” she started to say, but then her legs gave out, and her vision blurred to gray.

      The last thing she remembered was Paul catching her and effortlessly picking her up before he pushed his way out of another door into a cold and drizzly night.
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      Claire could hear the whispers above her, but she didn’t open her eyes. She wasn’t sure if she should. Because the voices were speaking about her. Two men, one woman. The woman sounded as if she were in her fifties at least, perhaps older. The men—one had an accent, British, the other man spoke at a rapid clip as if his sentences were trying to keep up with his thoughts.

      None of them were Paul.

      Paul. What had happened to him? Where had he brought her? Who was he?

      Memories of the night at the pub had marched out in succession as soon as she became conscious. In exact detail, of course, thanks to her ability. It also allowed her to recall details that she might not have completely paid attention to at first. Such as the scar on Paul’s index finger. Yes, she’d noticed it when she’d first thanked him, but now she remembered other details about the scar. It hadn’t been a clean cut, as if made by a knife or razor. It had been jagged, like his hand had been caught in some type of machinery.

      When he’d looked at her, his gaze had been intense. Not like a man who was trying to get her attention, like she’d first thought, but like a man who was analyzing and cataloging her features and expressions.

      “She needs to be moved today,” the woman’s voice said. “Raine’s bringing in another tonight.”

      The younger man spoke up. “Claire’s listed as priority one. We can’t move her until she’s awake.”

      “Tell Raine to hold off then,” the woman said. “It’s our only choice. And keep the IV drip in until she wakes. I’m guessing it’s been more than twenty-four hours since she’s eaten. The drugs should have worn off by now, although Raine said he had to give her an extra dose. Stubborn, it seems.”

      Who’s Raine? Claire wondered. She focused on keeping her breathing steady and slow. She didn’t know who these people were; she didn’t know where she was. And she didn’t know what they were talking about. But she could pretend she was asleep with little effort. A mirror of her teenage years, she realized. As she moved from one relative’s home to another, she’d been put into foreign situations time and time again. She’d learned to adjust and change to whatever would most benefit her. It had also been easy for her to disassociate with people and events around her. Nothing ever lasted, so there was no reason to allow herself to become connected.

      Her aunt Lynne had been a chronic complainer. Lynne’s tightly permed hair only emphasized her pear-shaped body, and her large doe-like eyes could convince the harshest cynic that she never had a cruel thought in her head. To neighbors and PTA mothers, Lynne had given off a benevolent persona—she was caring for her dead brother’s daughter, after all. But at home, out of the public eye, Lynne had harped on Claire constantly. If Claire didn’t have dinner ready on time, she’d be sent to her room without food.

      Claire learned to sneak granola bars and crackers, things too “healthy” for her aunt to miss. Even if Claire had dinner ready at her aunt’s deadline, something else would be wrong—the rice too watery, the chicken too dry, the carrots undercooked—and Claire would miss a meal again.

      This punishment wasn’t the worst that Claire could imagine, or experience, but it was the worst Lynne could justify. Lynne was a sugar addict, and to miss a meal, or a snack, was paramount to torture.

      The sharp concave feeling in Claire’s stomach now didn’t bother her. She’d felt this on a daily basis for two years when living with Lynne. Claire had lived with Lynne for three months before her aunt brought home a man. At first, Claire was pleased. Jimmy was the peacemaker in the home. He contradicted Lynne when she wanted to send Claire to her room. “She’s just a kid, Lynne,” Jimmy had said, then winked at Claire.

      At first, Claire glowed in Jimmy’s praise. But then he came into her room one night when he thought she was asleep. He watched her for a few minutes, then left.

      The next morning before school, Claire told her aunt what Jimmy had done.

      She would never forget the look on Lynne’s face. Her eyes rounded, and she staggered forward, almost dropping the platter of reheated cinnamon rolls she carried. Lynne’s mouth opened, then closed, and opened again. Her face slowly moved from its pale yellow to a deep orange.

      Claire took a step back, and another, then she hurried out the door and made it to the school bus stop with about ten seconds to spare. Later that afternoon, she walked slowly home from the bus stop, thinking about her options. She needn’t have worried. A car sat in the driveway, one that Claire recognized as belonging to her DCFS caseworker.

      Lynne had packed Claire’s things into a scuffed mustard-yellow suitcase that was duct taped along the bottom. The bulky form of her aunt watched through the front room blinds as the social worker climbed out of the sedan in the driveway.

      Ms. Breinholt extended her chapped hand. “Claire? We’ve had some changes happen.”

      Claire didn’t take the woman’s hand; she just picked up the suitcase. It felt lighter than she thought it should, but she wasn’t about to go inside her aunt’s house again. She opened the back door of the car and lifted the suitcase into the back seat. Then she walked around and climbed into the passenger seat.

      When Ms. Breinholt got back into the driver’s seat, Claire said, “Now where?”

      The door of the room clicked shut, and the voices of the men and woman faded down the hallway. It was only then that Claire opened her eyes. Her imagination of what the room might look like wasn’t too far off. Overhead fluorescent lights faintly buzzed, illuminating the stark medical machines that lined one wall. A scan of her body told Claire that she was hooked up to an IV and a blood pressure wrap. What had happened. She remembered not feeling well at the pub. Had she fainted?

      She was obviously in some sort of medical facility, but why, she couldn’t imagine, since she didn’t think she was sick enough for a hospital. Lifting her arm, she felt a rush of urgency to get the IV out. She only hoped there wasn’t any sort of alarm that would alert others. She lifted her head and reached for the tape on her arm to peel it off. But her left hand wouldn’t budge. In fact, her entire arm seemed to be numb. And that’s when she realized she couldn’t feel anything from the neck down.

      Claire exhaled, letting her breath out. Surely if she could breathe, if her chest could expand, she could move her body. She tried to move again, focusing on her left hand, and attempted to lift her fingers. Nothing.

      Her breathing went shallow as she looked down her body. She was covered with a sheet from her chest down, and only her arms were exposed. Although she couldn’t see her legs, she knew she was strapped to the bed. They were in too perfect of a position. Her legs and feet felt numb too, but at least she could move her toes a little.

      She turned her head to examine the path of the IV line. The IV bag was positioned in such a way that she couldn’t read the printed label.

      All she knew was that she had to get the IV out of her arm. Then she had to get out of this facility. She had no idea what time of day it was or if she was even still in England. Why had Paul brought her hear? She could only assume he’d done this?

      She turned her head from side to side and wriggled her feet, hoping that she could somehow stimulate the nerves in the rest of her body and fight whatever intravenous fluid was pumping through her system.

      And then she felt it. A tingling sensation had started in her right arm, near the site of the IV entrance. Claire focused all her efforts into moving that arm, and after several moments, she was able to lift a couple of fingers. She closed her eyes, concentrating on moving her hand. Perspiration broke out on her forehead as she worked. But soon she was able to move both hands. It felt as if she were lifting hundreds of pounds with her arms as she raised her hands over and over.

      Finally, she was able to gain enough sensation to reach the IV drip with her left hand. She tugged out the line and watched as beads of blood bubbled up along her skin. Her head fell back on the bed again, and she tried to catch her breath after the effort of so much movement. The tingling continued and spread across her stomach. Feeling moved from her feet up her legs, similar to how it felt to have a numbing shot wear off at a dentist’s office.

      Voices sounded outside her room, and before Claire could think of what to do, the door swung open.

      Her first impression of the approaching people was that she’d guessed wrong. She wasn’t in a medical facility at all. The people who’d just walked into her room weren’t wearing lab coats or scrubs. They wore all black, as if in uniform.

      “She’s awake,” the woman said, her short red hair smooth against her head. The woman’s intense gaze didn’t miss that Claire had pulled out the IV. “Strap down her arms,” she commanded.

      Claire raised her hands to block whatever the two men were about to do. Before she could, the man with steel-rimmed glasses gripped her wrists. He had an angular build, but his grip was stronger than Claire could resist. Besides, it was three to one, and the woman was quick to plunge a needle into Claire’s arm. Everything went dark within seconds.
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      Paul watched Claire sleep. It had been twenty hours since he’d seen her. The IV in her right arm pumped in a sedative, keeping her in a dream state until the testing was over. She’d passed every one so far. Physically, she had no illnesses or defects. Mentally, she’d already proved her superiority. Emotionally, she was a wild card. She hadn’t grown up coddled. She’d had to fight every step of the way for what she’d achieved. But Paul could deal with that. What he couldn’t deal with was if his father took Claire on as a pet project.

      Paul knew that his father had tagged Claire for years as a possible recruit.

      Once she neared eighteen, Paul had been assigned to bring her in.

      Paul shoved his hands in his pockets, tamping down the growing anxiety. Claire had been immune to the 302 drug, but when the guards had injected her with a stronger sedative of a different drug class, she’d finally gone down. He hoped that Claire would tolerate the injections she’d been given; he didn’t want to lose a recruit on his watch.

      Right now, Claire looked too pale for his taste. She was mostly covered with a blanket, but he could see the paleness of her neck and upper chest and arms. Her dark lashes rested on her cheeks, fluttering just barely when she breathed. Her dark hair, instead of lustrous and smooth, was tangled behind her neck. Paul was just about to brush it away from her skin when the door opened.

      “You shouldn’t be in here,” Raymond said, coming into the room.

      Paul lowered his hand and stepped back from the bed, relieved to see the doctor. Paul had been starting to feel remorse—something he couldn’t afford in his line of work. Get the girl, get out, deliver her, move on to the next project. This pattern had been working for Paul ever since he officially joined the Order.

      Raymond didn’t dress like a doctor but instead chose to wear khakis and a polo shirt. Today, his white shirt was a stark contrast to his dark skin. Raymond carried an electronic tablet, and he peered at Paul over his reading glasses.

      Paul knew the doctor didn’t need reading glasses, and the ones he wore were not prescription. It was all part of the persona that Raymond presented to the Order.

      “The medics record all visitors,” Raymond said. “That’s how I knew you were in here.”

      Paul swore under his breath. “Has my father reviewed her file?”

      “Yes, he logged in last night,” Raymond said.

      “What do you think?” Paul said. “Can we move her to training without my father getting involved?”

      “I don’t think so. You know he’s had Claire on his radar for years.” Raymond turned his tablet around; it was opened to an email app. “He’s on his way down here.”

      “Now?”

      Raymond nodded. “Be careful, Paul. If he thinks you have an added interest in this woman, he’ll use it against you.”

      “I can’t be here when he arrives.” Paul’s phone buzzed, and he pulled it out to check the incoming text. “He just texted me to meet him in an hour.”

      Paul left Raymond in Claire’s recovery room and navigated through the hallways of the lower level of the Order’s compound. His father would come down the main stairs, so Paul headed to the back ones. Since arriving at the compound and turning Claire over to the medic, he’d been searching for information on Gerrard and who he could possibly be working for.

      Paul couldn’t stop thinking about how Gerrard had targeted Claire, which meant that Gerrard somehow knew that Claire had been Paul’s target.

      That meant that someone out there was interfering in his business.

      “Paul?”

      He froze. This couldn’t be happening. His father should have come down the main stairs.

      Slowly, Paul turned.

      “You brought her in last night?” Handel said.

      “Yes.”

      “How is she?”

      “Recovering from being drugged,” Paul said. He refused to give his father information that he could find out for himself.

      “Well done.”

      It might sound like a compliment, but Paul knew better. His father’s eyes were as hard as black marble.

      Paul folded his arms in a casual gesture, although he was keeping his eyes on his father’s hands, knowing that he was packing a concealed weapon.

      Handel licked his lips. “Does she . . . Does she look like her mother?”

      “I’d say that she looks more like her father,” Paul said, knowing that the observation could cut straight through Handel’s conceited and very black heart. Then Paul turned and walked away. His father might choose to stop him at any moment, and Paul wouldn’t be surprised if it was with a bullet.
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      Claire held still as Robert DeStefano slid his hands around her waist and pressed against her from behind.

      “Do you really have to go to London, babe?” he whispered in a voice like silk against her ear.

      She released a small sigh. “I do.” He knew the answer, but they continued the cat and mouse game that was perfectly satisfactory to Claire. The more that Robert wanted her, the more he’d trust her, and the more information she could steal from him. Robert owned the accounting firm that handled the books for the World Alliance Order. Claire had been watching Robert’s personal emails and company emails on his DeStefano Financial accounts for several weeks, and when she found out he was going on an executive officers’ retreat to Park City, Utah, she booked a reservation at the same hotel.

      Only a handful of days ago, on that first night, she’d worn a short black dress that left just enough to the imagination. Robert hadn’t been difficult to pick out in the hotel bar and grill. He sat with his vice president and one of his lead accountants. It was clear that Mr. DeStefano liked to travel in style and that he liked others to be witnesses, if anything was to be assumed by the expensive wine he’d ordered. More significantly, he’d left his wife and two children at home in Palo Alto. Which meant, for Claire, he might as well have had a bull’s-eye painted on his forehead.

      She sat three stools away from Robert and his coworkers at the bar, ordered a dry martini, and leaned her elbows on the counter while she scrolled through her cell phone. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Robert look over, followed by the other two men. They’d definitely noticed her. Now she had to zero in on Robert’s attention.

      Ten minutes passed as conversation buzzed around her. The men had looked their fill, yet none of them had approached yet. It was time to push things ahead. Claire slid off her stool, carrying her half-filled martini glass, and walked toward the three men.

      Their conversation faded as she neared.

      “Hello,” she said.

      The three men greeted her in unison.

      Claire glanced at each man but then settled her gaze on DeStefano. He was the one with the power and the knowledge she sought. That he had deep-blue eyes and sandy blond hair didn’t hurt either.

      “What are you gentlemen drinking?” she continued, although she already knew. She kept her open gaze on DeStefano, and he gazed back appreciatively.

      “We were just leaving,” one of the men said. Not DeStefano.

      “I might stay a little longer,” DeStefano said, his eyes dipping to Claire’s neckline.

      It was at that moment she knew she was in. Not that she entirely doubted, but she never called a victory too early.

      The other men said something about having to make phone calls; Claire wasn’t really listening. She’d remember enough later. For now, she needed DeStefano to know that he had her undivided attention.

      “Another glass of wine,” she told the bartender as she slid onto the stool next to DeStefano.

      He lifted his brows, a slight smile on his face. Claire could see how his wife had fallen for him. Strong jaw, inviting lips, elegant hands.

      “I’m Claire,” she added, extending her hand.

      He shook it, slowly. Good.

      “Robert DeStefano.”

      “Nice to meet you, Robert,” Claire said, tilting her head. “Do you ski?”

      They chatted for a few moments at the bar, and then he asked if she was hungry. They shared a long dinner while Claire encouraged Robert to do most of the talking. After dinner, she invited him to join her in one of the hotel Jacuzzis. Shortly after midnight, Claire sat in the bathroom, Robert’s laptop perched on her lap while she hacked into it and he slept soundly in the bed they’d just shared.

      It took her only three minutes to get past the password prompt on his laptop, then six more minutes to find his password for his World Alliance Order email account.

      She logged in to the email server. Her breath hitched as she saw the subject headings. From: WAO. Subject: Confidential Q4 Earnings.

      Claire had spent one year, two months, and four days at the WAO compound after her abduction at the London pub. She hadn’t been an intern recruit for the Biomedic Centre. She’d been a WAO target all along. She’d endured months of invasive procedures and psychological conditioning. When she’d finally escaped, she’d found temporary reprieve with the Amazon Sisterhood, a private organization of women who help other women recover from trauma. But she couldn’t stay there, not after she found out the truth about her parents.

      Once she found the WAO compound, she would shut it down. She’d stop Handel and his business partner Bethany from operating ever again. Then she’d take out Paul Raine, the man who’d stolen her dreams.

      Claire scanned Robert’s account for any email subject lines that were marked Priority. Clearly, Robert didn’t organize his emails, so everything was in order by date.

      Through DeStefano’s accounting firm, she hoped to locate the WAO compound. Clicking on one of the emails, she looked for any sort of signature that might include an address or phone number. She wasn’t too surprised that there wasn’t anything listed. The sender was a woman, though: Bethany.

      Ah, Bethany. Claire found herself feeling nauseated all of a sudden. She set down the laptop and moved to the sink, placing her hands on either side of it. After taking a few deep breaths, she splashed water on her face, then dried her clammy skin with a towel. When she felt more composed, she made her way back to the laptop, passing by Robert sound asleep in the bed.

      Claire read through a series of emails, all about quarterly financial reports that included revenue from dozens of companies, none of which she recognized. It seemed that WAO acted as an investment broker for various companies. Did WAO have insider trader information? Were the names of the companies listed code names? She forwarded several emails to her own account, then deleted the Sent file and the Deleted file. Claire emptied the Recycle Bin on the laptop. More leads, more work, more promises.

      Claire did a search on the hard drive for documents that contained the words World, Alliance, Order. Over fifty pulled up, and she quickly dumped them into her Dropbox account, then deleted all trace of her history. She shut down the laptop, then picked up her phone and opened her Dropbox app. One by one, she started skimming through the documents, looking for anything she could add to her growing arsenal of information on the WAO.

      By the time Robert woke up a few hours later in the early morning light, Claire was snuggled next to him, feigning sleep with her even breathing.

      “You’re still here,” Robert murmured into her ear as he tangled their limbs together.

      “Where else would I be?” she teased. Then she kissed him, letting him know that for now he was her entire world.

      The next forty-eight hours were filled with stolen moments as DeStefano ditched out early on his meetings. They skied the Park City slopes and drank champagne in the Jacuzzi, and while Robert slept, Claire continued sifting through files on his laptop and copying them.

      Now, as the snow fell in large swirling patterns outside the hotel suite window, DeStefano’s hands were making their way to the snap on her black skinny jeans. Claire exhaled as if she was regretting that she had to leave him for any length of time. She turned to face him and looped her arms about his neck.

      “It’s only for a few days, sweetie,” she told him.

      “You’ll come to Palo Alto?” Robert asked in a low voice, his blue eyes intent on hers.

      “Of course,” she said, pressing her mouth against the jawline she’d come to enjoy quite a bit. But Robert was only a stepping stone. He thought she was a trust fund kid who lived life on a whim. She’d told him she was going to London to meet her father for his birthday.

      In truth, going to London would be no celebration, and Claire had no father. Somehow she’d find Paul—the man who’d taken her from a life of promise and offered her like a sacrifice to his father.

      She remembered her first encounter with Handel Raine like it had been only a few hours before.

      He’d come into her room, and the first thing that Claire noticed was his dark auburn hair, his square features, and the cruel depth of his eyes. She was just coming off the most recent injection the medic team had given her, and her left arm throbbed with the side effect of burning pain. She’d spent weeks in isolation after she woke up and then weeks being experimented upon with injections followed by various IQ tests.

      Handel’s eyes missed nothing as he scanned her body, then settled on her face. “Hello, Claire. I’m Handel Raine,” he’d said in a gravelly voice like that of a former smoker. “You’re our most promising recruit. Yet you refuse to cooperate with our testing.”

      If he’d stepped closer, Claire would have spat in his face. As it was, he kept his distance from the chair that Claire had been strapped to. Her body was crisscrossed with injection scars from the shots she’d been given by the WAO medical team. More like a terrorist team, if anyone thought to ask Claire. But she was in a place where people didn’t want her opinion. They only wanted her obedience.

      “When my son told me you’d accepted the internship for the Biomedic Centre,” Handel continued, shoving his hands into his pockets, “I agreed that you were going to be an excellent addition to our team.”

      Claire kept her mouth shut.

      Handel’s mouth curved into a sardonic smile as if he enjoyed standing over her while she was strapped to a chair. Claire couldn’t help but notice more details than she cared to. His thinning hair was almost auburn, and his features were squared off as if his nose and jaw had been broken a time or two. His nose wasn’t quite lined up right, and his deep-set eyes seemed to be focusing on more than one thing at a time.

      Handel stepped forward, close enough that if Claire had the strength to kick the man, she could have driven her heel into his shin. But she was at a distinct disadvantage, with the intravenous medication keeping her limbs too heavy and numb to lift.

      “We have opportunities that will enable you to change the world, Claire,” Handel continued, his black eyes scanning her from head to foot. “Doesn’t everyone want to have an impact? I know you do. And I’ve been patient so far, but that won’t last much longer.” He braced his hands on the armrests of her chair and leaned close, his face stopping only inches from hers. “You’re an intelligent woman, Claire. Use that intelligence to make the right decision.”

      He smelled like antiseptic and cinnamon, if such a combination was possible. Apparently it was for Handel Raine.

      “Once you pass security level one, you’ll never want to look back,” he said in a much quieter voice. His fingers traced a line from her jaw to her collarbone.

      Claire lurched forward and sank her teeth into his forearm.

      Handel cursed and struck her across the cheek. Claire’s head snapped to the side, but then she lunged for him again. This time Handel was too far to reach. He must have pressed the alarm, because the door flew open, and two medics rushed in, faces red, eyes determined. Another injection was stabbed into her shoulder, and Claire sank into darkness.

      “You’re somewhere else again, Claire,” Robert whispered against her ear.

      Robert had teased her a few times when she’d become lost in her thoughts.

      “Already counting down the days until we can hit the beach,” she said.

      He chuckled and pulled her tightly against him.

      Claire let him hold her for a moment, then she drew firmly away. “I’ll see you later?”

      “I’ll be counting minutes,” Robert said, his blue eyes bright.

      She kissed him one last time on the cheek, then stepped away. He opened the hotel room door for her, and she walked out into the hall. Although she could feel Robert’s gaze on her as she walked to the elevator, she didn’t turn back. When his door quietly clicked shut, she stepped past the elevator and entered the stairwell.

      She’d never forget Robert, but she had no more use for him if things went as planned. She’d never forget Paul Raine either. His dark eyes, the slope of his nose, the way one side of his mouth lifted when he smiled, the furrow between his brows when he’d injected her with drugs. The bastard.
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      The nice thing about Robert DeStefano’s little vacation in Park City was that Claire hadn’t needed to travel far in order to meet up with him. She lived only a handful of miles away on a private estate on the side of the mountain. She drove the winding road that cut through the quaking aspens and the snow-laden pine trees.

      She left off the car heater so she could breathe in the crisp mountain air. It was better than any therapy session or self-help book she could read. Once Claire arrived at the private turnoff blocked by a heavy gate, she clicked the app on her phone that would open it. Moments later, she pulled through the gate, knowing that her own security cameras were logging every movement of her car.

      As the gate shut behind her, she continued to drive the next half mile along the gravel lane. This area too was left heavily wooded. It prevented those satellite pictures from picking up the formation of a road.

      One more bend, and her single-story home came into view. At first glance, one might think it was a sophisticated warehouse of sorts. The outside was made of thick concrete interspersed with large windows—windows that happened to be bulletproof. But the inside was anything but plain.

      Another click on the app opened the door to the garage, which sat only halfway above ground. The descent into the garage was steep, which was why the concrete driveway was also heated. Claire didn’t have time to shovel snow from her driveway, and she wasn’t about to hire a snow removal company. No one had entered her private gates since the place was completed the year before.

      Claire pulled into the garage, parked, and turned off her engine. The garage door closed silently behind her. The garage stayed lit since the lights were always on, permanently. Claire had spent thousands on the top-of-the-line LED lights that not only conserved energy but burned long-term. She changed them all out every six months just in case.

      The dark was not her friend.

      Claire climbed out of the car and entered her house by typing her code into the keypad. It was just an added precaution. No one could get into the garage in the first place. The Teflon steel of the garage door was impenetrable.

      The lights in the kitchen were already on, as usual. And the large kitchen window let in the gray afternoon light. Claire pulled out a precooked meal from the deep freezer and put it into the microwave. Then she walked into the living room, which looked more like an office. In the center of the room was a long table where she kept her main computer. On the opposite wall hung a flat-screen where she could project larger images if needed.

      Her client work was caught up for a few months, and she had no pending contracts. In her downtime, when she wasn’t researching the WAO, she built security software for the banking industry. She charged them exorbitant fees, of course, but they could afford it. Thanks to her training at the Amazon Sisterhood after her escape from WAO, and her apparent natural ability to hack into computer interfaces, she found that she was a natural for building software.

      Knowing how to break code was a useful skill when building code.

      Claire powered up her computer and set the monitor to project onto the flat-screen on the wall. Being away from her mainframe for a few days always raised her anxiety—she wanted to be home to monitor all her research requests that were surely starting to bounce back by now. She inserted the thumb drive with the downloaded files she’d taken from DeStefano’s laptop and started the uploading process.

      Next, Claire checked on the links she kept active to see what her old roommate Riya was up to. After escaping the WAO, Claire had discovered that Riya had started a major search to locate Claire. Riya had involved all the police and government agencies. She’d sued the Biomedic Centre, won the suit, and used the money to continually put out alerts on Claire’s disappearance.

      Now, Riya ran a missing persons’ database out of her hometown, and she’d had amazing success. She’d found runaway teens and abducted kids. Whatever detective skills Riya had developed, they had been too late for Claire. Regardless, every few months, Claire made a sizeable donation to the company. Anonymous of course. Claire logged in to her fake Facebook account and looked up Riya. There was a recent post from Riya about an outing at a zoo with her two children. The smiles on their faces were sweet and innocent. And Claire intended to keep it that way.

      As DeStefano’s files continued uploading, Claire logged off Facebook and walked down the hallway to her bedroom at the back of the house and unpacked her small suitcase.

      Everything inside her bedroom was a soft yellow with mellow blues mixed in. Nothing like her stark room at the WAO compound. The throw rugs were thick and plush, and she had more than a dozen pillows on the queen-size bed. The two large windows let in the light all year round, creating a sunny oasis in the summer and a calming retreat in the winter.

      Claire moved into the bathroom, also fitted with a large window, although this one was of mottled glass. She hurried through a shower, since her meal would be cooked soon and she wanted to eat it warm.

      Once she toweled off, she picked up a tube of skin cream. The cream cost ninety dollars an ounce, but Claire hadn’t found anything better for making the scars on her body fade. She rubbed it vigorously over her inner arms, then below her breasts and at the top of her hips—where the scars were the deepest. Finally, she rubbed the cream along the mostly faded scar that decorated the lower part of her stomach. If asked about the scars, she made up a story about an intense bout of chicken pox as a child. The orange fragrance was strong and would last for a couple of hours. But she wasn’t going anywhere, not yet.

      She twisted on the lid to the cream tube, then entered her bedroom. She pulled on a comfortable pair of yoga pants and a stretchy sweatshirt. She kept the inside of the house to a constant seventy-two degrees Fahrenheit.

      Claire walked back to the kitchen and carried the hot tray into the living room, where she pulled up a website and ordered a couple more tubes of the cream to be delivered to a post office box. The last thing she wanted was for someone like Robert DeStefano to notice her injection scars and think she was an addict. He would have dropped her instantly. Men like Robert didn’t take risks.

      They also didn’t like to be put out of business.

      Unfortunately for Robert, his luck had run out.

      Claire took a bit of her rice-and-chicken meal, clicked on a software program she’d built, and logged in Robert’s phone number and SIM card number that she’d memorized when he’d fallen asleep.

      She watched the software sync up with his phone; he’d just arrived at the airport.

      Next, she pulled up a file that contained her spreadsheets. On the flat-screen, the spreadsheets looked like a spiderweb of color. There was a method to her color-coding system, and certain cells were linked with other cells on subsequent spreadsheets.

      The first column contained the list of subsidiaries linked to WAO and their respective parent companies. So far, she’d discovered that three of the companies WAO supposedly had holdings in were simply fronts for other companies. And as she traced those secondary companies, she found legitimate names. None of them had captured her interest yet.

      Now, she performed a sync on the newly uploaded information from DeStefano. The linking engine was fast, and in less than two minutes, she had several matches.

      According to DeStefano’s financial statements, he was receiving a biannual bonus from an organization called Hughes & Ross. Claire stared at the screen, her chicken-and-rice meal forgotten. She already knew that Hughes & Ross was one of the top biomedics firms in the world. They were also the parent company to the International Student Alliance, which offered her the internship in London . . .

      Claire lowered her head and rubbed her temples. There was a connection that she wasn’t seeing. Somehow, Hughes & Ross was integrated with WAO, which made sense considering that the testing that Claire had been forced into at WAO had to do with medical advances.

      She located the routing number from the bank that had deposited the money. Opening another screen, she entered it into her encryption software. A match came up for a bank in Switzerland. Of course.

      Her next search was for the Hughes & Ross corporate headquarters. It seemed they had offices all over the world, including US offices in Chicago, Salt Lake City, and Minneapolis. Both ironically and conveniently, Salt Lake City was only thirty minutes away from her Park City home.

      She Google searched the office location and phone number, dialed, and pressed Send. After the second ring, the phone went to voice mail. A red flag, Claire decided. It was two in the afternoon, and a company the size of Hughes & Ross should have a receptionist answering phones.

      She called the Chicago number. It would be later in the afternoon, but the same thing happened. The messaging system kicked on.

      Next Claire scanned the international office locations and decided to call London, fully expecting the same result.

      A woman answered, “Hughes & Ross offices.”

      Claire barely composed herself in time to say, “I’m calling with a donation offer from my boss. Are you the person to speak with?”

      “This is an answering service,” the woman said. “But I can take a message, and someone will get back to you during business hours.”

      Claire was about to give a bogus number, since she knew that her cell would show up as Unknown on caller ID. Instead, she changed her mind and gave out her number, then said, “This is Shelly Anderson with Alpine Mutual.”

      The woman didn’t ask for any more information. She thanked Claire and hung up.

      “Huh,” Claire said to herself. She returned to her research and found a press release stating that Hughes & Ross was in negotiations for a buyout by . . . Her phone rang.

      For a moment, Claire stared at it. The number was blocked. No one had this number except for the office she’d just called. Perhaps it was the answering service.

      “Yes?” Claire answered.

      There was no sound, but Claire knew someone was on the other end of the line.

      And then she heard a faint exhale. Her skin went icy. Was it possible to remember the sound of someone’s breathing? It had been six years since she’d heard from Handel Raine.

      Her mind raced as she tried to figure out how he got her number from a secretary in London who answered phones for Hughes & Ross. And, if it was Handel calling her, why wasn’t he speaking? The last time she’d seen Handel Raine was when he’d grabbed a chunk of her hair and yanked her head back, then told her that she would complete the testing or he would kill the rest of her family.

      What had he meant by the rest of her family? Her parents had been killed in a car accident. She hadn’t seen her aunt in years, and they didn’t keep in touch.

      But she hadn’t been able to question him because Handel trailed a disgusting hand down her body, causing her to start shaking.

      “Release her,” someone had said, coming into the room and interrupting Handel. Relief had flooded through her like a waterfall in a desert until she saw who it was. Paul was no better than his father.

      Handel had turned, facing his son, and she could only imagine the look on Handel’s face.

      Paul’s eyes had narrowed as he gazed at his father with the same disgust that Claire felt toward both men. It was the first time she’d seen Paul since the abduction, and he looked different in the garish fluorescent lights. He looked older, and harder, and his eyes were darker.

      “This is none of your business,” Handel had ground out.

      It was then that Claire saw Handel reach for a gun in a holster strapped to his back.

      “Watch out!” Claire had screamed out of reflex. Except she wasn’t quite sure if she was trying to warn Paul or if she just didn’t want to see someone shot right in front of her.

      Paul dove to the floor and kicked out his feet, crashing into Handel. Handel slammed to the ground, knocking his head. He stopped moving.

      Paul didn’t even check on his own father—instead he strode to Claire and looked her over. “Are you all right?”

      What kind of question was that? She nodded mutely, when she had wanted to spit in his face.

      Something in Paul’s eyes shifted. He leaned close, like his father had, but it wasn’t threatening. “Be patient,” he whispered in her ear. “I am going to get you out of here.”

      He drew away, and Claire’s eyes stung as she looked at him. How could she believe him? She didn’t trust him . . . It was because of him that she was here in the first place.

      And then he was gone.

      Two medical aides rushed into the room and revived Handel. They helped him to his feet. Handel didn’t say a word to her. He only wiped the blood from his mouth and chin and limped to the door.

      The sound of someone hanging up the phone clicked in Claire’s ear. Whoever had called had just hung up on her. Claire hadn’t even heard a voice, but somehow she knew. She’d been foolish to give out the number.

      Her breathing went shallow, and she brought a trembling hand to the scar along her scalp. The one that she kept covered with her hair. The one that Handel had given her during one of his interrogations.

      She couldn’t move. It was as if she were back in the compound and he had strapped her to a chair again. She leaned forward, testing her invisible bonds. Her body moved. She wasn’t tied down. Claire pushed to her feet.

      With a slow exhale, she removed the SIM card and powered down her phone. Had she already been tracked to her Park City location? She hurried to the kitchen and tossed the SIM card into the incinerator.

      Had she just given away the fact that she was still alive?

      She was breathless thinking about it. But if Handel sent someone to Park City, she’d be long gone. Next, she pulled out a reserve SIM card from a locked drawer in the kitchen. She inserted the new card and set up the basics on her phone. She’d do the rest later and sync up with her main server. Clicking on the backup run application, she’d let that complete itself while she packed.

      Claire hurried to her bedroom and picked up the carry-on she kept packed for emergencies. She unzipped it and double checked that everything was in place. Then she moved into the bathroom and repacked her toiletry bag, which she zipped into the outside pocket of her carry-on.

      Less than five minutes later, she walked out of the bedroom. She powered off her computer and put it into lockout state. She’d take only her laptop, which was stripped of everything, but it was handy to access her server through it. She couldn’t take any chances that Handel had already traced their call.

      Claire grabbed her carry-on and opened the door to the garage. After climbing into the sedan, she opened the garage and slowly pulled out. Once the garage door was shut securely, she took a final look at her mountain hideout and wondered if she’d ever see it again.

      Her hands were already shaking, and she couldn’t even confirm it was WAO who’d called her. But just the thought of it had sent her body into a panic. As she drove along the gravel lane back to the gated entrance, she rolled down the window. An icy wind slapped against her face as she breathed in the fresh air. She couldn’t seem to get enough oxygen.

      Snow had started to fall in large, lazy flakes. By the look of the heavy blackness to the east, a storm was on its way. She hoped she could reach the Salt Lake International Airport before any real storm hit. Thankfully her car had all-wheel drive.

      Claire drove as fast as she dared down the windy road until she hooked up with the steep mountain interstate. The snow intensified into harder flakes that battered the car. Even though the towering pine trees on either side of the highway looked like a picturesque winter scene interspersed with mansion mountain homes and their cheery glowing lights, Claire’s mind was anything but peaceful.

      Her head throbbed with worry and probably from hunger too. But as she entered the darkening Salt Lake Valley, with its twinkling lights from homes and statuesque business buildings, she wondered what life would have been like for her if her parents had lived. Would they have ever taken a vacation to a ski resort like Park City? Would they have lived in a valley home where family and friends gathered for special occasions? She could only guess at the lives behind the walls of the homes and businesses she now passed.

      Reaching the bottom of the canyon, Claire merged onto the 215 interstate exchange, and after a few traffic slowdowns, she finally reached the parking garage at the airport.

      After parking, she walked into the airport and stopped, staring at the row of airline desks—airlines that would take her anywhere in the entire world. Her flight to London wouldn’t leave for several hours. But she now had to change her flight, because if the caller had been Handel Raine, he’d have discovered that she was heading to London tonight.

      She’d have to change her route; she couldn’t let them find her. And she needed more information about Hughes & Ross.

      Claire approached the airline desk, and with her regular ID, she canceled her flight.

      “It’s nonrefundable, ma’am,” the attendant said, fixing her with a brown-eyed gaze.

      “I understand,” Claire said.

      She then walked to another airline desk. Pulling out another ID she’d created for herself, she asked the tall man with a pale scar near his ear, “What’s your next available flight to Chicago?” She didn’t know why she was curious about the man’s scar. A lot of people had scars. Some could be hidden like hers, others couldn’t.

      “There’s room on a flight that leaves in two hours,” the man named Ray said.

      “Is it direct?”

      “Yes,” Ray said. “There’s an aisle on row fourteen, or a middle on row nine.”

      “I’ll take the aisle seat,” Claire said, pushing her credit card that linked with her fake ID across the counter. She’d be Kelly Anderson today.

      Ray swiped the card, then handed it back. A moment later, he handed over a printed boarding pass. “Enjoy your flight, Ms. Anderson.”

      She thanked him, then hurried to the security check-in.

      As she walked, she caught a few people looking at her. But as she made eye contact with each one, they looked away. She was being paranoid. That was all. The phone call had been a wrong number. Six years had passed without any contact with Handel Raine or his son Paul. Handel thought she was dead. So why would he have a system in place to track her?

      He wouldn’t, which was why Claire needed to relax. Her London flight was canceled, and if Handel had found out she was alive, he’d have a lot of catching up to do.

      After getting through security, Claire bought some chamomile tea that she hoped would calm her down and help her relax on the flight. She couldn’t take one of her pills right now. She needed to stay alert and to figure out what damage she’d done.

      She had to keep moving, keep thinking. If she sat down, she’d start to panic. Claire paced in front of the large terminal windows, watching planes landing and taking off. Hundreds and thousands of passengers were funneling through this airport. She was just one person in a crowd, insignificant. Not a target.

      An argument broke out behind her, and Claire tensed. She turned her head enough to see a man and a woman, who was probably his wife, bicker about something their teenager had texted them. The argument was swift, harsh, and then over. Claire exhaled and refocused on the window.

      It wasn’t until the flight was announced as boarding that Claire noticed a man sitting at the end of the row near her. He looked away as soon as she caught his gaze. Her heart rate rose, and she talked herself into ignoring him as she walked toward the boarding line. He stood soon after she passed and hoisted a duffel onto his shoulder.

      When he stood behind her in line, he said, “Are you from here?”

      She turned to look at him. Sandy hair, hazel eyes, generous mouth. “I’m not. You?” Small talk wasn’t really her thing, at least not in this setting with a stranger she didn’t want anything from.

      “Layover,” he said, his assessing gaze clearly interested. “I live and work in Chicago. I’m Jeff.”

      “Kelly,” she said, and left it at that. She knew she should ask him about where he worked. He was being friendly, flirting a little.

      “What’s taking you to Chicago?” he asked.

      “I’m doing research for my employer.” She kept it vague.

      He nodded. “Sounds interesting. Maybe I can help if you’re new to the area.”

      “I don’t . . .” She tried again. “I think I’ll be fine. Thanks, though.” She turned and moved forward with the line.

      She could feel the surprised gaze of the man behind her. He seemed nice, was probably available, definitely good-looking, but she was too broken for normal. The Raine men had made sure of that.
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      Claire’s airline seat was several rows behind Jeff. Perhaps he would have tried to switch seats and sit by her if she’d been more welcoming. Claire strapped on her seat belt and winced at the shape of the airline seat as she leaned back into it. The width and stiff cushion reminded her of the chair she’d been strapped to at the WAO.

      She powered off her phone and glanced over at the two passengers next to her. They seemed to be strangers since they weren’t interacting at all. The man sitting in the window seat was reading something on a tablet, his reading glasses perched on his nose. The woman next to her held open a mass market paperback—looked to be a romance.

      Claire reached for the magazine in the seat pocket in front of her and flipped through the pages, scanning the titles of duty-free products.

      An airline attendant spoke into the intercom system at the front of the plane. She made a few jokes as she ran through the safety features. Claire only half paid attention because two rows in front of her sat a dark-haired man. She couldn’t make out his profile since his head was turned toward the opposite window. But the color of his hair, the shape of his shoulder beneath his fitted jacket . . . Claire’s throat tightened.

      He looked like Paul. And then the man turned. Nose angled wrong, eyebrows too heavy, lips thin. It wasn’t him.

      Claire closed her eyes against the image of the not-Paul man, and the image of the actual Paul filtered through her memory. How he’d left her to face Bethany and Handel. When she’d been brought out of isolation, she’d been a ghost of her former self. But she’d still been determined to fight. The testing room consisted of a desk, a computer monitor, and a keyboard, all bolted into place. Claire had been strapped to a portable chair.

      Bethany was the woman who appeared on the monitor. She looked perhaps twenty or twenty-one, not much older than Claire at the time. Bethany’s eyes were fully focused on Claire, unwavering, yet had depths that Claire could only guess at.

      “Welcome, Claire Vetra,” the woman had said, and that’s when Claire knew it wasn’t a recording, but some sort of video conference. “My name is Bethany, and today I’ll be explaining what WAO’s mission is and how you will become a key contributor. Are you following me so far?”

      Claire had stared at the woman’s green eyes. The name Bethany was familiar to her for some reason, but she couldn’t place it. With her memory, Claire was surprised. Whatever they’d done to her in the isolation room has messed things up. Claire finally nodded.

      “You will need to answer any questions I ask you,” Bethany continued. “We are recording your sound waves.”

      “Yes,” Claire said. Her mind was saying no, but she was curious. The more she knew about WAO and its operations, the sooner she could escape. She was still weak from her weeks in isolation, but she was determined to grow stronger.

      “For every progress made in the world and every new law and regulation passed, something else suffers,” Bethany said. “Jobs are lost, city infrastructures lose balance, cops become the bad guys and criminals the good guys. WAO’s mission is to keep the two sides of every equation balanced.”

      “Like an accounting balance sheet?” Claire asked.

      “I will ask the questions,” Bethany said. Her green eyes seemed to pierce Claire right through the screen. “Have you ever wondered why, when millions of dollars are sent to alleviate poverty in Africa, there are still starving people?”

      Claire thought it was a rhetorical question, but Bethany paused as if waiting for a response. So Claire said, “Corrupt governments and organizations pilfer most of the goods and money donated so that the people don’t receive the full donations.”

      “Thousands of charities are set up worldwide to stop poverty,” Bethany said. “The totals for the last year in donations have exceeded a billion dollars. If that kind of money can’t stop poverty, then why do people keep donating?”

      Another pause.

      Claire ventured, “Maybe it can’t stop all poverty, but it can at least help some.” Where was Bethany going with all of this? Surely WAO wasn’t a major charity organization.

      Bethany continued. “It’s fundamental to human nature to want to think we are helping someone, making a difference, doing ‘good.’ When in fact, if there was nothing to ‘fix’ in our world, nothing to fight for, eventually the world would give up hope and cease to exist.”

      Claire felt a smile push its way to her mouth. She repressed it, of course. Bethany sounded like an old-school philosopher who was throwing out ideas to see which one the wind picked up.

      “WAO gives the world something to fix,” Bethany said, her expression absolutely bland, almost robotic. “We make sure the corrupt governments stay funded while at the same time we donate money to the Red Cross.”

      Claire said nothing. She had too many questions to come up with a first one.

      “Do you remember the Brussels protest last year over the cloning lab?”

      Claire started to nod, then said, “Yes.”

      Bethany’s expression went from bland to almost triumphant. “We funded the lab from its infancy, and we fed information to the journalist who wrote the article about the cloning experiments, and then we sent our operative to organize the protest rally.”

      WAO was trying to simultaneously take down what they were building? Claire had to ask a question. “But citizens and cops were killed in that protest.”

      “Yes,” Bethany said, conceding the question. “And it enraged people. It gave them something to share on their social media statuses and talk about at work. Reporters had stories to chase and victims to interview. The cops secured their jobs by claiming they needed to hire more cops to better monitor any upcoming riots. A dozen arrests were made, and those arrested had to hire lawyers, who then had to appear before a judge for sentencing. The judge handed down a mixture of sentences from therapy appointments to community service. Therapists and psychiatrists benefited, filling their office hours with new clients. Nonprofit organizations gained free volunteers. The judge had a fuller docket, and the court collected new penalty fees. The pharmacy dispensed more antidepressant medications as prescribed by various psychiatrists. The families of the deceased had to hire funeral directors, pay for burial plots, hold fundraisers for expenses, then pay grief counselors. And don’t forget the money the florists all made on the three funerals. By staging a single protest, that may or may not have gone bad, depending on your perspective, we kept the wheels of humanity turning.”

      Finally, Bethany took a breath, and Claire realized she was staring, openmouthed, at the woman.

      “Now you may ask questions,” Bethany said in a smug voice.

      “Who . . . who are you?” Claire asked.

      Bethany’s face went rigid.

      And then Claire remembered. Bethany was the woman who had gone missing from the Biomedic Centre three years ago—the woman Riya had told her about. If Claire’s hands had been free, she would have clutched her stomach to stem the nausea that tightened it.

      A slow chill crept through Claire. “You’re the student who was kidnapped.”

      Bethany’s eyes narrowed. “You do not have permission to ask me personal questions. You’re lucky to be alive in the first place, Claire Vetra.”

      The tone of the woman’s voice reminded Claire of a disembodied robot. Whatever had happened to Bethany, the woman had become totally absorbed into the WAO system.

      Bethany had been abducted too . . . Did that mean that Bethany had chosen to stay at WAO, or had she been forced like Claire?

      “Is that what happened to you, Bethany?” Claire asked in a quiet voice. “Did they take you too? And did they force you to test?”

      Bethany ignored the questions. “I have told you about one of our very small operations, almost insignificant in comparison to our higher-profile projects.” Her gaze flickered for just an instant. Claire had just seen the first almost-human response in the woman. “WAO has recently entered the biomedics research field. And with your talents, Claire, you are a prime subject to test. The results of your testing scores could lead to a medical revolution.”

      Claire exhaled, feeling as if she were too hot and cold at the same time. “What testing are you talking about? And what if I don’t pass your testing?” Not to mention, she didn’t want to be associated with WAO in the first place.

      Bethany didn’t seem phased by the questions. Surely she’d heard it before. Who were the other ‘test’ subjects? “Well, Claire, I can tell you this. You will learn information as needed, and you must keep in mind that you are a security risk. You will not be leaving the WAO compound until you have security clearance.”

      And Claire was soon to find out that everything Bethany said had a double meaning. The WAO never intended for Claire to step one foot outside of the compound. The testing would not only wreck her mind but her body and soul.

      Claire flinched as the airline attendant’s voice cut into her memories. “What would you like to drink, ma’am?”

      She blinked up at the woman with dark-red lipstick and chunky mascara. What was she smiling at? Claire wanted to look behind her to see what the woman could possibly be looking at. But it seemed she was looking at Claire.

      She’d been naïve to think that chamomile tea would help in the airport. Yoga and tea and meditation might work for some people. “I’ll have water,” she said, although she craved something stronger. But she couldn’t let her senses dull.

      The attendant poured bottled water into a cup.

      “Thank you,” Claire said, and took a sip. Her hands had started to tremble. She closed her eyes and concentrated on how the liquid cooled a path down her throat. Relax, she told herself. Breathe. I’m on a plane, and Paul’s not here. His father’s not here. My memories are what happened before. I escaped. I am free.

      Free was the operative word. She might be free of the compound, but until she shut down the WAO, she’d never be free of what they did to her. Or what they were doing to the world.
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      Claire checked into a hotel only a block away from the Chicago address of the Hughes & Ross office. She needed a shower; she needed sleep. She undressed and stepped into the steaming water of the shower and used the hotel soap, shampoo, and conditioner. The hot water was always a sure way to stop her trembling muscles. It had been a long time since she’d needed to take more than one shower in a day.

      She closed her eyes and schooled herself to take deep, even breaths. The phone call had shaken her up more than she’d let herself admit, and she’d gone through the motions at the airport and on the plane. But now, her hot tears blended with the hot water cascading over her body. She needed a pill, but she couldn’t let herself go into oblivion just yet.

      After her shower, she toweled off. The hotel mirror didn’t do much to soften the lines of scars across her hips and beneath her breasts. Despite the application of her ointments, the scars were permanent. And they stood out like welts after contact with the hot water.

      Claire knew that sleep would be impossible, so she took a pill, and let herself drift into oblivion.

      She awakened hours later when her phone beeped. A sliver of morning light filtered in from between the closed drapes, and Claire guessed it was around 7:00 or 8:00 a.m. She picked up her phone to see an alert in her inbox from the email app she’d downloaded.

      She’d hacked into the Hughes & Ross server and logged in to one of the executive’s email accounts. It seemed that Gregory Felt had a stack of meetings that day and would most definitely be in the office.

      Time to get ready. First, Claire took her black suit out of luggage and ironed it with the hotel iron. She dressed and pulled her hair back into a twist, then clipped it into place. Claire put on light makeup, wanting to look both professional and appealing.

      Then she left her hotel room, her briefcase in hand and a fake donation check inside. She stopped at the hotel’s business center and pulled up a fake contract that she’d used on occasion. She changed the company names, then printed it off and tucked it into her briefcase.

      Outside, the wind was brisk, and by the time Claire arrived at the office complex, her clothing and hair had been wind whipped. She opened the doors and walked into an expansive lobby as she smoothed back her hair. She checked the floor listing and glanced at the elevator, deciding to bypass it even though the office was on the third floor. She didn’t care much for small, enclosed elevators with heavy doors. The stairwell was well lit. Excellent. When she reached the third floor landing, she reapplied her lipstick and became the picture of perfect calm and confidence. Then she opened the door and strode into the hallway. She located the office right away.

      “Good afternoon,” she said to the receptionist as she pushed open the glass doors across from the elevator.

      The young woman looked up and met Claire’s gaze.

      “I’ve brought the donation check that I discussed with Gregory Felt,” Claire continued, in a British accent. “Is he in?”

      “He is,” the receptionist said, adjusting the bright floral scarf at her neck. “He’s in meetings all afternoon, though. Did you have an appointment, Ms.—”

      “I’m Kelly from the Global Alliance department,” Claire said, then lowered her voice. “I’ve just arrived from London, and I can’t keep this one-million-dollar donation overnight.” She gave the receptionist a wink. “I don’t exactly trust the hotel’s security box, if you know what I mean.”

      To the woman’s credit, her eyes widened only slightly.

      “I, uh, I think I can squeeze you in for a minute,” the receptionist said, clicking the keys on her computer. “His next meeting’s in just a few minutes. But perhaps he can be a bit late.”

      Claire smiled and tapped her briefcase. “You’re such a dear.”

      “I’ll be right back,” the receptionist said. “I’m sure there’ll be no trouble working you in.”

      Only two minutes passed before the receptionist returned, all smiles. And just like that, Claire was walking down the corridor, led by the receptionist into a conference room.

      Gregory Felt was well into his fifties, but his eyes lightened with warmth when Claire walked in. One look and she knew he was a player. That, and he wasn’t about to turn away a woman with a one-million-dollar check, even if he had no clue who Global Alliance was. Gregory Felt’s brown hair was thinning, and his tan looked a bit baked. His white dress shirt and dark-purple tie did little to conceal that he had a bit of a paunch.

      “It’s wonderful to finally meet you, Mr. Felt,” Claire said, extending her hand.

      Gregory rose from his seat and shook her hand as the conference door clicked quietly behind the receptionist.

      Claire stepped back but not too far. Her expensive perfume would certainly help her cause. She set her briefcase on the table, and Gregory’s gaze strayed to it. Undoubtedly the receptionist had told him the amount of the check.

      “Before I hand over our donation,” Claire started to say, tilting her head and holding his gaze, “I want to make sure you understand all of our conditions.”

      “Uh, of course,” Gregory said. “Can you remind me—?”

      “Haven’t you been cleared by Samuel Gentry to accept large donations?” Claire dropped the name of the CEO of Hughes & Ross. “Your receptionist assured me you were the man to talk to.”

      Gregory smoothed his tie. “Yes, I can accept the donation on behalf of Hughes & Ross.”

      “Oh, that’s a relief,” Claire said. “I’ll just need your signature on a couple of pages, and then I can hand over the check.” She opened the briefcase and pulled out a manila folder. “And your company ID as well—it’s just a formality, of course. I’ll take a picture of it, and it will be downloaded securely into our database.”

      Gregory hesitated for only the briefest of moments. Then he produced his ID card. Claire snapped a picture on her phone, then looked up at him and smiled. “You’re much better looking in person,” she said.

      Gregory chuckled. He had a nice, deep laugh.

      “Sign here,” Claire said, sliding over the page and pointing at a line at the bottom of an official-looking letter on letterhead.

      Gregory signed his name, a smile still on his face.

      “One more,” Claire said. “Then I’ll never bother you again. I know you’re a busy man.”

      “Oh, I don’t mind the interruption,” Gregory said, signing his name a second time without even reading a word of the fake contract.

      “You’re a generous man,” Claire said, touching his arm briefly. Gregory Felt had the decency to actually blush.

      “It’s been a real pleasure, Kelly,” Gregory said.

      She gave him a nod and a lingering look, then handed over the envelope. “Go ahead, you can open it to verify the agreed-upon amount.”

      “All right,” Gregory said in a slightly elevated voice. He slit open the envelope and pulled out the check. He blinked, then smiled. “Your company is very generous.”

      “We appreciate all that you have contributed to our interests.” She set the signed papers into the briefcase and snapped it closed. “Thank you for working me into your schedule. I’m afraid I have a plane to catch . . .” She acted as if she were reluctant to bring their acquaintance to a close.

      “If I have any questions, in the future, what’s the best way to contact you?” Gregory hedged, a flirtatious gleam in his eyes.

      Claire was prepared. She handed over a business card. “Call or email anytime, Mr. Felt.”

      “Gregory,” he corrected.

      “Gregory,” she acknowledged, then left the conference room, knowing that he was staring after her, possibilities entering his mind.

      She strode down the hall, nodded to the receptionist, then hurried to the stairwell.

      Her next stop was the public library, where she could use the computers anonymously and completely immerse herself into Gregory’s accounts as if she were really him. She had his valid signature, his employee ID, his picture, and she could bypass any passwords.

      The Chicago Public Library was humming with early evening activity. School-age kids sat at the computer banks, so Claire went to the checkout desk and requested a private conference room. Once settled, she logged on to the public library Wi-Fi and pulled up Hughes & Ross’s server. Moments later, thanks to Felt’s ID, she was logged in to the company address book. She did a search on World Alliance Order, both individual words and collectively.

      Similar to her searches in Robert’s emails, the contacts were benign and didn’t give her anything she hadn’t already tracked down. Next, she searched the company call logs. This proved to be more difficult since calls could be made outside of the office lines. She typed in searches for any international calls, then started to narrow them down. In the past three months, there had been eighty-nine calls to the UK. Claire selected the numbers and copied them into her tracking software.

      The software did an automatic search on the numbers, pulling up the businesses they were registered to. She made note of the ones that looked promising. Then she opened up another browser to log into T-Mobile’s website. She’d noticed Felt’s phone was T-Mobile, and with his social security number she’d found in Hughes & Ross’s HR records, she sent a request for a password change. Seconds later, she was logging in to Felt’s T-Mobile account and looking through his records.

      She did a search for calls with international prefixes, then she sent the report to one of her dummy email accounts, which she would then forward to her regular email account.

      Claire started a new round of searches by typing in the last name Raine with various spellings, coupled with World Alliance Order, and then each UK number in succession. She had dozens to go through, but she continued, keeping focused and clicking on any links that looked valid.

      When she was more than halfway through the phone numbers, a link came up that contained the words All Hails Pub. Even if Claire didn’t have a photographic memory, she would never have forgotten the name of the pub where she’d met Paul Raine.

      Her pulse skyrocketed just at seeing the pub’s name in the link. But the link was broken.

      She stared at the broken web address and noticed the four letters: epay. A thought occurred to her. It seemed there had been a financial connection between the UK number, the words World Alliance Order, and All Hails. What if . . . Her mind raced, sorting through possibilities. What if the pub was connected? What if Paul Raine hadn’t followed her into that pub? What if he’d been waiting for her?

      An announcement came on the PA system, alerting Claire that the library would be closing in fifteen minutes. She leaned back in her chair and rotated her shoulders. She’d been sitting in one position for hours, but she might have just discovered a connection she hadn’t seen before. She didn’t know how long it would take her to hack into the pub’s financial records, but she needed to get to London as soon as possible. Once she had a bank account number for the WAO, she’d be able to track down more and then start shutting them down. Her confidence rose, and she pushed back the fear created by the anonymous phone call. Now, she had to find a way to break into the British banking system.

      She logged out of everything and erased all her history.

      Then she picked her briefcase up and headed out of the library. Apparently she hadn’t escaped the snow by leaving Utah. It seemed that Chicago had been hit by a blizzard. She stepped out into the driving wind and snow. Clutching her suit jacket closed at her neck, she hurried along the sidewalk. The streetlights only made the night look more disorienting, since the glow highlighted the falling snow but didn’t reach the sidewalk.

      It was because of the wildly spinning snowflakes that Claire didn’t see the man cross her path until she nearly collided with him. She put her hand on his arm to steady herself, then she opened her mouth to apologize for almost running into him. But no sound came out because he raised a large, meaty hand and clamped it over her mouth.
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      Claire bucked against the man’s strong arms as they closed about her. She screamed, or at least tried to scream. It sounded more like a muffled cat cry. The darkness was swift to cloud her vision. Whatever the man had injected her with was fast acting. This man was too big to be either Paul or Handel, but she had no doubt he was with the WAO. They’d found her.

      “Not again,” she whispered before the blackness took over completely.

      Her body might be drugged, but her mind slipped into a dream that was virtually her memory. And it was as if she were back at the compound.

      “You work both sides?” Claire asked in her memories of Bethany, whose face peered at her through the flat-screen.

      “We control both sides,” Bethany said. “Did you ever think of what would happen to the economy if we truly had world peace?”

      Claire stayed silent.

      “We would self-destruct,” Bethany continued with a hint of a smile. “We wouldn’t need cops, lawyers, judges, or governments. We’d stop buying weapons. Our military bases would be empty, our fighter jets grounded, battleships inert. Preachers would stop preaching because everyone would already be enlightened. We would have nothing to fight for . . . and nothing to live for.”

      “Life would change, but—” Claire protested.

      “If there is no opposition, there is no purpose or achievement,” Bethany cut in.

      Claire was no philosopher, but even she could see Bethany’s claim was deeply flawed. Yet Claire had been in many training sessions now with Bethany, and no matter how Claire tried to get through to the woman—reach the college student she had once been—Bethany wouldn’t crack.

      “Consider the business world,” Bethany said. “If companies made straightforward deals and there was no conflict or competition, then everyone would have plenty of money. Inflation would skyrocket, and the economy would collapse. The value of a dollar would be mere pennies.”

      Another wild theory, but it made Claire curious. “How are you controlling business deals?”

      Bethany looked pleased. “You’ll need security clearance to know the details, but just think of how a few well-placed people started that protest in Brussels. Influencing business deals isn’t that much different.”

      Claire didn’t know what to believe. If Bethany thought she was speaking sense, then someone had convinced her of it. “What do you want with me?” Claire finally asked.

      “Ah, I thought you’d never ask.” Bethany winked. “Like I said earlier, we’re branching out, so to speak, and targeting the biomedics field now. Technology and medical advances are enabling people to live longer than ever. But the lengthy patent process for new medical equipment and devices is preventing many experimental devices from earning approval in a timely fashion. We need someone on the inside to approve patents more quickly than they can now with standard regulations.”

      “There’s a reason for the lengthy process,” Claire said. “Testing needs to be done, and some tests can take months and years to know if they are actually working.”

      Bethany said nothing.

      A sickly heat bloomed in Claire’s gut. “You want medical devices in the market that are faulty?” It would be a health hazard, to say the least.

      “Think of the lawsuits, the funerals, the scientists applying for more government grants to retest products, the media that will spend hours and days reporting on the tragedies—”

      “I’ve heard enough,” Claire said, her tone rising with her temperature. “I’m sitting here strapped down to a chair, threatened by you and the WAO, and you think I would willingly agree to this plan?”

      “You’re a brilliant woman,” Bethany said in a calm voice. “We don’t expect you to do anything willingly.” The woman leaned forward a little and lowered her voice. “But we’d especially like your help. Handel Raine has opened a new project with you as the lead researcher. With your help, we plan to transform the medical world as we know it. You’d be compensated very well. You’d also live.”

      That was when the screen went black.

      A chill ran through Claire, pulling her from the past back into the present. She was no longer dreaming of the compound interrogation room but lying on something cold. Shivering, she opened her eyes, dreading what she might see.

      The light was faint, and at first she couldn’t tell where it was coming from. Then she realized she was outside, lying on the ground. Snow continued to fall, landing haphazardly on her skin. She was in an alley. Alone.

      Claire lifted her head, trying to recall how she’d gotten in this position. Then she remembered the large man who’d stuck a needle in her side. If he was with the WAO, why had he left her here? She moved to a sitting position and gasped at the pain in her side. Her vision blurred, then refocused. She pressed her hand against the jabbing pain. Her fingers came away with blood on them. Hadn’t she been injected with something? Or was she injured?

      “Miss, are you all right?” a deep voice said.

      “She’s bleeding,” a woman said.

      “I’ll call the police,” the man continued. “I think she was attacked.”

      The woman gasped.

      Claire blinked rapidly, trying to clear her vision and make out the two people who had entered the alley. She exhaled and tamped down the nausea pushing its way from her stomach to her throat. “I don’t need the police,” she said, her voice sounding weak. “I’ll be fine.” She checked for her purse, but it was gone. Her cell was still in her pocket. The briefcase was a few feet away, opened with papers spilling out.

      Claire moved to her knees and shoved the papers back into the briefcase, then she used the wall to get to her feet.

      “You should sit down,” the woman said in a panicked voice. “We’re calling for help.”

      “No,” Claire said, taking a step forward and nearly biting her tongue as the pain in her side took her breath away. All she knew was that she couldn’t talk to the cops. She couldn’t risk them taking her fingerprints. Looking up her real name. Getting any sort of identification on her. She nearly stumbled as she took the next step. Gripping her side, she walked out of the alley.

      “Ma’am,” the man said. “Are you sure you don’t need help?”

      “I’m fine,” Claire said. “I’m nearly home.”

      She wasn’t exactly sure how she made it to the hotel, walking through the wind and snow, not feeling her frozen feet. Perhaps the cold had helped numb the pain in her side as well. When she reached her hotel room and peeled off her clothing, she found she’d been stabbed.

      The man who’d attacked her hadn’t been from WAO, trying to drug her and take her back to the compound. She’d been mugged. A simple, good old Chicago mugging.

      If the wound wasn’t throbbing with heat and pain, she might have felt relieved.

      She’d stopped bleeding, but her clothing was ruined. After taking another shower, she went to the hotel gift shop and purchased a tube of superglue and a couple of ACE bandages. Back in her hotel room, she glued her skin together, then wrapped the bandages tightly around her waist. She booked a flight to London leaving the next day, and then she finally dropped into bed and fell asleep.
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      The ringing cell phone woke Paul before dawn. He snatched it off the bedside table and checked the caller ID. With a groan, he answered it.

      “Scrap the pro-choice case,” Bethany said into the phone. “We have reason to believe that Claire Vetra is returning to London.”

      Paul was immediately awake. “What? She’s . . . dead.” Dammit. What was going on? How did Claire Vetra suddenly show up and he not know anything about it?

      Bethany barked a laugh. “That’s what we all thought. But our voice recognition software is never wrong.”

      Once a person’s voice was in the system, the program could automatically link it to any incoming phone calls to any of their shadow offices. Paul knew Claire Vetra wasn’t dead . . . but he’d been keeping an eye on Kelly Anderson since she left the Sisterhood.

      “When’s she coming?” Paul said, his heart thumping. What if the WAO found out that he’d known she was alive all along?

      “We don’t know exactly,” Bethany said. “The call was traced to Park City, Utah. She made a phone call to the Hughes & Ross London branch.”

      “Dammit,” Paul said for Bethany’s benefit as he shoved off his blanket and rose from the bed. The woman who’d been lying next to him rolled over and blinked her brown eyes open. Paul crossed the room and went into the bathroom, shutting the door.

      He kept his voice low. “I don’t understand. Claire Vetra died in that explosion six years ago. Her dental records confirmed her body.” For a nice sum. But the WAO didn’t need to know any of that. After he’d helped her escape WAO, he’d left her fate up to the Sisterhood. They’d alerted him two years ago when she left. Claire had promised to never reveal anything about the WAO organization or its operations. It had been the price of her freedom.

      Paul was suddenly thrust back into playing two sides.

      Few people knew that Claire hadn’t died in that fire: himself and the members of the Amazon Sisterhood.

      He could live off the interest of the amount that the Sisterhood had paid him for delivering Claire to them, but he’d heard nothing from his contact there since Claire had left the organization. He’d been told she’d gone completely underground. He’d done searches from time to time but hadn’t found anything.

      But if she was coming to London and the WAO knew about her existence, that meant she was no longer under the protection of the Amazon Sisterhood. And she was no longer in hiding. The Sisterhood would have never let her become traceable, especially by the WAO. The Sisterhood would have never allowed her to make a phone call. They knew the security risk of voice recognition software. Claire had to be working alone.

      What was she thinking?

      “The voice recognition software is one hundred percent accurate,” Bethany said in that steely voice of hers. “There’s no doubt she’s alive and apparently trying to find us. We need to stop her, Paul. There’s no telling what her plans are or what she’s capable of.”

      He went silent, but not for long. “Send me any information you have. I’m on it.”

      “Good,” Bethany said in a light voice, although there was a hint of warning in it. “I know that you scouted her all those years ago, and we all thought she’d be a stellar addition. Not every job can turn out perfect, but don’t screw this one up. The WAO is counting on you.”

      Paul knew Bethany was sleeping with his father. Every word he uttered would be repeated back to Handel. It wasn’t like Paul had ever completely trusted Bethany anyway. Hel had brought Bethany in all those years ago when she’d been an eighteen-year-old intern at the Biomedic Centre. In fact, he’d approached her at the same pub where he’d met Claire. Bethany had been much more pliable than Claire, though. She’d been a wide-eyed innocent, leaving home for the first time after living under the control of her mother. Once Bethany entered the WAO system, she’d become almost the ideal candidate. Handel had been extremely pleased, and Bethany had risen in ranks faster than anyone else.

      “Thank you for the call,” Paul said through gritted teeth.

      “You’re welcome.” Bethany said.

      Paul imagined her smiling her annoying little smile. She was probably with his father at this moment.

      “I’m sending everything to you now,” she continued. “Claire better not leave London.”

      “She won’t,” Paul said, clenching his teeth to keep himself from slamming a fist into the bathroom door. When Bethany hung up, Paul braced his hands on the counter. Damn. Damn. Damn. Why couldn’t she have stayed hidden, wherever she’d gone? Why couldn’t she forget the WAO and move on with her life? Paul had risked everything to allow her that.

      He lifted his head and stared at his image in the bathroom mirror. He’d aged over the past few years. The crow’s-feet about his eyes had deepened, and his dark hair had taken on a few silvery strands. One day he’d age out of his job, and then he’d become like his father, stuck at the compound, running operations digitally.

      Paul turned on the shower, and when the steam filled the small space, he stepped into the tub and closed his eyes against the hot water.

      The bathroom door opened.

      “You’re up early, babe,” Vanessa said, drawing the curtain aside and joining him.

      He pulled her against him. He’d been seeing Vanessa on and off again for about a year. They never went to her place, and he always asked her to meet him at whichever hotel he was staying in.

      “I have to get back to work earlier than I thought,” he said against her warm, wet neck.

      “You promised me two nights,” she said in her pouty, sultry voice. One that Paul was well familiar with.

      He liked Vanessa but had only seen her as an occasional indulgence. The last couple of times they’d been together, she’d been acting more disappointed in their short stints, which usually amounted to a single night, then several weeks apart before he called her again. He’d explained that his job was unpredictable. She hadn’t seemed to mind.

      But now he was actually starting to regret he couldn’t have those two nights with her. He stepped out of the shower and grabbed a towel.

      Vanessa protested, as he knew she would, but it was better this way. He needed all the time he could get to prepare for the re-emergence of Claire Vetra. He had to stop her from whatever she was planning.

      Paul dressed quickly in the bedroom, then packed his duffel bag.

      The shower turned off just as he zipped up the bag.

      Vanessa opened the bathroom door, a towel wrapped around her trim figure, her dark hair dripping about her shoulders.

      “When will I see you again?” she asked.

      Paul could tell she was holding back tears, or maybe anger, or both. “I don’t know.”

      Vanessa folded her arms.

      “Soon, I hope,” he said, stepping up to her and kissing her on the cheek. She smelled tempting, and he almost stayed. Wanted to stay.

      He left without another word.

      By now, he was sure that Bethany had assigned the pro-choice case to another operative. Finishing off the job would be quite easy since Paul had already laid the groundwork for it. Last month, a controversial abortion case had gone to trial, where a millionaire business owner was suing his ex-girlfriend for custody of her unborn baby. A baby she was planning on aborting.

      He’d hired protesters to block her path to the abortion clinic, and when the media found out the details, they had a field day.

      Paul had created several identities to send in hearsay to the news stations, and the frenzy continued. In two days, the judge would hand down her verdict, and Paul had already prodded several pro-life and pro-choice groups into demonstrating outside the courthouse. Two of his underlings would be attending the rally and tossing out a few firecrackers.

      People would panic, police would Taser protestors, citizens would be arrested. All in all, it would be a good day. A clean job. Whichever operative Bethany assigned would have to keep everything choreographed and send out a few tips to the police in advance.

      By the time Paul had driven the thirty minutes to his flat, Bethany had sent over four emails. Paul bolted his door, turned on the Wi-Fi scrambler, and booted up his laptop.

      “Where are you, Claire?” Paul murmured. “And what are you doing?”

      Paul would never know exactly how much Claire could have brought to the WAO. But he’d failed when following his father’s orders when she escaped. And now the WAO wasn’t about to let her run free. Not after she’d pretended to die.

      He logged in to his tracking software and typed in parameters under both Claire and Kelly. None of the hits that came up matched her. Next, he browsed through the emails that Bethany had sent over. Of course the number that Claire had called from would be out of service by now.

      It took only a few minutes for Paul to find out which cell provider the number had come from. Then he hacked into the back of the cell phone company’s operation system. He typed in the number and found it had already been reassigned. He continued searching until at last he got a lead. Two numbers had been registered to Kelly Anderson. One number was recently canceled, and the other number was newly activated.

      Paul smiled. He’d just found Claire’s number.

      He exited out of the cell phone company’s database and pulled up the tracking software. With a phone number, all he had to do was enter it and wait. The software would pinpoint the user’s location.

      Minutes later, Paul felt deflated. The last known location was Chicago several hours ago. Had she ditched the second number as well? The tracking software hadn’t pulled up a current location.

      Unless . . . If she was flying over the Atlantic, maybe the tracking software wasn’t sophisticated enough to pick up her live coordinates.

      With a lighter heart, Paul opened the next email from Bethany. It was the recorded transcript of Claire’s call to the London office. He listened to it. Even without the voice recognition software, Paul would have known it was her voice. Some things he never forgot. He wasn’t sure if she deserved credit for courage—because she was either being extremely stupid, or she had a plan that even he couldn’t guess at.

      What had led her to call Hughes & Ross in the first place? What had she discovered? She couldn’t have known of any connection between Hughes & Ross and the WAO. So she must have been digging.

      Or hacking.

      A chill skittered through him.

      He clicked on a folder on his laptop, entered the password, and pulled up his meticulous records on Claire’s activities for the past six years. Four years in the Amazon Sisterhood. And then she went off the grid. He started looking for any hints that she might have learned something that she could use against the WAO. Something that he’d missed, although he couldn’t see how that was possible. He didn’t miss things.

      An hour and two coffee cups later he saw it. Perhaps it was because he was thinking outside of the box and dispelling any of his previous conceptions about Claire and how he’d trusted that she’d stay undercover. But there it was . . . in black and white.

      A financial record had come up, linked to Kelly Anderson. One year ago, she’d paid $1250 in American dollars to have the caskets of her parents exhumed and relocated to another cemetery.

      Why?

      Paul plugged the names of Claire’s parents into his search browser: Trent and Kathryn Vetra. First he went the standard way of Google and Yahoo. Links to their obituaries came up. A page on the mortuary site loaded, along with comments of condolences. A class reunion Facebook page had been started. An old LinkedIn profile. A blog with a list of donors to a cancer fundraiser. Both of her parents were on that list.

      Paul entered a new search into the tracking software, but it only generated the same hits. He typed in different search words, but still nothing of significance came up. Wherever Claire put her parents was anyone’s guess. What Paul wanted to know was why. She couldn’t know about her parents’ connection to the WAO. If she knew that, then she’d know that her parents’ deaths were no accident.

      His phone rang, and not surprisingly, it was Bethany.

      “Yes?” he answered.

      But it wasn’t Bethany. It was his father, using Bethany’s phone.

      “You have twenty-four hours, Paul,” Handel said in his deep, gravelly voice. “And I want to see pictures before you dump her body.”

      “She might be coming on vacation,” Paul quipped. “People do that, you know.”

      “Claire Vetra is not people, and you know that.”

      Paul couldn’t disagree with that.

      “We thought she was dead. She’s been hiding. I don’t know how, but she’s somehow evaded all of us,” Handel said. “Bottom line, she knows too much. We’ve all been fools.”

      Paul’s father hung up before he could reply. If his father found out that Paul had known about Claire’s escape, that he had aided her, Paul knew everything would be over for him. Handel Raine hadn’t shied away from getting rid of family members before, and he wouldn’t now.

      “Damn you, Claire,” Paul muttered. “What are you doing?”

      Causing the deaths of a handful of people stained his soul, but helping Claire escape had given him a satisfaction that he’d rarely known in his life. Whether it was in defiance against his father or because it felt good to watch Claire slip through the cracks of the WAO, Paul might not ever truly know.

      But he did know that he couldn’t allow Claire to go free a second time. He’d regret taking her out, but she’d put herself at risk. He just hoped he’d find out why before he had to pull the trigger.
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      Claire walked out of Heathrow Airport only to be greeted by a cloudy day and a light drizzle. She inhaled the damp air, feeling both anxious and relieved to have made it this far.

      Pushing back thoughts of turning around and flying back across the Atlantic, she continued putting one foot in front of the other and forced herself to hail a taxi. The damp air, the traffic sounds, and the accents of the people she’d passed in the airport had all combined to raise her pulse.

      Seven years had passed since she’d been in London. She could do this. The nightmares would stop only if she exposed the WAO. She had to find them, and then she had to cripple them.

      “Where to, ma’am?” the driver asked.

      Claire was pulled out of her thoughts, and she looked at the taxi driver. His dark eyes were the same brown as Paul’s. But the driver’s face was rounder, his nose wider, his skin darker. Not Paul.

      She gave the driver the name of her hotel.

      The taxi pulled away from the curb, and when the driver honked at another car, Claire clasped her hands together tightly. They were shaking. She’d broken out in a cold sweat. Taking off her jacket, she laid it on the seat next to her. The temperature was cool at best, but she felt like she was sitting in a sauna.

      “Are you all right, ma’am?” the driver asked over the alternative music playing on the radio.

      Claire smoothed her hair back. “I’m fine,” she said. “Tired from traveling.”

      “You’re American?” the driver said, taking a corner a bit too sharply.

      Claire grabbed onto the seat to hold herself upright. “Yes.”

      “California?”

      At one time in her life, she might have smiled at his question. “No, I’m from . . . New York.” She was from nowhere.

      “Ah, New York,” the driver said, and continued to talk about a cousin or someone who lived there.

      But Claire wasn’t listening. The sights of the London streets blurred past, and memories ticked by like a second hand on an old-fashioned clock. She couldn’t let the dark overtake her. She had to stay in the present and keep her brain moving forward.

      The taxi driver was still talking, and Claire concentrated on the words coming from his mouth. But she couldn’t hear them because just then, the taxi slowed to a stop at a stop sign. Across the street was the All Hails Pub. The very one that Claire intended to visit.

      Memories crashed into her. She still remembered everything from that night. The strobing lights of the dance floor and how the colors had glinted off Riya’s hair. Gerrard’s large hands pulling her into a slow dance. Paul appearing. Gerrard leaving. Then Riya disappearing. Claire remembered the way her stomach had twisted and her vision had blurred after she’d drunk the beer from Paul. How when she felt her legs give way, he’d picked her up in his arms.

      She’d later found out it had all been a part of her conditioning, or rebirth. The WAO was retraining her mind to think how they thought, to believe what they believed, to become one of them.

      The taxi pulled up to a curb, and the driver turned to announce they’d arrived at the hotel. Claire thanked him in a voice not much louder than a whisper, then climbed out as the driver removed her carry-on from the boot of the taxi.

      She checked into her room, all the while fighting the flashes of memories bombarding her. Perhaps she’d come back too soon. Perhaps her mind wasn’t strong enough to withstand the onslaught.

      Claire turned on all the lights in the hotel room, including the two lamps and the bathroom light. Then she crossed to the large window and opened it to let in the cool, damp air in order to stay alert. But the coolness only reminded her of the isolation room at the WAO. Her mind was moving faster than she could stop it. She didn’t want to remember the isolation room. She didn’t want to return there mentally.

      But the darkness had already crept to the edge of her vision, and she grasped the windowsill as the traffic sounds outside morphed into memories of the tinny clatter of the food tray being slid through a narrow opening into the isolation room twice a day.

      Claire didn’t know how many hours she’d been inside the dark room after being moved from where the medics had examined her. There was no sound in the new place, and the cold had long ago seeped through her clothing and numbed her skin. She reached out in front of her, but it was too dark to see even her hand in front of her face.

      Heart slowly thumping, she used the wall behind her to rise to her feet. The wall and the floor felt like concrete, yet they were smooth as if painted over with a thick, glossy paint. Claire took a step, finding the ground solid and hard. She trailed one hand along the wall as she took another step, then another. Ten steps later, she reached a corner where the wall turned. She continued to follow the next wall. This time, it was twelve steps until she reached the second corner, which turned inward.

      Square. The room was a box. There was a metal door of some sort, but there was no handle. She felt along the edges and slid her fingernail into the thinnest of cracks. No light, or sound, or air seemed to be coming through the seams. Claire reached upward and found she couldn’t touch whatever type of ceiling there might be. From somewhere overhead she heard the sound of a fan kick on. The air that blew down on her was warm. Blessedly warm.

      For a moment, Claire stood in place, wrapping her arms about her trembling body, and let the warm air wash over her. She didn’t know how long she stood there, but quite abruptly, the fan shut off, and the cold crept back in.

      Claire started to move again, one careful step at a time, shuffling alongside the wall until she estimated that she’d reached her original location.

      She tried to think back to how she’d ended up here—the bar, Paul . . . Had he put her into a car? Had he handed her off to someone else? Had she done something that had landed her in prison? She hoped that was it—she was in a jail cell, and in the morning, she’d be given a chance to call a lawyer. For what, she didn’t know. But she’d get out. Surely she hadn’t committed any real crime.

      But morning didn’t come, or at least no light of day dispelled the darkness in the room.

      When she heard the sound of shuffling footsteps, she’d risen to her feet again and leaned against the wall.

      The door didn’t open, but a small opening at the bottom of the door slid up. The light that flooded through was like a flashlight being shined into her eyes. Claire squinted against the glow, and before she could take one step forward, the light was gone.

      Something had been pushed through the opening It smelled like broccoli.

      She kept one hand on the wall as she moved around the perimeter of the room. When she felt she must be nearing the tray, she knelt down and inched closer until she reached it. Feeling around, she discerned a bowl, a spoon, and a plastic bottle of water. She drank half of the water first, guzzling so fast that she spilled the lukewarm liquid down her chin. She wiped at her face, then located the spoon. Picking up the bowl, she found it contained a hint of warmth. She lifted the bowl closer and smelled. It wasn’t meat or pasta or any spices. She took a small bite and found that she’d been given a bowl of cooked oatmeal.

      She forced herself to eat slowly. When she finished, she licked the bowl, then stayed sitting by the door. Listening.

      On the second, or maybe the third day, a new sound startled Claire out of a half-sleeping state.

      The wall was talking, or more specifically, a screen on the wall above her head had turned on. Claire looked up, her eyes watering at the brightness of the glowing screen. It was about three feet above her head if she’d been standing.

      A man’s image appeared, and for a moment, he reminded Claire of Paul, the man from the bar. But this man was older. He wore a silk button-down shirt, and his longish hair was combed back, sporting generous streaks of white. But his voice was nothing like Paul’s.

      “Good morning, Claire Vetra,” the man said in a deep, hoarse voice.

      A shudder ran through Claire at the sound. The only way she could describe his voice was as eerie, or sinister, but she wasn’t in a cartoon, so that was ridiculous. She blinked her eyes, assuring herself this wasn’t one of her convoluted dreams and that she really was in some sort of a cell, isolated from everything.

      Perhaps this was a judge, or a lawyer, or an officer of the law?

      “My name is Handel Raine, and I’m the director of the World Alliance Order,” he said, a smile lifting his lips, as if he were proud of his title and whatever organization he’d just named.

      Claire had never heard of it. “Where am I?” she croaked out. “What’s going on?”

      “All in good time,” Handel Raine said, his eyebrows lifting as if he were amusing himself just by watching her. “You are now going through a purification process,” he continued. “Once you’ve cleansed your body and mind of outside impurities, we’ll move you to the next level of training.”

      “Training for what?” Claire asked, but the screen was fading to black. “Wait!” she shouted. “I have more questions! I need to get out of here.”

      But she was left alone again in blackness.

      Claire snapped back to the present when someone honked below her hotel room. The trembling in her body started again. Releasing her grip on the windowsill, she walked to the small table in the corner of the room and opened a water bottle. After taking a long drink, she unzipped her carry-on and took out three blue pills. She swallowed all of them, then she crawled onto the bed and pulled half of the bedspread over her legs. She left all the lights on, afraid that if she fell asleep and awoke in the dark, she’d remember new terrors.

      She shouldn’t have returned to London so soon. Six years hadn’t been long enough to forget. The memories were still piling into the forefront of her mind, becoming too strong for her to resist. The only way to get peace would be to numb her brain for a few hours. She only hoped that would be enough.
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      “Yes, I’m trying to reach one of your patrons,” Paul said. “Her name is Kelly Anderson.”

      “Just a moment, sir, I’ll transfer you to her room.”

      Paul rose from the chair and desk in his small flat and crossed to the window that opened to a back alley. Not much to see there. Especially in the drizzly rain. According to his tracking software, a woman by the name of Kelly Anderson had checked in about twenty minutes ago. His software had brought up eight other Kelly Andersons staying in hotels throughout London. Two of them had proved promising. Neither had been Claire.

      But this Kelly Anderson had just checked in, which matched the previous results of her cell phone number being actively located just over an hour ago. Paul had to hear the woman’s voice for himself—to confirm that Claire Vetra was indeed back in London.

      The phone rang four times, and then it clicked over to an automated voice messaging system. Paul hung up.

      Had she gone out? The cell phone tracker hadn’t moved, but she could be at a café within a block and there wouldn’t be a change in the activity log.

      Paul called the front desk again. “My apologies,” he started out. “I’ve not been able to reach Kelly Anderson. I’ve got an emergency message for her that I don’t dare leave on the answering service. Do you happen to know if she’s still in the hotel? I can meet her in the lobby.”

      “I’m sorry, sir, we couldn’t give out that type of information even if we did keep track of our guests in that manner.”

      “I understand,” Paul said. “I’ll come by your hotel then and show you my police badge.”

      “You’re a cop?” the clerk asked, his voice changing to a more official approach.

      “Yes, but I need to keep Kelly Anderson’s concerns confidential, which is why I didn’t introduce myself as such,” Paul said.

      The man paused. A good sign.

      “She’s American,” the clerk said. “I’m sure you know that already.”

      Paul chuckled good-naturedly.

      “I’m sure jet lag has caught up with her,” the clerk said in a lowered voice.

      “Of course,” Paul said, knowing this was the clerk’s way of telling him that Claire hadn’t left the hotel. “Thank you, sir, for your help.” He hung up. It was time for Paul to leave his flat and find out her next move.

      He packed his briefcase carefully, adding all the essentials: his Glock, a silencer, and a backup cell phone. Paul dressed in jeans, tennis shoes, a dark jacket, and a ball cap, along with an oversize camera that would hang on a strap about his neck. He’d look like the average annoying tourist.

      He took the elevator to the parking garage and started up his nondescript black sedan. The hotel was only a few kilometers away from his flat, and he drove there quickly while keeping an eye on the tracking app. Once he arrived at the hotel, he parked across the street. He set the tracking app’s settings to alert him when Claire’s cell phone changed location.

      He reached into the glove compartment of his car and pulled out a stashed energy drink. Spending the night with Vanessa always left him tired the next day. After drinking half of it, he settled back into the seat to wait. It was déjà vu in one sense, but a lot had changed in six years. Claire Vetra was no longer an innocent college student.

      The hours passed slowly, and still Paul watched. The sun made its presence known for about fifteen minutes before it was swallowed up by another bank of clouds. The sky went from a dull gray to a deep violet with the approaching evening. Streetlights switched on before the darkness could fully engulf the road.

      When he saw a woman exit the hotel’s front entrance, he knew immediately it was Claire Vetra, a.k.a. Kelly Anderson. She wore dark, fitted clothing. Her hair had been cut into a shoulder-length bob and bleached blonde, to nearly white. She moved quickly despite the heels that she wore. Over one shoulder was the thin strap of a purse, and her red-painted nails gripped the purse against her side as if she were afraid to let it go.

      She must be packing heat.

      Paul was ready. He reached for the Glock beneath his seat and slipped it neatly into the pocket lining the inside of his jacket. Then he opened the door of his sedan and climbed out, wincing at the stiffness of his joints. But he couldn’t delay. Slinging the camera strap over his head so that it dangled against his chest, Paul started to walk, following Claire at a distance.

      One part of him was filled with disbelief that she was here, in London, a place she’d sworn never to return. The other part of him was filled with anger. Had she lied to him from the beginning? Was she going to betray him? They both knew that she had a lot of power over Paul. She could tell his father the true events of the night of her escape, and that truth would ruin Paul. Even he couldn’t get off the radar fast enough to avoid his father’s wrath.

      What the hell are you doing here, Claire, or Kelly, or whoever you think you are now? Paul wanted to ask her. He wanted to grab her slender arm, back her into a side alley, and demand answers. But even if he did that, he knew he wouldn’t be able to trust her. The fact that she was here, now, proved that.

      Paul’s anger only multiplied as she turned in the direction of what he suspected was her destination: the All Hails Pub.

      Paul wanted to laugh, then he wanted to rant. Did she think she’d find him there after all these years? Or perhaps she’d question the bartenders, ask them if they remembered a dark-haired man who spiked the drinks of unsuspecting women seven years ago?

      Paul rounded the corner only to come to a sudden stop. Claire was nowhere to be seen. Up ahead, the sign for the pub swayed gently in the wind, and to tell the truth, Paul began to feel unsettled—an unusual feeling for him.

      Had Claire already gone into the pub? He increased his pace, keeping an eye out for her dark clothing. As he neared the pub, the thumping of the music spilled out onto the street. He walked inside; it had been years since he’d been here, but not much had changed. The place wasn’t crowded yet, and only early drinkers were sitting at the bar. A couple of tables were filled with what were probably coworkers, hashing over office gossip.

      Paul scanned the place for a woman in black. She was nowhere to be seen. Then an idea occurred to him, and he crossed through pub and opened the door marked Employees Only.

      The bartender called something over to him, probably telling him not to open the door, but Paul was already through before anyone could stop him.

      He was momentarily slowed by the dimness of the office space, with its messy desk and outdated computer. The place had once been a private meeting room that could be reserved for groups. Paul continued toward the door that he knew once led to the small employee parking area behind the pub.

      He opened the door and stepped into the night air.

      “Hello, Paul.”

      Claire.

      He turned. No, it wasn’t Claire.

      It wasn’t Claire, but the woman was blonde.

      And she wore all black.

      Her blonde hair was thick, braided, and hanging over one shoulder. If Paul were to guess, she was in her fifties, although she could pass for midthirties to the less astute observer.

      She stood about ten feet away, a cigarette in her hand. The lazy smoke coming from the glowing end was a contrast to the hard thumping of his pulse. He withdrew his Glock and raised it, pointing the gun at her chest.

      She didn’t seem bothered that he was pointing a gun at her. Her gaze scanned his body, then refocused on his face.

      Two streetlights competed above her, giving her an ethereal look. Paul guessed her to be of Scandinavian descent, if her pale skin and crystal-blue eyes were any indicators. There was no fear or apprehension in her eyes. Whoever she was, she clearly wasn’t afraid of a man with a gun.

      “Paul,” the woman repeated, taking a step forward.

      He was surprised at the tone of her voice. It was soft, questioning, as if she knew him, but he had no idea who she was.

      He kept his gun aimed at her. “Not another step.” The woman he’d been following couldn’t be this person. Claire, or who he thought was Claire, had short hair.

      The woman stopped. “They named you Paul, right?”

      It was a question, but it seemed that she was talking more to herself than him.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      “I’m sorry about the surprise,” the woman said. “I know you were seeking someone different. But I needed to talk to you.”

      Paul stared at her. “About what?” Did this woman have something to do with Claire? Were they partners?

      “No one can know about this meeting,” she said.

      Did this woman know about the WAO? Is that what she was referring to?

      “I’ll decide that when I know what you want,” he said. It wasn’t often he was caught off guard. First, the arrival of Claire Vetra, and now the appearance of this strange woman.

      He took another step closer. Even if she dove to the ground or turned and ran, there was no way she’d escape his aim. But she looked completely unfazed, and she stared at him with an intensity that he found unnerving.

      “I think we’re alone back here,” Paul managed. “Tell me how you know my name.”

      “You know Gerrard,” the woman said.

      Paul gave a short nod. Gerrard was the man who’d harassed Claire that night in the pub so many years ago. He’d been baiting Paul. Did this woman work for Gerrard? Was this some sort of twisted payback?

      “He’s been working undercover for me for the past ten years,” the woman continued.

      “For you?” Paul asked. Who was this woman? Was this the female boss Gerrard had referred to?

      “When he was booted out of the Order, we lost our key insider. Until you brought in Claire.” The woman smiled. She was beautiful in a classical way.

      “You—you work with Claire?”

      “It’s a bit of a story, and this is probably not the moment to fill you in,” the woman said. “Claire is back in London, as I’m sure you already know.” She waved her cigarette at him, motioning at the space between them. “Thus, our meeting behind the pub.”

      Paul was desperate to know how this woman knew Claire, but first he had to know how she was connected with the World Alliance Order.

      “If you know about the Order, and if you’re apparently a free woman . . . I need answers, now.” Paul took a step closer.

      She didn’t flinch. Just took another drag on her cigarette.

      “This gun is no idle threat,” Paul ground out.

      She blinked as if she’d just heard him. “I don’t suspect anything you do is idle, Paul. Your father and I go way back, to the very beginning of the WAO. You might say that I was at one time a significant partner.”

      Paul’s mind spun in different directions as he tried to recall the history of the Order. Surely he would have heard of a woman who’d escaped alive. Or perhaps everyone thought she was dead, like Claire.

      “You were one of the founders?”

      She seemed to hesitate then. “Yes.” The word was quiet, almost uncertain.

      Paul narrowed his gaze. So this woman had helped establish the Order, and then she left. What had her crimes been? After she’d left, she’d probably dyed her hair and had plastic surgery, because Handel would have never stopped looking for her.

      “I’ve been watching you for a long time,” the woman said. “And the time has come that we need to join forces and work together. I need your help, Paul. We’re going to bring the Order down.”

      Paul could only laugh. This woman was insane. “If you think you can bring the Order down through me, you’re nuts.”

      She didn’t blink, didn’t move.

      “First of all, I don’t take directions from you,” Paul continued. “The WAO is rock solid. No one person can ever breach the organization. Not me, and not whoever you think you are. The Order has influence and connections all over the world. The operatives have sworn their lives to protect the system.”

      “Yes,” she said. “And that’s why I need to work with someone who’s already on the inside. Someone who’s above suspicion. Someone who Handel Raine trusts implicitly.”

      Paul took another step closer. He could shoot this woman now and put an end to her crazy ideas. Yet, he hesitated.

      The woman only smiled.

      It wasn’t a nice smile.

      “First,” she said, lifting her cigarette to her mouth, “we need to stop Claire. I think her mind has finally cracked.” Her blue eyes blinked at Paul innocently. “She has just become our greatest threat.”
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      Claire had just ordered a beer when the woman came into the pub. Nora. A woman Claire had hoped never to cross paths with again.

      Claire slipped off her chair to the floor and stayed hidden as Nora scanned the bar. Claire stayed crouched in her place as Nora went into the ladies’ room, then came back out into the pub.

      Holding her breath, Claire waited for Nora to leave. She could only be here for one reason. It was too much of a coincidence. Claire had been in London only a few hours, and already she was being followed.

      The floor was unpleasantly cold and sticky, but Claire didn’t move as she watched Nora’s legs and dark heeled boots cross the pub once, then twice.

      Claire pulled out the beanie in her jacket pocket and pulled it over her hair. With her newly dyed blonde hair, she had to remember that her hair color might capture more attention than she wanted it to.

      She’d change the color tomorrow, she decided.

      But she had a bigger problem right now. Nora Mickelson was still in the pub, looking for Claire. She supposed she shouldn’t be surprised that she was being tracked by the Amazon Sisterhood. They were the ones, after all, to help her escape the WAO. And Paul.

      Paul was the one she needed to get to first. The Sisterhood would have to wait.

      Nora’s presence complicated things. A lot. Claire was surprised that the woman had come this far and hadn’t sent one of her operatives. Claire supposed she deserved to be reprimanded. She’d completely disappeared, taking with her years of investment and training.

      Claire moved her hand until it was resting lightly on the gun strapped just above her hip. Undoubtedly Nora was packing as well. The pub really needed to have a weapons check at the front door.

      Claire watched as Nora walked around the dance floor and opened the Employees Only door. She was going into that room—the one Paul had carried Claire out of. It was like a bad nightmare on repeat.

      Claire waited two minutes, then she rose from her hiding place beneath the table.

      She had to get out of there before Nora came back into the pub. But Claire couldn’t go out the front door or the rear door without someone noticing her. She went into the ladies’ room and holed up in one of the two stalls, hoping that Nora wouldn’t renew her search there. When the crowds picked up for the night, she’d find her way out of the pub.

      An hour passed, then another thirty minutes.

      Finally, Claire felt she could leave the stall. When she stepped back into the main room of the pub, a lot more people were inside. A few couples were dancing on the dance floor. Half of the stools at the bar were occupied, and four or five tables had groups of people sitting at them.

      Claire quickly scanned the room for Nora. She wasn’t in sight.

      Taking a few deep breaths, Claire walked to the bar and eyed the bartender, a woman with spiked black hair and enough metal in her ears to set the TSA on edge.

      “Hi,” Claire said, sliding across a fifty-pound note. “Can I speak to the manager?”

      The bartender eyed Claire up and down. “What’s the problem?”

      “I have a couple of questions about operations here,” Claire said, handing over a business card that stated she was with the International Health Code department. A completely bogus company, of course.

      Fortunately, the bartender was smart and said, “All righty . . . I’ll be right back. Take a seat.” She gave Claire a half smile, part smirk, then pushed through a door to the back kitchen.

      Moments later, the bartender returned with a thin, wiry man behind her who looked like he’d had one too many hangovers. The bags under his eyes were impressive if nothing else. But most of all, Claire recognized him as the bartender who’d been working the night she’d been abducted.

      “Kelly Anderson,” she said, sticking out her hand to shake his. “Remember me?”

      “I don’t,” the man said, taking her hand.

      “Edward Daines, right?”

      His gaze was predictably wary as he nodded. The bartender moved off to prepare a drink for a couple of people sitting at the other end of the bar.

      “How long have you managed this bar, Mr. Daines?” Claire asked.

      “About six years. I started bartending about nine years ago,” he said, folding his tattooed arms.

      Perfect. Claire pulled up an image on her phone. “I’m not really with any health organization,” she said in a voice just above the drum of the music. “I need you to tell me what you know about one of your patrons.” She turned the phone to face him and watched his expression.

      His pupils widened, but he shook his head no.

      “He used to be a regular when you started out,” Claire pressed.

      “I can hardly remember people coming in from weeks ago, let alone years ago,” the manager said.

      “You and I both know that one of a bar manager’s duties is to know their patrons,” she said. “Look again.”

      Daines leaned a bit closer but then only shook his head. “No, I’m sorry. Who is he?”

      “I think you know who he is,” she said in a smooth voice. “Although I’m not sure which name he used. You might also find this interesting.” She flipped to the next picture she had saved on her phone. It was a mug shot of Mr. Edward Daines. “Does your parole officer know that you’re still dealing?”

      His mouth opened, then shut. The color leaving his face was indication enough.

      “Your parole officer might be very interested in speaking to this person,” Claire said, moving to the next picture of a young woman’s mug shot. “I think she’s coming by tonight around midnight. Correct?”

      “H-How did you know?” he asked. “Who are you?”

      “I’m just someone who wants information on this man,” she said. “In exchange for the information, I won’t make a certain phone call.”

      The man hesitated, but not for long. “Come into the back office. I’ll see what I can find.”

      Claire wasn’t stupid. She had enough dirt on this guy to send him back to prison for a long time. She followed him into the office. As soon as she stepped inside, she shut the door and withdrew her small pistol. She’d save her specialized dart gun for later. The desk contained an outdated computer and haphazard stacks of invoices. The trash bin in the corner overflowed with litter, and tacky posters with souped-up trucks lined the walls.

      By the time Daines turned around, having grabbed his own gun from the desk drawer, she had already zeroed in on him.

      “Drop your gun, sir,” Claire said. “Or your pretty little bartender will have nightmares for life from finding her boss’s brains all over the desk.”

      He lowered the gun, then dropped it so that it clattered to the floor.

      Claire bent and picked it up, then slid the gun into the waistband off her pants, all the while keeping her own gun trained on him.

      “Talk.”

      Daines’s face paled even more. “He came in here a few nights a week. At first, he never said much to me, but then he, uh . . . asked where he could get a specific drug.” He dragged a hand over his mouth as if he were feeling jittery just remembering it.

      “That’s mild compared to what must have happened next,” Claire prompted.

      Daines nodded, then in a significantly subdued voice he said, “He paid me to add the drug to drinks for certain people.”

      “People? Do you mean ladies?” Claire asked.

      “Yes, ladies,” Daines said.

      “Do you know what he did with those women after he drugged them?” Claire asked, her voice rising as she closed the short distance between them and pressed the barrel of her gun against his temple.

      Daines looked like he was going to be sick. “No,” he whispered.

      With her left hand, Claire lifted her shirt to show the deep scars that ran across her abdomen.

      Daines actually flinched. Which probably saved his life.

      “I should shoot you right now, Edward Daines,” Claire said. “But I’m letting you live so that you can pay for your crimes in the old-fashioned way.”

      Daines nodded, perspiration dripping down his face.

      “What Paul’s number?” she asked.

      Daines looked to the phone sitting at the edge of his desk.

      “Pick it up and read me the number.”

      He did so, and Claire memorized it, then commanded, “Turn on your computer.”

      With shaking hands, Daines powered up the computer. Claire was trembling too. She’d never come so close to pulling the trigger on a living human. She could smell the man’s fear, mixed in with the scent of old pizza, stale beer, and something worse. Had he pissed himself?

      When the computer was booted up, she handed over a thumb drive. “I want all your financial records loaded onto this, starting with the day you were hired.”

      Daines complied, and as he did, the stench of urine grew stronger. The smell was messing with Claire’s mind as memories of the isolation room came calling again. She forced her mind to stay in the present, forced her gaze to stay on the computer monitor as the files transferred. It was taking too long . . .

      “Never mind,” Claire said. “Give me the whole hard drive.”

      He looked up at her, surprised, but then quickly set to work dismantling the computer.

      “It’s right there,” Claire said.

      He popped it out.

      “Set it on the table.” Claire snatched it up.

      “Close your eyes,” she demanded.

      He did, and actual tears trailed down his cheeks.

      She shot twice. Once into the plaster above his head and once into the computer monitor, which sent shards of thick plastic across the room.

      The buzzing of the bullets faded. “Enjoy prison,” she said into the deathly silence.

      As she left the office and shut the door, she thought she heard a sob.
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      The café was intimate, dark, and only a block away from the pub. The blonde woman with the braid had told him her name. Paul wasn’t quite sure he believed Nora was her true name, but at least it gave him a way to identify her.

      Nora had ordered coffee, and Paul did the same.

      “You’ve changed, Paul,” the woman said.

      “You don’t know me,” he said, although he was starting to doubt himself more and more.

      “I told you, we’ve been watching you for a long time.” Nora took a sip of coffee from the steaming mug in front of her. “This is nice,” she added, looking around the joint.

      “We’re not on a social visit.” Paul had pocketed his Glock out of courtesy, but it was still within easy reach, although he didn’t relish the idea of causing a scene in this small café.

      He noticed Nora’s hands shook slightly as she brought the mug to her mouth again. So, she was nervous. That was definitely to Paul’s advantage.

      “I suppose I should tell you more about my organization and why I think we need to partner,” she said. “Six years ago, you took a bribe from us.”

      Damn. Paul should have known from the moment he saw her. The blonde hair. It was a trademark of the Amazon Sisterhood. Part of their disguise and, he supposed, their appeal as well. No one expected a beautiful blonde woman to be a deadly foe.

      “You’re Nora Mickelson?”

      Her smile was slight. “I am. I was sure you’d figure it out a little earlier, though.”

      Paul’s mind reeled. Nora Mickelson was the director of the Amazon Sisterhood, an airtight organization that was best described as high-powered, high-dollared vigilantism. If you could afford to hire them to do your bidding, it would set you back a pretty penny. But it was all based on rumor. No one from the Amazon Sisterhood had actually been caught, and no deal or transaction had actually been traced.

      Paul knew better than anyone because he’d tried multiple times to break into their digital fortress. Once, years ago, he’d been contacted by a woman claiming to be a member of the Amazon Sisterhood. They had a deal they wanted to make with him. Half a million dollars for Claire Vetra.

      Paul had turned the woman down flat. But when he’d discovered what his father was doing to Claire, Paul had changed his mind.

      “Ah, so your memory is coming back,” Nora said, leaning forward. “I trust that everything with the transaction went smoothly.”

      “It did,” Paul said, holding her gaze. “The woman who contacted me—Frances—said she’d report in later. She never did.”

      Nora nodded. “There was never a secure way to send you an update. And security always dictates our actions. We take only calculated risks. But I’m assuming you’ve been tracking Claire all along?”

      “I have,” Paul confirmed. “Irene let me know that she left the Sisterhood and went off the grid.”

      “Yes,” Nora said. “Claire stayed with us for four years, but she didn’t go through the healing process quite like we hoped.” She eyed Paul. “I’m sure you aren’t surprised to hear that.”

      “Not completely,” he said, his neck heating up. Not many people could have mentally survived the things that his father had put Claire through. The physical side was another matter altogether.

      “She was quite broken when we got her,” Nora said. “It took time to convince her that we weren’t the new enemy.” She tapped the table. “She was like a sponge, though, learning anything and everything. Once she was fully on board, she became our most innovative team member.”

      When Nora paused, Paul said, “But?”

      “But then she disappeared.”

      Paul sucked in a breath. “I knew she left, but I didn’t know she disappeared on you.” He also knew her assumed identity was Kelly Anderson.

      “It’s been twenty-three months since we’ve seen any evidence of her, until this week,” Nora said. Her eyes actually looked worried, which was ironic for a woman who ran a powerful underground organization.

      “What do you know about her activities this week?” Paul pressed.

      Nora leaned back in her chair for a moment, staring past him, as if she were trying to decide how much to reveal. “She’s on a path that could be destructive to both you and me. She’s after your father, I know that, but to get to him she knows she’ll have to go through you first.” Now Nora leaned forward. “Paul, she knows everything about the WAO and everything about the Amazon Sisterhood. She’s like a walking time bomb. Do you know what she spent years doing with us?”

      Paul shook his head.

      “She became our top hacker,” Nora said in a low voice. “Claire manipulated the Chinese markets, she altered the British Parliament results, she channeled millions of dollars away from the top drug lord in Bolivia.” She shook her head. “All of this, and she’s afraid of the dark.”

      Paul raised his brows. “What do you mean?”

      “She sleeps with the lights on, Paul,” Nora said. “Why do you think she does that?”

      Paul was reluctant to answer. Maybe she’d slept with the lights on as a kid and it was a habit. But he knew better. “My father put her in the isolation room as part of her psychological conditioning. No lights and no sound for weeks.”

      Nora’s eyes hardened, and Paul didn’t blame her. The Amazon Sisterhood might be made up of ruthless vigilantes, but they’d never forced anything on one of their own.

      “Your father’s a coward,” Nora said. “Always has been.”

      She had referred to his father, but it might as well have been Paul. He’d long ago decided that this world was meant to be fought over. And that’s what he was doing—fighting. With that came risks and casualties.

      “How . . . how dangerous is Claire?” Paul asked. “I followed her to the All Hails Pub, but then I lost her. Do you think she knew I was following her? Is she playing a game?”

      “I can’t answer that,” Nora said. “But she’s been one step ahead of me so far. I’ve had two of my best programmers building up security firewalls. We’ve had a couple of temporary breaches that fortunately we were able to block. I can only assume they came from her unless you’re hacking for the WAO now.”

      “Not recently,” Paul said. “I’m working on outside projects only.”

      “Bringing in Claire?”

      Paul gave a brief nod.

      Nora’s eyes stayed hard. “And you’re going to do it? Why?”

      “Like you said, she’s a liability.” Paul shrugged. He couldn’t feel sorry for Claire now, or sympathetic to Nora’s plight.

      “She won’t survive another training session or psychological conditioning at the WAO,” Nora said.

      He looked away for a moment. “My father doesn’t want her trained.”

      “Ah, you’re bringing her down then.”

      Paul didn’t respond.

      Nora pushed her coffee mug away. “I want her, Paul. If only to prove to your father that he can’t always get his way. She’s gone off the deep end, and if we don’t put a stop to whatever her plans are, we’re all screwed.”

      “So you want her dead too?”

      “No,” Nora said in a hard voice. “You don’t understand how valuable she’s been to the Sisterhood. We need her back. Even if it takes months for her mind to heal, we’ll take her back. She has the potential to be our most powerful weapon.”
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      Claire checked the tracking on her app. It had brought her to this street, and if the number was still one of Paul’s, then she should be close to him. The street contained an eclectic mix of cafés, shops, and pubs. She hovered next to a bookshop, staying away from the crowd of people near the pub about halfway down the block.

      A taxi pulled away from the café across the street, capturing Claire’s attention. Paul was in one of these places. She crossed the street, then passed by the café, looking in through the window. She almost stopped when she saw Nora and Paul sitting at a table on the far side of the room.

      Claire had time for only a quick look before she had to keep walking.

      She hadn’t seen Paul for years, but he was much the same. He still had the dark, wavy hair, now flecked with streaks of silver. His eyes were hooded and black as he gazed at the woman across from him.

      Claire scanned the street offerings and walked back to the Late Night Bookshop, where she took up residence inside, near the front window. She pretended to look at a book while keeping an eye on the café. Claire had a feeling that the bookshop sold a lot more than books, based on the number of young adults who came and went.

      What was Paul doing with Nora? How had they found each other? When Claire had tracked his number, she’d been surprised to discover that his location was only a few kilometers away. Was it a coincidence, or had Nora and Paul been working together?

      Claire had known that Paul had taken a bribe from the Amazon Sisterhood. When she’d started digging into the details of her escape from the WAO, she’d discovered the financial record, and it had only made her despise Paul more.

      Was it because she thought he might be better than his father?

      “Did you find something, ma’am?” the shop clerk asked. The pimply teenager barely lifted his eyes from his phone to look at her.

      “Still looking,” Claire confirmed. She wondered how long Paul and Nora would be inside the café and what they were talking about.

      She had to get Paul alone so that she could drag the information out of him that she needed to get to his father. Then, and only then, could she get rid of Handel Raine. Until she knew the location of the WAO, Paul’s death would do her no good.

      But seeing Nora had changed things. The fact that Nora and Paul were now apparently talking meant Claire was outnumbered.

      The streets outside were dark, and the illuminated shops gleamed like beacons. If Paul and Nora came out of the café right now, they might see her silhouetted in the bookshop window.

      She had to move again. She’d made at least one important discovery. Paul knew she was in London, but this time the mouse would trap the cat.

      “Have a good night, ma’am,” the clerk mumbled to Claire as she strode out of the entrance.

      A couple of pubs were about a half block down the road, and the adjacent sidewalks were filled with young, boisterous people.

      Taxis came and went, giving Claire an idea.

      Paul would be summoning a taxi, and so could she.

      Claire crossed the street toward the café, but instead of walking past it, she leaned against the wall. She’d been expecting to wait for an hour or more, but less than fifteen minutes later, Nora exited. The woman walked quickly, her heeled boots clicking on the pavement. She lifted a hand, and moments later a taxi pulled up.

      When Paul came out, Claire was ready to follow. She watched him walk in the same direction as Nora, and for a moment Claire wondered if they were traveling to the same location. She dismissed the idea when she saw Paul cross the street, and as soon as he stepped into the taxi he’d hailed, she left her position and strode forward.

      As she got into her own cab, she said, “Can you follow the taxi up ahead? That man left his phone at the café.” She smiled as the driver looked back at her, his thick brows raised. “I’ll pay you double.”

      The driver smiled. “Sure thing, ma’am.”

      He pulled away from the curb and sped after Paul’s taxi.

      “I don’t want him to know we’re following him,” Claire said. “We, uh, met at the café, and he was really nice. I want to surprise him.”

      “Ah,” the driver said, grinning, then glancing at her through the rearview mirror. He continued to follow the first taxi.

      When Paul’s cab stopped on a street that Claire realized was only a short way from the All Hails Pub, she watched as Paul climbed out, then strode to a parked sedan.

      “Well, here’s your chance,” her driver said, slowing down as well.

      “Not yet,” Claire said, gripping the seat in front of her. “Let’s follow his car now. I don’t think he’s realized he left his phone yet. It will be a bigger surprise when I show up if he’s worried about it.”

      “Good plan,” the driver said.

      Claire knew he was just counting on the extra money he was earning; her explanation was flimsy at best.

      As the taxi driver continued following Paul, Claire committed the streets they were passing to memory. She had to get the address of the compound from Paul. All of her research hadn’t given her what she needed. And she planned to do whatever it took.

      “Ah, he’s turning into that parking area,” the driver said.

      “Slow down and then stop a distance away,” Claire said. “I don’t want him to see me quite yet.”

      “Should I wait for you?” he asked.

      “No, but thank you.” She held up her phone. “I can always call another taxi.”

      The driver handed her his card. “You can call me if you need to.”

      Claire smiled and took the card. Then she handed over the cash for the fare. She climbed out, leaving a smiling driver behind.

      Paul had already disappeared into the building up ahead. It was just as well. Claire straightened her jacket and brushed her fingers along the bulge of her gun. As she entered the building she looked at the list of names on the mailbox alcove. Most of them were numbers. But Claire had no problem knocking on doors.

      She hesitated in front of the elevator and decided to take the stairs. More space and light.

      As she reached the second floor, the checkered red-and-black carpet reminded her of the lower hallways of the WAO compound. The soft swishing sound that her shoes made on the carpet echoed the sound of her wheelchair as it glided over the stiff fibers of the rugs lining the WAO hallways.

      They’d strapped her to a wheelchair because she’d been too weak to walk and too weak to hold herself upright. She estimated that she’d been in isolation three or four weeks, and all the while, she’d barely eaten.

      What little food they’d given her had been bland—usually cooked oatmeal or plain toast. Once in a while she was given banana slices. In the early days of isolation, Claire had felt hungry all the time. She’d devoured whatever was pushed through the narrow slat at the bottom of the metal door.

      But then she became suspicious of what the food might contain. It seemed she was sleeping more than twelve hours a day. And when she wasn’t sleeping, the flat-screen would turn on, and she’d be drilled with questions about her childhood, her education, her beliefs.

      She quickly learned that when she didn’t answer, the room would stay dark and no food would be delivered. When she did answer, the room would lighten and she’d receive meals. She used to stare at the black screen, in the dark, waiting for it to light up, as if it were heroin and she were addicted.

      She knew her mental state had started to deteriorate when she began to cry whenever the flat-screen began glowing. She’d answer the questions with more and more detail, trying to unlock whatever information they were seeking. All the while, she could think of only one thing: Getting out of isolation. Feeling the wind. Seeing the sky. Breathing fresh air.

      She told herself that she was a rat in a weird science experiment, and this would all be over soon. Or perhaps it was just some extended dream from which she’d awaken and later laugh about. Or maybe she’d been in a car accident, and she was now in a coma, hallucinating.

      The day she was brought out of the isolation room, she’d had no strength to resist being carried. She couldn’t have run even if she knew where to run. They’d hoisted her into a chair, pulling straps about her arms, her wrists, across her lap, over her torso, her thighs, around her ankles. As if she were some wild animal that could tear herself free. She’d gone from existing in a ten-by-ten room, alone, to having unlimited space around her but being unable to move in it.

      “Claire Vetra,” a man had said as he wheeled Claire down a long hallway of red carpet with black designs. “We’re pleased with your progress. You have earned your way to the next training level.”

      The hallway had seemed endless. Brass lamps perched on cherrywood side tables, the carpet stretched forever, and the walls were interspersed with abstract black-and-white paintings. The hiss of the wheelchair wheels was the only audible thing, and it reverberated throughout her head like a whisper of warning.

      Before the man wheeled her into the examination room, Claire had passed out from exhaustion.

      But now she was no longer in the WAO compound, and when she completed her mission, the entire operation would be destroyed. So she put one foot in front of the other along the black-and-red carpet until she reached the first apartment door. She stopped, breathed, then knocked. No one answered, so she continued to the next door, repeating the process.

      By the time she reached the third floor, she was doubting her method. Surely there was an easier way to find out which was Paul’s place. The door in front of her was plain like the others, but one thing was different. She could smell something cooking from within. It smelled like stir-fry and made her stomach rumble.

      After Claire had escaped the WAO compound, it had taken her digestive system months to recuperate. And still, sometimes she struggled with eating. She’d lost over thirty pounds at the WAO and was able to gain back ten of them eventually. Her rigorous exercises kept the missing twenty off, although her muscle tone should have added weight.

      Claire knocked on the door, and then she heard footsteps. She moved to the side so that if the person looked through the peephole, they’d see only a portion of her hair and the side of her face. If it was Paul, Claire didn’t want to give him any reason to not open the door. She slipped her specialized gun from the inside of her jacket and held it down behind her thigh so that it would be out of view as well.

      The person was hesitating. And they weren’t calling through the door asking her to identify herself.

      “Claire,” a man said, and then the door swung open.

      She stared at Paul.

      His body stilled, and his dark eyes locked on hers. In their black depths, Claire was reminded of the days of isolation she’d spent in a place he’d brought her to. She remembered how Paul had stood by and watched the rounds of injections she’d been given. How he said nothing when she was being questioned by his father. And how he’d been gone when his father decided to further experiment with mind control.

      This Paul might be older, but he was the same man who’d first drugged her in a pub, then stolen her life away.

      “Paul,” Claire whispered, her voice unexpectedly hoarse. She lifted her gun with a steady hand.

      Paul didn’t even blink.

      “Let’s take this inside,” she added.
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      Of course Claire was here, in his flat, with a gun aimed at his head. Nora had warned him. Claire had been broken by the WAO but then rebuilt by the Amazon Sisterhood. Nora wanted her back, and now Paul understood why.

      The woman had become a machine.

      Her dark hazel eyes were 100 percent focused on him, but he had no doubt she’d already calculated the placement of his furniture, the distance to the windows, and the fact that he had a concealed weapon.

      Claire used her foot to shut the door behind her, keeping her gun still pointed right at his head.

      “It seems you’ve been expecting me, Paul,” she said. “Or else you wouldn’t have opened your door.”

      Paul lifted his hands in mock surrender. “It’s been a long time, Claire. You look . . . different.” Up close, he could see the dark beneath her eyes, the concave of her cheeks on a face too thin. Energy and tension emitted from her as if she were a coil ready to spring free.

      “Everyone changes, I suppose, whether they want to or not,” Claire said, her voice a low hum. “It’s been six years, Paul. I must say, you haven’t changed much.”

      Paul felt her gaze take in everything about him. He might not recognize the brand of the gun she carried, but he did recognize the cold determination in her eyes. He had no doubt she’d shoot.

      “You broke our agreement,” he said. “You promised never to return to London.”

      “That was before,” Claire said.

      “Before what?”

      “Before I found out that the Sisterhood paid you a half-million dollars to fake my death for the WAO.”

      Paul stared into her eyes. “Does it really matter? I got you out, didn’t I? And from what I’ve heard, you excelled at the Amazon Sisterhood. Although they aren’t too happy right now. Why did you go AWOL?”

      Claire blinked, but her grip remained steady on the gun. “I’m tired of being lied to.” Her eyes narrowed. “I’m tired of people like you and your father who think they can treat others like puppets and ruin lives.”

      “Not everyone gets to walk through life smelling roses,” Paul said, his temperature rising a notch. “We have to do what we need to survive.”

      Claire’s mouth curled into a smile. “Then you’ll understand me more than anyone. I know about my parents. I know how they were killed. And I know why you took me to the WAO.”

      Paul kept his mouth shut. He didn’t know where she was going with this.

      “I’ve just been a pawn to you,” she continued. “But that ends today. You have thirty seconds to give me the location of the WAO compound.”

      “You know I can’t do that.”

      “I knew you’d say that, but according to my therapist, it’s quite healing for abuse victims to return to the site of their abuse.” She took a step forward. “A little arson would be very healing as well.”

      Paul winced. He knew about the scars and burn marks on her body. Nora had told him that the Sisterhood had paid for Claire to undergo cosmetic surgery to get rid of the worst ones.

      “One flame can cancel out a different flame, right?” Claire said.

      “You’ve put me in a terrible position,” Paul said, holding her gaze while he calculated how much time it would take him to withdraw his Glock versus how long it would take for her to pull the trigger of her gun. “The WAO knows you’re in London. Bethany called me early this morning.”

      “Let me guess,” Claire said. “Voice recognition software when I called Hughes & Ross?”

      Paul nodded. He would probably have to disarm her first, then shoot her right after. Maybe it would be more efficient to use her own gun. He just wished he didn’t have to kill her at such close range. He’d been favoring more of a sniper approach so that he wouldn’t have to look into her eyes while doing it.

      His nightmares were plentiful enough.

      “So you understand my predicament,” he said.

      She seemed to waver. “What did Nora want with you? Double the money for taking me down?”

      Paul released a breath. Claire was right about one thing: he was tired of the lies as well. “She wants you back.”

      Claire scoffed, just as Paul predicted.

      “Nora has only her own interests in mind,” Claire said. “She told you some story about how I’m their most brilliant protégée, and she doesn’t want poor, broken Claire fighting her demons alone. Nora wants to lock me down and put me through psychoanalysis therapy. Then she’ll have every single movement of mine monitored for the rest of my days. I’ll be shutting down the bad guys, while I’m treated like a prisoner.” Another step forward. “I’m done with people owning me. From now on, I work only for myself. And frankly, I don’t care what happens to me after I finish off you and the WAO.”

      Paul saw the almost imperceptible movement of her finger, and just as she pulled the trigger, he dove at her feet.

      They tumbled to the floor, neither of them making a sound, each straining to gain control of her gun. Paul grabbed her wrist, while her other hand clawed at his face. She missed his eyes, but he might have new scars from her surprisingly sharp nails.

      Paul used his weight to pin her down and keep her arm with the gun motionless. But she slammed the palm of her hand into his throat.

      He gasped for air, feeling like his throat had just collapsed. Gritting his teeth with a groan, he wrapped his free hand around her neck and started to squeeze.

      She struggled beneath him, fighting like a caged animal with her petite form. But Paul was stronger by nature and trained in hand-to-hand combat, so although she put up a good fight, he was able to keep one hand crushing her wrist, keeping her from aiming the gun at him.

      Her eyes bugged, and her breathing went shallow. Paul kept his eyes locked with hers as her face drained of all color. And then she jerked up and spat at him. Something hit his face, and Paul cried out as bits of what felt like fire scorched his skin. She’d spat an acid vial at him.

      The burning of the acid shocked him at first, then he scrambled off Claire and ran to the kitchen sink. Turning on the water, he dunked his head under the faucet. “What the hell did you do?” he yelled.

      “It’s a new defense mechanism developed in India,” Claire said. “It’s making inroads in the sex trade there. It’s most effective if the woman has someplace to run after spraying the perpetrator.”

      The burning had lessened, but who knew how much damage it had caused?

      “Don’t worry, your face will be pretty again in a couple of weeks,” Claire said. “It’s more like getting hit by an airbag than anything permanent.”

      Paul lifted his head to stare at her with disbelief.

      She had the gun in her hand again.

      Heart pounding and stomach sick at what he was about to do, he acted as if he were about to reach for a towel, when in fact he withdrew his Glock.

      Claire was faster.
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      Claire watched Paul’s fury morph into a stunned expression. Then he collapsed to the floor. “You’re not dead, you idiot,” she said. “You’re just going to wish you were.”

      He stared up at her, those dark eyes full of fear and confusion, but she knew very well he couldn’t move. The red burns on his face from the acid were quite harmless, second degree at the most, and spitting the acid capsule at him had proved very useful.

      She stared back at him, her mind turning. If she killed him, she wondered how long it would take for Handel Raine to find out. From there, how long would it take for him to track her down? Could she find the WAO compound before he found her?

      She didn’t know if she could stand to see the bastard’s face again, and if she did, she would have a hard time not shooting him immediately. She didn’t want him to die oblivious to her plans for the WAO. She wanted him to be a witness to his crumbling empire.

      Claire walked the rest of the way into the kitchen and stood over Paul for several long moments. Her emotions battled within her. She wanted to finish him off, but she wanted his father more. “It’s your lucky day, Paul,” she ground out. “When you’re ready to tell me where the compound is, send it to this email.” She dropped a card onto his stomach.

      He only blinked. His voice wouldn’t work for a few hours, and neither would his limbs.

      She turned from him and examined the flat. The place was sparse to say the least, and she had a feeling Paul spent very little time here. She crossed to the table and picked up the laptop. It took only a few seconds to remove the hard drive, which she slipped into her pocket. Then she searched the single bedroom. She found a couple of SD cards and pocketed those. Then finally, she made her way back to the kitchen alcove, where Paul still lay, unmoving. She took his cell phone, which he’d left on the counter.

      Without another glance at him, Claire left the flat. On her way down the stairs of the building, she started dialing Paul’s most recently answered and called numbers.

      When a woman answered at the first number, Claire inhaled sharply at the familiarity of the voice. “Nora,” she said in a curt tone.

      “Claire?” Nora said, her voice falsely warm.

      Claire had once trusted that voice and allowed herself to believe that the Amazon Sisterhood had truly delivered her from the clutches of the WAO, only to become another pawn. When Claire had found out the truth about her parents, she knew she could no longer work for the Sisterhood.

      “Listen to me, Claire,” Nora said. “You don’t have all the information. We need to work together because you’re a target now. Handel Raine and the WAO know you’re alive. But Paul has agreed to work with us, so we need you to come back to the Sisterhood safely.”

      Claire was past believing the woman’s lies, and she hung up the phone before she had to listen to Nora’s voice any longer.

      The darkness of the night created a momentary balm for Claire’s rising anger.

      “We’ll take care of you,” Nora had told her that first night when Claire had arrived in the renovated French château.

      Claire had been smudged with dirt and ash, and she was thirty pounds too light. The burns and carvings on her body had been treated and reopened and treated again. The skin on her stomach and chest looked like she’d been whipped for witchcraft in the sixteenth century. The Sisterhood had placed her in an ivory-and-pale-green-colored bedroom that captured the morning light.

      Claire had been set free, at last, but as she healed she realized that although there were no isolation rooms or restraining chairs or injected drugs, the walls surrounding the château and the complex security system were a new kind of prison.

      She’d been told she could leave any time but would have to take on a new identity. At first Claire had balked at that idea. She’d have to start over in college with her degree since none of her credits could transfer. She’d have to settle for a minimum wage somewhere if she didn’t go to school. And . . . her body had a long ways to heal.

      So, Claire had stayed.

      A few weeks later when she was strong enough to start exploring the Sisterhood château and ask questions, she was assigned a roommate.

      Frances was tall and willowy, with naturally curly short brown hair. She wore oval glasses and was perhaps the most educated woman Claire had ever met. Barely thirty years old, Frances had earned two PhDs in finance and economics.

      “First, you need to see the gardens,” Frances had told Claire the day that she moved into the shared room.

      Claire was no longer considered an “invalid,” so she was now to become a productive part of the Sisterhood.

      “I’ve seen the gardens,” Claire had told Frances. The medical aide had practically forced Claire to walk on the garden paths twice a day to build up her stamina.

      “Not where we grow vegetables and herbs,” Frances said, and crossed to Claire. “Come on, get up.” She stuck out her hand in that matter-of-fact way, and Claire took it, pulling herself up.

      The air was moist and fragrant in the gardens with the scent of ripe oranges and peaked rose bushes.

      “Everything we eat is organic,” Frances said, glancing over at Claire. “It sharpens the mind and creates natural energy.”

      Claire could believe it. She’d started to regain her strength and with it, her mental clarity.

      Frances walked her to the east side of the château. “This is where we grow the vegetables, and beneath those shade trees we grow plenty of herbs as well.”

      The rows of plants were well cared for, and the scent of rich earth was somehow comforting. Claire’s mother used to garden in their tiny plot behind their townhouse, and the scent of the fertilized dirt sent a wave of nostalgia through her.

      Claire closed her eyes and breathed in.

      “Lovely, isn’t it?” Frances said.

      Claire opened her eyes and looked directly at Frances. “I sleep with the lights on.”

      “Me too.” Frances’s smile was soft. “You’re not alone, Claire. The members of the Amazon Sisterhood all have a past that we’re trying to overcome. Not that I’d wish mine on anyone, but it gives me a drive to make things right for others.”

      The depth in Frances’s dark-gray eyes became more understandable.

      “I was thirteen when Nora pulled me from the sex trade,” Frances said in a straightforward tone. “It took me six months to get free of my drug addictions and another year before I stopped having nightmares that my pimp would find me.” She pulled up the long, loose sleeves of her blouse. Old needle scars followed the path of her blue veins.

      Claire winced.

      “Once an addict, always an addict,” Frances continued. “I don’t shoot up heroin anymore, but I still dream of a fix. And I know that if I left this château, I’d never make it back alive. One hit would kill me now.” She let her sleeves fall back, covering her arms and their ugly history.

      “You’ve never left the châteaux?” Claire asked, incredulous. That would mean Frances had lived here for seventeen years.

      “I’ve tried,” Frances said in a contemplative voice. “Once, I prepared to go on a shopping trip with some of the other Sisters. I made it past the first gate, and I had a panic attack.”

      Claire gave a slow nod. “How many gates are there?” The thought of gates locking her in wasn’t sitting so well in her stomach.

      “There’s a series of three checkpoints,” Frances said in a breezy tone. Her eyes focused on Claire. “No one will stop you if you want to leave. You could walk out right now, bare feet and all.”

      Claire looked down at her bare feet and smiled. It was one of the things she’d discarded when she arrived at the château. Anything that felt too confining, she’d gotten rid of. She wore loose-fitting dresses or pants and blouses now. No shoes, no socks, and she never slept beneath a blanket. She kept the lights on, the door open, and if it wasn’t too cool, the window open.

      “You seem happy and content,” Claire told Frances.

      “I still have bad days, but for the most part, I feel blessed.” Frances spread her arms. “I mean, look at this place. What’s not to love about it?” She started to walk along the path that weaved through a thicket of oleander bushes.

      The fragrance was almost overwhelming to Claire.

      Frances slowed and looked over at Claire. “Maybe someday I’ll tell you my whole story. But for now, I don’t want any pity. I think of all the directions my life could have taken, and honestly, I owe my existence and peace of mind to the Sisterhood.”

      Claire nodded. She could very well understand that. The therapist who met with her daily hadn’t even asked her about the WAO compound yet. They’d only talked about her childhood, although Claire couldn’t understand how that had anything to do with her abduction as a college student. Both of her parents were long gone, and she’d had no contact with any of her relatives for years.

      But Claire could feel that she was becoming stronger—more sure of the stability of her mind and firmer in her body.

      “Will you come to my yoga class tonight?” Frances asked.

      Claire had avoided any of the activities that were done in groups. She knew many of the women participated in yoga, and there were other programs as well. Her therapist had told her when she was ready, she needed to attend the self-defense courses.

      Frances moved closer, although she didn’t touch Claire. No one touched Claire, and that’s how she wanted it.

      “I believe you’re ready,” Frances said in a soft tone. “Meeting the other women will be nice, and you’ll become strong again through yoga. Your mind and physical endurance are intimately connected.”

      Claire knew that Frances was speaking the truth, but she didn’t want everyone’s eyes on her, wondering or knowing or speculating.

      “It’s very relaxing,” Frances said. “The women here have all come for different reasons, not all of them as traumatic as yours, perhaps. But no one will ask you questions. You will take the lead in any conversation should you choose to speak.”

      Claire looked away.

      “Try it this once,” Frances continued, “and then you can decide from there.”

      Claire swallowed and darted a gaze back to the woman. “Are the lights kept on?”

      “Of course,” Frances said.

      Claire had to remember she wasn’t the only damaged person, broken woman, abuse victim . . . All words that her therapist had told her not to label herself as. She was to refer to herself as “in transition.”

      “I’ll come,” she said.

      

      Now, as Claire reached her hotel room, she realized that she missed Frances. It didn’t take her long to pack and wheel her carry-on out of the hotel room. She wouldn’t check out, since having her name still listed on the hotel registry might serve well as a decoy.

      Catching another taxi, Claire directed the driver to a different hotel, where she checked in under yet another name. Walking into her new hotel room, thoughts of Frances still plagued her mind. Frances had been right about so many things.

      Claire turned both of the door locks, then flipped on all the lights in the room. She pulled off her jacket and stripped down to her underwear. Later she would load Paul’s SD cards to her laptop and hook up the hard drive. But first she had to find her mental center. She began the first yoga pose that Frances had taught her. Claire focused on clearing her mind. She had to refocus on her goals and not let her run-in with Paul and her sighting of Nora—a woman who’d been like a mother to her—interfere with her plans. As Claire went through the yoga positions, she thought about the last time she’d seen her friend.

      Frances had been restless for days, and during the nights, she’d tossed and turned with nightmares, frequently crying in her sleep. The first night had startled Claire, but when she tried to wake Frances from her bad dream, Frances had just thrashed and nearly sent Claire to the ground.

      After that, Claire left her alone while she lay awake listening to her cry in fear. In the mornings, Frances had refused to talk about her night terrors, but each day she grew more and more pale. When Claire had reported her worries to Nora, Nora had told her that Frances was the one who would need to ask for help. It was part of their empowerment program.

      Claire had approached Frances on a warm afternoon, as Frances had knelt on the edge of the herb garden, pulling at tiny weeds.

      “I know you’re not sleeping,” Claire had told Frances. “Maybe if you tell me what you’re dreaming about, it will ease your mind.”

      Frances’s hands had stilled, and she didn’t move for a moment. Then she turned her head, slowly, and looked at Claire. Frances’s gray eyes were red rimmed, her eyelids puffy from crying.

      “You want to know my story, Claire?” Her voice was harsh, and it felt like a knife stabbing into Claire’s gut.

      Claire took a step back and raised her hands. “You don’t have to. I just want to help—”

      “Would it help if you knew that my own mother sold me to a pimp in Brixton?” Frances spat out.

      “No,” Claire started to say, but Frances continued in a tone that Claire had never heard her use.

      “Would it help if you knew that my own uncle molested me, and when I told my mother, she told me that I was a slut?” Frances continued. She rose to her feet, her soiled hands clenched at her sides.

      Claire took another step back. “Frances—”

      “Or would it help if I told you that my mother defended her brother but got rid of me?” She pulled at her sleeve so hard that the sleeve ripped away from the shoulder seam. The scars on her arms were transparent in the dappled sun coming through the overhead branches of the trees.

      She pointed to one of the scars on the inside of her elbow. “This is from my first heroin injection. Do you think I did this to myself at thirteen years old?”

      Hot tears dripped down Claire’s face as she shook her head.

      “My uncle’s ‘friend’ did this,” she continued. “All it took was one needle, and I was addicted.”

      Claire wanted to reach out to Frances, but she was shaking too much.

      “And every day since, I can only think of when I can get back out there . . . when I can get another hit.” Frances dropped to her knees on the ground and started to dig.

      “Don’t go,” Claire had whispered. But Frances hadn’t seemed to hear her.

      After a few minutes, Claire had left the garden, her cheeks still wet with tears. She went to their room and sat on her bed, with her knees pulled to her chest. And she waited for Frances. She would apologize to her friend.

      But Frances never did return to their shared room. She left that afternoon.

      Six months later, the Sisterhood called off all searches.

      “I’m doing this for you, Frances,” Claire whispered to herself as she continued the yoga stretches Frances had taught her. “For you and for me. And for all those who can’t fight back.”
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      Paul rolled to his side on the hard kitchen floor. The feeling in his body was returning in slow increments, alternating between tingling and a deep ache. His face throbbed with painful heat, and he could only concentrate on breathing as he waited for the drug to wear off.

      He’d never felt so trapped and helpless in his entire life. And while one part of him realized this was similar to what he’d put WAO recruits through, the other part of him raged against Claire.

      She hadn’t killed him, and he wanted to know why.

      She’d planned this—all of this. Her gun didn’t have bullets, but darts. She’d had the acid vial inside her mouth when she knocked on his door.

      In other words, she was playing with him.

      When the debilitating numbness had subsided in his arms, Paul pushed himself to a sitting position. He groaned as his muscles trembled with the effort. Just that one movement and he was out of breath.

      “What are you up to, Claire?” he mumbled. His tongue felt thick as if he’d just spent a couple of hours in a dentist chair. His legs were currently useless. Looking at the oven clock, he saw that he’d been on the ground for nearly two hours. He wasn’t sure what he’d been drugged with, but it was powerful.

      He closed his eyes and waited for the drug to wear off. Replaying her words in his head, he tried to figure out what he was missing. She’d told him she wanted the address to the compound, but he couldn’t let her near there. His father would be waiting for her. She’d know that, and she wouldn’t go down quietly.

      It was either him. Or her.

      He had to stop her. No matter what it took.

      Whatever he agreed to with Nora couldn’t ever happen. Claire was too much of a live wire.

      Even though Paul hated to admit it, his father was right. Claire had to be taken out.

      A numb warmth spread along Paul’s foot, and he tried to move it. Finally, the drug was fading. He’d been on the floor for so long that the kitchen was beginning to lighten with the arrival of dawn.

      Paul pulled himself to his feet and leaned heavily against the counter. His phone was gone. Of course. He remembered that she’d taken it, but his brain had seemed to be only half working at the time. With great effort, he pushed himself upright and began to walk, one slow step after another. He made it to the bathroom and flipped on the light.

      He winced at his reflection in the mirror. Claire had done a number on him. His face looked like he had a wild case of hives. Pulling open the vanity drawer, he searched for a tube of ointment—anything that might help. He found an anti-itch cream that would have to do. He spread it gingerly onto his face.

      The burns started feeling better already, but it would take some time to heal. Once he rinsed off his hands, he moved through the rest of the flat, looking for what else Claire might have taken. The hard drive on his laptop had been pulled out, and a thorough check of his bedroom revealed she’d taken his SD cards. She now had information on his projects—and that would be incriminating enough.

      Paul sat on his bed as the morning light spread across the room. It was time to make the call. His head had started to pound, likely a side effect of the drug wearing off. He reached behind his headboard where he’d secured a backup phone in case . . . well, in case something like this happened.

      Just as he was about to dial the WAO headquarters, his front door rattled like someone was trying to get inside. From his position on the bed, Paul could see across the hallway to the front entrance of his flat. The doorknob turned, and Paul watched the intruder step into his flat, then shut the door.

      Paul wasn’t in the mood for a robbery.

      But the intruder wasn’t a robber.

      “Bethany,” Paul said.

      Her head snapped in his direction, and their gazes met across the hallway. She wore a long dark-green coat coupled with black leggings and boots. Pulled over her dark hair was a navy knit cap. Her eyes were lined with black makeup, making her look like a waifish runway model. She might be tall and lean, but she was no wilting flower.

      The surprise on her face was unmistakable, although she quickly blanked her expression out. Classic Bethany.

      “You’re alive,” she deadpanned.

      Paul knew his reflexes and thought patterns were slow, but he could comprehend that something was off in the way she’d sneaked into his flat. She hadn’t even knocked to see if he might answer.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked in a rasp.

      Her gaze flickered away for an instant, then it was fully back on him. What was she looking for? What had she been expecting?

      “I’ve been trying to reach you for hours,” she said, motioning to the mess of the room she stood in. “What happened here?”

      Paul hadn’t even bothered about the fallen lamp and tipped-over end table. Damaged furniture was the least of his concerns.

      Bethany’s eyes were darting about the room, taking in the scene, and all the while she wasn’t coming closer to Paul. She was keeping her distance. To give her the advantage?

      “What are you doing here, Bethany?” he asked again.

      She released a short breath and focused her green gaze upon him. The steadiness of her expression told him that she was packing heat and that he’d interrupted whatever plans she’d been about to carry out.

      Bethany still ignored his question. “Where is she?”

      “Gone. She drugged me,” Paul said. “I’ve been incapacitated for hours.”

      “What did she say?”

      Paul exhaled and pushed up from the bed. The muscles in his thighs and calves burned with the effort. He knew that Bethany would report everything back to his father. And while Paul knew that telling them Claire was here to destroy the compound was pretty important information, he couldn’t say the words. He told himself he wasn’t protecting Claire in any way, but he also didn’t like Bethany breaking into his flat.

      “She’s a wild card,” Paul said. “She ranted and then shot me with a dart. I believe her mind’s cracked.”

      Finally, Bethany took a couple of steps toward the hallway. She was still a good twenty feet from him, standing closer to the front door than to his bedroom.

      “She’s unpredictable, is all I can say,” Paul said.

      “She was here, in your flat, and she drugged you?” Bethany said, her mouth pulling into a thin line. He didn’t miss the slight narrowing of her eyes. “You’re going soft, Paul.”

      This was an ironic statement coming from her. He’d brought Bethany into the WAO years ago; she owed him for her success. “She spat acid in my face,” Paul explained. He wouldn’t be surprised if Bethany had a listening device on her, allowing his father to hear every word. “Tell my father that his orders will be fulfilled.”

      Her smile was faint, knowing. “He will be told, but he won’t appreciate the delay.”

      Paul shuffled into the front room so that he was standing only a few feet away from Bethany. She held her ground, as she should. He remembered her as a scared but resourceful teenager. Her resourcefulness won out. And now, her green eyes didn’t waver.

      “Next time, Paul, don’t let her get away,” she said, as if he needed to be told.

      Paul merely held her gaze until she turned away and strode to the door. Whatever she planned to do in his flat had been foiled by his presence.

      The thought gave him no comfort.

      He scanned the damage in the room. He’d put it to rights later, but his muscles and joints were still aching as if he’d run a marathon. Stepping into the bathroom, he grabbed a few aspirin and popped them into his mouth.

      He knew he needed to pack, to get out of the flat for a while until he could regroup and figure out what Claire really wanted with him and why she hadn’t killed him after she’d incapacitated him.

      But his body wasn’t cooperating, and his headache had only grown worse. He forced his feet forward and entered his bedroom. Pulling out a backpack from his closet, he put in a change of clothing and a few toiletry items. Then from underneath his bed he pulled out a metal case. Unlocking it with a combination, he opened it to reveal the disassembled parts of a sniper rifle.

      He transferred the parts to a portable case, then slipped it into the backpack.

      When he rose to his feet, his head screamed in pain, and he nearly blacked out. Paul turned toward the bed just as blackness overtook him, and the bed broke his fall.
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      The dart that Claire had shot Paul with had more than one benefit. Not only did it incapacitate, but it also left a small metal bead inside the victim. One that could be used as a tracking device.

      Claire had finished her yoga stint, showered, and slept for a couple of hours while the hard drive she’d stolen from Paul uploaded to her secure server. When she awakened, she uploaded Paul’s location to the tracking app on her phone. He was a slow starter that morning, and Claire decided it must be the effects of the drug.

      She watched the tracker as Paul moved about the city. He seemed to be stopping in several locations. The app detailed each spot, and it looked like they were pubs and cafés. Claire straightened. The pattern to his movements might seem random, but Claire knew it wasn’t.

      For starters, all of the places were open late. She googled several of the names and found media write-ups on them as popular hangouts. Which meant these locations would naturally attract young women . . . Claire exhaled. Paul was covering his tracks. He was the destroying evidence of past misdeeds.

      She turned her attention to the hard drive files that she’d copied. What would Paul keep on his computer? The files were saved by numbers—dates?—and acronyms.

      She opened the first one and read through a contract between Hughes & Ross and a Chinese investment firm. Hughes & Ross had a contract to provide advice on which shares to sell on a specific date: August 24, 2016.

      Frowning, Claire pulled up another Google search. On August 24, the DOW had plunged more than 1,000 points, finally closing at 588 below the previous day’s close. She continued to read the linked articles, learning that on the same day Apple had reported strong growth in China for the months of July and August.

      Investors started buying Apple shares, and the stock market’s plunge softened.

      Claire opened the next file. Another contract between Hughes & Ross and a different Chinese investment firm. Same terms. Same date. She clicked on file after file until she’d looked at over thirty agreements.

      The WAO had staged the stock market dive.

      Her heart rate increased as she found a group of files starting with APL followed by a series of numbers. The first file she opened confirmed her suspicion. The WAO had been behind the Apple announcement. Not only had the WAO crashed millions of dollars in sales that day, they’d also controlled the rise back up.

      Astounding.

      Claire wasn’t going to wait for an address from Paul. It seemed he was focused on running around in a panic and gathering up any evidence he’d left behind.

      Instead, Claire looked up the FBI database. She’d found a way to hack into it months ago and had been tracking several FBI agents. She needed an agent who didn’t have dirt on his or her hands and who had enough seniority to be respected by the bureau as well as enough acumen to follow through on a lead.

      She pulled up her top three candidates and reviewed each of their credentials again. Her attention was caught by Loren Hales. The agent had testified in high-profile US national cases, and the media recognized her as an expert.

      Claire copied the email address into the secure email database she’d built, then she sent out a dummy email, asking for a confidential address to which Claire could send leads.

      She didn’t expect an answer for a while, so she was surprised to see the email reply come in only seconds later.

      Emails are never confidential, it read.

      Claire smiled. She’d definitely found the right agent to tag.

      She started to type:

      My name is Summer Harper, although you won’t ever find me under that name. I’ve uncovered a conspiracy ring that controls the DOW numbers on the US stock market. I’d like to send you the contractual evidence, but I cannot be linked to the information.

      

      The reply came:

      Summer, you might want to contact your local law enforcement. I don’t handle conspiracy theories from anonymous people.

      

      Claire nodded. That was fair.

      Look up August 24, 2016.

      Minutes passed.

      What’s your claim?

      Claire typed: I need an email address. I have dozens of documents, but after you see only one, you’ll know what you’re looking at.

      Another minute passed. Agent Hales sent over another email address.

      Claire smiled and attached the first file, then hit Send.

      She checked Paul’s tracker as she waited. He was no longer at a pub or café, but now at a library. It seemed Paul needed to get online, and without his phone or hard drive, the library had been his choice. This both pleased and troubled Claire. Pleased her because she’d made things difficult and troubled her because he didn’t seem to have a home base other than his flat. She was hoping he’d make his way to the WAO compound so she could follow him there.

      Agent Hales emailed back.

      We need to talk, Summer.

      Success. Claire sent her a Skype number that linked to her cell phone. When her phone rang, she answered. “Summer here.”

      Agent Hales said, “Why did you contact me?”

      Claire proceeded to tell the agent her method of deduction, then said, “Bottom line, you’ve proven trustworthy.”

      “Next question,” Hales said, not sounding too flattered. “Where did you get this contract?”

      “I can’t tell you that yet,” Claire said. “I’m sending over the rest of the files, and you can start a quiet investigation. You don’t want any part of this case exposed too soon.”

      “Too soon for what?” the agent asked.

      “The people who are behind these conspiracies will bury themselves deeper if they find out they’re being investigated,” Claire said. “Right now, they’re only watching me.”

      The agent seemed to consider this for a moment. “How are you connected?” she asked.

      “I can’t share that information now.”

      Agent Hales paused. “All right. I’ll play your game. But I’m going to want more answers soon. Should I contact you at this number?”

      “Send an email, and I’ll let you know how you can contact me,” Claire said, her heart soaring. The agent took her seriously. And even if she wasn’t, looking into the contract would surely bring up more questions and leads.

      “Summer,” Agent Hales said, “I need to ask you something else.”

      Claire waited.

      “Are you safe?”

      Claire exhaled as her hand absently touched her stomach. “I haven’t been safe for years, perhaps not for my entire life.”
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      Paul wanted to slam his fist into the library desk, but then the librarian would call security. Instead, he slowly released his breath. The library’s internet service was extremely slow. Not only had he been forced to purchase a new laptop that morning, he was still waiting to access the online server where he’d saved a mirror image of his old hard drive. He had to make sure that it was still intact. And then he had to get that hard drive out of Claire’s hands and delete any backups she’d created.

      Damn.

      Why had he opened the door? And why hadn’t he shot her as soon as he saw her? He wanted answers, but he hadn’t gotten any. He’d taken the wrong risk. Closing the laptop, he slipped it into his backpack and left the library. He wasn’t ready to put down roots in a hotel room, but he didn’t have a choice now.

      He pushed through the glass doors and stepped into the afternoon light. The shadows had lengthened, slipping into evening. When he reached the bottom of the stairs, he turned north. He walked perhaps half a block when he had the sense he was being watched.

      Slowing, he checked his phone and turned so that he could glance behind him, as if he were watching for traffic.

      No one caught his interest, but the feeling persisted.

      Paul continued down the rest of the block, then turned the next corner, taking a right. He stopped and leaned against the brick wall of a bakery. Then he waited.

      Two minutes later, a woman wearing a khaki jacket and black boots turned the corner. Her dark hair was in a short pixie cut. She wore little makeup. Paul didn’t recognize her, and she didn’t look at him and continued walking.

      Paul waited another couple of minutes, watching the woman. She walked to the next corner, then turned and disappeared from sight.

      Paul straightened from his slouch against the wall. Just as he turned and started walking the opposite way, a bullet volleyed past him, tearing the edge of his sleeve. Paul froze for an instant, staring in disbelief at his torn sleeve. Red bloomed around the tear. He’d been hit.

      Then the adrenaline caught up to his mind, and he started to run, sprinting for the next corner. As he moved around it, he took one glace back to confirm that the woman who’d just tried to shoot him was indeed the dark-haired one in the khaki jacket.

      She was running too. Straight for him.

      “Shit,” Paul muttered, increasing his speed. There were pedestrians, cars, motorcycles . . . nowhere to take cover and shoot back. Besides, he couldn’t turn a London street into a battle zone. He didn’t look back again, but his pounding heart and the raised hairs on the back of his neck told him she was still chasing him.

      At a slight break in the traffic, he left the sidewalk and barreled into the road. Honks burst around him, but Paul kept his focus on avoiding the cars that were going too fast to stop in time.

      Someone yelled at him for being an idiot. A woman cursed him out. Still, Paul ran.

      He made it to the other side of the street and ran another dozen meters until he cut into an alley. He scanned for a door, a Dumpster, or anything to take cover. When he spotted a metal utility ladder leading to the roof, he started to climb, hoping he could get out of sight before the woman arrived.

      Moments later, he’d scrambled onto the roof and lay flat on the cement. From his position on his stomach, he assembled the sniper rifle. Then he looked at his arm. The blood had slowed, and he felt only a sting, like he’d gotten road rash. So the bullet hadn’t gone in. He peered over the edge, aimed his rifle, and waited.

      He didn’t have long to wait. She ran past the alley, and Paul stilled. His breathing had calmed, but his heart rate was in overdrive. She should have stopped and checked out the alley.

      Amateur.

      And then she was back, slowly walking down the alley. She looked into the doorways, one at a time, all the while keeping an eye on the end of the alley that opened onto another street.

      Paul guessed the woman to be in her midtwenties and not too experienced, or she would have spotted his sniper rifle aimed right at her head. So, who had sent her? His father? Nora? He assumed she was a dispensable assassin, because if she missed once—which she had—they must know that he wouldn’t let her go free.

      She walked with one hand in her pocket—where her gun most likely was. He tracked her movements, the tilt of her head, the tenseness in her shoulders. One sound from him and she’d be trigger-happy.

      “Don’t move,” he hissed.

      She stopped.

      “Hold your hands up,” he continued.

      She moved her hands out to her side, lifting them away from her body. And then she tilted her head up and met his gaze.

      “Tell me who sent you,” Paul ground out. “Or this bullet goes through your heart.”

      She blinked but didn’t say a word.

      Paul waited. But what was she waiting for?

      And then he knew. She was stalling. She had backup.

      Paul looked to the front of the alley just as a young man arrived. He wore a ball cap, a dark nondescript jacket, and appeared to be in his thirties. The way he held himself erect told Paul this was no amateur. Paul shifted his target from the woman to the man. The man didn’t take the time to check doorways. One glance at his partner, and he looked up to see Paul.

      Was this who’d shot Paul? Perhaps the woman had been a decoy, and she wasn’t the assassin. But the man was already reaching for his gun. As soon as Paul saw the metal glint, he pulled the trigger, then rolled away from the edge of the roof.

      Shots ricocheted along the roof’s edge, but Paul didn’t stick around to take in the damage. He scrambled to his feet and ran headlong across the rooftop, then leaped up onto a higher roof and continued moving. He scanned the rooftops, estimating how far he could get before the woman decided to climb up on the roof too. If he was lucky, she’d attend to her partner. But Paul never trusted luck.

      The evening sun had set, and shadows had deepened. The cooler air felt good against his perspiring body. He found another metal utility ladder that he could climb down. As he started down the ladder, he noticed his hands were shaking, and the wound on his arm had decided to act up.

      He needed to clean the gash and probably get it stitched up.

      Once on the ground again, he rejoined the main street and spotted a coffee shop. He strode to the small shop, and as he entered, the smells of baked goods and coffee sent his stomach roiling. He was perspiring again. Quickly locating the restroom, he hurried inside and locked the door. He set down his backpack and gingerly peeled off his jacket.

      Now that his arm was exposed to the air, it started to sting again. He stripped off his shirt and turned on the sink faucet. He used his other hand to cup water, then he let it trickle over the wound. The blood had crusted around the wound, but the introduction of the warm water made the blood separate and drain down the sink, coloring the porcelain a dull pink.

      Paul grabbed a handful of paper towels and pressed it against his arm. Suddenly, he felt light-headed, and he sat on the floor just before his vision darkened. He leaned forward and rested his head on his knees, willing the feeling to pass. After a few moments, he lifted his head, then he pulled out his phone from his pocket. He called a number that he had memorized.

      His father answered on the third ring.

      “What the hell is going on?” Paul asked.

      Handel Raine chuckled. “I told Bethany they were too amateurish for you.”

      Paul blinked slowly and stared at the bathroom stall in front of him. Had it all come to this? His life spent working for his father, and now, because Claire had deceived all of them, his father was after him?

      He didn’t want to ask why; he didn’t want to know why.

      Hanging up on Handel, Paul pulled out the business card that Claire had dropped onto his stomach while he’d been prostrate on the floor. He might be giving Claire a different type of death sentence, but that wasn’t his concern anymore.

      Nothing Paul could do would reinstate his father’s loyalty to him. One ordered hit was proof enough. He pulled up his email on his phone and sent the address of the WAO to her encrypted account.
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      Claire hung up with FBI Agent Hales and sent over a ZIP file of contracts that would at the very least indict the WAO. It wouldn’t be enough, Claire knew. She could never do enough until the WAO was completely gone.

      Which meant it was time to move again. She couldn’t stay in one hotel room for too long, even with her fake ID. Surely Paul and Nora knew her different IDs, or they wouldn’t have been able to track her down.

      She rolled her carry-on out of the room and down the carpeted hall. Bypassing the elevator, she took the stairs. In front of the hotel, she boarded the first bus that came along. She didn’t care about the direction it was going. Eventually she’d reroute herself once Agent Hales got back to her.

      It took less than thirty minutes before her phone rang.

      “What do you think?” she answered without preamble.

      “I think you’ve hit a gold mine, Summer,” Hales said, sounding like she was trying to hold back her excitement.

      The words felt like a delicious bit of triumph washing over her. Claire plugged her other ear so that she could hear better over the hum of the city bus.

      “From everything I’ve found, this web goes extremely deep,” Hales said. “Some of the information may be impenetrable. I’ve sent one lead to my most trusted adviser in the UK. He said that he couldn’t crack through it.”

      “I can crack through whatever you need me to,” Claire said in a quiet voice.

      Hales paused. “You’re a hacker?”

      Claire didn’t answer.

      Hales released a breath. “I need to ask this again, Summer. Are you in a safe place?”

      Claire looked around her, at the people on the bus, at the line of shops passing by as they traveled. “I’m as safe as I can be.”

      “We can find you a safe house,” Hales said. “You don’t have to stay on the run.”

      “No,” Claire said, her hushed voice rising. “It would involve too many people. I prefer to work with only a single contact—you.”

      “All right.” Hales cleared her throat. “I want you to check in with me every twenty-four hours. Once I have enough evidence to officially open the case, I’ll be terming it Summer Day. Can you remember that?”

      “Of course,” Claire said.

      “You must disassociate yourself completely from anyone with the WAO,” Hales continued. “Once we get everything in order, we’ll start to move in, and that can take weeks or even months to infiltrate the first level of the organization, especially because I’m involving international agencies. If we can’t come up with a plant, we’ll have to bribe from the inside.” Now Hales sounded like she was smiling. “Six months from now, we might have our first arrests.”

      Six months . . . Too long. Claire was already in London. She was already on the path. Paul and Nora knew she was here. Handel Raine knew she was alive.

      She closed her eyes against the hot tears forming. Breaking down in public wasn’t an option. “I’ll call you in twenty-four hours,” she said in a quiet voice, then hung up the phone.

      She might not be alive in twenty-four hours. The bus slowed as it approached a stop. Here was as good a place to get off as any. Claire rose from her seat and exited the rear entrance. Just as she stepped onto the sidewalk, her phone buzzed with an incoming email. She knew it was to her private account. When she saw the sender addy, she guessed it was from Paul.

      Her heart rate quickened as she opened the email.

      Paul had sent her an address.

      Claire stared at the location. Redcar was a coastal town in North Yorkshire. She looked around the street she’d arrived on, located a coffee shop, and hurried inside. She ordered coffee and found an empty table.

      She copied the address into a maps app and pulled up the area. Zooming in, she saw that it was the location of an old power plant. Next she googled the power plant and found that it was still in operation.

      Had Paul sent her a decoy address? Did he think she was idiot enough to go to the location and find him waiting for her?

      Claire sipped at her too-hot coffee, thinking. Maybe Paul had just sent her a random link to see if she’d reply so he could track her location.

      If truth be told, it hadn’t taken him nearly as long to send her the address as she thought it might. In fact, she was surprised he’d send an address at all. What were the chances of it being the correct one?

      Another sip of the coffee scalded her tongue, but she barely noticed because another thought came into her head. If this address was the location of the WAO compound, then that meant the compound was underground. This made sense, because in all her months there, Claire had never seen a window or a bit of sunlight.

      She’d been nearly unconscious when Paul stole her from the isolation room and took her from the compound. And she’d been drugged when she’d arrived there. She’d never seen the place from the outside, above ground or underground. It was entirely possible that the compound was completely underground—under the power plant?

      Claire stared at the Google images on her phone of the power plant.

      If this was the location of the compound . . . then she had another question. Why had Paul finally decided to give it to her? Was he setting up an ambush? Or had something else happened? Had the drug dart she’d shot at him had worse effects than predicted? Or was he now a target of his father’s for failing to defeat her?

      Despite all the questions she had, she knew she had to go to Redcar. She had to see the power plant for herself, to know if it was the location for the WAO compound. She might be walking into a trap, but she at least hoped to take down Handel Raine with her. His son, Paul, would be second-best prize.

      It was getting late in the morning, and the bus route she pulled up on her phone would be complicated. So she decided to take a taxi, even though it would give her less anonymity. She’d travel to the adjacent town to get a hotel room and plan from there.

      When the taxi pulled up to the coffee shop, Claire climbed in, grateful to be finally moving forward, yet her agitation had begun. Night had fallen, and the lights of the city zoomed past as the taxi drove.

      “Can you change the music?” Claire asked.

      The driver grunted and changed the radio from some teenage pop song to a classical music station. Claire froze. It wasn’t possible.

      A Bach song crept throughout the taxi, settling into the upholstery and filling the air with its mournful notes.

      Handel had loved Bach. Or so it seemed that night when he came to “punish” her for Paul’s actions.

      “No,” she whispered to herself as she grasped her carry-on next to her on the seat. She hadn’t let the driver put her suitcase in the trunk. And now she clutched it like a lifeline.

      “My son seems to have developed a soft spot for you,” Handel had said in a low voice when he entered her room at the compound.

      As usual, she’d been strapped into bed that night. Not with the same restraints used on the chair she sat in during the day, because only her wrists were bound, in addition to a single strap fitted across her waist. She was able to move her legs, which helped her sleep better compared to her nights spent in the isolation room.

      She’d almost fallen asleep when she heard the footsteps echoing down the hallway. It was after eleven p.m., an unusual time for a medic visit. When the door had swung open, Claire decided that she should have expected a visit from Handel . . . she just hadn’t expected it at night in her private bedroom. Every time she’d seen him in person had been in one of the medic rooms or testing rooms.

      The faint glow of the light bead that rimmed the ceiling cast most of his face into shadow.

      Her voice stuck, and she knew she wouldn’t have said a word if she’d been able to. She kept her gaze on Handel and watched as he turned and locked the door. It was always locked behind whichever aide left her room last, but now he was locking himself in . . . with her.

      Claire’s throat tightened, and she suddenly felt desperate for a drink of water.

      Handel didn’t seem to be bothered by her eyes, which were filled with fear at the sight of a roll of duct tape he carried with him.

      “Bethany tells me that your testing scores are only average,” Handel said. “That you’re deliberately compromising your testing so we think you’re not as intelligent as we know you are.” He tilted his head, his dark eyes searching hers.

      Beneath his gaze, Claire’s skin warmed until perspiration pricked under her arms and behind her neck.

      “We have all your transcripts, Claire Vetra,” Handel continued in his smooth voice. “We’ve read your essays from Columbia University. We know your mind—your vast mind. And your memory.”

      He stepped closer to the bed, and instinctively Claire shifted her legs to the far side, away from him.

      He didn’t seem to be bothered by her cowering movements. “Tonight I’m going to give you something to always remember. Something that will motivate you to perform to your best ability on all our testing processes. You’re a unique study for us, Claire. Your parents both have photographic memories, and so do you. Does this mean it’s genetic? Directly from the parent to child? Or does it sometimes skip generations? Is it carried by the mother’s DNA or the father’s? Or are you a special case?”

      Handel set the duct tape on the bedside table, then he reached into his pocket and pulled out a smartphone. At first, Claire flinched, thinking it might be some new torture device. But he simply put it on the bedside table and turned on a classical music piece.

      Claire’s parents had loved classical music, but listening to it here, in this bare room with Handel, didn’t give her the warm memory of her parents. It caused bumps to rise on her arms.

      Above her, Handel said, “So you see why your testing is very, very important to us. Recording your brain patterns is essential since we’re trying to duplicate your intelligence. Just think of a world in which we could create and sell a new drug that would raise IQs. Yes, the drugs we are giving you are experimental, but we are only administering them under controlled conditions. We can’t know if they are doing what they’re supposed to do if you don’t participate to your fullest ability. Tonight, I hope to encourage your participation.”

      Handel turned from the bedside table and walked toward the end of her bed. Before she could understand his purpose, his hand snaked out and grabbed her ankle.

      Claire gasped as he strapped her ankle down.

      She knew she couldn’t get away. Even if she hadn’t been strapped down, she had no weapons, and she had very little strength or stamina. Her minimal diet ensured that she’d become a weak prisoner. But she still twisted as hard as she could when he grabbed her other ankle. He was much stronger, and it took minimal effort for him to completely strap her down.

      She lurched up, off the bed, but only went a few inches before she was tugged back down by the straps.

      “You’re a live wire, Claire,” Handel said in a purr. “I don’t mind, though.”

      He stood by her head now and slowly lifted his hand; Claire could only stare at the perspiration that had formed on his upper lip. When he touched her cheek, she snapped her head to the side and tried to bite him.

      He jerked his hand away, avoiding her teeth, and then he backhanded her.

      The sound echoed in the bare room long before the blood rushed to her face and stung hot. A metallic taste reached her tongue, and she knew her mouth was bleeding.

      Handel was swift to rip off a piece of duct tape and press it over her mouth.

      Claire inhaled sharply through her nose as her chest tightened and her vision blurred. Her erratic heartbeat, and the moisture breaking out all across her skin, told her that a panic attack was coming on. But there wasn’t a thing she could do about it. She clenched her jaw tight and closed her eyes. It was as if her body were taking control—shutting her down for what Handel would do next.

      So Claire didn’t watch as Handel unbuckled his belt and removed his pants. She didn’t watch as he reached for the smartphone and turned up the volume of the classical music. She didn’t watch as his hand touched her bleeding lip, then trailed down her neck, over her T-shirt and breasts, and to the waistband of her pajama bottoms.

      She only squeezed her eyes shut more tightly as he tugged off her bottoms, then climbed onto the bed. And then she tried not to breathe in his scent of cinnamon and antiseptic.

      The taxi driver honked, jarring Claire out of her nauseated stupor.

      She was shaking, and she was about to throw up. “Pull over!” she called out. “I’m going to be sick!”

      The driver swerved the taxi to the left and stopped at the curb.

      Claire practically tumbled out of the car. She knelt on the sidewalk and vomited as her stomach tried to helplessly expel the memory of Handel violating her again and again.
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      Paul hadn’t been to the WAO compound in Redcar for months. When he worked his jobs, he was away for weeks and months at a time. And since the disappearance of Claire, he’d been reassigned to oversee the political projects division, which he’d run out of his London flat.

      The sun was still an hour away from rising, so the dusky sky spread a purple-gray behind the glow of the power plant towers. The towers were a blight on the seascape beyond the plant, while at the same time creating a powerful image of modern technology. But the true modern technology lay beneath.

      Paul parked the car he’d rented two streets away. Then he locked his backpack in the trunk. He pulled up the hood on his sweatshirt. Anyone seeing him would think he was a jogger out for an early run. A jogger with a bullet wound in his arm. But he hoped he moved reasonably well and convincingly.

      He circled the block, keeping an eye out for any vehicles near the power plant. The shift would change over at 7:00 a.m., so he still had a good hour before the workers would be arriving or leaving.

      Picking up his pace, he ran along the opposite side of the road from the plant. The chain-link fence, topped with barbed wire meant to keep out rowdy teenagers, was still in place. The south side gates would open by remote for the power plant workers. The north side gates only opened for the WAO employees.

      This was the gate that Paul was most interested in. If he activated it with his WAO chip, then his identity would be logged in to the system. His father would know that he’d returned. He already knew Paul was still alive, so that wouldn’t be any surprise.

      But Paul wouldn’t open the gate today; he was saving that for later when his plan was set up.

      For now, he needed to know when his father would be inside the compound. It was time for his father to pay for his crimes. When Handel had ordered the hit on Paul’s life, that had made it personal. And it was time to settle it between the two of them.

      Paul slowed his jog and bent over, as if he were out of breath. He took a couple of steps toward the chain link next to the gate and reached his hands out. Feigning a calf stretch by grasping the fence, Paul slipped on a pair of sunglasses, then he watched the surveillance cameras situated above the door that led to the stairs that descended into the underground compound. The cameras moved slowly, thoroughly scanning the half-dozen meters in front of the door. When the cameras swung wide, Paul slipped out an infrared camera from his sweatshirt pocket and clipped it onto the chain link. The infrared camera would be spotted eventually, but Paul hoped that until then, he’d get plenty of data. The infrared camera would also pick up and record him stretching against the fence. But again, Paul hoped he wouldn’t be recognized at first.

      He stretched his other calf, taking his time, and then he pushed off the fence and rotated his shoulders. Looking both ways, he crossed the street again, jogging slowly and not looking back.

      Once back in his rental car, he drove to the nearest hotel and checked in. His hotel room was small, but Paul wasn’t interested in luxury. He set up his laptop on the small, round table, and logged in to the surveillance software, then connected to the infrared camera and started to record. He didn’t expect much activity until 7:00 am, when any compound employees needing to relocate would use the momentum and distraction of the power plant workers’ shift change as a cover.

      He ordered room service, which was sparse, consisting of a couple of eggs and coffee.

      The clock switched to seven, and already activity had picked up at the power plant. Nothing much was happening yet on the camera he’d placed, although he was sure the south gate was plenty busy. And then a man emerged into sight. He must have come out of the WAO door. Paul knew the double locks well; they could only be accessed by an actual key, and then on the other side of the heavy steel door was another door that could only be opened by an electronic key. These keys were registered to individual WAO team members and could never be swapped.

      The man strode to the gate and typed a code into the keypad on the side of the gate. He stood back as it rolled open, then he continued through. It was Raymond, one of the doctors. Even though he wore a nondescript jacket and a ball cap, the man’s broad shoulders and height were a giveaway. Gone were the reading glasses he wore inside the compound.

      Soon Raymond was out of sight of what the camera had picked up. Paul wrote down the minutes from the camera recording so that he could go back to the exact time that Raymond had been in view. The next person to exit the compound was a woman.

      Paul leaned forward in his chair as he watched Bethany hurry out. She kept her gaze lowered and the hood of her jacket pulled closely about her face. Her skin appeared washed-out, and she held her lips pursed together. Her hand trembled as she reached for the keypad on the gate and typed in the code.

      Something had her rattled. More than usual. Perhaps it was an assassination attempt gone wrong?

      When she was out of the camera’s view, Paul again wrote down the time of her exit.

      Then he waited some more, watching the camera’s footage as the morning sun lightened the buildings at the power plant, turning them from a mottled gray to a warm ivory. It would be unusual for a WAO employee to leave too long after a shift change, but Paul wasn’t going to discount anything.

      An hour later, he kept the camera recording as he pulled up the previous footage and paused each frame, one at a time, looking for anything that stood out. He hadn’t seen Raymond in a few months, but Raymond had known about the conflict Paul had with his father over Claire. Raymond had been the one to cover for him that night Paul had decked his father.

      “You’ve gone too far,” Raymond had told Paul, grabbing him by the arm and pulling him down the corridor away from Claire’s room.

      Paul’s hip and knee were both throbbing from the impact of diving to the floor when his father had aimed a gun at him. The first rule inside the compound was no guns. There was too much risk that a newer member might rebel and retaliate.

      Paul shook off Raymond’s grasp. “He’s gone too far.”

      Raymond said nothing, just continued to walk with Paul. Behind them, a couple of medics had scurried into the room to check on Handel and Claire. Handel had locked the door when he went in to check on Claire.

      Everyone had heard Claire’s scream, and then Handel had come flying out of the room, his face bright red.

      “You should get back there,” Paul spat out. “You’re the doctor.”

      Raymond gripped Paul’s shoulder and stopped him in the middle of the corridor. They were far enough away from everyone else that there was no risk of being overheard. “Listen to me. I don’t like this new line of research either, but for now my hands are tied. Your father’s my boss. He has more dirt on me than anyone, and if I lose this job, there’s nowhere for me to go.”

      Paul folded his arms and stared into the man’s dark-brown eyes. “He’s been torturing her, you know. There are burn marks on her upper arms, and who knows how many drugs he’s injected into her in order to monitor brain activity.” He shook his head in disgust. “Oh, I guess you’d know how many drugs she’d been given . . . you’re the doctor.” He spun away and hurried down the corridor.

      “Just wait,” Raymond hissed, running after him.

      Paul stopped at the base of the stairs that led to the upper level of the compound where the employees were housed and fed—well away from the experimenting going on in this lower level.

      “This research is groundbreaking,” Raymond said. “Before I was a doctor, I was a scientist, so I’m not messing around here. If a drug can be found that will enhance brain activity and enable people to reach higher levels of intellect, we’ll all become millionaires.”

      Paul held up his hand; he didn’t need to hear this rhetoric.

      But Raymond continued, “Think of how the world will change. The quality of life will be better. Hell, we might even be able to figure out how to live on Mars.” He pointed down the corridor. “That woman has the perfect genetic makeup for our tests. If we can get her to cooperate, and you to back off, medical advances will go through the roof. Just think of what a team of scientists using their full brain capacity could do to advance the cure for cancer.”

      At one time, Paul might have been drawn in. But he’d been watching Claire for years. He knew what her parents had contributed to the WAO, what they’d given up when they escaped, and what risks they’d taken by having a child. They just hadn’t stayed hidden well enough. When the WAO was focused on its primary mission of keeping the world in checks and balances, that Paul could support. But this new project in the biomedics field of brain study and enhancement? They weren’t using white lab rats, but humans. And the WAO had made Claire their first human test subject.

      How many others would Handel require Paul to bring in? The other women he’d brought in had agreed to work with the WAO once they were reconditioned and trained on the objectives. But the level of testing had never been as extreme as what Handel was using on Claire.

      Paul had a feeling it was more for revenge against her parents for escaping the WAO and hiding out for years. There were other ways to test brain function and capability without putting drug after drug into Claire and submitting her to continued psychoanalysis.

      Raymond’s eyes had pleaded with Paul to understand—to not fight against his father. But that day, at the base of the stairs in the compound, Paul had lost respect for Raymond. The doctor had gone too far by supporting and enabling Handel.

      “I need to get out of here for a while,” Paul had told Raymond. “I need to think about this new direction and decide what I’m going to do.”

      Raymond had given a short nod, as if he agreed with Paul, although they both knew that there was no way out of the WAO. “I think that’s best. What do you want me to tell your father?”

      “If he asks, tell him I’m starting on Project 312.”

      Paul needed his father to think he was still on board with everything, despite their altercation. He didn’t know what action he’d take concerning Claire, but right now his hands were tied.

      Now, as Paul watched Raymond and Bethany on the recorded camera feed, Paul’s hand had been forced. His father had made the fatal error of pitting an assassin against him. Paul replayed Raymond’s footage again, studying the new wrinkle on his brow, the grim set of his mouth, the slight hunch of his shoulders. Raymond was weighed down by something.

      Bethany’s footage shouldn’t have surprised Paul, but it did. She looked nervous. Her gaze darted behind her more than once, and she checked her phone three times before unlocking the gate. He knew that Raymond and Bethany both parked in different parking lots spread throughout Redcar, and rarely in the same place twice. Their permanent residences were unknown to him, mostly because he’d never bothered to find them. They both spent most of their time inside the compound. But it seemed that this morning, they were both leaving. At the same time.

      Paul chewed on his lower lip. Were they leaving at the same time because they were going to meet privately somewhere?

      His heart rate jumped. He couldn’t know for sure, but something told him that Raymond and Bethany were involved in something that Handel didn’t know about. But what?

      Paul could never trust Bethany, that he knew, unless he’d been wrong about her for years. As far as he knew, she was his father’s puppet and his intimate in everything.

      And Raymond . . . He was a yes-man, but if Paul told the truth, Raymond had never done him a disservice. He’d helped diffuse the situation between father and son, which later enabled Paul to get Claire out of the WAO before it was too late.

      Perhaps it had been too late for Claire after all. Despite what Nora had told him, all indicators about Claire now showed that she’d never pieced back together her shattered heart. Even the strongest and most intellectual mind would have trouble surviving the grief Handel had put Claire through.

      Paul’s life as he knew it was coming to an end. He could no longer operate under his father. Their ideals had grown apart. A few months ago, or even a few days ago, Paul might have done almost anything to keep the WAO above board and away from any infiltration.

      But now, he knew the rotting base of the WAO was about to crumble. And he was going to help Claire. The problem was, she’d never trust him. So he had to help her without her knowing it.

      Paul rose from his chair and pulled on his jacket, then grabbed the backpack with his sniper rifle. It was time to get answers—the real answers about his father’s intentions for him. He was going after Raymond and Bethany. And if they were together, even better.
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      “Are you going to be all right?” the taxi driver asked Claire.

      She nodded, her body still trembling, but at least there was nothing else to vomit. The driver eyed her doubtfully as he stood on the sidewalk holding the car door open for her as she climbed out.

      He’d driven her the rest of the way to Redcar after all, probably because he felt sorry for her.

      She dug out some cash from her bag and handed it over.

      The driver took it and said, “Do you want help with your bag?” He glanced over at the hotel Claire had directed him to.

      She exhaled and said, “It’s just the one bag, so I’ll be fine. Thank you.”

      The driver climbed back into the taxi and drove away while Claire made her way into the hotel entrance. Human kindness hadn’t always been a part of her world, so she appreciated it when it happened.

      Once she got into her room, Claire drew the drapes shut and turned on all the lights. She looked out the window, where she had a corner view of the power plant. Searching her memory, she couldn’t come up with anything that looked familiar about what she saw.

      If she walked around it, would she remember anything? She still wasn’t entirely sure if Paul had sent her on a dummy chase. But she did know that she couldn’t go to the power plant now, not yet . . .

      She turned on the shower to the hottest temperature she could stand. The water reddened her skin, and she stayed beneath the spray until the temperature tapered off.

      She twisted a towel around her head and wrapped herself up in the hotel robe. Her resistance had completely gone, so she took one of the few sleeping pills she carried with her. It would only give her three or four hours of sleep, but her body had exhausted itself from her PTSD episode.

      She lay down on the bed, pulled a pillow against her stomach to press against the emptiness, and stared at the ceiling. Please, sleep, come. Hurry.

      Even though Claire closed her eyes, sleep was slow in coming. The medication wasn’t quick enough to shut out her looping memories of the morning she’d awakened ill in the compound. She’d vomited all over herself because she was strapped to her bed as usual. She hadn’t seen Handel for a several weeks after he’d assaulted her, and she’d been more than happy with that, although she feared his return each night when she went to bed. Nothing would stop him from revisiting her any time he chose to.

      The medics knew what had happened because they found her the next morning with her legs tied to the bed, her sheets stained. She wondered if Paul knew, and if he did, if he’d confront his father.

      Claire’s illness didn’t abate, and the medics seemed concerned, but Bethany still demanded that she continue the rigors of testing.

      So Claire spent her days taking tests, being shot up with different drugs, taking more tests, going through brain scans, and being fed a minimal diet. She continued to feel lethargic and nauseated most of the time, until she finally knew.

      Her menstrual cycles had been light since her arrival at the compound, but now they had stopped altogether. When Dr. Raymond came into her room one evening, he said, “Bethany tells me you’ve complained of headaches today.”

      Claire had lied to Bethany so that the doctor would visit. “I need a pregnancy test.”

      Raymond stared at her, then blinked and looked down. His dark skin had reddened. “Are . . . are you sure?”

      He wasn’t going to pretend he didn’t know she’d been raped, was he?

      “The test will confirm it,” Claire said in a cold voice.

      Raymond left the room, and moments later he returned with a needle to withdraw blood. Again he left, and Claire stared at the ceiling while he was gone. All the signs were there. But would life be so cruel to her? It was bad enough that she was living in this hell.

      When Raymond stepped into the room, Claire knew by the look on his face before he uttered a word.

      She kept the tears back as he said, “You tested positive.” His eyes seemed to look right through her. “This may change some things for the next few months.” He hesitated. “What’s the date of your last menses?”

      Claire just turned her head away. He knew. He was the doctor. Nothing went on physically that he and the other medics didn’t know about.

      He left her alone then, and the tears came hot and fast.

      She wanted to purge the being growing inside of her. She hated everything about the man who’d done this to her, and now she had to continue to pay the price. She finally fell asleep, exhausted from sobbing.

      The days passed, and she started to think of the child as hers, and hers alone. The child was innocent, and if her child was to have any chance at all, Claire had to escape.

      The day soon came that Handel walked into her room, his face spread into a smile.

      Claire was alone, strapped in her chair as she finished the last test of the day. The new drug they’d given her that morning had made her dizzy, but nothing more. They hadn’t given her strong drugs since the pregnancy test.

      She looked up when her door opened. Everything inside of her froze when she saw the man who entered.

      “Dr. Raymond has told me of your condition,” Handel said, stepping into the room and closing the door behind him.

      Claire gripped the edge of the desk. He knew. And they were alone again. She was still too weak to fight him off, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t try.

      “Dr. Raymond has advised that all drug testing should stop until you deliver the child,” he said, his eyes scanning her thin form, then settling on the swell of her stomach that was obvious through her stretchy T-shirt.

      Claire felt like a horde of spiders had just crawled across her skin.

      Handel shook his head good-naturedly. “Who would have thought? I suppose you needed the extra reminder.” He flashed his perfectly white teeth in a smile and stepped closer, close enough that she could smell cinnamon and antiseptic.

      She wanted to throw up.

      His hand rested on her shoulder, warm and heavy.

      “Bethany tells me that you’ve been working very hard,” Handel said. “We’ve gathered a good amount of data, and we hope to launch the new drug in a few months. Although now we’ll be pushing back that timeline, of course.” He exhaled, and the hairs on her neck stood up.

      His hand tightened on her shoulder. “But if I hear you’ve reverted to your old stubbornness, then I’m happy to refresh your memory of our last encounter.”

      She felt his hot breath against her neck, so she squeezed her eyes shut. If he moved one inch closer, she’d jerk her head back and crack his skull.

      But Handel lifted his hand and stepped away. She didn’t hear his departing words before he left the room because blood was roaring in her ears, drowning out all sound. Her head fell forward, and she focused on breathing in and out until her hands were steady enough to continue the test.

      When Claire woke up in the Redcar hotel room, it took a few seconds for her to orient herself and to realize she’d been crying as she’d slept. She sat up, still hugging the pillow to her hollow stomach where she’d once carried her child. The generation before and after her were both gone. She was all that was left now.

      Claire climbed off the bed and crossed to the window. The late afternoon sun was mottled by passing clouds, and the wind whipped the trees planted in increments along the sidewalk. It was time to walk to the power plant, to find out if she could remember anything.

      She drew on her jacket, pulled up the hood, and pocketed her gun. Outside the hotel, she walked briskly, passing a few people but not making eye contact. When she reached the power plant, it was obvious that the place was well secured. There were two main gates and one smaller one, but both were shut and appeared to be locked.

      Steam billowed from one of the towers, and the lights were on in a long single-story building. A row of about a half-dozen cars and trucks were parked inside the plant’s lot, separated from the street by a chain-link fence.

      Claire walked at a slow pace, checking her phone often, pretending to be texting but actually snapping up close photos. She also kept an eye on the structure of the fence, the multiple gates, and most interestingly, the security cameras, which were focused on the gates, a couple of the entrances to the building, another entrance to a tower, and at the corners of the fence.

      For a power plant, they sure hadn’t skimped on security.

      She slowed her step. A very small infrared camera had been clipped onto the chain-link fence by the north gate. It looked like a temporary fix for something, and it seemed to be focused on the entrance to the tower.

      Claire studied the camera while pretending to check her phone. Someone else was watching the tower door. She lifted her phone and used her tracking app to sync to the device. Then she saved the frequency so that she could tap into the video feed from her laptop.

      Satisfied that she’d made some headway, she hurried back to her hotel.

      Now wasn’t the time to wallow in her abuse and torture at the compound or dwell on the greatest loss of her life. She needed to find out why that camera was there and what it meant.
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      Paul slung his backpack containing his sniper rifle over his shoulder when he saw Claire’s face suddenly appear in front of the camera recording on his laptop. He froze, wondering if he’d just had some weird sort of vision. But she was still there, and she was examining the camera. Oh. She’d just synced her phone to it.

      Sliding the backpack from his shoulder, he took a seat in front of the laptop. He shouldn’t have been surprised at how quickly she’d located the power plant and his camera. Claire’s face looked too thin, too pale, and the dark circles beneath her hazel eyes were pronounced. In short, she looked like she was barely the woman she used to be . . . the woman Paul had brought to the WAO.

      He didn’t feel guilty for his part; no, it had been his job for too many years. But his father’s actions had been reprehensible, almost from the beginning.

      Through Raymond, Paul found out that his father had been obsessed with Claire’s mother, Kathryn, one of their top operatives. Raymond had thought the obsession would pass, but as the months went on, Handel stayed interested in her. Eventually, Raymond discovered Kathryn was in a relationship with one of the other doctors, Trent Vetra. And the two had secretly married.

      When Handel discovered the truth, he relocated Trent to another division. Paul assumed that’s when Kathryn and Trent started to plan their escape. It had been the first time in the history of the WAO that anyone had left without repercussions. Those would come ten years later.

      Paul hadn’t known about the hunt for Kathryn and Trent until he joined the WAO after school. By then, it had gone on for ten years. The pair had been clever and had gone underground completely. But Handel hadn’t given up, and the day when that first lead came in, Paul had been in a board meeting with his father.

      Handel had turned around his laptop with a triumphant smile. “Our imaging software just picked up a match to Trent Vetra.”

      Paul peered at the file that had been located. He knew the name, of course, but his father had always insisted on being the project lead on the case. It seemed that a local newspaper distributed in a New York suburb had run a piece about a music festival.

      Handel’s finger moved across the screen. “And look at that, right behind him is Kathryn and a little girl. Surely that’s their daughter.” His gaze locked with Paul’s.

      “This is your number one project now,” he said. “Find out everything about them.”

      Paul had wanted to argue, but not in front of the other board members. The pair had left the WAO in a clean break, at least as far as he knew. They hadn’t ever exposed any intel, and it seemed they wanted to raise a family and live a normal life.

      Handel noticed Paul’s hesitation. “You know our policies. Do you need a reminder?”

      “Of course not,” Paul said. “I was just strategizing.”

      “You’re excused from this meeting.”

      As Paul walked out of the conference room, he knew that Trent Vetra and his wife, Kathryn, were as good as sitting ducks. Paul would do his job, and he’d do it well. Within weeks, he’d have a complete profile on the young family, and his father would have his revenge. Handel never extended mercy.

      That, Paul knew well. It was why his birth mother had gone to an early grave.

      Paul knew he could never atone to Claire for his part in locating her parents and then subsequently bringing her to the WAO, but he could at least give her what she wanted now. He could become the first step in dismantling his father’s empire.

      Pulling up the email address she’d given him, he sent a message.

      I saw you on camera. Let’s talk.

      The reply came quickly.

      I’ll see you in hell first.

      Well then. Paul leaned back in his chair. Sooner or later, Claire would make her attempt to break into the compound, and Paul would be there to help her.

      He picked up the backpack again. He’d be able to access the video footage from his phone, but he left the laptop recording the feed. Once he was back in his car, he tried a new strategy and called the man he probably should have contacted long before now.

      “Raymond here,” the doctor answered on the second ring.

      “We need to meet.”

      “Paul?” Raymond exhaled, and Paul didn’t know if the doctor was relieved or frustrated.

      “Surprised to hear from me?” Paul asked. “Kind of like speaking from the grave?”

      Raymond was silent for a moment. “Just tell me where and when.”

      “Thirty minutes,” Paul said, even though he wasn’t sure where Raymond was right now. “The parking lot behind the bank. Look for a black car.”

      Raymond didn’t hesitate this time. “All right.”

      Paul was early, and Raymond was a few minutes late. The man strode from around the bank, spotted Paul’s car, and climbed in the passenger side. He extended his hands, supposedly to prove that he was unarmed. Paul didn’t believe it for a minute, but he couldn’t waste any more time.

      Paul had had very few interactions with Raymond since Claire’s disappearance. Paul had worked offsite from the compound and only came in for essential meetings. Raymond’s dark hair was now streaked with plenty of gray, and he’d grown a short goatee.

      “Who are the people my father sent after me?” Paul asked.

      Raymond glanced at Paul with his dark eyes, then looked forward, through the windshield. “Richard Oakey and Sylvia Wright.”

      “And Claire’s sudden and surprising appearance gives my father warrant to go after me?” Paul tried to keep the emotion out of his voice but knew he’d failed.

      Raymond went very still. “I think we both knew it would come to this eventually.”

      Paul nodded. The doctor was probably right. The day that his father ordered him to profile a set of parents with a young daughter had been the beginning of the end. “You work for my father, so why are you here?”

      The doctor turned his head to look Paul fully in the eye. “You work for your father too.”

      “Fair enough,” Paul said. “But that doesn’t tell me if I can trust you.”

      Raymond reached inside his pocket, and Paul wondered if he was about to be faced with the barrel of a gun. Instead, Raymond pulled out his cell phone. He brought up a picture and turned the phone so that Paul could see it.

      He’d known Raymond was married and assumed he might have a kid or two, but Raymond had never spoken of his family. The picture was at a park, and Raymond had a little girl on his shoulders, smiling down at him. Next to him, a tall, lithe woman was laughing.

      “Olivia left me,” Raymond said. “She took our daughter and said she didn’t want our child growing up with a mobster for a father.” His voice dropped. “I couldn’t explain what my job is to my own wife. All she saw were the cash-only payments. The gun I had to carry. The security system I insisted be in our home. The days I was out of communication.”

      Paul swallowed against the tightness in his throat. “I’m sorry.”

      Raymond only nodded.

      “My father hired an assassin to kill me,” Paul said. “What would you do?”

      Raymond pocketed his cell phone. “I can’t tell you what to do, but I’m making plans to get out.” His gaze locked with Paul’s.

      Raymond would have to change his identity and go undercover for the rest of his life—or Handel’s life.

      Paul knew exactly what Raymond was telling him, was agreeing with. Raymond wanted out too.

      “Bethany is gone for several hours,” Raymond continued. “Your father is locked down in his suite monitoring your search alert.”

      “And?”

      “And . . . I can get you inside that suite.”

      Paul exhaled. “That’s all I need to know.”

      Raymond reached for the car door handle.

      “Wait,” Paul said. “I won’t be alone.”

      Raymond’s gaze snapped back to Paul’s. “Claire?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t really see her working with anyone,” Raymond said in a careful voice.

      “We’re not working together, officially,” Paul said. “My father isn’t the only one who’s out to get me. But I owe her this.”

      Raymond’s brows shot up. “You’ve changed, Paul. What brought this on?’

      If Paul could define it, he would. Perhaps the deepest part of him knew that it was due to his one mistake—the several days he’d spent tracking down where Handel had sent Claire’s child. He had found only one email in which an anonymous sender had sent Handel a picture of a young boy playing soccer. The boy’s back was to the camera, but Paul had no doubt it had been sent to Handel for a reason. The boy was Claire and Handel’s son. Paul couldn’t forget the picture of the kid. Playing soccer was such an ordinary part of a kid’s life but so foreign and distant to Paul’s experience as a child.

      Here was a young child who didn’t know his mother. He didn’t know how hard his mother had fought to survive and for him to survive.

      Handel didn’t know that Paul knew that the child was alive and seemingly healthy. It might be the one way that Paul could get Claire to trust him.
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      Claire couldn’t sleep. The video feed on her laptop showed no comings or goings from the tower door, but all indications pointed to this compound being the right place. If Paul had placed the infrared camera, did that mean he’d been watching for her? Or had the camera been placed by someone else?

      Regardless, the lead was solid enough that Claire had to get the address to someone, even if that someone wouldn’t be able to help her in time.

      Before trying to sleep she’d set into motion a tracking search on the financial information she’d taken from the pub. She hoped the account numbers would have matched up by now, but the software was still churning away.

      Claire dialed Agent Hales’s number. Hers would show as unlisted on the agent’s caller ID. “Summer?” Hales answered.

      “Thanks for picking up,” Claire said. “I have an address to give you, and if you don’t hear from me in a couple of days, then you can search for my body there.”

      “What’s going on?” Hales’s voice held alarm, although it was calmly schooled.

      “I think I’ve found the WAO headquarters,” Claire said. “The only way to confirm is to go inside.”

      “Hold on,” Hales said. “We talked about this. We can protect you at a safe house—there’s no need for you to hunt down these locations. You need to let due process happen. If you go in, not only are you risking your life, it gives them time to cover up and relocate before we can finish preparing our case against them.”

      Claire was listening, and in a better world it might make sense. But she was sitting in an unsecured hotel room, vulnerable from all sides. Claire knew that she might not get out of this city alive. Paul had seen her. He might be closing in on her at that moment, and right behind him would be Handel, or Bethany, or any of the others who would think nothing of taking her life. If she died too soon, all her efforts would be in vain.

      “Here’s the address,” Claire started, then recited the address. “I’m only going to say it once more, and then I’m hanging up. This phone line will no longer be active. I’ll contact you through email next time.” If there was a next time.

      Agent Hales went silent as Claire gave her the address.

      Claire hung up just as she promised. She removed the SIM card from her phone and melted it with a lighter, then left the puddled plastic in the ashtray.

      But before she made her way into the compound or Paul broke down her hotel room door, she planned to send as much information as she could on Handel, Paul, Bethany, and Raymond to Agent Hales. She hoped that if she died inside the compound, the information she’d gotten to Agent Hales would be a strong start.

      But two hours later, the few unencrypted files she could transfer showed little about the personalities behind the organization.

      Claire next pulled up an imaging software that she’d messed around with before. She typed in specifics of Handel’s description, then adjusted the parameters, creating a sketch such as a police sketch artist might do. The image was rough, but there was at least a likeness.

      She continued to work on images of Bethany, Paul, and Raymond. Then she emailed all of them over to Agent Hales.

      Her tears started to fall then, and Claire angrily brushed them away. What was wrong with her? Coming back to London had screwed with her emotions like a hot knife twisting in her gut. Her flashbacks had been under control for a long time, but now she felt a heaviness settle over her.

      She took out the final SIM card she’d brought and slipped it into her phone, then went through her apps and reactivated everything. She caught sight of the date, and her breathing almost stopped.

      It was her child’s birthday. Six years before, she’d given birth on this day.

      “It’s a boy,” Dr. Raymond had said in the quietest of voices when the other medics were busy cleaning up the room.

      Claire had been in labor all through the night, and in the early morning hours, she’d finally delivered. Her body had been exhausted, but elation swept through her when she completed the final push and heard the cry of her child.

      She’d tried to sit up to see her baby, but the medic standing next to her placed a strong hand on her shoulder. “There’s still a lot of cleanup and stitching,” she’d said.

      Claire had looked into the expressionless eyes of the nurse, wondering how anyone could voluntarily work in the WAO.

      But Claire’s happiness wouldn’t erode just yet. “Is he healthy?” she asked Dr. Raymond. “When can I hold him?”

      Raymond’s eyes locked with hers, and in his gaze she saw the answer.

      “No,” Claire started. “He can’t take away my baby!” She started to scream just as the medic gave her an injection.

      The baby’s cries matched her own, but Claire’s world faded to dark.

      When she awoke next, hours had passed. She’d been cleaned up and moved back to her bedroom. She was, once again, strapped to the bed, something that she’d hadn’t been subjected to in the last trimester of her pregnancy.

      She’d closed her eyes against the sterile room, unable to stop her bitter tears from falling.

      Her stomach was empty, hollow, as if she hadn’t eaten for days, but she knew she couldn’t eat a thing. The child she’d bonded with, although in utero, was gone. Ironically, it was her arms that ached the most, as if she’d held the child’s weight in her arms. But she’d never held the little boy. My little boy.

      She’d wanted to curl on her side and breathe her last breath. Three days passed, and no one bothered her except to bring food that she barely touched and to escort her to the bathroom. At one point, she took a shower. On the fourth day, she was strapped to her chair and set back to work, new drugs being pumped into her system.

      The next morning, she refused to get out of bed. Her milk had come in despite whatever medication they’d given her, and her breasts throbbed with each movement. There was nothing they could do to her anymore. She had nothing to live for. Her child was gone. Her parents. Her freedom.

      The medics dragged her out of bed and strapped her to the chair, then pushed her in front of her computer monitor.

      Bethany’s face appeared on the screen, and she didn’t look happy.

      Claire simply closed her eyes and blocked out the threats from Bethany.

      An hour later, Handel strode into the room. His face was flushed with anger, and his eyes bulged. “You little whore,” he’d said, grabbing her hair and snapping her head back.

      Claire spit in his face.

      He’d slapped her then, but Claire welcomed the pain. It felt good to hurt.

      That was when Paul had interfered, and Handel had tried to shoot his own son.

      Paul’s whispered words of “Be patient, I’m going to get you out of here,” had little effect. She didn’t trust Paul either.

      When Claire refused to cooperate the following day, she’d been moved to isolation.

      She didn’t know how long she was in isolation, but it couldn’t have been more than a couple of days, because her hunger strike didn’t kill her.

      “I’m going to put a bag over your head,” Paul’s voice spoke in her ear.

      At first, Claire thought it was a dream, but then her body shifted. Someone was picking her up. The darkness of the isolation room morphed into a gray. And that’s when she realized she was being carried somewhere, and light was filtering through the bag over her head.

      “Don’t make a sound,” Paul said. “You’ll be in a safe place soon.”

      Claire couldn’t have spoken or yelled out if she’d wanted to. Her voice was completely hoarse. And she literally had no strength to try to get away from Paul. Where he was taking her, she couldn’t guess. But she did guess that she’d just become a pawn in some sick game between father and son.

      Paul set her down on a sort of cushion, and Claire realized it was the back seat of a car.

      “If you can stay still and not make a sound, then I won’t be forced to drug you,” Paul said, his voice hovering somewhere over her sightless eyes.

      The temperature had changed. It was warm, and the air was moist and fragrant. Gone was the antiseptic smell, replaced by fresh air and the scent of flowering bushes of some type.

      Claire nestled into the cushion, not caring if she survived whatever trip Paul was taking her on. Perhaps she was dreaming after all. Or perhaps this was an alternate reality of life after death. How depressing that would be.

      The journey seemed to last a lifetime, although Claire had no idea how long they drove.

      Voices moved around her when she was next conscious.

      “She’s malnourished,” a woman said, her tone sharp. “Why would your father do this to a recruit?”

      Paul’s answer was indistinguishable.

      Her arm was lifted and an IV inserted into her vein. Within moments, Claire’s body started to react to the fluid.

      She didn’t want to revive. She didn’t want to be healed and remember her losses.

      The bag was removed from her head, and a warm yellow light flooded Claire’s senses.

      “Can you hear me, Claire?” the woman said. “Can you open your eyes?”

      Almost against her will, as if her body had its own mind, Claire’s eyes opened slowly. The lighting was soft, muted, and the woman looking down at her had copper-colored hair and hazel eyes.

      Claire was most aware of the smells. A faint floral—lilac and rosemary.

      “Hello, Claire,” the woman said, her mouth lifting into an approving smile. “I’m Irene. Welcome back to life. You’ll never have to worry about Handel Raine again.”

      First of all, Claire didn’t believe this woman. Secondly, where was she now, and where was Paul?

      She turned her head to take in the rest of the room. The place looked more like a living room than a hospital room, but the machinery told Claire that she was in some sort of clinic. Two windows scaled the other side of the room, and for the first time in a year, she saw the blue-gray sky.

      Her body started to tremble. It was too much. She wanted to be back in the isolation room where she could waste away and forget that she’d ever lived.

      “My God, they used you as a pin cushion,” the woman continued, her mouth thinning into a stern line.

      Claire realized then that her filthy clothing had been removed and she lay naked beneath a striped sheet. Irene touched the top of her shoulder, and Claire flinched.

      “It’s all right,” the woman said in a soothing tone. “I just want to look at your arm.”

      Claire held still, not really caring what might happen to her next.

      Irene paused. “Can I examine you?”

      Claire lifted her shoulder in a shrug.

      Over the next while, Irene examined Claire, not exactly keeping her comments to herself. When she finished, Irene said, “We’re going to take care of you, Claire. You’ll feel stronger than ever, and one day, you’ll be able to see justice served. Poetic justice. If there’s one thing we do here at the Amazon Sisterhood, it’s correcting injustices.”

      Claire moved her lips. She wasn’t sure exactly what she had wanted to say, but no words would come out.

      Irene gave her a small smile. “You must be patient.”

      Irene’s words now echoed in Claire’s mind. She had been patient, for years. She’d healed and recovered with the Amazon Sisterhood. But she’d never forgotten. Everything she learned at their château, she’d remembered and stored away so that she could bring down the WAO once and for all. When she found out that the Amazon Sisterhood had no intention of taking down Handel Raine for his crimes against her, Claire had known her time with the Sisterhood was limited.

      Claire straightened as a movement on the video feed on her laptop caught her attention. Someone was going through the gate at the power plant. A man was walking, quickly, toward the tower door.

      It wasn’t anyone that Claire recognized, but she watched as the person opened the door to the tower by tapping in a code, then entered the building.

      Claire glanced at the top of the screen. It was three thirty in the morning.

      She stayed hypervigilant for the next couple of hours, watching the screen and not allowing her mind to fade into more memories. At seven a.m. she was finally rewarded for her patience.

      She caught a glimpse of the man who’d been in her nightmares for seven years.

      Handel Raine stepped out of the tower and closed the door behind him. In the faint morning light, combined with the infrared strength of the video recording, Claire could see that he’d aged.

      His dark eyes were the same, but his square face had filled out so that it was more rounded now. His clothing fit snugly, as if he’d recently gained weight, and his torso was definitely heavier. Handel’s hair had thinned to partial balding. She couldn’t help but look at his hands—the hands that she remembered too well. Long fingers that had hurt her.

      Claire didn’t breathe as she watched the man she hated walk toward the camera, oblivious that he was being recorded and that Claire, and most likely Paul, were watching him.

      As Handel neared the camera, he veered off to the side, so the last image Claire saw of him was his profile. Her stomach tightened and felt like it was slowly turning inside out. When Handel passed through the gate and completely disappeared from view, Claire ran to the bathroom and heaved into the toilet.

      She rinsed out her mouth with the sink water and closed her eyes for several moments. Why was Paul watching the entrance of the compound? Didn’t he have full access? Couldn’t he meet with his father whenever he wanted to? Or were father and son pitted against each other?

      Now that there was no doubt the power plant was the location of the WAO compound, it was time to put the second phase of her plan into action.
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      Claire’s mind reeled as she took her place in front of her laptop. Handel Raine had just left the compound. For a moment she worried that he’d been tipped off to her presence. Maybe he was coming to find her. Maybe Paul had set this all up to bring Claire to Redcar. The minutes passed, and no one came to her hotel room. If Handel was hunting her down, he wasn’t in any hurry.

      Or maybe Handel had found out what she sent over to Agent Hales, and he was leaving the compound to go incognito somewhere. Well, if that were the case, then Claire would continue in her pursuit. She knew the location of the compound now, but most of the damage she’d planned she’d be doing right from her laptop.

      She took a sip of the lukewarm coffee that had sat on the table all night to steady her nerves. Then she rose again and crossed to the window. Gazing across the gray street, she wished she had a better view of the power plant. But from her position, she could see only one corner, and it wasn’t where Handel Raine had exited. Was he already in a car? Walking to a parking lot? Had he seen the camera after all?

      Claire paced the room for several moments, thinking. Every sound from outside and inside the hotel made her flinch. She expected that at any moment Paul or his father would be busting down the hotel room door. Even with her habit of changing cell phones, Paul had nearly found her that first time.

      She picked up the mug of coffee and washed it down the drain in the bathroom sink. Then she filled up the mug with water and drank long and deep.

      She was still shaking. She didn’t want to take any medication that might cloud her mind or make her sleepy. She hadn’t slept all night, but now wasn’t the time to give in to her exhaustion.

      Her email pinged, and she pulled up another communication from Paul. Unbelievable.

      My father has left the compound, he said. I’m going in to wait for his return. I can get you inside.

      Claire stared at the words. Then she let her fingers hover over the keyboard for a few moments. What makes you think I want to return to the compound?

      Closure, Paul replied.

      Claire grimaced. He was right. That’s why she was here. Whether or not she lived to breathe another day, she wanted Handel to pay once and for all for his crimes.

      I don’t need to be inside the compound to get closure, she wrote back. She could watch the implosion from her laptop. At least in the beginning. She knew she’d never fully heal with Handel still alive. She logged out of the email so that she couldn’t see the alerts of any more incoming messages.

      She accessed her private server and pulled down the articles she’d written over the past year detailing everything she knew about the WAO, both from living inside the compound and from her hacking while with the Amazon Sisterhood.

      She had cobbled together profiles of the main players, including Handel, Bethany, Paul, and Dr. Raymond, among others. Now, she edited each article, adding the address of the compound and the fact that it was accessible through the tower door.

      Claire didn’t need to go through that door and down the steep flight of stairs she knew was there in order to confirm the compound’s existence. Handel Raine’s presence told her everything she needed to know.

      After creating the exposé, she copied over her collection of email addresses of journalists from around the world, then sent a blast. Two hundred and fifty journalists would get her article about how the WAO manipulated riots and demonstrations, manipulated the rise and fall of the stock market, and pushed through approvals for untested medical equipment. Even if only half of the journalists opened their emails and only 10 percent of that number actually followed through and did some of their own investigation, it was enough to get the buzz going.

      Elation rushed through her, and for a moment, she couldn’t believe she’d actually gotten to this point after years of preparation.

      She checked her tracking software and found that it had come up with four hits—four bank accounts that were linked between Hughes & Ross and the WAO. Claire smiled as she hacked into each account, then set up wire transfer requests of twenty-five dollars each to funnel into hundreds of charity organizations. It would take an investigator years to track down all the donations.

      At this time tomorrow, Handel Raine would wake up to a different world.

      She emailed Agent Hales the four account numbers with a message that Hales might want to see where the WAO’s laundered money was held, and the information that Claire had laundered it again.

      Hales’s reply was almost immediate. Call me. You will dig yourself in so deep that not even I can help you.

      Claire deleted the message, then hacked into the second account that the software had produced. It was a small bank in Germany. Claire started the wire transfer process, copying and pasting in the account numbers the money would be sent to.

      Sooner or later, the account owner would be called by the bank about the unusual activity, but the typical bank fraud department wouldn’t catch on right away. And by the time it did, millions of dollars would already be distributed, and it would take an entire team to investigate each transfer.

      By the time Claire hacked into the third account discovered by the tracking software, she was fighting off a stabbing headache. She knew she needed to eat, to sleep, and to let her eyes rest. But with the power plant across the street and who knew how long until either Handel or Paul discovered her location, she couldn’t take any sort of break.

      Rubbing her temples with one hand, Claire continued to cut and paste account numbers with her other hand. The stabs of pain in her head intensified, and Claire knew she was in danger of giving in to a migraine. The signs were all there. She’d had them regularly at the Amazon Sisterhood château when she’d first arrived.

      Irene had found Claire crying, sitting curled up on the window seat of the clinic the morning after she’d arrived.

      “Let’s get you back to bed,” Irene had said, grasping her arm.

      Claire instinctively recoiled from the woman’s touch, but when she looked into Irene’s hazel eyes, she forced herself to relax. “It’s just a headache,” she said. “I’ve been in bed long enough.”

      “You’re shaking, honey,” Irene continued, squatting in front of Claire so that they were at eye level. “It’s not just a headache. You might be having a migraine, or perhaps withdrawals. Although Paul said that in isolation you hadn’t been given any drugs for several days.”

      Claire clamped her hands over her ears. “Don’t say his name.”

      Irene went silent, although she remained where she was, crouched in front of Claire.

      “I—I’ll be fine,” Claire finally said, wiping the tears that had fallen onto her cheeks.

      “All right,” Irene said. “I’ll bring in your lunch, and then you might try to take a nap.”

      Claire nodded, but when Irene returned with a plate of fresh greens, sliced oranges, and a vinaigrette dressing, Claire didn’t touch the food. Her head pain had sharpened, and she could barely move.

      Irene returned to see that she hadn’t eaten.

      “I can get you some pain medication,” Irene said, settling on the floor next to Claire.

      “No medication,” Claire said. Although the bright light of the room exasperated her migraine, she didn’t want the lights off. The dark would be worse. Claire didn’t want to take anything, not even for pain that was making her cry.

      Irene took Claire’s hand in hers. This time Claire didn’t pull away.

      “When your body heals, we can work on the rest,” Irene said. “You can tell me anything you want. Or we can just sit together and not worry about talking.”

      Claire nodded at this. Not talking sounded good.

      It was more than a week before she would leave the clinic, and when she did, she found the gardens surrounding the château were like little corners of paradise. Irene spent a lot of time with her, and Claire wasn’t exactly sure at first if she was a doctor, a therapist, or just an employee of the Amazon Sisterhood.

      “Can I leave?” Claire asked her one day while they sat in her assigned bedroom together. Her body had healed, but she couldn’t stop her hands from shaking whenever she thought of the WAO compound.

      “Do you want to leave?” Irene said.

      “I don’t want to be here, but I don’t know where else to go,” Claire said, looking down at her hands. “I feel like an empty shell. I don’t think I could manage Columbia University—if they’d even take me back. My scholarship has expired. And what do I tell them? I lived in captivity for a year and was treated like a lab rat, but I’d still be a good addition to their biomedics program?”

      Irene waited several moments to answer, as if she were selecting her words carefully. “You’ve been through a lot, and you’ve changed from who you used to be. But we could use your talents here, at the Sisterhood. We have work teams that you might be interested in joining.”

      “Who are on these teams?” Claire asked.

      “Other women who are in need of our aide,” Irene said in a quiet voice. “We rescue women from sex trafficking, the slave trade, and other abusive situations. We run recovery homes for addicts and homeless women who need to get back on their feet. We help women who need a second, or third, or fourth chance.”

      Claire nodded at this. “You’re a group of Mother Teresa’s?”

      Irene smiled. “She’s definitely someone we all look up to. But our purposes are quite different from those of Mother Teresa.”

      Claire was interested. In fact, it was the first time she’d felt true hope since her child had been taken away. “Is this one of those ancient orders that have been kept secret since the Amazons?” she asked.

      “You might say that the Amazons are the inspiration,” Irene said. “But we don’t date quite as far back as Herodotus in the fifth century BC. Only to the nineties, I’m afraid.”

      “What happened then?” Claire asked.

      “Our director, Nora Mickelson, is a former archaeologist,” Irene continued. “She was on a joint US-Russian archaeology team when they excavated a two-thousand-year-old burial site. They discovered graves belonging to warrior women who’d been buried with their weapons.”

      “Where was this?” Claire asked.

      “Outside of Pokrovka, near the Kazakhstan border.”

      “Isn’t that a long way from Greece, the famed home of the Amazon women?”

      “It is quite a distance, but perhaps this group was a branch or found inspiration from the legends,” Irene said.

      “So, one grave, and Nora was on a new mission?”

      Irene gave a small laugh. “It wasn’t all that easy. Nora had been through a lot of things herself before she got out of a bad situation. The field of archaeology helped her put her own past behind her while she explored the past of other civilizations, but she still wanted to do something more. She knew many women who had come through severe trials, and some of them needed help and support, while others wanted to band together to make life better. She was inspired by the women who were buried with their weapons. Some of them were found with things like arrowheads embedded in their skeletons.”

      “And still women have to fight for their rights in the modern world,” Claire said, looking down at her hands. Hands that had been useless when it came to keeping her child. “What was Nora trying to escape?”

      “She was married before,” Irene said. “And she blames her ex-husband for her son’s death.”

      Claire snapped her head up and stared at Irene. Her words echoed through the deepest part of her heart.

      “Yes,” Irene said, looking away. “Nora recruited only women who could invest their full time into building the Amazon Sisterhood. It’s more than a job or career—it’s a lifestyle.”

      Claire nodded. “What if I want to leave?”

      “You can walk out right now,” Irene said. “But first, we’d offer you a place on the outside to stay and get back on your feet. We offer benefits such as education scholarships, rent-free apartments for the first year, and entry-level jobs with our affiliates.”

      Claire went silent. The Amazon Sisterhood didn’t run on charity. Someone was funding all of those offers. “Where does the money come from?”

      “Ah,” Irene said. “I’m not privy to all the business and financial details, but I do know that Nora had quite a bit from her divorce settlement—or so I’ve heard. Also, the Sisterhood has ways of recuperating money that’s, uh, been lost in other ways. The Sisterhood has a team that spends all their time on funneling money before it can be used in criminal activities.”

      Claire was surprised at this. Perhaps the Sisterhood wasn’t as benevolent as Irene was making it out to be.

      “We know about your photographic memory, Claire,” Irene said.

      Claire stiffened. Her eidetic memory had turned her into a lab rat for the WAO.

      “You, of course, are welcome to join the team that interests you the most,” Irene continued. “But we’d like to try you in our computer forensics division.”

      It wasn’t what Claire was expecting her to say. “What exactly is computer forensics?” She could write a college research paper and throw together an accounting spreadsheet for a simple budget, but beyond that she didn’t count herself as a computer expert.

      “The layman’s term is hacking,” Irene said. “But here at the Amazon Sisterhood, it’s much more sophisticated than sitting in a cubicle and typing in code.”

      Hacking—as in breaking into company security systems to mine information. The small hope that had begun to grow within her now blossomed into a series of ideas. If she learned computer forensics, then she might finally have a weapon against Handel Raine.
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      After Raymond left, Paul watched the camera feed from his phone. When his father exited the power plant, Paul knew that the countdown had begun. He started his car and drove quickly to the area, just in time to see his father’s car pull out up the street. His father was driving, which surprised Paul, but then again it might be something new he did. Paul hadn’t been to the compound for several months, so protocols might have changed.

      When Handel turned toward the coastline, Paul frowned. He’d expected his father to drive into one of the bigger cities. His father continued driving up the coast for nearly an hour and then turned into a neighborhood.

      As far as Paul knew, his father didn’t have a residence in this area. The place was too suburban anyway. Neighbors would know one another’s business, which would never do for Handel.

      Paul stopped a couple of hundred meters away from where Handel pulled up next to a small house. His father sat in the car for several moments, as if debating whether to get out.

      Across the street from where his father had stopped, a woman came out of a house, holding the hand of a boy of about six or seven. The boy was crying, and the woman seemed to be scolding him. Then a man came out of the house and called to the woman and the crying boy, holding up an object.

      The boy’s face transformed, and he let go of his mother’s hand and ran toward the man. The kid snatched up the toy and then wrapped his arms around the man’s legs. The man grinned and patted the boy’s head.

      Then the mother ushered the boy into the car in the driveway, and moments later, she reversed and pulled out. She turned down the street and drove right past Handel. Then right past Paul. Without looking at either car.

      Paul wasn’t so interested in the blonde woman and her faint brows and pursed lips. It was the boy who’d captured all his attention. His brown hair was thick and wavy, and his hazel eyes were wide set, curious. Paul had seen this child before—at least the back of this child in a soccer uniform. And the child looked like his mother—not the woman who was driving him down the street, but the woman who’d given birth to him.

      Claire.

      The boy was here. Living less than an hour away from the compound. All of this time . . . Had his father been making regular trips out here to this neighborhood and spying on the boy in person?

      Paul’s attention shifted again as his father’s car moved, pulling away from the curb and continuing up the neighborhood street until it turned out of sight.

      Paul sat in his car, waiting. For what, he didn’t know. He didn’t know what to think. Was Handel checking up on his son? Was there an emotional connection? Or was Handel up to something else, knowing that Claire was back in London? Was he about to use the innocent child as some sort of bait?

      What was the adoptive family? Were they employed by the WAO? Or were they completely oblivious to where their child truly came from?

      Paul’s phone buzzed, and he looked down at the incoming call. He recognized Nora’s number. How had she tracked down his new number? He shouldn’t be surprised.

      He hesitated for only a second, then he answered, knowing that as soon as he did, Nora could pinpoint his location.

      “You’ve gone off the grid, Paul,” Nora said without preamble.

      “What do you know about my father?” Paul said. “In all our talks about Claire, I realize now that I’m missing something big. How long have you known Handel Raine?”

      Nora was quiet.

      “Nora?”

      “Can you meet?”

      Paul didn’t like this one bit, but he had to know. His father was acting erratically—more erratically than usual—and Nora’s continued interest in Claire was unnerving. Why would the woman want Claire back?

      “Claire came to my apartment,” Paul said.

      “She did?” Although Nora asked the question, she didn’t sound surprised. Her voice lowered. “Did you tell her about me? Did you talk her into working with us?”

      “You and I aren’t working together,” Paul said.

      Nora exhaled. “I know about the hit man your father sent after you.”

      Paul didn’t question how she would know that. It seemed she knew quite a lot about the WAO; and if so, how was she still alive?

      When he didn’t say anything else, Nora pressed, “I’m assuming you’re near the compound. Meet me in the parking lot behind your hotel.”

      Paul didn’t question how she knew anything anymore. “I can be there in an hour.” He sat in the car for several more minutes, processing things in his mind, before starting the engine.

      This could very well be a setup, either by his father or by Claire.

      He couldn’t trust anyone. Not that he ever had.

      Paul started the car and made a U-turn on the street, heading away from the house of the little boy and whatever secrets were stored there.

      The drive back to his hotel seemed to stretch out for hours, although it wasn’t actually more than an hour. Just before pulling off the street into the side road leading around the hotel, Paul picked up his Glock, holding it with his right hand while steering with his left.

      The parking lot had only a handful of cars parked there and no sign of Nora. Paul parked in the farthest stall from the hotel, backing into it so that he could have a full view of the lot.

      A car door opened on a dark-blue sedan.

      The woman who stepped out wore all black. She started walking toward Paul’s car, her hands lifted about waist-high as if showing that she was unarmed.

      Her blonde hair was thick, braided, and hanging over one shoulder, and she looked as if she were intent on one thing only—reaching Paul.

      He popped open the driver’s door and climbed out of the car. He stayed behind the open door while making it clear he carried a gun. Nora didn’t flinch at the sight; she merely continued to walk toward him.

      Her gaze took in the location of the car and the position of his body behind the car door, then finally she focused on his face.

      There was no fear or apprehension in her eyes; in fact, she looked determined. That could only mean that she was equally armed and wouldn’t hesitate to draw her weapon, wherever she kept it.

      “Paul,” Nora said in a soft voice. The way she spoke his name startled something inside of him. It was almost familiar—not familiar like he’d met with her in the café a couple of days before, or familiar because they’d spoken on the phone. But familiar in a deeper way, as if he knew her before he’d met her behind the All Hails Pub.

      He kept his gun aimed at her as he warily watched her. When she was about three meters away, he said, “Not another step. We can talk at this distance.”

      She gave a half smile as she came to a stop. “Is a gun really necessary?”

      “Isn’t it?” Paul said. “Why do you know so much about Handel Raine?”

      Her eyes shifted, but he sensed she was going to be honest with him.

      “That’s not an easy question to answer,” Nora said. “And I don’t know how much time we have before stopping Claire from doing something that will get her killed by Handel.”

      “She’s already doing it,” Paul said. “I told you she came to my apartment. She shot me with a drugged dart that incapacitated me for hours. She didn’t kill me, yet, because she wanted the location of the compound.”

      “Did you give it to her?”

      “I did.”

      “Ah.” Nora looked away, and for a moment her blue eyes seemed to waver. Paul caught the smallest glimpse of a woman who had a vulnerable side.

      “So, it’s already begun.”

      “I know Claire’s close by, watching the compound,” Paul said. “I saw her there.” He shook his head at himself. “I don’t know why I’m telling you this. Unless you want to be another target of my father’s, you should stay clear. Keep running the Amazon Sisterhood—if you really want to cripple my father, that’s the best way to do it.”

      “I’m already a target of your father’s,” Nora said.

      Of course she was. Any organization that thwarted any of Handel’s plans was a target.

      Nora was still looking away when she said, “I remember when I found out they named you Paul.”

      He blinked. What did she mean? Did she know his parents? “How long have you known my father?”

      She looked at him again, her blue eyes watery. “No one can know about this meeting, Paul.” And there it was again. Her voice softened when she said his name.

      He lowered his gun. Something twisted in his gut, telling him he wasn’t going to like what he was about to hear. He shut the car door and pocketed his gun. Then he took a couple of steps closer. A strange instinct within made him want to offer her comfort. Which was absurd.

      He was close enough now to read her eyes, to see that they were searching his, as if she had questions and only he had the answers. Yet he was far enough away that he still had the advantage over her with his gun accessible.

      “No one will know about our conversation,” Paul ground out. “My father and I are no longer on any sort of speaking terms.”

      “I understand completely,” Nora said. “But I’m hoping you’ve realized that you need a partner. You need me.”

      “First of all, like I told you before, I don’t take directions from you,” Paul said. “The WAO is rock solid to any outsiders. No one person can ever breach the organization. Not even an organization such as the Amazon Sisterhood. Not me, and not whoever you think you are. The WAO has influence and connections all over the world and supports scientific advancements that you can’t even guess.”

      “Oh, I can guess,” the woman said, her mouth twitching into a smile that sent a shiver down Paul’s back. “In fact, Paul . . .” The way she said Paul was significantly less soft than before. “I told you before that I was one of the founders, but that wasn’t exactly correct. I was married to Handel,” she said. “I—I married him when I was already pregnant and led him to believe that the baby was his. And that baby was you.”

      Paul stared at her. “You’re saying that my father is really my stepfather?”

      “Yes, and I’ve never told him the truth. After I learned who he really was in our marriage, I was too afraid to because of what he might to do me—and you. We had a son together, Seth, who Handel starved to death in order to punish me.” Her voice gave off the slightest tremble, then was dead calm again.

      She exhaled slowly. “Once Handel discarded me, leaving me for dead, he married another woman for a short time. He told you that woman was your mother. But you are my son.”

      Paul’s breathing went shallow as his mind spun with the impossibilities of what she was saying. If this woman was telling the truth, she was his mother, and Handel wasn’t his biological father. No, it couldn’t be true. He remembered his mother, not this woman. “You’re not my mother. My mother was Lucille, and she died when I was seven.”

      Nora stepped forward, once, then again, but Paul didn’t bother to pull out the gun again. She was standing close enough that she could possibly gain an advantage over him in his shocked state.

      “I am your mother, Paul.”

      Paul couldn’t move, and he wasn’t sure if he was breathing. He could laugh at her, he could shoot her and put her crazy mind out of its confusion. But her words penetrated deeper than his logical mind. He scanned her face, searched her eyes, tried to comprehend. She might have had cosmetic surgery, she might have dyed her hair, but her eyes . . . He knew those eyes from before their meeting at the pub and café. He’d looked into her eyes before. As a child.

      No, he wanted to shout. My father, or whoever he was, couldn’t possible have deceived me about my own mother.

      But Handel had. Paul’s birth mother was standing right in front of him, just as real as the paved parking lot he stood in or the breeze that kicked up, stirring his clothing against him.

      “How . . . Why?” He was at a loss for words. He didn’t even know which question to ask first. His mind was trying to recall childhood memories from when he’d been told his mother was very sick. He’d been allowed to visit her one last time. Lucille Raine had been in bed, her eyes closed, her deep brown hair a halo about her head. Paul had grabbed the thin, pale hand and cried because his mommy wouldn’t open her eyes and speak to him.

      He remembered his father’s firm hand on his shoulder, steering him out of his mother’s room. But that wasn’t the memory of Nora. Paul searched deeper still—to a time that he remembered when Lucille wasn’t in the picture. It seemed that Lucille had always been there, although he’d mostly been raised by various tutors. His mind moved back to a time when he was a young boy of four and his brother had a terrible accident.

      There had been a wake at a cemetery. It had been windy, and Paul had not only missed his brother, but had missed someone else even more. A woman with blue eyes. A woman that he’d questioned his father about after Seth’s funeral. Handel had told him that she was the cause of his brother’s accident and was a bad tutor. Tutor. His father had told him they could never speak of her again and that to remember her was to forget Seth.

      The woman who Paul had been told was his tutor and was responsible for Seth’s accident was this woman standing before him. Once that memory had surfaced, other memories, long forgotten, began to fill his mind. Sitting on the floor, doing a puzzle together. Reading a book together while nestled on her lap. Putting stickers on a chore chart. His thoughts jumbled, and his knees almost buckled. The warmth drained from his body, and he felt like a cold, empty shell. His reality had just flipped upside down.

      Nora continued to watch him, her eyes moist with tears. But she said nothing. It was as if she were waiting for the truth to solidify in his mind.

      Paul ran a hand over his face as if he could dispel the flood of memories piling one on top of another. He finally spoke, his voice a cracked thing. “When I came out of the pub, did you know who I was?”

      “Of course,” she said in a soft voice. “I almost told you then, but I wasn’t sure if you’d betray me to Handel.”

      Paul nodded, still trying to process his altered reality. “Handel told me that you caused my brother’s death.”

      “I’ve no doubt he’s told you many lies,” Nora said, keeping her gaze steady on his. “I’ve told plenty myself, but it’s time to stop the lies. Are you ready to hear the truth?”

      “We should talk in the car.” He stepped toward the car and opened the driver’s door. Nora followed and slid into the passenger seat.

      Paul pulled his door closed, and the sounds of the night muted. There was only his breathing and that of Nora—his mother—next to him.

      “Start from the beginning,” he said, staring straight ahead, wondering how many shocks his mind could take in such a short period of time.

      It took Nora only a moment before she started talking.
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      Darkness surrounded the car where Paul sat with Nora, but the words coming from her mouth were illuminating.

      “I met Handel during my senior year at Oxford,” she said. “I was studying history and was fascinated with archaeology. Handel was working on a master’s in theology. He had some interesting ideas.” She paused and folded her hands in her lap. If Paul didn’t know better, he would have thought she was telling him a sweet story about her courtship. But anything to do with his stepfather would be far from sweet.

      “Handel used to rent out the lecture hall after hours and talk philosophy,” she said. “He was a bit of a legend on campus. And I’ll admit, I was fascinated. There was plenty of hero worship among the female students. He’d published a pamphlet, and the women would have him sign their copies, then hold study groups where they’d memorize portions of the essays.”

      “Sounds like a cult,” Paul said.

      Nora gave a soft laugh that wasn’t kind. “That’s a fairly accurate description. You might say I fell under his spell. When he noticed me, above all of those adoring females, I was smitten. But then I went to a party and drank too much. I messed up and found out a few weeks later that I was pregnant. I was humiliated that I had been so stupid, and I missed two lectures in a row. Handel noticed. He stopped me on campus one day and asked after me.”

      She exhaled. “I saw a way out of my miserable predicament. I had done something stupid, and with Handel’s interest in me, I wanted to see if I could fix my mistake.” She shook her head. “I know you don’t want to hear how you came into this world, but knowledge can be empowering.”

      Paul didn’t answer. His emotions were all over the place.

      “We went to dinner, and our relationship took off from there. It intensified quickly, which went right along with my plans. I wasn’t in the best frame of mind. I was an emotional wreck from finding out about the pregnancy, I’d recently lost my stepfather, and my mother had her alcohol and her friends, and I guess I was floundering. I was afraid that I was becoming my mother.”

      Paul blew out a breath. “Did you ever find out who my father was?”

      Nora shook her head. “I didn’t even know half the people at the party. I don’t remember much, for better or for worse. But when I told Handel I was pregnant, he stayed by my side. Of course, he thought the baby was his. I was impressed with his nobility. Handel was always one to fight for a cause, and during my early months of pregnancy, I was his new cause. I soon learned that his causes are also obsessions, and everything had to be centered around him and his ideology.”

      Paul nodded. “It wasn’t until I was in my twenties that I started to realize the world didn’t run according to Handel’s philosophies.”

      “Yes,” Nora said. “I spent many nights listening to his lectures, then going back to his flat and talking into the early morning hours. He wanted to make a difference in the world. Really make a difference. Not just pander to some ideology or wish.” She glanced at Paul before continuing. “Have you heard about People’s Protection Units made up of those who quit their jobs, leave families and loved ones, and join up with the Kurdish militia in Pakistan? They don’t go through the British army or any formal training—they just go over to fight for what they believe in. They want to make a difference now, and without restrictions and rules or rankings. Handel was an early pioneer of such sentiments.”

      “How did he go from a student of theology to building a secret empire?” Paul asked.

      “If there’s one thing Handel is, it’s persuasive,” Nora said. “He could charm the right people, and soon, not only was he putting his ideals into action, but he had me running the operations.” She shrugged. “It wasn’t my dream job, of course. I would have rather gone on a dig to Egypt, but instead of exploring history, I was now creating it with Handel. Or so I thought. We married, and I graduated. After he finished his thesis, he wanted to move us away from the Oxford scene. He said that everything we did now had to be confidential. Marriage was his institution of control.”

      “Where did the money come from?” Paul didn’t want to interrupt her too much, but questions were racing through his mind.

      “He had an inheritance,” Nora said in a subdued voice. “At least that’s what he told me. After a few months of marriage, I’d been witness to his volatile temper, so I learned to pick my battles. I was also preoccupied with morning sickness and didn’t question everything about the movement that Handel was starting as much as I should have. He came up with the name World Alliance Order on his own.”

      She fell quiet for a moment.

      When she did speak, her words surprised Paul. “When you’ve had a child with someone and you see them act the part of a loving father, it strengthens those bonds between man and woman, for better or for worse. Even when . . . even when the child wasn’t really his.”

      “Did you love him?”

      “It was more of an obsession in the beginning,” Nora confessed. “I now know it wasn’t a healthy love. He was so hyperfocused on raising money for one project or another that it was easier just to let him do his thing.

      The older Handel wasn’t much different than the younger Handel.

      “When I became pregnant with Seth, things really started to fall apart in our marriage,” she said. “Handel hired Lucille to help around our house and with managing you since I was sick once again with the pregnancy.” She paused. Her next words were tremulous. “The signs were plain, but I was too sick to fight against Handel about his obvious affair with Lucille.”

      “That’s why I remember her from the beginning,” Paul said.

      “Yes, she was ever present,” Nora said. “Seth was born, and once I recovered, I contacted a solicitor about a divorce. Handel was furious when he found out. He ordered Lucille to basically kidnap Seth. I had no idea where she’d taken him. Weeks went by, and I lived in abject fear and terror. When it became clear that I was once again at his beck and call, he brought Seth back into the home, but Lucille had full responsibility over him. And you were to be taken care of by Lucille as well. I knew I couldn’t fight Handel. I had to find a different way out.”

      Nora wiped at her eyes and sniffled, the first real emotion that Paul had seen from her.

      “He turned our home into a fortress—a literal prison—a precursor to the compound, I guess.” A tremor ran through her body. “I had been cut off from the world, and my little space inside that home had become my new reality. It’s amazing what the human body and mind will do to endure and ultimately survive. But I plotted and planned an escape. Two days before my escape that would include both of my sons, Handel discovered my plan.”

      Her voice hitched. “That was the last time I saw your brother. When Handel told me that Seth had died, I couldn’t believe it. I mean my mind wouldn’t accept the fact, even though my heart had become empty.” She brushed away a tear. “It was on the threat of your death that I finally knew if I stayed, you’d meet the same terrible fate. Something about the combination of Handel and me was toxic. No one could push him into a rage like I could. Even if I never spoke to him again in that house, he’d find a reason to use you against me.” She hiccupped back a sob.

      Paul only felt numb. His father was the epitome of all the evil in the world, and Paul himself had been his accomplice in many things. Something deep inside him relaxed now that he knew that Handel wasn’t his biological father. Maybe, just maybe, Paul could break out of the cycle.

      “So you escaped and left me behind?” Paul said, the bitterness in his voice surprising him. He understood Nora’s plight but was still having trouble comprehending the repercussions.

      “I did it to save your life,” Nora said. “And mine. I honestly didn’t know why Handel had chosen to spare you yet starve Seth. I hid for months and months, working odd jobs, moving often. About that time, the internet was becoming widespread, and I used to sneak into university computer labs and try to find any information on your stepfather, or you. But true to form, he’d hired the best of the best, and there was no trail leading to the WAO. I thought he maybe changed the name.”

      Paul thought of what his mother was going through and what he was going through back home. He’d been sent to a boarding school after Lucille’s death when he was ten and never returned to his childhood home again. His father would visit him sporadically, but there had never been any affection between them. So many years had been lost, and it was hard to fathom the passage of time.

      “About three years after I left, and without finding any way to trace you, I was hired on to an archaeological dig,” Nora said. “There I met contacts and spent a couple of years traveling the world and living out of a tent. It was cathartic, and eventually many of the wounds from my marriage became memories of the past.” She brought a hand to her chest. “Losing my sons still hurt every day on those digs, but I was living again.”

      While his real mother was out in the desert, digging up bones, Paul was in boarding school doing mathematics and wondering when he’d see his father again. He was a lonely kid and didn’t mix well with the other boys. His teachers seemed to target Paul and were harder and more demanding on his schoolwork. Paul hadn’t thought about it much at the time, but looking back, he wondered if his father had made threats or coerced the headmaster to keep Paul in residence during all holidays.

      When Paul completed the boarding school academy, he’d jumped at the chance to work for his father. He’d felt flattered that his father might finally spend time with him. It wasn’t long before Paul dispelled that flattery. His father continued to be distant, and he treated Paul like he should be grateful for even breathing.

      But Paul had been determined to prove himself. He had needed to win the approval of the only parent he knew.

      “When did you find out about me?” Paul asked.

      “It was when I tracked your name to a boarding school,” Nora said. “You were twelve at the time. That was also the same time my archaeological group discovered burial mounds containing the remains of female warriors, believed to have descended from the Amazon women.” She turned in her seat to look at Paul more fully. “Excavating those warrior women and their weapons really changed me. It made me realize that sometimes a woman does need a weapon, and that women from the beginning of time have had to fight for their rights.”

      He met her gaze in the darkness broken up by the streetlamps in the parking lot. “That’s when you decided to fight?”

      “Yes,” Nora said in a whisper. “I decided I had become strong enough, and I determined to find my son. Another woman in my group had been through an abusive relationship too, and we talked long hours into the night. I discovered that she was a bit of a computer whiz, and she taught me some tricks on the internet and how to get in a few back doors.”

      Paul raised his eyebrows. “She was a computer hacker?”

      “Not at the time,” Nora said. “But Genevieve now runs the computer security division of the Sisterhood.”

      “So, you found me, and then what?” Paul asked.

      “I went to the boarding school and I caught a glimpse of you when your group came out of the school and loaded onto a bus—for a field trip or something,” Nora said. “It broke me. I returned to my hotel and cried for hours. I had gone backward on all the strength that I thought I’d gained being separated from your stepfather. First, I had a son who was still living and breathing, but I had missed so, so much. And second, the trauma of my marriage and my other son’s death reared up with full force.”

      She wiped her eyes again, and Paul had to look away.

      “Genevieve found me in that hotel room,” Nora said. “She told me that the time would come to be reunited with my son again, but first I had to become strong on my own. We talked about the warrior skeletons we’d excavated and what their lives had been like. What they’d fought for. How they hadn’t given up. One skeleton had a dagger embedded into her ribcage. She hadn’t died without a fight.”

      “Thus the name of your organization,” Paul said.

      “Yes,” Nora said, her voice growing stronger. “So Genevieve and I got busy. I focused on learning all that Genevieve knew, and I found ways to infiltrate the projects that your stepfather was working on. It became my new obsession—and sanity.”

      She reached out and touched his arm. Paul didn’t move; he couldn’t move. Her touch wasn’t familiar but still reached a closed-off portion of his heart. A heart he hadn’t been sure he even had anymore.

      “I kept track of you from a distance,” Nora said. “I always told myself if something were to happen to you, I’d go after Handel. But then I realized I didn’t know you at all and that you could be just like him. I couldn’t quite let myself believe it, but I prepared for the possibility.”

      Paul released a breath. “You aren’t too far off the mark.”

      “No, Paul,” she said. “You are not like your stepfather. You’ve been his puppet and have done things that are considered criminal in the free world. Despite that, you’re good at the core.”

      He shook his head. “I’ve killed people,” he said. “I’ve swindled companies out of millions of dollars. I’ve created chaos and bloodshed in order to complete the WAO’s mission.” He looked Nora in the eye. “I was never forced to join the WAO. You might say I was misdirected and misguided, but I still had a choice in the beginning.”

      “You were emotionally neglected and abused,” Nora said in a trembling voice.

      Paul couldn’t look at her anymore, or his own throat would tighten. “Despite Handel’s manipulation, I am my own man. Until he put a hit on me, I was ready to end Claire once and for all at his request. Even I could see the necessity for it.” He paused. “And you must know that between Handel and me, only one of us can exist now.”

      The silence stretched between them. “I understand,” Nora said at last.

      Whether she did or not, it no longer mattered. If Paul happened to survive above and beyond his stepfather, he’d be turning his back on everything he knew. He’d go into exile and live off his savings.

      Nora’s phone buzzed. She took it out of her pocket and looked at the screen. “Sorry,” she murmured, then stepped out of the car.

      Through the closed door, Paul heard her say, “Are you sure? Can you email that to me?”

      She hung up and stood still for several moments. Paul was expecting her to walk away, but instead, she opened the passenger door again. She sat down and scrolled through her phone. Then she turned the screen toward Paul.

      It was an online newspaper article, and just the title told Paul that Claire had been at work.

      “Investigation Opens on Multi-Million-Dollar Holding Corporation Accused of Insider Trading.”

      Paul scanned the first paragraph. There in black and white was the name “World Alliance Order,” as well as the names of Handel Raine, Paul Raine, and Bethany Jenkins as the major private owners of the company. “When Handel sees this, he’ll go underground.”

      “Exactly,” Nora said.

      “Should we let the cat hide from the mouse?” he asked, even though he knew Nora’s answer.

      “No,” she said, her gaze steady on his. “I’m going into that compound. Handel and I have unfinished business.”

      “You won’t come out alive,” Paul said, feeling a rush of desperation moving through him. He’d just met his mother after so many years of lies. Would he be forced to say goodbye to her now? To live through her death as she had lived through his brother’s?

      “Genevieve will carry on the Amazon Sisterhood if it comes down to that,” Nora said, pocketing her phone. “I may only have a few minutes’ advantage over Handel.” She placed a hand on his arm again, and this time Paul didn’t stiffen. The warm pressure on his arm gave him a new feeling, one of protectiveness—a feeling he’d never felt in as long as he could remember. “I don’t want to involve you in this, Paul. This is between me and the man who destroyed my life.”

      “He destroyed mine too,” Paul said, his throat tightening. “And that’s why I’m not going to let you go in there alone. He’ll have to take me out before he gets to you.”
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      Claire had located the compound, yet now she was hesitating. She knew it was dangerous to delay any action—no matter her decision. If she knew Handel, or Paul, they were using every available method to track her down. If she was to leave England safely and return to her Park City seclusion, the time to act was now.

      Her profiles were completed and sent to Agent Hales.

      Once back in Park City, she could watch things crumble for Handel Raine, Paul, Bethany, Dr. Raymond, and the entire WAO organization.

      Her life would change. She would be safe. She might even get a dog.

      Decision made, Claire packed her carry-on and zipped it closed, then she unplugged the laptop and was about to put it into hibernate mode when the gates started moving at the power plant. The infrared camera picked up the movement of a man walking toward the tower door.

      Handel. He was returning. It was late—after eleven. Which meant that he’d been gone more than fifteen hours. Claire stood motionless in her hotel room, watching the video feed of the man as he strode across the short distance until he reached the door. The door opened from within as if someone were waiting for him. Handel entered, and the door shut behind him.

      Claire exhaled. That was the last time she’d ever see the man, on video or otherwise, until he was arrested. Or killed.

      She reached for the mouse, only to hesitate again.

      The gates were opening again, and another man appeared. This man was broader shouldered but thinner in his torso. He walked slowly, as if he were in no hurry.

      Paul.

      Claire stared. He was going into the compound, after his father. And something in her gut, or in Paul’s grim expression and determined stance, told her that it wasn’t for a friendly father-son chat. Then Paul stopped before reaching the tower door. He turned toward the gate and held up a piece of paper for about fifteen seconds. Claire squinted at the writing. It was too small on the video feed. Then Paul tucked the paper inside his pocket and disappeared in the door.

      Claire reversed the recording and zoomed in.

      Paul had written a series of numbers across the top of the paper, then an address below. Why had he shown it to the camera?

      Then she knew. Me. He wants to show me.

      Claire quickly memorized the number sequence and the address, then pulled up her maps browser. The address was in a neighborhood up the coast. And no matter how much Claire zoomed in on the satellite feed, she saw only a row of houses, lawns, a few cars parked in driveways, a couple of flower beds. A typical neighborhood. Was it Paul’s hideout? Handel’s?

      And if it was someone’s hideout, why had he given out the address in such a manner?

      She typed the numbers into a variety of searches, but nothing of interest or significance came up.

      Claire exhaled, her mind piecing together Paul’s actions over the last twenty-four hours. Was he giving Claire some sort of lead or clue because he didn’t expect to leave the compound alive? Why would he want to help her? Had he really turned against his father?

      Claire looked at her packed carry-on sitting on the bed, then back to the laptop. Her decision had been a long time in coming, she realized, and was probably the root of why she’d really returned to London. And why she’d refused the safe house offer from Agent Hales.

      Had Claire truly believed that she’d ever return to Park City, living out the years in peace, maybe having a normal relationship with a man, getting a dog, going to the library . . .

      No, whispered through her mind.

      The scars on her body would never let her life be normal.

      She slipped the laptop into her carry-on, then picked up her specialized dart gun.

      Claire crossed to the hotel room door and opened it. She walked quickly down the corridor and took the stairwell to the main floor. She exited out of the coded entrance, emerging into the rear parking lot. It didn’t take long to reach the street, and she only waited for a couple of cars to pass before she crossed it. She set off into a light jog through the deepening night.

      The power plant was lit up on the south side, but the north side was heavily shadowed. Claire was out of breath by the time she reached the north gate. She paused by the camera, then wrapped her fingers around the bars of the gate and started to climb. It was straight up, but her adrenaline made the climb easy. She crested the top and dropped into a crouch on the other side.

      Her breath stalled as a car drove along the road, but it continued past the power plant. Claire strode to the tower with the inset door, already not happy with how her hands were shaking.

      When she reached the tower door, she scanned the code reader. It might lock her out if she typed in the wrong code, and she could only guess where to start. But then she realized that she did know where to start. She slowly pressed each number that Paul had written at the top of his paper, then waited.

      Half a second later, the door unlatched, and Claire exhaled.

      Paul had given her the code to get into the compound.

      What sort of game was he playing?

      Was she walking into a trap?

      Whatever it was, this time Claire was armed, and she wouldn’t go down easily.

      As she pulled the door open, the dry, musty air flowed through her senses, and her stomach tightened. The smell was the same as she remembered, and memories tumbled and spun through her mind. She stepped into the dim space at the top of a stairwell and forced herself to pull the door shut behind her. Her breathing had grown erratic, and she concentrated on slowing down her breaths. Her legs felt shaky, and she reached for the wall to brace herself.

      She couldn’t let panic overtake her now. “Move to the stairs,” she told herself in a whisper. “One step, then another.” Her legs obeyed, and she stepped down the first step, gripping the metal railing tightly while holding her gun with her other hand. The last time she’d descended into this place, she’d been unconscious.

      Focusing on counting to distract her mind as she went, she reached the lower floor at twenty-six steps.

      She’d arrived on a landing of sorts and was facing three different doors.

      Claire tried the same code on the first door, but it didn’t open. The second door unlatched, so she pulled it open. The corridor that extended from the second door smelled of antiseptic. Claire’s stomach roiled, and she nearly doubled over. More deliberate breaths, and she started to move. She knew the layout of the compound, and now that she was inside this hallway, she knew that she’d soon arrive at more doors, more stairs.

      The place was like a maze deep in the earth, a full level beneath civilization. Lit with fluorescent lights, the corridor seemed to buzz with energy.

      She hurried now, not knowing where Paul went but guessing it was to his father’s quarters. She’d never been inside of them but had known they were on the second lower level on the east side. The passageways and multiple doors might confuse some people, but Claire had never forgotten one detail.

      She pulled open the door that would lead to the stairwell to the second floor. Someone was coming up the stairs. She released the door handle quietly and backed away from the opening. If someone found her now, she wouldn’t get very far. But then the sound of the footsteps suddenly stopped and retreated.

      Exhaling, Claire waited a few moments. Then she opened the door again. She started down the stairs, keeping absolutely silent as she moved. The footsteps were back, and Claire froze.

      The person was coming up the stairs in a rush. “Don’t move,” a woman’s voice said before Claire could reverse her direction.

      Bethany. Claire would know her voice anywhere.

      Bethany’s dark hair came into view, followed by her gun, which was pointed up at Claire.

      “You didn’t think we’d be watching our surveillance?” Bethany said.

      Claire said nothing, just moved her finger to the trigger of her specialized dart gun.

      “Go ahead and shoot,” Bethany continued, her voice a sneer. “You’ve got all eyes on you, Claire Vetra.”

      Claire extended her arm toward Bethany, who was holding her own weapon equally steady. Neither woman backed down.

      “Then everyone at the WAO will be my witness,” Claire said, looking into the green eyes of the woman who’d supported Handel Raine every step of the way. She pulled the trigger on the dart gun an instant before Bethany squeezed the trigger on her gun.

      Claire flattened herself against the stairs as a bullet struck the wall where she’d just been standing. Bethany lost her footing on the stairs and tumbled down several until her body stopped.

      Claire lifted her head and stared down at the woman. Bethany wasn’t moving. The dart was poking out the center of her neck, exactly where Claire had aimed. Bethany would be out for a while, and Claire would need all the time she could get.

      She climbed to her feet and reloaded the dart gun. Then she looked up and scanned the sloping ceiling of the stairwell. Was Handel watching her this minute? Her gaze caught the embedded lens of a surveillance camera, and just as Claire raised a hand to acknowledge whoever was watching, the lights switched off in the stairwell. The blackness was sudden and deep.

      Claire grasped for the railing to orient herself. She didn’t move, didn’t breathe. She listened. Below her, Bethany’s breathing was shallow but regular. The darkness brought on new sounds. One sound was like a rush of air, as if there were a heating vent running somewhere, although Claire felt nothing.

      Her heartbeat seemed to pick up pace as she held still and listened.

      Claire hated the dark, but it could also be her friend. She just had to concentrate on light.

      When she’d insisted the lights stay on in her bedroom at the Amazon Sisterhood château, no one had questioned her. In fact, the room where she went her first day to start learning computer forensics had massive windows and plenty of light even though it was a rainy day outside.

      “This is Genevieve,” Irene had said when a short, petite woman approached, sporting the curliest hair Claire had ever seen.

      Genevieve appeared to be about fifty, and her thick curly hair was clipped back from her round, gently lined face. “I’ve heard a lot of great things about you,” Genevieve said, extending her hand. “Welcome to my team.”

      Claire had shaken the woman’s hand and was surprised at the strength behind Genevieve’s grip. “I thought I was just here to look around.”

      Genevieve had an easy smile. “One thing might lead to another. Come.” She led Claire away from Irene, and they walked past the various desks scattered throughout the room. There wasn’t a particular order to the desks, but two screens were up on the wall, and one of them was showing the logs of the US stock market.

      “What’s going on?” Claire asked.

      Genevieve waved to a couple of the nearby women sitting at computers at their desks. “They’re searching for an insider trading breach. With the end of the financial quarters next week, it’s the most risky time.”

      Claire watched the numbers scrolling down the screen, then looked over at one of the computer monitors. “How can they know for sure if there’s insider trading going on?”

      “Come over, and I’ll show you,” she said.

      “I don’t want to bother anyone.”

      “You won’t be.” Genevieve pulled up an extra chair to a computer console, and after a series of log-ins, she opened a screen similar to the one a woman sitting close by was looking at.

      “Here we are,” Genevieve said. “See this medical equipment company? It went public three years ago, and revenue has been rising about five to eight percent per quarter. The company just announced yesterday that they’re expecting to report a fifteen percent increase.”

      Claire raised her brows. “Did they release a new product?”

      “They say they’re releasing cutting-edge research,” Genevieve said. “And they’re only sharing the information in advance with top clients. Thus, they have millions of dollars in preorders.”

      “What do you think the research is?”

      Genevieve’s smile was broad. “Liz, tell Claire what you discovered.”

      The woman sitting at the next desk paused in her work and looked over. Her freckled face was makeup-free. “It’s a new brain-stimulant drug. They’ve contacted their top clients in an exclusive correspondence that I was able to hack into. They claim that with enough investments, they should be able to roll out this new drug in twenty-four months. Initial investors are being promised a two hundred percent return.”

      Claire felt as if the room had started a slow spin. She rested her hand on her stomach as if that would help her push back the desire to throw up. “A brain stimulant?”

      Liz nodded. “Yes, the medical research company has already cited successful rounds of results in preliminary testing.”

      Of course they had.

      “Show me the information you found,” Claire said, rising and walking over to Liz.

      For the next hour, Liz walked her through the process of how she located the confidential correspondence by using a software program to enter the back of the medical company’s secure server.

      When Liz showed Claire the report, she stared at the research that was cited. A chill crept over her skin as she read through it. There in front of her were the same processes and tests she’d been subjected to—all in the documentation.

      Her face heated, followed by the rest of her body. It was like she was back in the WAO testing room, having drugs funneled into her bloodstream and being forced to answer questions while her brain activity was being monitored.

      Claire tried to focus on the breathing techniques that Irene had taught her, then she turned to Genevieve, who was sitting nearby. “I’d like to join your team and learn everything you can teach me.”

      Claire could still remember the thrill of those early weeks as she learned to hack into the security levels of company servers.

      Her four years at the Amazon Sisterhood had taught her that impossible things were possible.

      So now she waited for her eyesight to adjust to the darkness of the stairwell inside the compound. No alarms had sounded when the lights had gone off, so Claire knew it was a quiet alert. She’d be found soon enough.

      She began to move down the stairs, carefully, so as to not make a sound. Bethany’s body was still crumpled on the stairs. Claire paused when she reached Bethany’s side. But there was no movement from the woman, and Claire stepped over her.

      She was nearly to the door at the bottom of the stairs when it shoved open.

      The light poured in behind two men. They rushed at her, and Claire fired the dart gun, but she hadn’t taken time to aim, and the shot went wild. She turned to scramble away, but they had the advantage of surprise.

      One of the men wrenched the dart gun away from her, and the other grabbed both of her arms, wrenching them behind her back.

      “Handel Raine’s waiting for you,” one of them said.

      She looked up into his face but didn’t recognize his blue eyes or pale features. He was just one of Handel’s thugs.

      “Tell him I’ve been waiting to see him again,” Claire ground out. Adrenaline hummed through her, and she knew that even if the next few minutes were to be her last, she was ready to accept her fate. She twisted hard away from the men and swung out her foot to catch one of them behind the knees. The man’s legs buckled, but the second man was quick to steady his partner.

      “Raine said you might give us trouble,” the second man said, hoisting her up by the arm and practically dragging her into the corridor. “Unfortunately we can’t shoot you. Yet.”

      Claire scoffed although tears were burning in her eyes. Each man was gripping one of her arms, and the bruises would certainly run deep. “Shooting me would be too easy,” she said. “I’m sure Handel has something much more torturous in mind.”

      Neither of the men responded, and Claire noticed they were heading for a door that must lead to Handel’s private quarters.

      The door at the end of the corridor was a massive steel thing. Two cameras were trained on Claire, and as they neared the door, it slowly slid open.
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      Paul tugged against the straps that bound him to the chair. Everything had gone horribly wrong.

      Claire was being brought by two guards at that moment to Handel’s quarters. Now Paul was chastising himself for giving her the code. Neither he nor Nora would make it out of this place alive, and by giving Claire an easy way inside the compound, he’d just endangered her as well.

      If Paul had been on his own, he wouldn’t have gone directly to his stepfather’s quarters but would have found a way to draw his stepfather out of his rooms—out of his comfort zone—away from his guards. But Nora had insisted on going ahead of him. She wanted to confront Handel alone. She told him to give her half an hour, but an hour had passed and nothing. No communication.

      Fearing Nora was dead, Paul headed into the compound. First, he’d flashed the code number and address to the infrared camera, hoping that Claire would see it, then he’d stepped inside.

      But things couldn’t have gone more wrong. The guards had been waiting for him, and even though he’d gotten one shot off, he’d been Tasered, then dragged to his stepfather’s suite. The look on Handel’s face had made Paul feel ill, but the look on Nora’s face made him feel like he might split in half.

      “Strap him down,” Handel had said.

      Paul knew it was futile to resist, but he still tried even though his muscles were barely coming back to life after the Taser. He was slammed into a chair by a couple of bodyguards and strapped to it—just like what Claire had endured for so many months.

      Nora watched with a calm expression, but Paul could read the alarm in her blue eyes—blue eyes that he couldn’t believe he’d forgotten.

      When he was strapped securely, the two bodyguards stepped back and took up their places by the door. A third bodyguard stood near the counter that separated the living space from a kitchenette.

      “I didn’t think you’d take so long,” Handel spat out, coming to stand in front of Paul. “When your mother arrived, it dawned on me that I should have expected you two to find each other eventually.” He shook his head in mock dismay. “It’s my mistake that I didn’t see this coming. Shame on me. But shame on both of you.”

      “So you admit she’s my mother?” Paul said.

      Handel’s dark brows lifted. “Of course she is. You were such a stupid and gullible boy. It was almost cruel to deceive you like that.” He turned sharply away and faced Nora. “We created a useless piece of junk. My only regret is that Lucille wasn’t able to bear children. We would have created a solid empire.”

      Nora’s eyes narrowed. “It’s time I confessed something.”

      “What now?” Handel ground out.

      In that instant, Paul knew what his mother was going to tell Handel.

      “Paul’s not your son.”

      Handel didn’t move for a moment as he stared at Nora. Then, slowly, his neck turned red. “What did you say?”

      Her voice didn’t waver when she spoke again. “I said Paul is not your son.”

      Handel blinked, then he turned his head to look at Paul.

      For a moment, Paul thought he saw sorrow and grief in Handel’s gaze, but that quickly hardened into something unreadable.

      “Did you know about this?” Handel said through gritted teeth.

      “Not until recently.” It was a relief in a way; even if he didn’t make it out of the compound alive, he felt a new hope. If Handel’s blood didn’t run through his veins, then perhaps redemption was possible.

      “You were always a piece of shit,” Handel said after a charged moment.

      The insult didn’t bother him. He glanced at Nora, who was watching him intently, as if she were trying to tell him something without speaking. He looked back at Handel. “Did my mother tell you the good news?”

      Handel’s hands curled into fists. “She has told me about the online article—which we are working to eliminate right now before more pop up. We know we can’t stop the deluge completely, but for now we’re making strides to slow it down. And that’s why I’m glad we’re having this nice little family meeting.”

      Paul felt like his stomach had flipped upside down. Until now, he hadn’t realized how much he had come to hate everything about this man: the raspy tones of Handel’s voice, the spittle that collected at the sides of his mouth, the way he clenched and unclenched his right fist when he made threats.

      “You, dear son, or whoever you are, will be our fall guy,” Handel said in a triumphant voice. “Bethany is already removing any trace of my involvement at the WAO and replacing everything with your name. And Nora . . .” His eyes flickered to her, then back to Paul. “She’s coming with me to ensure that you act your part.”

      “I’m not acting any part for you,” Paul said. “And now that I know you’re not my biological father, I have no connection to you at all. I’d rather die than do anything for you again.”

      Handel chuckled, but it was higher than his normal pitch. “I’m the only father in your life, Paul. That is, as long as you might live. And, believe me, you’ll get your death wish, eventually.” He gave an exaggerated wink. “I’m now pleased that you weren’t killed yesterday. You’re so much more useful to me alive right now. But trust me, I have no problem pulling this trigger.”

      His stepfather withdrew a gun and strode to Paul’s side. Handel pressed the barrel against Paul’s temple. Nora released a small gasp, but she didn’t move. Neither did Paul; it wasn’t the first time Handel had pulled a gun on him.

      “Is this what you wanted our lives to come down to, dear wife?” Handel said.

      Nora finally shifted and stepped forward. The three bodyguards in the room pulled out their guns.

      Handel raised his other hand. “Easy, Nora.” He nodded to three bodyguards stationed about the room. “You’re surrounded by men who are more than happy to do my bidding. You’ll only send Paul to a quick death if you give me any trouble.”

      Nora took another step forward, and Paul had to admire the woman for it. “Put the gun down, Handel,” she said in a calm voice. “This is between you and me. Not Paul.”

      “Do you know what I think, Nora?” Handel said with a sneer. “I think you’ve been tainting him for a long time. I wouldn’t be surprised if you had something to do with Claire’s pretend death and now her return to wreak havoc on the WAO.”

      Before Nora could answer, the flat-screen on the wall flickered. Bethany’s face appeared. Her usually pale complexion was mottled with red as if she’d been exercising. “Sir,” she started. Her gaze cut to Nora and Paul briefly, but then her attention was right back on Handel. “Claire Vetra has entered the compound through the tower door.”

      Handel’s face drained of color. “Alert the guards, and have them bring her here,” he ground out. “We’re just getting started.”

      “If it’s all right with you, sir, I’m going to bring her in myself,” Bethany announced.

      Handel shook his head. “No, she’s—”

      The image had already shrunk on the screen, then disappeared completely.

      “Get her back on the live feed,” Handel ordered one of his guards.

      The guard crossed to the flat-screen and pulled up Bethany’s work space, but it was empty.

      “Show us cameras eight and nine,” Handel demanded.

      Paul watched the video feed of Bethany hurrying along a corridor, carrying a gun. He wished he could reach through the screen and stop her.

      “Radio Mike and Barry for backup,” Handel continued. “And show us the north stairwell cameras.”

      Another series of images popped up, and Paul stiffened as he saw Claire come into view. She was moving down the stairwell slowly. He almost smiled to himself when he recognized her dart gun. She’d come ready.

      Then Claire stopped, and Bethany appeared in the video. It was over in seconds when Claire fired at Bethany. Bethany crumpled on the ground, and Claire pocketed her dart gun.

      Handel was glued to the screen, his breathing erratic. “Cut the lights,” he rasped, his voice strained.

      Nora inched toward Paul and slid something under his wrist. It felt cold and thin and hard. Then she moved back into place, all without Handel noticing her as he and the guards were riveted to the screen.

      Paul lifted his hand as much as he could and saw that she’d slipped him a razor blade. It would be enough to cut the bands.

      “Bethany!” Handel shouted at the flat-screen. She didn’t move.

      Paul knew she wasn’t dead, but he wasn’t about to tell his stepfather yet. The distraction was working in Paul’s favor, and he used the razor blade to nick the one band he could reach.

      He gave a slight nod to Nora, and she lifted her chin slightly.

      “Claire used a dart gun, Handel,” Nora said.

      He spun toward her and stared. “Are you sure?”

      “I know my weapons. Always have,” she said.

      Handel released a breath, and then he looked back at the screen. Claire had made her way down the stairs in the dark, stepping over Bethany’s body, but then the guards pounced on her. The video feed swapped from one camera to the next, following their path to Handel’s quarters. Claire was on her way.

      Next, Handel zeroed in on Paul. “You have a choice to make, Paul,” his stepfather said. “Claire, or your mother.”

      Paul stared at his stepfather. “What are you talking about?”

      “Only one can live, for now, and the other I’ll keep as hostage to ensure that you do as I say.”

      Claire would be here in moments, Paul knew. He glanced at Nora, who was now looking at Handel. Paul had nicked the strap enough that he could burst through it with the right effort, then free the other strap. But even with Claire on her way, they were outnumbered. Three bodyguards, Handel, and the approaching guards who had Claire—they would have the distinct advantage.

      And then Nora slid her gaze, ever so briefly, to the fire extinguisher on the far wall. Paul understood. He didn’t know the details, but he had a hunch that something was about to burn.
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      Claire shouldn’t have been surprised at the sight that greeted her in Handel’s domain. But her breath caught nonetheless. Paul was strapped to a chair in the center of what looked to be a rather plush living room. The sight of the chair caused a shiver to run through Claire, but that wasn’t the only flashback playing out.

      Handel Raine held a gun and was pointing it at the door Claire had come through.

      And on the other side of Paul, a woman with her back to the door was a familiar figure. Nora.

      Claire’s mind reeled. She’d expected Paul—but Nora?

      Why was she here? How could she afford to be in the presence of a man Nora herself had said was a longtime enemy?

      Nora spun to face the doors as they slid open. Her blue eyes locked with Claire’s. Claire expected to see desperation, perhaps fear, in the woman’s gaze, but Claire saw none of those things.

      Instead, she saw grief.

      Claire hadn’t been in the same room with Handel since the day he’d tried to shoot Paul, and it looked like not much had changed. She was still wary of Paul’s actions. Had Handel really turned on his son? Or was this all a ploy to bring her back to the compound?

      The doors slid shut behind Claire, and the men who’d brought her stayed right by her side, their grips still firm on her arms.

      Handel’s expression stretched into a smile as he scanned Claire. “You look surprisingly well,” he said.

      A shiver raced through her at the sound of his voice and the memories it brought to her of whispered words, threats, and rantings about his grand plans.

      Just seeing him made her feel as if her heart were no longer connected to her mind. This man had stolen everything from her—her identity, her life, her child, her hope.

      “Too bad you had to hurt Bethany,” Handel said. “I would have extended some mercy toward you, but now it’s too late. We’re waiting for Paul to tell us what his choice will be.” He looked right at Paul. “Which woman?”

      Paul shook his head.

      Handel raised the gun higher and swung it toward Nora.

      Nora didn’t move, but she spoke in a low voice, “I told you, I’m willing to do a trade.”

      “You’ve already brought what I wanted,” Handel said, nodding toward Claire. “What more could you possibly offer me?”

      Claire felt sick. Had Paul and Nora lured her here in order to turn her over to Handel?

      “Yes,” said Nora. “You have everything in place now. Let Paul live. He can stay and help clean this up. I’ll take Claire with me. We’ll disappear, and you’ll never see either of us again.”

      Claire stared at the woman she once trusted. She’d give up Paul, who she was apparently working with, to his monster of a father? Claire looked at each of her bodyguards. If she could just get to the hidden knife in her shoe, she might have a chance. She tried to wrench away from the men, but neither of them budged.

      Claire looked at Paul and found that he was looking directly at her. The expression on his face was confused, as if he wasn’t sure what Nora’s intentions were either. Paul lifted his chin and slanted his eyes to a spot on her left. Without moving her head, Claire glanced over to see a fire extinguisher mounted on the wall. It was in a strange location, she thought. Why did Paul want her to notice it?

      What was he trying to tell her? She hated him almost as much as she hated his father. What did Paul expect her to do with a fire extinguisher?

      Nora was still begging for Handel to stand down, so Claire took another look at the fire extinguisher. It was then she noticed something was different about it. Instead of a lever on the side, it was a pin, like one might see on a grenade.

      Was it . . . ?

      Nora stepped toward Paul, but her gaze was still on Handel. “This is not the right way to end this,” she said. “Paul is not the bargaining chip here—Claire is. She alone can reverse all the damage that’s happening right now. Give us a chance to reverse the effects.”

      Claire snapped her attention to Nora. What did she know already?

      “Please,” Nora said, gentling her voice in a way that Claire hadn’t ever heard. “You’ve been free to run the WAO without me . . . Paul is all I have left.”

      Claire’s mouth dropped open. Were Nora and Paul—?

      “Stop, Nora,” Paul said in a low voice. “My stepfather won’t shoot me. Not when he needs a fall guy.” His gaze met Claire’s.

      Stepfather? Handel was Paul’s stepfather? Her mind raced with the new information. That meant that her son wasn’t Paul’s brother. They didn’t share the same blood. Even if she didn’t make it out of this compound alive, she at least knew that Paul was not related to Handel.

      “You’re right, Paul,” Handel said, but his tone of voice was far from comforting. “Don’t you think we should catch Claire up to speed? She’ll find out soon enough.” He focused on Claire and said, “Nora is Paul’s mother.”

      Claire felt her body grow cold. She had been set up. It seemed she’d arrived in the middle of a domestic dispute. that they were family—albeit a twisted, dysfunctional family. They would unite against her. Nora was Paul’s mother, and Handel was his disgusting stepfather.

      “Paul just found out too,” Nora said in a quiet voice, looking at Claire. “I’ve had some work done, necessary work, so that I couldn’t be identified.” She tucked some of her hair behind her ear. “I colored my hair, changed everything I could think of, and when I started the Amazon Sisterhood, my main goal was to find my son and stop the monster I used to be married to.”

      “Actually,” Handel said. “We’re still married, honey.”

      Claire felt light-headed all of a sudden, and if the guards hadn’t been holding her up, she might have collapsed. Was Nora really Paul’s mother? The woman’s profile did remind her of Paul . . . But if she’d been married to Handel, did that mean Nora had been part of the WAO? Or was still a part of it?

      Handel chuckled at Claire’s reaction. “Welcome to the family, Claire.” He took a few steps toward her, his gun now aimed at her forehead. “Unfortunately, too much time has passed, and I can’t trust you—even though you would be useful if you ever could obey orders. But we’ve given you enough chances to prove yourself.”

      “Stop it, Handel,” Nora pressed. “Listen to me. You know that I have as much to lose as you do. Let me take Claire. You and Paul can work out your plan to go into hiding. This will all blow over in a few months when all evidence has been erased.”

      Handel kept his gun pointed at Claire but shifted his gaze to Nora. “You always were a compelling actress.” His eyes darted from Nora to Claire, then back again to Nora. “You gave up your son, walked out on me, and have spent the last decades trying to tear down everything that we built together.”

      “You’re the one who started dismantling our lives first,” Nora said in a cold voice. “Your affairs, your drinking binges, your need for absolute control . . .” Her voice finally broke. “You killed an innocent child.”

      “That was an accident,” Handel cut in, his face growing red.

      Paul’s gaze was locked on to Claire. He gave the slightest tilt of his head toward his wrists. Claire looked at the way he was strapped to the chair—a chair similar to the one she’d spent plenty of time in. The strap on his left hand wasn’t secured—even she could see that.

      He’d be able to get out of the chair and help her . . . help her do what?

      As Handel and Nora continued to argue, something in Claire’s memory turned, and she remembered being told by Dr. Raymond that throughout the compound were canisters of tear gas in case the police ever invaded the place. The employees and testing subjects were to put on the stored gas masks and activate the canisters. Every room had a cupboard with gas masks.

      Claire scanned the room. Beyond the living room and its couches and single coffee table was an island counter separating the space from the kitchen. The kitchen was all-white, and a row of cupboards sat above the stove, oven, and sink. But there was also a row of cupboards beneath the island counter. In one of those cupboards, Claire guessed there would be gas masks.

      Paul’s gaze was intense on hers, and she gave the slightest of nods. There was no way that she could wrest free of the two men who were holding her unless there was some major distraction. But for now, she needed to be the distraction for Paul to reach the canister.

      “Trade Nora for me,” Claire said. “I’ll recall the emails that I sent out. I created a software to do it automatically, and I can use the same software to send out a report stating that the original email was a false report.” Claire would do no such thing. The damage was already done, and time would push her agenda forward.

      Handel seemed to consider her offer. “No,” he said at last. “This is Paul’s decision. Only one of you can live. I need to teach my son consequences.”

      Claire tugged on the bodyguards’ grips. “Please,” she begged, making herself sound desperate. At least she had Handel’s full attention. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Paul working on something with his hand. He was cutting the rest of his band. Claire lunged forward, not making it very far.

      Handel sneered. “You’re hysterical. I guess we’ll just have to drug you again. Unless Paul gives me permission to choose you as the next WAO sacrifice.”

      Claire twisted hard against her captors, crying out as if she were in complete distress.

      “Fortunately, I have something right here in my kitchen that I think you’ll enjoy.” When Handel turned, Paul burst from the chair.

      Paul sprinted across the room and broke the case enclosing the fire extinguisher. Then he pulled the pin from the side.

      “No,” Handel said, lunging after his son.

      The closest bodyguard grabbed the canister and tried to put the pin back in, but the tear gas was shooting from the canister like a full-powered fire hydrant.

      Handel fell back, sputtering and coughing. Paul pulled the collar of his shirt over his nose and mouth with one hand, and with the other hand, he drove a fist into the bodyguard’s nose. The man screamed and sank to his knees, holding his face, then he fell to the floor, gasping for breath in the cloud of tear gas.

      The air was already burning Claire’s mouth and throat with its sweetly sick taste, and she tried not to inhale too deeply. The men holding onto her decided to save themselves. One of them stumbled to the door and typed in the code to unlock and open it. The tear gas spread quickly, and Claire found her gag reflexes coming on strong. Her eyes burned and teared, and she knew she was about to pass out.

      She vaguely realized that Nora had made her way into the kitchen instead of leaving Handel’s quarters. Handel beat her there, and he shoved her out of the way as he opened a cupboard and grabbed a gas mask. He pulled it on, and Nora pushed him. Handel staggered on his feet, but he was obviously gaining his strength back by breathing clean oxygen.

      Claire was free, but her body was failing. She covered her mouth and nose with her hand and inhaled the tiniest bit. The tear gas made her throat feel like she’d swallowed a bottle of drain cleaner.

      “Get down!” someone shouted, and Claire realized it was Paul.

      Above the panic of guards escaping the room and Nora screaming at Handel, Claire heard the sound of a gun go off.

      She dove to the floor, finding the air clearer but still tainted. Her eyes were watering so much that her vision was blurry. She blinked rapidly, but her eyes only hurt more. And then she saw one of the guards lying prostrate on the ground several feet away. She tugged the top of her shirt over her mouth, trying not to breathe in too deeply as she crawled toward the guard and pulled his gun out of his grip. The man was still breathing but unconscious.

      Another bullet sounded above her again. Someone was shooting at her.

      Claire turned to see Handel crouched behind the chair Paul had been strapped to, his gun pointed at Paul, who was tugging on a gas mask that Nora had just handed him.

      Nora turned, saw where Handel was aiming, and started to run right at him.

      Handel’s arm didn’t waver as Nora threw herself at him. Just before she crashed into him, Handel pulled the trigger.

      Paul dove to the ground, but his body hit hard, and his head snapped against the floor. Then, with horror, Claire saw the blood bloom on his neck. He’d been hit.

      “No,” Claire yelled. She crawled to Paul, her eyes burning and her lungs gasping for air as she held her shirt over her mouth. Paul’s eyes were open, but he was staring straight up at the ceiling, unmoving.

      The blood was soaking his collar and the rug beneath him. Claire tugged up the side of his shirt and pressed it over the wound. “Paul, can you hear me?”

      He blinked, slowly, then his lips moved.

      “Hang on,” Claire said. Blood had seeped through the fabric and onto her hands. She didn’t want to remove the pressure, but she had to get him oxygen. “I’ll get you a gas mask.”

      “Don’t . . .” Paul said in a voice that was fading fast. “Don’t forget the address.” He sputtered, and blood bubbled from his mouth. Claire stared at him in shock.

      “Your child—” he started, then another shot rang out.

      Claire turned to see that Handel and Nora were on the ground, grappling for Handel’s gun. She didn’t know who had shot the gun. Two gas masks were on the floor, forgotten for the moment in the struggle. She had to get the gas mask. She had to drag Paul out of here and get him help. She had to save Nora from Handel.

      She turned back to Paul. His eyes were closed, and he wasn’t moving.

      “Paul?” Claire whispered.

      He didn’t answer.

      “No,” she said. “Don’t die on me.” Her lungs felt like they were on fire, and she blinked against the stinging in her eyes. She had to get clean air or she wouldn’t be able to save anyone, least of all herself. She had to kill Handel and get the gas mask.

      The sound of a gun clattering on the floor caught her attention. With strength that Claire didn’t know she had, she scrambled forward, nearly toppling over the pair, and reached the gun before Handel could retrieve it. On her hands and knees, her hands covered with Paul’s blood, she took aim at Handel. His eyes widened only a fraction before she pulled the trigger.

      Someone screamed, and Claire didn’t know if it was herself or Nora.

      Handel slumped against the floor. Claire had shot him dead center in the forehead.

      She turned to Nora, but the woman had collapsed. Claire reached for the gas mask and tugged it on. She inhaled, once, then twice. Then she turned to Nora and tugged the second gas mask over the woman’s head. Nora wasn’t moving, and Claire didn’t know if the woman was alive, but she couldn’t see any signs of major bleeding.

      Somewhere in the corridor beyond the open door, an alarm went off, and beyond the tear gas, Claire smelled smoke.

      She had to get out of there. She’d get Nora out, then come back for Paul.

      But her body was shutting down, and she had to hurry. Claire grasped Nora’s ankles and dragged the woman toward the door. The going was slow, and painful, and every muscle ached in Claire’s body as she pulled Nora’s weight. She passed a couple of the bodyguards lying on the floor. She didn’t stop to check if they were breathing.

      Claire made it to the corridor, and she collapsed next to Nora, trying to breathe and willing her strength to return. The air wasn’t much clearer there. Smoke had taken the tear gas’s place.

      Claire lifted her head to peer through bleary eyes down the corridor. Gray smoke moved slowly toward her. She groaned as she forced herself to rise and crawl back toward the room. She had to beat the smoke, had to get Paul out of that room before it was too late for them all. She could only hope that Paul was still alive.

      Only five feet to go. Four feet. Three.

      A new alarm screamed out, and the door slid shut. Claire reached out as if she could stop the massive metal door from sliding, but it pushed past her, brushing against her fingertips. Now Claire was separated from Paul. There was no way to get the door open. Even if she knew the keycode, she didn’t have the strength to reach the pad.

      Claire collapsed on the hard floor and let her head fall back. She couldn’t fight any longer. Paul would bleed out and die if he wasn’t already dead. Handel was dead. It was over. All of it.

      She turned her head slightly so that she could see Nora. The woman was barely breathing, but Claire had no more strength to help either of them. She expelled her last full breath just as a dark figure emerged out of the smoke, coming right toward her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 34

          Two Years Earlier

        

      

    

    
      Claire routinely stayed past everyone’s departure time in the computer lab at the Amazon Sisterhood. She liked working alone in the absolute silence. Despite the months of therapy with Irene, the yoga exercises with Frances, and the walks in the garden with Nora, being by herself had been the most healing of all. That, and learning her way around computer hacking.

      Claire kept all the lights on in the massive room. The high windows captured the glittering night sky filled with stars, but there could never be too much light. Now, Claire crossed to one of the lower windows and cracked it open. Frogs croaked in the garden below the window, and Claire found it soothing to be only a few steps away from nature. She inhaled the faint breeze that stirred through the window.

      Tonight she’d be testing the software she’d created during her off-hours. Sleep was not a priority when she had found something worthwhile to work on for herself. Thanks to Genevieve, Claire had become expert in the art of hacking, and it had given her an idea: to create a software program that was undetectable by any computer security system. The program only existed in an internet cloud. Claire could access it anywhere, anytime, and everything inside the cloud would be completely protected.

      She returned to her computer desk and logged in to the cloud. Even with Genevieve’s sharp eye, she’d never discovered Claire’s project. Claire could hack into the back doors of corporations without leaving a trace or any sort of trail for another security programmer to discover.

      Claire affectionately called it the Ghost. But the more she thought about it and developed the software, the more accurate the title was. Claire was a ghost of her former self, so as she used the software it was like only a part of herself was involved.

      The Ghost cloud opened on the monitor, and Claire started to run a series of searches. Sometimes she let Ghost run the searches overnight, but tonight she couldn’t wait for the data to come back in the morning. With all the components in the software now completed, she was ready to begin the first project.

      She typed in the names of her parents. Trent and Kathryn Vetra.

      On the left side of the screen, a list of links started to load, and as new links popped up, other ones disappeared. The software was not only tagging links, but it was also filtering them. The filtered links that were also considered solid sources started to fill a new list on the right side.

      Claire watched in fascination as links appeared and disappeared. At the bottom of the screen, text was simultaneously compiled. The most relevant information was being pieced together so Claire felt like she was reading a Wikipedia document.

      Kathryn was born in Bristol, England.

      Trent was born in Maple Grove, Minnesota.

      Social security numbers, driver’s license numbers, bank account numbers, tax filings, and insurance payments all downloaded.

      Claire had just created a speed pass to identity theft.

      She skipped over the account numbers for now and skimmed the summaries of her parents’ early lives: the names of teachers, schools, local foods they most likely ate, buying habits . . . She slowed when the grade school report cards came in. Perfect scores for her mother, and then her grades took a dip during her first year at a boarding school. Her father’s grades were average, mostly Bs.

      An article about her father at the age of twelve filtered through, announcing his win at the state science fair competition. Claire read the article slowly. The science fair project was based on the mutations of DNA that are transferred from mother to child.

      Her father’s grades continued to be average, but he earned a perfect score on the SAT and other college entrance exams and was offered multiple scholarships.

      Her mother rallied in the second year of boarding school, and then right before graduation, she dropped out. The school had issued an incomplete transcript, and there was a six-month gap of information before the links started to compile again.

      Trent Vetra had traveled to England as part of a research group that was testing DNA origins. The scientific report that downloaded stated that the DNA testing was being done on people with unusually high IQs. An email chain between her parents started up. Her parents had met when her father was in London. Her mother took the IQ test and scored extremely high, and her father included her as an entry in the DNA collection.

      Claire tapped her fingers on the desk as she read. Her mother had been a dropout, but her intellect was off the charts.

      Her father had earned average grades, but he’d been a science prodigy.

      The software seemed to slow down, and the links were coming less frequently, most of them deleting after a few seconds. Claire watched the summarized report at the bottom of the screen stall.

      And then the program seemed to wake up again. Link upon link poured in. But they were different in nature. Series of texts and emails between her father and . . . Nora. He’d worked with Nora? He was in daily communication with her.

      Her mother started working for the WAO.

      Three months later, Claire’s father started working at the WAO.

      What was the connection and relationship between the three of them?

      And then Claire’s heart nearly stopped.

      Her parents had left the WAO, and there were many private memos throughout the organization about trying to locate them.

      Nora had gone quiet, but her father hadn’t. He was still communicating with Handel Raine.

      And the communication had been about her.

      Her father had been updating Handel on Claire’s progress. There was nothing from her mother. Nothing from Nora.

      Until . . . An email exchange downloaded. Her father and Nora discussed the possibility of running tests on Claire when she turned twelve. The tests would advance his scientific theory of DNA upgrading if two people with extremely high IQs mated.

      Mated, like animals in a science study.

      Claire read through the emails again, growing more and more bothered as she read.

      Was Nora secretly tied in with the WAO? Was she in a relationship with her father?

      Had her own mother been duped?

      The next links that came up were of her parents’ horrific crash. Their obituaries. A small article in the local paper about the tragic loss to the community and how their young ten-year-old daughter would be sent to a relative’s home to live.

      Claire closed down the software. She rose from the desk, her breathing erratic. She paced the computer lab for several moments. Then she went to her bedroom, which had felt empty ever since the day Frances had left. Claire took one of her antianxiety pills to stop the shaking in her hands. Then she strode down the hallway, up the stairs to the next level, and knocked on the door to Nora’s living quarters.

      Nora always kept an open-door policy, and anyone at the Sisterhood could approach her any time. She might not have meant two a.m., but Claire needed answers now.

      Nora opened the door a few moments later, in the motion of tying on a black silk robe.

      At the risk of exposing her after-hours activities, Claire said, “I’ve got some questions to ask about the relationship between you and my father.”

      Nora opened her mouth, then shut it again. Then she pulled the door wider and motioned Claire inside the suite. Claire had caught only a glimpse of Nora’s rooms once before, but stepping inside, she felt like she was entering a museum.

      The Turkish rugs on the floor were soft and exquisite. A huge painting hung on one wall, illuminated by its own gallery light. Claire couldn’t place it, but she was sure it was an original painted by a master. On the antique-looking tables scattered throughout the parlor were squat statues, elegant figurines, marble pieces, and jeweled boxes that looked like something out of a treasure hunt movie.

      Claire had the sense that she was surrounded by priceless artifacts.

      “Sit down,” Nora said. “I’ll bring some tea.”

      Claire sat on a silk-covered ottoman and waited while Nora poured steaming water out of a pot that was kept on a burner. Had Nora been awake too? Or did she always have hot water ready?

      When she finally sat across from Claire, Nora took a sip of her steaming brew, then said, “What do you want to know?”

      “What was my father to you?” Claire asked, focusing on Nora’s mannerisms.

      Nora wrapped her fingers around her teacup as if seeking warmth. “We were working together to stop Handel Raine. At least I thought so.”

      Claire narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “We had a plan, and your mother was part of it, of course,” Nora continued. “Your mother started working at the WAO, becoming a trustworthy employee, learning the system and the passwords.”

      Nora paused, looking down at her tea. “Your father and I . . .” She looked back up at Claire. “I was in love with him, but he was never fully accessible. I mean, we had a relationship, but your mother sufficiently distracted him from me.”

      “He was in love with my mother?” This gave Claire hope at least.

      “He was,” Nora said. “He promised to still help me with Handel—to help me get my vengeance, no matter how long it took. But, your mother, she wasn’t a fool. She talked him into completely breaking ties with me after they escaped the WAO together. They lived in hiding, although with the advancements in technology and the internet, that had become impossible.”

      “You tracked them,” Claire stated. It wasn’t a question.

      “Of course,” Nora said. “Your parents not only had information about the WAO that they were hiding from me, but they knew about my connection, and they could identify members of the Sisterhood.”

      “I saw the emails between you and my father,” Claire said, throwing it out there. She was surprised when Nora didn’t ask her how she found them.

      “He emailed me privately, of course,” Nora said. “He didn’t want his dear wife to know. But he’d been continuing in his DNA research since you were born, and he wanted to run some tests. So he sent me DNA . . . from you.”

      Claire swallowed against the dryness in her throat. She suspected as much, but hearing it in person from Nora made her feel disgusted with her father. “So my father was using me as a lab rat?”

      Nora gave a half shrug. “That’s one way to put it, but at the very core, your father was a brilliant scientist. He’d given up his unlimited funding and support from the WAO, and he’d cut off things with me. This didn’t mean his ideas died. If anything, he became more obsessive because it was the forbidden fruit now that he’d created a suburban life with your mother.”

      Claire stared at the woman. “Did my mother find out?”

      “Yes, and she was furious,” Nora said. “I think she was more upset that your father and I were communicating than she was with your father sending out your DNA samples for testing and research. He knew the top researchers were at the WAO, but he didn’t want to use them for obvious reasons. So he came to me.” She looked away. “Your mother turned out to be my worst nightmare. She sent me a long, rambling email, threatening all sorts of things. Exposing me. Exposing the WAO—which I wouldn’t have minded. Your father was the most brilliant man I knew, at least in most ways. He was the one scientist who could make significant advances in DNA research. Your mother wanted to bury her head in the sand and play mommy.”

      “Was it you, then?” Claire asked. “Who told Handel Raine that my parents hadn’t completely disappeared?”

      Nora’s gaze cut back to Claire, and Claire knew.

      She set down her teacup with shaking hands. She couldn’t be in this room anymore, and she couldn’t look at this woman. Claire rose to her feet so that Nora had to look up at her. “How did you do it?”

      “My hackers have always been better than Handel’s,” Nora said in a quiet voice. “I had one of them forward a link to an article that showed a picture of your mother at a farmer’s market in the town they were living in.”

      Claire didn’t react for a moment. Her stomach hardened into a small knot, and she felt like she was going to pass out and throw up at the same time. She turned and crossed the room to the door, needing to get away from the sight of Nora.

      “I never expected Handel to kill them,” Nora said, her voice reaching across the space to Claire.

      Claire stopped but didn’t turn around.

      “When I found out they were tracing you, I watched, wondering what he was up to,” Nora said. “You may not believe me when I say this, but I regret my actions. I was a vengeful and jealous woman of the worst sort. I was foolish to the core. And I know you don’t want to hear this, Claire, but I see myself in you. I know that you’ve been working through the night. I know that you’re on some sort of mission. And I know that it will destroy you in the end if you let it. When your father died, my world went dark. I blamed myself; I still blame myself. Of course, that’s one my victimization issues that I need to work through. I’m not responsible for Handel’s actions, and neither are you.”

      The woman was rambling, and Claire couldn’t listen to her voice any longer. She grasped the handle and pulled open the door.

      “We need to work together if we want to fight him,” Nora said, her voice growing fainter as Claire stepped into the hallway and hurried toward the stairs.

      When she made it to her room, she stood in the doorway for several moments. Her breathing was erratic, and her entire body was shaking. She’d been set up. From the moment of her birth, she’d been considered an experiment. She didn’t know if her father loved her mother or if her mother would have found a way to protect her. Since her parents died when she was ten years old, she was too young to have ever guessed the true cause.

      Claire pulled out a duffel bag that Frances had left behind and stuffed a few items of clothing inside. Then she switched on her laptop, connected to Wi-Fi, and booked an airline ticket under a name that Frances had told her to create. Claire had chosen Kelly Anderson. Claire then added the laptop to the duffel, along with her fake identification. Finally, she grabbed all of her bottles of medication, taking one pill before zipping everything closed. The side pocket bulged, and Claire unzipped it. Frances had kept some emergency cash inside. American bills. Anything would help.

      Next, Claire pulled out a case from beneath her bed—her personal sidearm. Nora had insisted that she go through weapons training and keep a gun. Now, Claire inspected the gun, grateful she had a skill that she might need. She pulled the harness from the case and strapped it on under her shirt, then slipped the gun into the holster.

      Claire shouldered the bag and crossed the room. She looked back from the doorway. She’d found healing in this place, friendship, a purpose, even hope. But now it was time to be on her own. Nora had broken her trust, and in truth, she should have never had it. As a final act, Claire flipped off the lights that had been on since she arrived nearly four years before.

      She walked through the silent corridors. Frances had been right. No one would stop her from leaving.

      Claire took the staircase to the main floor, half expecting to see Nora waiting for her, arms crossed. Or even Irene standing in the foyer ready to talk her out of leaving. But no one stood between Claire and the front door. She turned the dead bolt and pulled open the heavy door. The door sighed on its hinges, but still no one came.

      Claire set off down the long driveway that led to the security gate. The older man in the booth stepped out. His shaggy gray hair made him look more like a starving artist than the burly guard that he was.

      Claire had never officially met him, but he said, “Hello, Claire, do you need transportation tonight?”

      She hesitated. But his tone had been friendly, and he didn’t seem surprised to see her. Claire was sure he’d been witness to plenty over the years.

      “Yes, a taxi would be great,” she said, her pulse drumming as she thought about what she was doing—leaving the safe confines of the château. The last time she’d been in public, she’d met Paul at the All Hails Pub.

      The security guard went into the booth, made a call, then waited inside the booth. He didn’t try to engage in a conversation, which was fine with Claire. The taxi arrived in under fifteen minutes.

      She nodded to the driver, who was a thin man with a thick mustache, before she climbed into the back seat.

      “Where to, ma’am?” the driver asked.

      Claire wondered if this driver would tell Nora where he’d taken her. “The closest airport,” she said. As the taxi pulled away from the estate, Claire’s stomach flipped over. The interior was dark, and the only light came from the taxi’s headlights illuminating the narrow road in front of them.

      She turned on the small interior dome light above her seat, and the driver said nothing.

      Then she dug into her duffel and took one more pill. Leaning against her seat, she turned her head and kept her attention on the trees and occasional farmhouses they drove past. In just a few hours, the sun would be up, and she could breathe more freely. In just a few hours, she’d be on a plane.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 35

          Present

        

      

    

    
      The sound of dripping water made its way into Claire’s subconscious, and although she couldn’t quite open her eyes, she slowly became aware of all the sensations running through her body.

      Her first thought: I’m alive.

      Her second: Paul and Handel are dead.

      Or . . . Perhaps she wasn’t alive, and the afterlife had dripping water. Paul wasn’t dead. He hadn’t bled out on the thick rug in the compound. Handel wasn’t dead either, and she hadn’t shot him and watched him collapse.

      Claire forced her eyelids to move. They wavered but didn’t exactly lift. A moan rattled through her chest. Was that her?

      Or Nora.

      What had happened to Nora? Claire had dragged the woman as far as possible. They’d made it to the corridor, right? But then there was the smoke.

      Claire inhaled, and it felt as if tiny needles were pricking her lungs. Her hands lifted, moving freely, then finding her chest as if she could stop the pain with touch.

      “Easy,” a male voice said, one that was familiar. Not Paul. Not Handel.

      A warm hand touched her arm, and the contact made Claire flinch.

      “Don’t try to move, Claire,” the man continued.

      The warm hand on her upper arm, her bare upper arm, now seemed too hot. Was he gripping her? Was he restraining her? She’d been able to bring her hands to her chest. Her breathing increased, and her lungs strained to take a full breath.

      “Try to breathe as slowly as possible,” the man continued. “Your lungs have sustained injury, but they’re recovering nicely. The most important thing you can do is stay relaxed. It will stop the pain.”

      But the pain was only increasing. Every breath hurt more than the first one, and emotions that Claire couldn’t name were flooding her body. That voice. She knew that voice. But she couldn’t open her eyes.

      And then she recognized it. Dr. Raymond.

      She was a prisoner to her own body. Unable to move, she was once again at the mercy of the WAO. Handel might be dead, but here was Dr. Raymond carrying on the work.

      She opened her mouth to scream.

      “Claire?” Dr. Raymond said, his voice rising in volume. “You need to calm down! Claire!”

      He was shouting now, and he was still touching her. Something sharp pricked her shoulder. Another drug. Another test.

      Claire felt her body relax and her breathing even out. Perhaps it would be better this way. To just give in and stop fighting. She was so tired.

      “Claire?” Dr. Raymond said, his voice simmering through her. This time she didn’t panic; she merely waited for him to continue.

      “The tear gas and smoke damaged your lungs,” Raymond said. “I found you and Nora unconscious, but I was able to get both of you out.”

      Claire could hear him, although she had no strength or motivation to reply. Dr. Raymond had gotten them out—out of the corridor? Out of the compound?

      “Nora is up and walking now, doing much better,” he continued.

      Nora is alive. She made it.

      “But your health was already run-down,” Raymond said. “Nora told me about how you’ve been living in hiding and the devastation you started for the WAO.”

      Here it comes. The threats.

      “With Paul gone, and Handel gone, and Bethany disappeared somewhere, I think I’m the only one who can tell you about Paul.”

      What is he talking about? What about Paul?

      “He and I had begun to put together a plan,” Raymond said, his voice growing quieter. “Handel tried to have Paul assassinated. And you, you had your chance to kill Paul too, but you spared his life, even though you’d temporarily paralyzed him.” He chuckled.

      What does he find amusing?

      “Don’t you understand, Claire?” Raymond said. “Paul had turned against Handel. He wanted to work with Nora to help you. He wanted revenge on his stepfather. Paul was going to take you to your son.”

      The tingling started. But this wasn’t the kind that made her lungs feel like they were going to burst. The tingling was like having carried a massive backpack up a steep mountain for days and days, and then suddenly, you set down the backpack, and your body came alive with a deep relief.

      Claire opened her eyes slowly. The room was silver and turquoise, shimmering like a huge aquarium. Raymond sat in a chair near her bed. Beyond him was an aquarium. An entire wall of glass that seemed to undulate with life as fish swam in and out of rock formations and spiked plants.

      “You’re in my private home,” Raymond said. “Nora will be back in a couple of hours. She’s been quite resourceful, really. Helping with nursing you, preparing meals, and barking plenty of orders to someone named Genevieve.”

      Claire swallowed against the thick dryness of her throat and tried to speak. Her voice came out as hoarse, but audible. “My son.”

      Raymond nodded. “Yes, he’s alive. Paul told me that he’d found the boy.”

      She blinked, and her vision bounced in and out of focus. But it didn’t panic her. Whatever Raymond had stuck her with seemed to be keeping her very, very calm. “The address.”

      Raymond’s brows lifted. “You have the address?”

      Claire tried to nod, but every muscle in her neck protested. “Paul gave me the address,” she croaked out. What other address could it be? No matter what anyone drugged her with, she’d never forget one letter or number of what Paul had written on that piece of paper and flashed to the infrared security camera.

      “You have something to look forward to, Claire,” Raymond said. “Try to rest and get better. You have a little boy to meet.”

      Claire watched in disbelief as Raymond rose and crossed the room. He went into another room, and she heard him moving about what sounded like a kitchen. The wall-size aquarium caught her attention again. The fish zoomed about, as if searching for something, but they kept making sudden turns, trapped inside their glassed-in world.

      Claire felt the same way. She’d escaped from the prison of the compound only to be boxed in by the lies of the Amazon Sisterhood and, after, the need to hide from her true identity. And now her own physical body was refusing to cooperate.

      Would she recover? Was she truly free? Or was Dr. Raymond lying to her again?

      The sound of a door opening reached her, and then Claire heard voices. Nora.

      “She’s awake? And alert?” Nora said.

      Raymond’s deeper voice sounded. “I gave her a muscle relaxant. She was starting to panic because of the pain.”

      “All right,” Nora said. “I’ll check on her.”

      Moments later, Nora came into the room.

      Claire stared at the woman. She was alive and looked completely healthy. Her hair was smoothed back into a twist, and she wore a touch of makeup.

      “How are you feeling?” Nora asked, a smile blossoming on her face. She sat right next to Claire before she could answer and grasped her hand.

      Claire didn’t know how she felt about this woman touching her.

      “I . . . I’m alive.”

      Nora nodded, her eyes filled with amusement. “I’m alive too, thanks to you. I’m glad you’re awake so that I can thank you.”

      Claire searched the woman’s eyes for any sign of recrimination. Claire had killed her husband, after all. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

      The lightheartedness fled Nora’s eyes. “You did the right thing. The only thing, really.” She raised her chin slightly, her gaze determined. “I would have done the same if you hadn’t pulled the trigger first.”

      “I—I’m sorry about Paul,” Claire said.

      Nora nodded, her eyes filling with tears. “I am too. He was a good man at the core. His stepfather certainly did a number on him, but those last few days, I could see his heart changing.”

      “Yes,” Claire said in a soft voice. Between what Raymond had said and the way Paul had told her not to forget the address he’d found for her, Paul had made up for some of his earlier crimes.

      Nothing could ever completely atone for Claire’s destroyed life, but now there was new hope. “What’s happening with the WAO? What’s Raymond’s role in all of this?”

      “Everyone has scattered,” Nora said. “Some have been arrested, but they are only being held as suspects. No charges have been formally filed, although it seems to be in the works according to the media. Apparently, an FBI agent from the States has been pushing things along and validating some of the information that was leaked.” She looked pointedly at Claire.

      “I thought it would all take longer,” Claire said, suppressing the slight smile that was pushing her mouth up.

      “The impact is global,” Nora continued. “Fortune 500 companies are scrambling to explain their association with the WAO and its subsidiaries.” She folded her hands together. “Major countries lowered their loan interest rates to keep the stock market viable.”

      “So there’s no fall guy?” Claire asked.

      “No,” Nora said. “Someone started a fire in the compound. Bethany somehow got out—someone must have carried her, but I don’t know if she survived. Raymond got us out.” She looked down at her twisting hands. “Paul and Handel were identified along with a few others.”

      Claire paused. “They’re really both gone?”

      “Yes,” Nora said. “It’s been about five days since Raymond brought us here, and we were worried we didn’t have the right medical supplies here to help you out.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “I know you don’t trust me, but I also know that I owe my life to you.”

      “I’m not going back to the Sisterhood,” Claire said. It would be the easy way, she knew. But there were just some things she couldn’t forgive. Handel’s death was a testament of that. Nora might be a sweeter villain that Handel, but Nora had done too little, too late.

      “I wish you would give us another chance,” Nora said.

      Raymond came into the room, carrying an electronic tablet. It was playing a news program. “The CEO of Hughes & Ross just resigned,” he said. “And the DeStefano Financial firm is under federal investigation by the US government.”

      Claire watched the small screen as a picture of Robert DeStefano flashed behind the news anchor, who acted like she was delivering the most juicy gossip. Perhaps she was. Claire watched in silence for a few minutes as the news anchor went through the long list of company names. Then Claire said, “I’d like to sleep now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 36

          Three Weeks Later

        

      

    

    
      They were meeting at a park. There was no paperwork, no legal contracts, but Raymond had assured Claire that the couple knew this day was a possibility. Not for the boy’s mother to claim him, but for the boy’s father. The couple had been told the mother had died in childbirth.

      Handel Raine hadn’t wanted the responsibility of a child on his hands, but if the child met the IQ tests, then Handel would have brought him into the WAO.

      That had all changed now.

      Claire had turned down both Raymond and Nora’s offers to accompany her. She’d been staying in a hotel not too far from Raymond’s home over the past few days. Claire was now an expert of sorts through the dozens of articles she’d read on adopted children, foster children, displaced children, and challenges such as attachment disorders and bonding with birth parents.

      But ever since she realized that the address Paul had risked his life to give her belonged to her child, Claire knew she wanted to raise him. He might be in a wonderful home, with caring foster parents, but he was hers. And hers alone. He had no one else related to him in the world.

      “Thank you, I should be back soon,” Claire told the taxi driver. She’d thought about renting a car, but her head had been hurting all morning in anticipation, and her lungs were aching. They’d healed, mostly, but there was still a ways to go. Raymond told her that she wouldn’t be able to live in a high-elevation city, so she wouldn’t be returning to Park City. She’d picked out a location on the coast of Florida, although she hadn’t shared any of the details with Nora or Raymond.

      As supportive as they’d been to Claire, she had to completely free herself and become a new person. That meant another new identity. But that was fine. This time it would be for her son.

      A couple sat on the park bench, and the jungle gym was empty save for a young boy perched on the top bars. School was in session, so other children weren’t about, and it must be naptime for the younger ones in the neighborhood. Child development was another thing she’d read up on.

      Claire walked slowly, her eyes glued to the small form. The first thought that went through her mind was his safety. Couldn’t a kid his size fall off and break something? The second thought was that his hair was the same color as hers.

      He looked up and met her gaze, not shying away at all, just curious. Claire liked that immediately. She didn’t know what to expect of his personality and character, but he could very well become hysterical when he left his foster parents.

      The man and woman now spotted her, and both of them rose to their feet.

      “Jacob,” the man said. “Come and meet someone special.”

      Claire glanced at the man and woman. The woman looked as if she’d been crying, and the man’s jaw was set firmly. His eyes were kind, gentle, and that told Claire everything she needed to know. The boy had been well cared for and loved.

      The boy said, “Coming,” and scrambled down as if he’d done it a hundred times a day. So effortless. He hurried over to Claire, doing a half jog in that way that kids always seemed to be overflowing with irrepressible energy.

      “Hello,” Claire said when the boy stopped in front of her. His eyes blinked up at her, and Claire’s heart soared. They weren’t Handel’s eyes. They weren’t hers.

      They were her mother’s.

      Relief swept through her.

      Claire had wondered if her son would look like his father, the man she loathed, and the man she’d killed. She’d read about divorced women and how sometimes they struggled if their child reminded them of their exes.

      “Hello,” the boy said. “I’m Jacob.”

      “I’m Claire,” she said, holding out her hand like she would in a formal situation. She supposed this was a formal occasion—she was meeting her son for the first time.

      He put his small hand in hers and solemnly shook it. Then he smiled, keeping his eyes on her. “Mum and Dad told me about you.”

      The way he’d said Mum and Dad—affectionately—tripped her heart.

      “Oh?” Claire said, feeling breathless. But she was going to stay in the moment and remember every word this child spoke while at the same time marveling that she’d created this human being. “What did they tell you?”

      His foster parents remained by the bench, as if they wanted to give her some time alone with her son—and some privacy—before the arrangements had to be discussed.

      Jacob shrugged his small shoulders. Claire noticed that everything about him was small, but looking at him made her heart feel large. “They said you’re my real mum. They said that I was going to live with you now.”

      He was staring at her as if he thought she was an interesting creature. He didn’t seem to be sad or hysterical. It was as if he thought this was the natural order of his life.

      “Yes,” Claire said, her voice cutting out for a moment. “I am your mum, and I was very sick for a long time.”

      “And now you’re better?” he asked, his face brightening.

      Claire’s throat tightened. “Now I’m better.” She tried to smile but feared it was more of a nervous twitch. The boy was still staring at her, and she was staring right back.

      “Would you like to live with me?” she asked him.

      He didn’t answer right away, and Claire’s heart started to pound. She knew his foster parents wouldn’t give her any trouble. Nora and Raymond had already made sure of that. The foster parents were to have previously said their goodbyes so that handoff wouldn’t create additional trauma for Jacob.

      “I think it would be okay,” Jacob said at last in a thoughtful tone, as if he’d given it great consideration.

      Claire’s heart melted.

      “Did you know I like dogs?” Jacob asked.

      She blinked back the forming tears. “I like dogs too.”

      He glanced over at his foster parents, then he asked her, “Do you have a dog?”

      “No,” Claire said, thinking fast. “I thought I’d wait until you can help me pick one out.”

      The boy’s face lit up. “She said we can get a dog!” he called out to his foster parents.

      They smiled at him, and Claire wished she didn’t have to break up this little family. She was grateful her son had been taken care of, that he was alive, that she’d never have to worry about him meeting his real father. But she’d been waiting for this day ever since he was born, never quite believing it would happen.

      He turned back to look at her. “Will we get the dog in America?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Claire said. “I don’t think dogs like plane rides.”

      “Okay,” he said. “I already packed my clothes.” He pointed to a small suitcase next to the bench. His entire six years of memories would be relegated to whatever fit into that case.

      When he was eighteen, Claire would let him contact the foster parents again. But until then, she had to go off the grid. She didn’t want to explain all of this to Jacob now.

      “Where are we going first?” Jacob asked.

      This was all moving very fast. “To the airport, and then we’ll fly to America.”

      “Then can we get a dog?”

      Claire nodded. “Then we’ll get a dog.”

      Jacob grinned, and Claire’s heart completely melted.

      He ran over to his foster parents and hugged them. Claire walked closer, keeping her distance. The woman was crying, and the man looked like he was about to.

      The man picked up the suitcase and handed it over to Claire. She could only nod her thanks, although there was so much more she wanted to say, but she couldn’t form the words around the lump in her throat.

      Jacob turned from the couple, seeming completely fine and happy. Claire knew that could change at any moment. From Jacob’s viewpoint, he was going on an adventure. It all sounded fun right now, but he’d miss his foster parents. They were all he’d known for the first six years of his life.

      She didn’t know why she did it, perhaps it was an instinct, but as Jacob headed toward her, she held out her hand. Jacob didn’t hesitate and slipped his hand into hers. They walked toward the taxi waiting at the far end of the park.

      Jacob asked her about what her favorite kind of dog was and if there would be a park by their new house.

      “We’ll go to the park every day if you want,” Claire said. She was no longer on the run, no longer hiding. She could leave her house and go to the park. She could even go out in public . . . anywhere she wanted.

      She found a smile tugging at her mouth, making her heart feel light, her step quicker.

      When they reached the taxi, Claire buckled Jacob into his seat first, then loaded the suitcase. It was heavy but manageable. Claire felt only slightly out of breath. She’d promised Raymond that she’d take it easy for a few weeks. Once Jacob started school, she’d force herself to rest while he was gone during the day so that she could be more active when he was home.

      Jacob was full of questions as they drove to the airport, and Claire discovered that he hadn’t been much farther than the neighborhood he’d grown up in. She wondered if that was a stipulation from Handel.

      He fell asleep about an hour into the flight, and Claire couldn’t stop watching him. His dark eyelashes rested on his perfectly smooth cheeks. His small fingers clutched the airline blanket to his chin. Claire reached out and touched his hair, marveling at the color so like her own. He’d told her he had a wiggly bottom tooth and that he wanted to take swimming lessons again.

      Claire hadn’t told his foster parents which state they’d be living in, but she gave them an email address so they could communicate with her. They’d both looked a little shell-shocked at the park, and Claire really did feel for them. She did. But Jacob was her son, and even just sitting by him on the plane while he slept made her feel more whole than she had in years. Possibly since her parents’ death.
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      Claire dumped the last three anxiety pills into the toilet. She knew she could take them to the police station and dispose of them properly, but she had to get rid of them now.

      It had been two months since Claire had needed to take any medication to make it through the day without a panic attack. Two months of living with her son and caring for him. It wasn’t hard to love him—that she had done since before his birth—but she’d finally come to know him. And that had filled her life with a joy she never expected.

      “Mom!” his voice rang throughout the house, bouncing off the hardwood floors. Being called Mom had taken some getting used to, and she’d schooled herself not to get weepy when Jacob did so. “I’m ready!” A bark echoed Jacob’s shout.

      Jacob had named the black Labrador Buddy. And it seemed to fit the dog. Buddy stuck by Jacob’s side every minute that he was home, following him around and barking back when Jacob talked to him. It was like they were having a conversation. Buddy was a few years old and acted as if he were too tired to bother with anything when it was just him and Claire. But when Jacob was around, the dog suddenly had a ton of energy.

      The three of them had settled in a small coastal town in Florida, and Claire loved it. In her last act before completely separating herself from every connection with the WAO, she’d laundered a healthy amount of money through a few accounts until it landed in her new account at the local city’s credit union. She wouldn’t have to worry about money for the rest of her life, and Jacob would receive a good chunk on his twenty-fifth birthday. For now, she’d work to make a difference in the life of her son and in the lives of other children in need—abandoned, neglected, or otherwise. She was already working on setting up a foundation to funnel money into deserving programs.

      She’d let Jacob keep his name, and she’d altered hers to Clara Sorenson, keeping their last name as common as she could. So they were Clara and Jacob Sorenson. Single mother and son moved recently from England. Jacob’s accent wouldn’t change overnight, and it was easier to keep as close to possible to his actual roots.

      Claire had no problem creating a fake birth certificate and the other documentation needed to enroll him in school. She’d put him in a private school, and even so, the first day saying goodbye to him at the front entrance was excruciating.

      School was the only time they were separated, and Jacob had become her little buddy.

      “Come on, Mom!” Jacob said. Buddy barked.

      Claire smiled to herself. His impatience reminded her of herself at that age. It seemed anything that had involved her parents had taken forever. But now Claire realized that life moved at lightning speed—and she wasn’t about to miss a moment more of Jacob’s.

      She’d pulled a sugar cookie recipe from Pinterest, and tonight they were cutting out the shapes, then later they’d decorate them. It was a random and fun activity. Something to do after school. Claire had read a dozen child development books, and this activity was hands-on, with unlimited creativity, and it involved the parent. Perfect.

      Claire flushed the pills down the toilet, then carried the pill bottle to the kitchen where Jacob was sitting on a barstool and leaning on the island counter, his chin propped on his hands. He tapped his foot against the island.

      “Can we make them green?” he asked as soon as he saw her.

      Buddy ran up to her, and she patted the dog on the head. Satisfied, Buddy ran back to Jacob and sat at his feet, tail wagging.

      Claire dropped the pill bottle into the kitchen trash, then turned to face her son. She loved his light hazel eyes, so much like her mother’s, and the way that his hair was tousled, and how he was always a bit sweaty at the hairline because he never seemed to sit still for very long.

      “Do you mean green frosting, or making the actual cookie dough green?” Claire asked.

      He thought for a moment. She loved how he did that. He always considered her questions seriously as if his answer or decision were extremely important.

      “If we make the cookie dough green, then the monsters will look scarier,” he finally announced.

      “Oh, so we’re making monster cookies?” Claire asked. “What about flowers or butterflies?”

      Jacob wrinkled his nose. “You can make your own kind like that, but I’m making monsters.”

      “All right,” Claire said with a laugh. “Maybe your monsters will want to play with my butterflies.”

      He grimaced and shook his head.

      Claire was glad her son wasn’t afraid of monsters and that he’d never known a real one. She intended to keep it that way.

      “All right, here’s the recipe,” she said, handing over the paper where she’d written down the ingredients. “Can you help me read what it says?”

      Jacob smiled. He loved to show off his reading skills from school. They read through the ingredients together, and Jacob found most of them. When they had them all out on the center island, they got to work.

      “Okay, read the first step of the recipe again,” Claire said.

      “I don’t have to read it,” he announced. “I already memorized it.”

      “But you only read it once,” she said, looking at him as she unwrapped the butter.

      He shrugged his small shoulders. “I can see it in my head still. We’re supposed to soften the butter, then blend it with the sugar.”

      Claire stared at her son. “You can see it? Like a picture, or like words?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I just know.”

      Claire went silent. Her son was gifted. For better, or for worse, he had her gift.

      “How do we soften the butter?” Jacob asked.

      She blinked. “Uh, we can try the defrost setting on the microwave.” She went through the motions, her mind trying to comprehend what she’s just learned about her son. It both thrilled and scared her. She had to tell herself over and over that the WAO was gone, finished, and would never be able to harm her son.

      Once they had made the dough, Claire said, “Now it has to chill in the refrigerator so it gets hard enough to roll out.”

      Jacob seemed disappointed to have to wait even longer. “The recipe didn’t say that.”

      “Trust me,” Claire said. “The dough will be easier to roll out. Maybe we can go to the park for a little bit while we wait.”

      “Okay! Let me get my soccer ball.” Jacob scurried out of the kitchen, Buddy running and barking after him. Within moments, all three of them were heading out the front door. Jacob gripped Buddy’s leash in one hand and carried the soccer ball in the other.

      Claire locked the dead bolt in addition to setting the alarm system. Out of habit, she always kept the blinds closed on the front windows of the house. They passed through the gate, which she also kept locked with a key. She didn’t relish the idea of neighbors stopping by unannounced. She’d met the ones who lived close but had kept her distance.

      Otherwise, Claire felt safe in the neighborhood, and she should. It was a gated community, and people stayed to themselves for the most part.

      The park was also private and usually quiet. So it made for a nice place for Jacob to run around. He skipped ahead of Claire, and she loved watching his enthusiasm for life. It was contagious, and her heart swelled as she looked at the wonders of new things through his eyes.

      Once they reached the park, Jacob ran to the slide first and climbed up the ladder. Buddy took off after Jacob and even enjoyed a trip down the slide before he came over to sit by Claire.

      She sat on one of the benches beneath a shade tree. The Florida sun was that late afternoon color of orange-pink, and a few clouds had banked to the east, but nothing that looked like it would threaten rain.

      Buddy didn’t last long at Claire’s side, and he ran around the park, then joined Jacob.

      Claire’s phone buzzed with an alert. She glanced at it to see that Riya had posted to Facebook. Claire clicked on the post and read that Riya was doing a fundraiser for her kids’ school. Claire would make another anonymous donation later tonight.

      She pocketed her phone, but moments later it buzzed again, this time with a text. For a while she ignored it. Not many people contacted her cell phone. Only the school had the number. It was with this thought that she pulled it out of her pocket.

      Nora had sent a text. At first, Claire was surprised. They’d only communicated briefly after the first week she had arrived in the States. Alarm swept through her. Nora had said she wouldn’t be contacting Claire unless it was important.

      Claire opened the text and read through it quickly, her heart sinking.

      By the time she’d finished reading it, she felt the memories rushing back.

      Frances returned to us a few hours ago, and she’s in pretty bad shape. We aren’t sure what happened to her or where she went. She’s mostly incoherent. But she does keep asking for you, so I thought I’d let you know in case you can think of something that might help her.

      Claire reread the message and blinked back the burning tears that started. Frances was alive. Had she returned on her own? Or did someone deliver her? Claire closed her eyes for a few moments. What had Frances endured over the past years? If she was incoherent, was she strung out on drugs? Had she been beaten?

      Claire’s heart ached for her friend and whatever horrors she might have endured. She exhaled and opened her eyes. Jacob had his arms around Buddy’s neck as they wrestled. Jacob laughed, and Claire let the sound wash over her. A child’s laughter was perhaps the best balm to the soul.

      She read the text again. Why was Frances asking for her?

      Her fingers hovered over her phone as she debated what to type back.

      She wanted to help, but how would that work? She couldn’t compromise her new identity, her living situation, her child’s safety . . . Finally, she wrote: Thanks for letting me know. I’m so glad she’s returned safe. Perhaps we can arrange a phone call.

      She sent the text and turned off her phone. Jacob and Buddy had found a stick and were playing fetch with it. She tried to focus on their playing, but the text from Nora still invaded her thoughts.

      Leave the phone off, she told herself. Later, she could check to see if Nora replied. She focused on her breathing and let the pulse of anxiety rush through her. She tamped down the irrational thoughts of buying a plane ticket. Taking Jacob with her to the Sisterhood. Visiting Frances. Helping her heal.

      Frances is in capable hands. The Sisterhood will take care of her. I can’t fight another person’s battles. What could Claire really do to help that Nora wasn’t already doing?

      Claire’s body felt numb, and she wished her mind would follow. She continued to sit, watching Jacob and Buddy play and letting normal surround her. The park. The warm breeze. The sounds of Jacob’s laughter. Buddy playfully barking.

      She wasn’t entirely sure how long they were at the park, perhaps an hour, when Jacob came running over. “Can we finish the cookies now?” he asked, Buddy at his side, panting from the exercise.

      Claire realized she hadn’t been focused on Jacob or the dog for a while. Which was foolish. Not that she expected a kidnapper to be lurking around the corner of the neighboring house, but Claire prided herself on being continually aware of her surroundings.

      “Sure,” she said, and stood up.

      Jacob slipped his warm and sweaty hand into hers. Claire’s heart soared at the simple gesture. They walked back to their house, Buddy tugging on the leash as much as Jacob would allow. As they neared their house, Jacob released her hand, and he and Buddy ran toward the gate.

      “Wait a minute,” Claire said with a laugh. “I need to unlock it.”

      “It’s open,” Jacob said, and pushed the gate inward.

      Claire’s heart nearly stopped. She’d locked the gate; she always did. “Wait! Jacob—”

      He released Buddy from his leash, and instead of bounding toward the front door, he stopped.

      The dog emitted a low growl.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Jacob asked, going through the gate.

      Claire caught up with Jacob and grabbed his hand. “I don’t know,” she said. “But we need to wait out here for a minute.” She eyed the house. Without testing the door, she had no idea if it had been opened.

      But she’d never heard Buddy growl like he was. And she knew she’d locked the gate. Hadn’t she?

      “Come on,” she said, taking Jacob’s hand. “Buddy, this way!”

      The dog looked over at her, then back at the house.

      “Now, Buddy. Let’s go!”

      Finally, the dog walked toward her, and she releashed him.

      Claire hurried down the neighborhood street until they were back at the park. Then she called the alarm company.

      “Nothing has been triggered,” the service representative told her over the phone.

      “Can you tell me the time of the last alarm activation at the front door?” she asked.

      When the representative told her, Claire knew it was the same time she’d first left the house. It had been her activation. She thanked him and hung up.

      “Mommy,” Jacob said, tugging on her hand.

      She looked down at him, feeling like her breath was about to cut out.

      “You didn’t lock the gate,” he said.

      Claire stared into his eyes. “Are you sure?”

      He nodded. “Remember, Buddy tried to pull me off the sidewalk, and you grabbed the leash. So the gate shut. You didn’t go back and lock it with your key.”

      Claire continued to look into his eyes as her heart rate began to slow. “Okay, you’re right.” How could she forget that? She didn’t forget anything. Her mind had gone into hyperdrive when she saw Jacob open the unlocked gate. Perhaps with the text from Nora about Frances, Claire was being more paranoid.

      “Okay,” she repeated, mostly for her own benefit. “Let’s go back. I was just worried for nothing, I guess.”

      Jacob only nodded, but he gripped her hand extra tightly on the walk back home. It was as if he knew she needed the reassurance.

      When they reached their house, Claire tried not to let the panic rise again as she opened the unlocked gate, stepped through, relocked it, and crossed the yard. This time, Buddy didn’t stop or growl. Perhaps he’d just been set off by her own panicked voice.

      She disabled the alarm and opened the front door, and she and Jacob and Buddy stepped inside. Then she immediately reset the alarm. She couldn’t help but scan the front room. All of the lights were on—how she’d left them. The house smelled and sounded normal.

      “Come on, Mom,” Jacob said. “Let’s finish the monster cookies.”

      “I’ll be right there,” she said. “I’m just going to the bathroom for a minute. You can get out the bowl from the refrigerator.”

      She watched Jacob hurry to the kitchen and heard him open the refrigerator door. Exhaling, she stepped into the bathroom. She read through Nora’s text one more time. Then she wrote: Give Frances my best when she’s coherent. I’m sorry that I can’t help. I hope she recovers. But I need to stay dark for my son’s sake.

      She hit Send, knowing that if she allowed herself to be swept back into the world she’d left, she wouldn’t be able to protect Jacob. He was the most important thing in her life. He was her everything.

      Before joining him in the kitchen, Claire went to the front room again. She peeked out of the blinds and watched the street for a moment. Then she checked the alarm system and read through the log of activations. She could confirm each one. She was safe. They were safe. She had to trust in that.

      “Mom!” Jacob said. “Buddy wants to taste the cookie dough.”

      “No,” Claire said, fighting a smile as she walked into the kitchen. She loved the normalcy that Jacob brought to her life. “Maybe he can try a cookie after we bake them.”

      Jacob laughed. Another thing she adored about her son. Laughing came easily to him.

      She grabbed the rolling pin while Jacob dumped the dough out. As she rolled the dough flat, and Jacob kept telling Buddy how he had to be patient and wait for his cookie, Claire forced herself to focus on this moment with her son. Not to dwell on the past, and not to worry about tomorrow or the next day.

      By the time the cookies had baked and cooled and Jacob had eaten five or six, and Claire had eaten her fair share as well, she started to truly relax. She felt good about her decision to keep Nora and the Amazon Sisterhood at arm’s length. They were a group of talented and tenacious women. They didn’t need her.

      Jacob needed her.

      “Come on, Jacob,” she said, messing up his hair. “Time for bed.”

      “I’m not even tired,” he said, then released a gigantic yawn.

      They both laughed. “What did you say?” she teased.

      “All right,” Jacob said. “I guess I’m sort of tired.” He slipped his hand into hers as they walked down the short hallway to his bedroom.

      Claire’s heart filled and overflowed at the simple, trusting gesture. They read a story together—a Sesame Street book about Cookie Monster—and Jacob hugged Buddy about four times before he let Claire lead the dog out of his room.

      Rules for Buddy included that he couldn’t sleep in one of their bedrooms. Buddy knew his routine and happily settled on the rug by the front door. Claire also went through her routine, checking all the locks on the doors and windows, then double-checking that the security system was set.

      She liked to climb into bed early and read—usually articles and world news. In the safe cocoon of her bedroom, complete with her pale-blue bedspread, the outside world felt miles away. And that’s how she liked it.

      Before pulling up her usual website haunts, she turned her phone back on to see if Nora had replied. It wouldn’t change her mind, but Claire was just curious.

      There wasn’t anything from Nora, but a text had come through from an unknown number. Claire’s heart skipped a beat, and she told herself not to jump to any conclusions. It could be someone from the school, or a mom of one of Jacob’s new friends. She’d given about four or five people her cell phone number.

      But when she read the text, her breath stalled.

      I won’t blame you if you don’t want to see me or talk to me. I wanted to let you know I’m staying in your town. I hoped to have one last chance to apologize before I go underground. I’m sorry for everything. —Paul
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      Claire stared at the word Paul.

      Someone was screwing with her. Someone who knew which town she lived in. Someone who had her cell phone number.

      Claire pushed the covers aside and climbed out of her bed. She couldn’t think. She couldn’t breathe. She dropped the phone onto her bed and leaned forward, resting her hands on her knees, trying not to pass out. No. No. No.

      She’d have to relocate. She’d have to uproot Jacob. Change names. Change everything.

      Claire’s eyes stung with tears as she thought of how stupid she’d been. How much danger she had put Jacob in. Maybe she should have left him in England with his foster family. Traveling with a kid was so much more complicated. Even as Claire thought of giving up Jacob, she knew she could never do it. She might as well cut out her own heart.

      She picked her phone back up and with trembling fingers opened her contact list. Claire didn’t even bother to consider whether or not Nora might be asleep.

      “Claire?” Nora answered, her voice very much alert. “What a surprise.”

      “Is this a secure line?” Claire asked.

      “Of course.”

      “Mine isn’t,” Claire said, unable to keep the hysteria out of her voice. “Someone found my number and is trying to intimidate me.”

      “Slow down,” Nora said. “What happened?”

      “I have to know one thing,” Claire said. “And please, please tell me the truth. Is Paul Raine alive?”

      The pause at the end of the line infuriated Claire.

      “Nora!”

      “Calm down,” Nora said in a firm tone. “You don’t know what you’re asking me to do.”

      Claire hurried into her bathroom, feeling like she might throw up. The fluorescent lighting of the bathroom showed her a woman with crazed eyes looking back at her in the mirror. “Tell me. Right. Now.”

      “Look, I don’t have clearance—”

      “You told me you would help me with anything I needed,” Claire spat out. “You told me that you would always have my back, my best interest. A few hours ago, you asked for my help with Frances.”

      Nora remained silent on the other end of the line.

      “Damn you,” Claire said. “Damn all of you.” She pressed End on her phone and slid down the bathroom wall. She wrapped her arms about her legs and started to sob.

      Her phone rang. Nora. Claire ignored it.

      Ten minutes later, it rang again. Claire ignored it.

      When Nora called the third time, Claire pressed Accept but said nothing.

      “Paul’s alive,” Nora said in a faint voice. “He was supposed to go underground completely. He cut ties with everyone and everything—he insisted on it.” She paused, and when Claire still said nothing, Nora said, “Now tell me what happened.”

      Claire exhaled and wondered if she could even find her voice. “Someone texted me claiming to be Paul. He said he was in my town. He said he wants to apologize.”

      “Impossible.”

      “Obviously it’s not impossible, seeing as he’s not dead.” Claire couldn’t keep the bitterness out of her voice. Her emotions were starting to pitch again. Paul was alive, and everyone had lied to her about it. Raymond. Nora. Who else knew?

      Nora spoke. “Paul’s the one who—he made me promise to never tell anyone, especially you.”

      Claire squeezed her eyes shut. “Then why did he text me? Or was it someone else—someone who knows he’s alive, and now they’re after me?” Her voice was growing hysterical again.

      “Come back to the Amazon Sisterhood,” Nora said. “We can protect you here. I can send a bodyguard to your place right now to escort you. We’ll hire a private tutor for Jacob.”

      “No,” Claire shot out. “I’m going to find a way to put a stop to this—to all of this.” She breathed in, breathed out. “Give Frances my best, but just know this is the last time you’ll hear from me.” She hung up without letting Nora reply.

      Claire dragged herself to her feet and nearly staggered to her bedside table. Inside the locked drawer was a 9mm. She pulled it out, then left her bedroom and walked into the front room. Buddy lifted his head from where he was lying by the front door, on alert.

      “Come on, boy,” Claire said, leading him to her bedroom. “Stay in here for a while.” She shut the bedroom door and returned to the living room. Looking through the blinds, she surveyed the street. Everything looked normal and quiet.

      She lifted her phone and pulled up the text. The words were still the same. Now that she knew Paul was alive, she read it differently—if the text really was from Paul.

      She typed back a reply, then hit Send before she could change her mind.

      Call me.

      Twenty seconds later, her phone rang. Unknown Number.

      The ringing phone shot adrenaline straight to her heart. She clicked Accept and brought the phone to her ear.

      “Claire?” Paul’s voice.

      It was him. It was Paul. She’d had his voice memorized for years. She’d also watched him die.

      “How could you?” she said, her voice breaking.

      “Let me explain,” he said. “I owe you at least that.”

      She couldn’t answer, not right away. “Where are you?”

      “About a mile away.”

      She exhaled. Inhaled. “How did you find me?”

      “It’s what I do.”

      Right. “Were you at my house earlier?”

      “Yes.” He paused. “I’m sorry if I scared you.”

      “Was the gate unlocked?”

      “Yes. I left everything the way I found it. I knocked on the front door, but no one answered.”

      She stared into the darkness of the living room that was cut by the faint glimmer of a night-light in the kitchen. “You came to my neighborhood, where you know I’m trying to build a life with my son, and you knocked on my door?”

      “I don’t always make the best decisions,” he said.

      Claire didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Or stay numb.

      “How is he?” Paul asked.

      Jacob. “He’s . . .” Her voice caught. “He’s beautiful.”

      “Yeah, he is.”

      She heard the emotion in Paul’s voice too, and it wasn’t helping her stay calm, collected. The silence extended between them.

      “Can I see you?” Paul asked in a low voice.

      Claire wanted to say no. She wanted to scream at him. But mostly she wanted to see him. If only to say goodbye, because that was all that could happen now. If she was to forget her past, she had to forget Paul. “For a few minutes. How soon can you be here?”

      “Ten minutes.”

      It took him eleven.

      Claire watched through the blinds as a car slowed and stopped on the other side of the street. The streetlight a few houses down did little to illuminate the man who climbed out of the nondescript car.

      Her heart thundered as she watched him cross the street, no hesitation in his step, as if he’d been to her house before. Which of course he had. She recognized him, even in the dark, and even at this distance. He looked leaner than she remembered, though. She supposed living life on the run had burned some calories. He wore a dark shirt, and his hands were shoved into his pants pockets. As he neared the gate, the light from her porch reached him enough that she could see that he hadn’t shaved in a few days, and his hair seemed longer.

      He reached the gate and found it locked.

      Claire had left it locked.

      He waited, keeping his gaze on the front door. It was as if he could see through it, could see her on the other side. He was waiting for her to make the first move. To let him in.

      Claire crossed to the front door, taking one deliberate step after another. She unlocked the door, then opened it. Paul didn’t move, didn’t react, but she could feel his gaze on her.

      She stepped out onto the porch and paused, focusing on her breathing. Then she stepped off the porch and walked along the short walkway to the gate. Paul’s eyes were on her, but she wasn’t looking at him yet. She wasn’t quite ready to meet his eyes. Using her key, she unlocked the gate and swung it open.

      Paul walked through and stopped.

      Again, Claire didn’t look at him as she shut the gate and locked it again. She turned and headed back to the house. Paul didn’t follow immediately, but when he did, she heard his footsteps. They echoed the rapid beat of her heart.

      She reached the front door, which she’d left ajar, opened the door wide, and stepped through. Once she’d cleared the threshold, Paul came inside. The only light was coming from the porch light, filtering through the blinds, and a night-light in the kitchen, so the living room remained dim.

      Paul remained close while Claire shut and locked the front door. She turned to see him watching her, standing right next to her.

      “Claire,” he began.

      She reached up and slapped him.

      His dark eyes narrowed, and he brought his hand up to press against his cheek.

      She’d hit him pretty hard, but not hard enough to draw blood. She couldn’t believe he was alive—and that he hadn’t told her. That he’d let her believe all this time she’d left him to die. New anger coursed through her. Anger because he’d deceived her. Rage because she’d grieved over him, and seeing him now made her realize how much she’d mourned. How much guilt she’d carried.

      “Claire, listen—”

      She reached up to slap him again, but he caught her hand this time. They stood together in the near dark for a moment, her hand suspended near his face while his hand gripped her wrist.

      His dark eyes searched hers, and in them she saw remorse, she saw compassion, and she saw a man who’d almost given up his life for her. Who, according to police records, had been found burned to death in the WAO compound fire. She saw a man who, with his dying breath, had given her what she wanted most. If he hadn’t led her to Jacob, she wouldn’t have him now.

      She raised her other hand, and this time he didn’t try to stop her. But she didn’t strike him. Instead, she touched his cheek. His stubble was both soft and rough as she slid her fingers along his jaw. He didn’t move as she slipped her hand behind his neck as she stepped closer.

      Breathing in his familiar scent, she felt heat rush through her body at his nearness. He released her wrist, and she moved her other hand to his shoulder.

      Paul held completely still, as if he were afraid to move.

      Perhaps she’d always wanted to do this, and perhaps it would only happen once. But she wanted it to happen. Now. She pressed her mouth against his. He seemed to freeze. She’d made a mistake, she decided. She was about to pull away, but then his hands skimmed down the sides of her body, and he grasped her hips. He started kissing her, his mouth moving against hers, warm and insistent.

      She kissed him back, and he pressed her against the wall so that she was pinned between the wall and his body. The heat from his mouth seemed to reach her very toes. She ran her fingers through his hair, and he drew away for a split second, only to start kissing her neck.

      Paul was alive. He was holding her in his arms. His heart was beating against her chest.

      “Claire,” he whispered. “I am so sorry.”

      His mouth left a trail of heat wherever he kissed her. She didn’t know where this was going or what tomorrow would bring, but touching Paul, here, now, was fulfilling something deep inside of her that had been missing for a long time, possibly forever.

      “I’m so glad you got out of there,” he said, resting his forehead against hers. “When I woke up, I thought I’d lost you.”

      “How did you get out of the compound?” Claire asked, trying to catch her breath.

      Paul stepped away from her. “Let’s sit down . . . I need some space—to explain, to think clearly.”

      They moved to the couch, and Claire sat on the opposite side from him. She pulled her knees up and wrapped her arms around her legs. She was trembling, and she wasn’t sure why.

      “Are you all right?” Paul asked. He didn’t miss a thing.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Come here,” he said, holding out his hand.

      She moved closer, and he linked their hands together. Then he reached over with his other hand to smooth back her hair.

      “I don’t entirely trust myself with you right now,” Paul said. “This is nice, though. I think I can behave if we stay like this.”

      She looked up at him. “I’m the one who kissed you.”

      His gaze went to her mouth, and heat shot through her again. “I’m glad you did. It gives me hope that you don’t hate me.”

      “I do hate you—I mean, I’m mad at you,” Claire said. “But I also missed you, and I’m glad you’re alive and—”

      “Shh,” he said, wrapping an arm around her and pulling her close. He pressed a kiss on her forehead.

      Claire closed her eyes and allowed herself to relax against Paul.

      “I wanted to tell you everything as soon as I woke up,” he said. “Raymond pulled me out of the compound the same time he rescued you and Nora, but he took me to another location. When I realized how close I came to death, and the fact that my death had already been reported, I thought it would be safer if I broke all ties.”

      “Safer for who?”

      “You, Jacob, Nora, Raymond . . .” he said. “Handel might be dead and the WAO destroyed, but there are still people out there who I don’t want to ever bother you. If I’m out of the picture, then I can protect you anonymously.”

      Claire exhaled. “Bethany.”

      Paul nodded.

      She wrapped her arm about his waist, and he pulled her closer.

      “What happens tomorrow?” she asked.

      When he didn’t answer, she looked up at him. “You can’t disappear again.”

      “I can’t risk something happening to you or Jacob.” He trailed his fingers along her jaw.

      “Life is a risk.”

      His mouth lifted into a half smile. “That sounds like a billboard.”

      “You’ll love Jacob,” she said. “He’s an amazing kid.”

      He dropped his hand, skimming her arm. “Like his mother.”

      It was Claire’s turn to smile, but then she sobered quickly. She had to know what Paul was really planning, if tonight would be the last time she’d ever see him. Even if he stuck around and met Jacob in the morning, would that be the end?

      “You’re thinking too hard,” Paul said, as if he could read her mind. “Should I be worried?”

      “Jacob is really thriving here,” Claire said. “But there’s always a chance that something will be compromised, and we’ll have to pack up and relocate. Change our names, start over.”

      Paul nodded. “That’s true, although you’ve been really careful. It took me some work to find you. I couldn’t even crack Nora.”

      “I was thinking . . .” She watched him closely. “Relocating three people wouldn’t be much different than relocating two.”

      Paul’s gaze didn’t waver, but she still didn’t have a clue as to what he was thinking.

      “The risk is much higher, though,” he said. “With me added to the mix, there are more chances that one of us could be tracked.”

      Claire tilted her head. “I never thought you’d back down from a challenge, Paul Raine.”

      He raised his brows. “Is this a challenge?”

      “Will it make a difference?”

      Paul leaned down and kissed her. Instead of the frantic passion of moments before, he kissed her slowly, tenderly. “I’ll make you a deal,” he whispered when he drew back. “I stay, and you have to promise to follow my security measures.”

      “Like what?”

      “You need surveillance cameras installed around the yard,” he said.

      “All right.” Claire slid her fingers along his neck. “What else?”

      “Jacob needs a GPS tracker on his person at all times, maybe in the form of a watch.”

      “Okay.”

      “Our phones need to be linked so that we get the same messages and phone calls,” Paul continued.

      “Are you flirting with me?” Claire asked.

      “This is serious,” he said.

      “I know, and that’s what I love about you,” Claire said, then she stilled. Had she just said that? She hadn’t meant to make any sort of declaration.

      “You need a newer-model car,” he said, his breath warm against her neck as he lowered his head. “Something with four-wheel drive.”

      “Okay, what else?” Goosebumps rose along her skin.

      “Target practice twice a week,” he continued.

      “Only if you come with me.”

      “Done.”

      She pulled him into a tight hug. He buried his face against the hollow of her neck. “Thank you for coming back to me,” she said.

      “I couldn’t stay away,” he murmured. “Believe me, I tried.”

      Claire closed her eyes and let the warmth of his arms envelop her. Paul was here, with her, and she was going to make the best of it. With Jacob, and Paul, she would live for every day the future might bring.
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          Pretty Ugly Lies

        

      

    

    
      A mother sits in a pool of blood—the blood of her family.

      Jo’s idyllic life would make the Joneses jealous. Then one day her daughter is abducted and the only way to find her is to unravel her dark past.

      Ellie is a devoted wife… until she discovers the pain of betrayal. Now vengeance is all she can think about.

      Party-girl Shayla knows how to hide her demons. But when she’s confronted with a life-shattering choice, it will cost her everything.

      June knows suffering intimately, though the smile she wears keeps it hidden.

      Four intertwined lives. Four lies. One killer hiding among them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

          15 Oleander Way

        

      

    

    
      Blood draped around me like a winter coat, thick enough to taste, feel, wear. My fingers were intertwined with my dead husband’s, two gold wedding bands of regret touching in a soft clink. My other hand clung to a knife with the lifeblood of my children smeared up to the hilt. I sat there, crouched in a puddle of crimson, realizing only one thing amid the blanket of fear that suffocated me: This was only the beginning of the end.

      It was the beginning of death and the end of life. At least the life I knew. In their last flutter of heartbeats, I was swallowed into a new life. A widowed life. A childless life. And I had wanted it mere hours ago. Now suddenly it was more than I could bear.

      Rising from my dead husband’s side, I dropped his limp hand as I shifted one step away. Other than the bloody ooze crawling across the blond acacia floor, the living room appeared meticulous. Every tasteful knickknack in its place, every sofa pillow plump and lint-free, every toy hidden from view. Even the framed art purchased from Pottery Barn hung perfectly aligned on the walls.

      All these beautiful things I’d spent a lifetime picking out, putting in just the right place, tending to with dust cloths and lemon-scented cleaner, suddenly it all felt so meaningless. All of it a waste of time.

      Where were my family pictures? Where were my children’s stacks of schoolwork spread all over the dining room table? Where were the piles of food-encrusted dishes from a home-cooked family brunch, or dirty cleats scattering blades of grass and chunks of mud all over the entryway?

      A museum—that was my home. I lived in a hollow museum—or perhaps a mausoleum was more fitting. No signs of life, no signs of family. Just a sterile block of walls and ceilings and Pottery Barn artwork. This was the lifestyle suburban families lived by—organized and neat, down to the evenly cut blades of grass in the yard. But darkness hid behind closed doors, climbed up the walls, wove a web that would eventually entrap them in misery.

      I’d been caught in that web.

      As I heard the distant police sirens screaming, I knew they were coming for me. I had placed the call mere minutes ago, though to me it felt like grueling hours running together. I considered going back upstairs to where my children’s bodies lay—draped across the playroom sofa and spread-eagle on the floor—in front of a television show I had forgotten to turn off, restful as if they were sleeping. But I knew better. Their last breaths had departed for good. I had checked, just to be sure.

      Circling my dead husband’s body, a single piece of paper fluttered in my breezy wake. I picked it up, skimming the familiar handwriting. The first lines captured exactly how I felt, though I would never admit it aloud:

      

      Sorry isn’t enough anymore. Sorry can’t fix what’s broken.

      Sometimes a sacrifice is the only way to start over again. This is one of those times.

      

      My legs grew unsteady as the stench of blood overtook the room. Exhausted yet eerily calm, I sat on my overpriced living room sofa, waiting. The sound effects of a cartoon upstairs made their way down to the first floor. The kids always did like their television volume blasting, no matter how many times I screamed at them to turn it down. No more.

      I closed my eyes to the death, though I could still smell it. My children’s faces flashed through my mind, but not images of toothless smiles or that childish mischievous glow. All good memories were long gone, none left to unearth. Lately it just all seemed to fall apart—all the smiles and giggles and bright-eyed joy vanished in the chaos of our flat daily lives.

      All work, no play, as they say.

      We had lost the idea of family somewhere along the path of work and responsibilities.

      How could that be? In the catalogue of my mind there was nothing fond to reminisce. I couldn’t even remember the last time our family felt whole, and that painful thought dampened my eyes.

      Blinking my eyelids open, I pushed away thoughts of the kids. I couldn’t stand reliving their vacant eyes and gaping mouths in a silent scream anymore.

      I tucked the letter in my pocket, unsure what to do with it. My palms, sticky with blood, were folded primly in my lap as I waited. Waited for the cops, waited for the turmoil to settle, waited to be led out of this upside-down world and into something that made more sense. My thoughts lapped gently over what I’d lost, but also what I gained.

      The tears were streaming now, but I didn’t bother to swipe them away. I needed this. I needed to let it out. The pain had bubbled for far too long, the silence and anger and fear of losing everything just one sob away. And that sob was now.

      I heaved, my shoulders crumbling under the pressure of each strained breath, and I couldn’t think, couldn’t feel, couldn’t do anything but weep. It’d be the last time I’d cry today.

      In the recesses of my darkened soul I had thought about this day. I had thought often of what freedom would feel like, no strings binding me, no baggage hefted on my back. No husband, no kids—it was a make-believe fantasy all wives and mothers jokingly imagined but didn’t actually want. I, however, almost yearned for it sometimes. But I never told anyone, no, I never showed my true face. It was too horrible a thought to voice out loud: I wish I would have never married. I wish I would have never had kids. I never said those things. Nevertheless, the wish was there, hidden among my inner shadows.

      Now my wish had come true. And yet, it didn’t feel liberating. The man I gave my body to, my everything to, who used me and abused me, lay facedown in an endless slumber. I should be celebrating getting rid of the loser, and yet I mourned him.

      And the leeching kids. Always whining, always fighting, always screaming, always complaining, always take-take-taking… It should have been a burden lifted to know my time would be mine to sleep in, to eat while my food was hot, to cook what I liked, to clean and know it’ll stay clean, to put on music and actually hear it, to watch the shows I wanted to watch, to for once live a day for myself. But I didn’t feel relief. I felt a complicated blend of regret and release. I felt an emptiness as if an appendage was ripped from my very own body.

      Yet I had wanted this, hadn’t I?

      My macabre ruminations were pierced by the sound of my front door swinging open, slamming against the wall behind it as a herd of police officers rushed into my home followed by paramedics who would prove useless.

      Just as the barrage of questions floated off the tip of the officer’s tongue, I gripped my composure, wiped away the tears, then prepared to tell the story of the day my soul died and awakened a monster…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

          Jo Trubeau

        

      

    

    
      
        Forest Hills Park

        Before…

      

      My life was a tide. Some lows, some highs, but all in all it was steady and predictable. Even my thoughts drifted like the ocean, ebbing and flowing seamlessly, only occasionally crashing onto the shore of my brain when I realized I forgot to turn on the Crockpot or iron my husband’s clothes for work.

      Yes, my life was a perfect, quiet ripple of water. Until today.

      Today my life morphed into a riptide dragging me out to sea. And it nearly drowned me.

      You never see it coming when you’re in the thick of it, but from a distance it’s easier to look back and know what went wrong.

      For me it all went wrong on an otherwise normal Saturday morning at Forest Hills Park, the park that would forever change me, permanently altering my memory. Never again would I look at that place without the accompanying pang of my heartbeat racing, my breath catching, my fear climbing.

      The metal was cold even through my jeans as I sat on the bleachers, along with two dozen other mothers, watching Preston’s soccer team haphazardly kick the ball twenty feet here, twenty feet there, eventually making it down the field before another parent’s shining-star soccer player intercepted it. Then the whole process began again heading in the other direction.

      All of us soccer moms lived in the ideally suburban Oleander Way neighborhood, a long stretch of matching but stately homes that broadcasted an upper-crust lifestyle. Manicured yards and manicured nails—we were the Joneses that everyone else was trying to keep up with. With Mercedes and BMWs parked in every powerwashed driveway, Oleander Way families touted wealth, beauty, and perfection.

      I was one of those families.

      They say Time is a jilted lover, but I found her delightful. To me she was a wonderful maze that I could get lost in with reading, cooking, cleaning, and homemaking. I seemed endlessly gifted with Time, so much that I often lost track of days. One blended into the next until Saturday morning arrived, the only difference being the addition of my successful husband Jay, the eye-candy of joggers trolling for a distraction from their workaholic husbands.

      Not that I minded being the envy of the block. We were unbreakable, impenetrable. Jay and I enjoyed a perfect marriage in our perfect home with our perfect children.

      While Amelia and Abby played at the nearby playground, I held a parted book on my lap, its title—A Secondhand Life—pressed against my thigh. Every few pages I glanced up to see where on the field Preston aimlessly wandered. After this season he would have fulfilled his obligation to his father and thus been freed of his imprisonment to the soccer field. I knew the poor boy couldn’t wait to toss those cleats in the Goodwill bag once and for all.

      As my attention was swept away from Preston and the large play structure the girls had been climbing on for the past hour, Time lost any love for me. One moment I was watching Abby pick flowers and doting on her little sister by adorning her hair with bouquets of dandelions, the next moment Abby ran toward me screaming my name—and I never caught the moments in between.

      “Mommy,” she said breathlessly, running up behind me where I sat in the front row. I always preferred easy access to the ground for a quick escape once the game was over. Not that I was antisocial, but after hours sitting uncomfortably in the sun while my fair skin burned, the last thing I wanted to do was stand uncomfortably in the sun several minutes more while making idle chitchat. Gossip should be reserved for during the game, not after.

      “Mommy, can I go see the puppies?” Abby finally said after a snatch of air.

      “What puppies?” I asked, expecting to see my five-year-old and three-year-old hand in hand. But my three-year-old was missing. I glanced behind Abby. No sign of Amelia. “Where’s your sister?”

      “With the puppies,” Abby said matter-of-factly, as if it should have been obvious. “Can I go too?”

      Now I was standing—I don’t recall doing so—tossing my book on my seat and briskly walking toward the playground, my eyes searching. “What do you mean ‘with the puppies’? Where are these puppies?”

      “I don’t know.” The whine in her voice scratched along my eardrums like nails clawing a blackboard.

      “You don’t know?” Suddenly my voice tensed, a tone I rarely if ever used.

      I didn’t want to overreact, but Abby’s ambiguity was forcing my concern. She knew better than to leave her little sister unattended. Even in our own backyard I had a rule about staying together. An HOA-approved fence—for the Home Owner’s Association was known for its outlandish rules and was quick to fine rule-breakers—could have easily resolved that issue, but Jay’s adamancy about saving money buried that option before I could build a case for it.

      The playground and its multitude of colorful hidden compartments were mere feet away, so I figured Abby had left Amelia inside to wait for her. I stooped to peek under and through every nook, expecting to find a chubby three-year-old with a curly ponytail swinging back and forth as she giggled and bounced.

      While I came face to face with toddlers galore, none matched my blond-haired, blue-eyed, hot-pink-adorned daughter. After the last section of playhouse turned up empty, panic officially overtook me. I felt my world shifting, quaking beneath weak knees that threatened to toss me to the ground.

      “Where is the person who had the puppies, Abby?” This time the question came out in a warbled yell as my lungs clenched up. I couldn’t breathe.

      “The man over there asked if we wanted to hold them …” Abby pointed an unsteady finger to an empty park bench. “He was right there on that bench. I swear.”

      A strange man with puppies.

      My baby girl missing.

      I began freaking out.

      Adrenaline must have kicked in, because in that moment my body acted without consent. My brain frantically pulsed messages to my limbs, urging my legs into a run as I looked over every square inch of shaded green expanse that led to the parking lot, but still no Amelia.

      This was when what felt like a heart attack began to set in.

      “Amelia!” I screamed as loudly as my lungs would allow. Then to Abby I ordered, “You stay put and don’t talk to anyone. Just stand here and keep an eye out for your sister, okay?”

      She numbly nodded, tears wetting her eyes. But I had no time to comfort her.

      “Amelia!” I called again, drawing the attention of several other mothers ambling around as their children played.

      By now too many minutes had passed, and the longer it took me to find her, the more trouble she could be in. I sprinted for the parking lot, glancing back to make sure Abby hadn’t disobeyed. As I neared the curb, I couldn’t decide which way to start looking. There were too many cars coming and going, too many people, too many children.

      I picked the more congested side of the parking lot, figuring my daughter’s abductor would have wanted to slip in among the masses.

      As I ran, the word sank in: abductor.

      My daughter—abducted. Kidnapped. Murdered?

      The sequence of thoughts was a train rumbling full-steam, unable to stop in time before it smashed into me.

      The sobs and screams for her blended into one frightening, pain-struck chorus. I choked on her name, praying at every car I passed that it’d all been an overreaction. I’d see her chubby little arms wrapped around a squeaky puppy as its tongue lapped at her flustered cheek.

      But as I neared the end of the parking lot with no sign of Amelia, my hope for a happy ending dwindled.

      I needed to call the police. I reached for my cell phone, but my pocket was empty. I must have left it on the bench back at the soccer field. Circling back through the parking lot from the other direction, every empty car turned up more fear.

      No Amelia.

      And no way to find out who took her.

      By now my heart spasmed from the intense workout I hadn’t trained for. My lungs felt like they were ripping in my chest as each breath grew more constricted. I needed to stop running, try breathing, pull myself off the brink of a panic attack, but my daughter’s life depended on me, and the adrenaline pushed my legs forward.

      I made it back to Abby and yelled at her to follow me, then sprinted to the bench where I found my cell phone. Punching in the three digits I had never in my life expected to use, the operator answered and through my tears and hysteria I was able to push out the words no mother should ever have to utter:

      “My name is Jo Trubeau and my daughter has been kidnapped.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

          Ellie Harper

        

      

    

    
      I’m not a suspicious girl. Well, at least I wasn’t before now. Today, however, I became one.

      The gray tile was cool, so cold I could feel the ceramic through the pockets of my jeans as I sat cross-legged on the laundry room floor. The scent of fresh linen wafted around me, offering a cheerful refreshment masking the sweaty-meets-worn-socks odor of overflowing piles of dirty clothes that I had no time to deal with.

      Stay-at-home moms didn’t own the luxury of free time.

      After a grocery run in the morning—checking out a brimming cart full of all-organic fruits and veggies and healthy meals planned for the week while nine-year-old Logan whined for candy as I dragged him from aisle to aisle—I came home to wash, dry, and fold laundry during a recorded episode of The Bachelor, while Denny watched Sportscenter in the bedroom. Sportscenter was the reason our sex life dried up. Just the theme song of that show made me cringe and feel homicidal.

      Perhaps I didn’t really know what homicidal felt like until today.

      Today it felt real.

      Today it scalded my brain with thoughts of stabbing Denny, poisoning him, watching him beg for mercy.

      I’ve always been the last to admit that I harbor a shallow pool of resentment for giving up my career as a speech therapist for Denny’s dreams to come true—birthing and raising Darla and Logan, my reasons for living and breathing. Children and homemaking took over my life, leaving little room for myself. All that work for my PhD proved useless, except when a telemarketer would call, addressing me as Miss Harper and I’d correct them to call me Doctor Harper just for fun. My doctorate was laughable, really, since I’d never done anything with it after Denny. When aspirations of a career fizzled out, I had figured out a new place for me in this world and I was okay with it. Well, okay enough.

      But today I was no longer okay.

      Today I poured out what was left of my heart into a puddle of tears on this damn ceramic floor.

      I clutched my husband’s shirt, analyzing through watery eyes the crimson stain of lipstick that I knew wasn’t mine. I hadn’t kissed his neck since too long to remember, and domesticated moms like me didn’t wear this shade of whore red anyways. If that wasn’t enough, I could taste the overpowering floral perfume that clung to the collar.

      The evidence was too apparent, tossed on top of the laundry basket. It was almost as if he wanted me to find this.

      Or maybe it was too obvious to be anything at all.

      It didn’t make sense that Denny wouldn’t have hidden his secret—his marriage-destroying, life-upheaving secret. Unless he wanted to destroy the life we’d built for the past twelve years?

      Perhaps I was overthinking the stain. It could have been a saucy spill from dinner. Hadn’t we had spaghetti Bolognese a couple days ago? Or maybe Logan had dropped one of his markers in the laundry basket, which bled on Denny’s shirt.

      But no matter what excuses I conjured, my mind circled back to the same inevitability.

      Those were lip prints.

      The end was near.

      I should have seen it coming. The signs were everywhere. We hadn’t gone on a date night in months. Our love life had dwindled into bland missionary style a couple times a month and an occasional birthday blowjob. I imagined a blond, big-haired bimbo’s head bobbing up and down as she pleasured my husband in ways I hadn’t for far too long.

      Did this mean it was my fault?

      In the living room down the hall, the television blared an annoying childish melody as the kids laughed at the show. I needed to think, but the pitchy voices drowned out the monologue that rampaged through my head.

      Wiping the salty tear and snot mixture from my heated face with my husband’s shirtsleeve, I blinked my eyes dry and rose weakly to my feet. My stomach lurched at the unwanted upright position, but I knew if I didn’t make an appearance, the kids would come looking for me. Not because they cared, of course. But because they’d want a snack or a drink, or just to disrupt any peace I might have. God forbid I take a moment to myself to digest losing my husband to another woman.

      Right now I didn’t feel up to explaining that Mommy was crouched hiding and sobbing in the laundry room because Daddy was a cheating bastard.

      I snuck past the children, searching for Denny. After peeking into my empty bedroom, I rounded the corner that opened up into the living room, where afternoon sun flooded through the windows, illuminating a sea of floating dust particles in the air.

      “Did you finish your homework?” I asked Darla, as if my world hadn’t completely split on its axis and cast me into a perpetually suffocating outer space.

      “Shut up,” she spat. “You’re interrupting the good part.”

      Normally I’d accept defeat and retreat. I know, it was the worst possible thing a parent could do, letting the child talk that way, grabbing the upper hand. But I’d spent years fighting back, only to have Denny take the kids’ side. So my go-to move was robotic compliance. Until now.

      “Don’t speak to me like that. I’m your mother. Now answer my question or I’ll beat it out of you.”

      With wide green eyes she looked up at me, the shock apparent in the crinkles of her worried brow.

      “Geez, what’s your problem?” she mumbled. “It’s already done and in my book bag.”

      I thanked her stiffly. Darla, my responsible but bratty eleven-year-old. So organized and on top of things…including her little brother. On more than one occasion I’d found her straddling him in a chokehold. When they fought, they fought hard. Hair-pulling, nails-scratching, feet-kicking hard.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I had fought with Denny. I wondered if it would be tonight.

      “Any tests you need to study for?”

      “Already done,” Darla replied robotically.

      “Good girl,” I praised with a mournful monotone. I wasn’t doing such a good job of masking my feelings and I didn’t care.

      In fact, I wanted Darla to ask what was wrong. I wanted someone to notice my pain. In my life, the world was colorblind and I was the color red. No one saw me for who I really was.

      But Darla didn’t ask, and I didn’t tell. She hadn’t even offered another glance as her eyes remained fixed on the show in front of her.

      “Do you know where Daddy is?” I asked.

      “Nope.” Then she went back to numb TV watching as if her one-word answer was enough.

      “Darla!” I barked.

      She startled, glaring at me. “What?” I hated the way her voice rose with a teenage annoyance that she was too young to know about yet.

      “You didn’t answer me. Where’s your father?”

      “Am I supposed to keep track of where everyone is all the time?” And there it was again—the insolence, like a sixteen-year-old trapped in an eleven-year-old’s body. How did it start so soon with girls?

      “I just need to find him. It’s important, Darla. Please.”

      “Sorry, Mommy.” Then once again I was reminded that nope, she hadn’t quite grown up yet. I was still her mommy. A memory lingered of the platinum blond little girl who loved wearing pigtails and splashing in puddles after a storm.

      “It’s okay. So where’s Daddy?”

      “He went out on the porch,” she blurted, returning to her television entrancement.

      I ambled to the back porch, wondering how to act, what to say. I’d been married to the man for twelve years and yet I suddenly had no idea how to be around him.

      Through the sliding glass door I went, making sure to shut it all the way behind me. Sitting under the veranda nursing a Heineken was Denny, fiddling with his phone, or maybe typing a text to his lover.

      I wondered what she looked like. I already knew what she smelled like and what lipstick color she wore while screwing my husband, but other than those vague details, was she prettier than me? Blond? Younger than me? Skinnier than me?

      I already drafted a picture in my head of a tight-tummied, big-boobed twenty-something slut who could afford those abs because she’d never had children, and whose breasts remained full and perky because she’d never nursed a baby, and whose skin was flawless and tan because she’d never spent sleepless nights tending to sick kids or early mornings rushing around hauling them off to school and on errands. I bet she didn’t spend her evenings buying mountains of groceries that her disgruntled children would complain about the next day, then come home to fold countless tiny superhero shirts and glittery shorts and days-of-the-week underwear and mismatched socks while mindlessly watching television alone.

      No, Denny’s mistress was above all of that, I was sure.

      I was dirty laundry and stress lines and gray hairs. She was forbidden passion and heavy breaths and flirty whispers. She was everything I wasn’t.

      Denny glanced up at me as a pocket of air followed me out of the house. If I would describe Denny in one word, it’d be distinguished. Although his brown hair was peppered with gray, he’d maintained a desirable charm with his effervescent smile and sparkling green eyes that I couldn’t look away from. Like a tiny finger molded its imprint in his chin, I found his chin dimple—or chimple, as I liked to tease him with—sexy. Darla inherited his eyes, but Logan inherited his smile.

      “Hey, babe. What’s up?” he asked me.

      I know what you’ve been doing when you say you’re working late, I wanted to reply. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. Not yet.

      “Nothing much,” I said instead. “Mind if I join you?”

      “Sure.” He pulled out a seat next to him, patting the striped navy and white cushion on the mocha wicker patio set. The overhead tropical ceiling fan lazily pushed a light breeze over us, the palm  blades mesmerizing as they circled.

      “What are you up to out here all alone?” I made an attempt at playful, but it sounded forced, stilted. Accusing.

      “Just playing on my phone.” He flashed me a glimpse of his screen where little colorful objects were flying in all directions. Every few seconds it buzzed or dinged at him. “What’s for dinner?”

      “Chicken parmesan,” I stated with a lift of my lips.

      And thus began our standard fare of conversation.

      I felt spineless hiding behind a grin and Italian food, but perhaps it wasn’t the right time for confrontation. All he’d do was deny, followed by a series of excuses to combat the evidence I’d present to him. He’d make me feel like a fool, and I’d be forced to accept and ignore the reality.

      No, I needed to plan this out. I needed something bigger to out him, something more irrefutable than a red stain and lingering floral scent. And when I’d dish it all back to him, I swore to myself that he’d be choking every painful, humiliating, life-shattering taste of my wrath down…and I’d never let him come back up for air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

          Shayla Kensington

        

      

    

    
      I knew as soon as I said it that the words would come back to bite me in the ass—I mean, butt: “I’m going to teach that fucking kid a lesson he’ll never forget.”

      I should have known better than to swear in front of the kids, because a moment later I heard Tenica parroting me from the living room down the hall: “Fucking, fuck-fuck-fuck.”

      Cringing at my bad motherly example, I didn’t bother to scold her. A reprimand would only egg her on to say it louder and more often. Three-year-olds had a way of testing the boundaries—at least mine did.

      “Ow!” Trion cried out as I lost focus and brushed the washcloth a little too roughly against his tender nose. He winced at the irritation as I scrubbed away the crusty blood that left a ring under his nostrils. It was the third time in as many months my son had gotten beat up on his way home from the bus stop. And more than anything I wanted to kick the kid’s ass who kept hurting him. But no, I had kept myself in check. I had handled it diplomatically and spoke with the parents. Trent even rearranged his work schedule so he could pick Trion up from school to avoid the bus ride altogether … until his boss demanded longer hours without a cent more in pay.

      Cheap bastard.

      I wondered how much more bullying I was supposed to allow before pulling him out of school and sending him … where? Our quaint neighborhood on Oleander Way was deemed one of the best school districts in North Carolina. An unaffordable private school was out of the question. Homeschooling would have been an ironic choice since I was a teacher who hated the idea of educating my own kids. I could handle my classroom, but my own kids? Let’s just say that the four hours a day I spent with them after work was plenty.

      “Sorry, sweetie.”

      I examined Trion’s nose, the cartilage swollen and a blotchy purplish-red, wondering if it was broken again. The last thing we needed was another medical bill to not pay. I still had collectors after me for the last one, no thanks to our shitty insurance that didn’t cover a damn thing and hospitals that felt a $15,000 charge to set a broken nose was a fair price for a “surgical procedure.” Surgery, my ass! I could have done the same thing at home with a few cotton balls and some tape. The whole health industry was a racket. God bless America.

      “So that punk Chris Morrison did this?”

      “Yeah,” Trion mumbled against the washcloth as I finished up. “But please don’t talk to his parents again. It’ll just make it worse.”

      “Worse than this?” I held up the blood-soaked rag. “This is the third time, Trion. I don’t understand why he’s targeting you.”

      “Really, Mom? Isn’t it obvious? I wear ugly glasses. I’m the shortest kid in my class, I suck at sports, and even the nerds are cooler than me.”

      “Hey, don’t say that. I think you’re cool.”

      “You’re the only one who does. Even the girls pick on me. And you don’t think it has anything to do with my name—Trion? Were you and Dad trying to make my life difficult when you named me?”

      “Oh stop. It has nothing to do with your name or your glasses.”

      Though even I had my doubts.

      Almost ten years ago, when Trent and I discovered we were pregnant at last—and by golly, our firstborn would be a blessed baby boy!—we wanted what all parents want for their unborn child: a perfect, happy life. A life of big dreams and even bigger accomplishments. While picking out blue and gray onesies, and etching sports-themed borders along his nursery wall, his whole life was plotted out. Our son would stand out. He’d excel in sports—preferably baseball—and be the popular kid who ruled over the lunch table. Straights A’s for our son, with the occasional B. And of course he’d be the cutest boy in his class.

      His name would be strong and masculine and cool—everything we planned for him to be. But cool for us back then became very different from cool now. Instead of the symbol of power we had hoped his name would become, it was a slipknot around his neck. What kind of name is that? we heard from family and friends. Add that to his clumsiness and soft-spoken demeanor and it was a recipe for failure. Over and over, with each questioning look and mispronounced spelling, Trion’s confidence chipped away until nothing was left but a weak-kneed, battered, and bruised little boy.

      Bullies like Chris Morrison smelled the odor of weakness a mile away and stalked their prey.

      “Then why? Why’s Chris hate me? I’ve never done anything to him—I don’t look at him, talk to him, or even breathe the same air as him.”

      “Maybe that’s the problem. He knows you’re afraid of him. You’ve got to stand up to him, defend yourself.”

      “He’s twice my size. He’ll kill me.”

      A likely scenario, unfortunately. The poor kid was cursed with my petite stature—all five-foot-two of me—to go along with his Marvel character name. Only a couple weekends of playing catch in the backyard told us everything we needed to know about Trion’s athletic acumen: There was none. The kid was a wet noodle.

      I felt horrible. We had done this to him: created a perpetual victim. And if we didn’t get him out of this hell of a life, I could envision him starring in a front-page news story about a disgruntled student’s school shooting.

      “Maybe you can take some self-defense classes, like martial arts. What do you think?”

      He shrugged. We both knew his lack of coordination made even the simplest of physical endeavors nearly impossible.

      “I’d rather just change schools.”

      “I’ll talk to your father about it and see what we can do. Now let’s get some ice on this and then you go watch some television, okay?”

      Trion nodded meekly, following me to the kitchen where I pulled a years-old bag of frozen peas from the freezer. God knows why I even had those in there. It wasn’t like I could force-feed the kids to eat anything green anyways.

      “Here, use this.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” Trion accepted his consolation prize and ambled to the living room where his little sister curled up in the corner of the slipcovered couch that hid jelly stains and milk blots from years past. In a manic midnight shopping spree, I had ordered a new sofa that was set for delivery any day now. I could already imagine Trent’s fury when it arrived, but he’d get over it. One comparison to what Jo Trubeau’s husband lets her buy would shut him up until the credit card bill arrived.

      Clutching a sippy cup to her chest, Tenica’s chubby fingers hadn’t yet lost their dimpled baby fat, and her cheeks still had that kissable thickness that everyone wanted to pinch. I stood there for a moment, watching the two creatures I had given life to, observing their attentive gazes and comfortable silence as they were entertained by whimsical characters and frantic music. It was a cherished moment, basking in the simple pleasures of motherhood, something I rarely enjoyed these days. I never stood still. I never paused to reflect. I never felt … at peace.

      Happiness skittered away from me anytime I drew near. I couldn’t explain why I felt this way; God knows I tried. But the misery, the mania, the endless emotional roller-coaster cycles haunted me, gripped me like a bear trap sinking iron teeth into my flesh. Trent was tired of me, the kids were tired of me, I was tired me. Hell, even my shrink was tired of me. Prescribed me some lithium then sent me on my merry way.

      There was only one joy in my life: my little secret.

      A dark and forbidden secret that could set my life on fire.

      But no one knew about that.

      And I intended to keep it that way.
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      The closet was as good a place as any to hide from him. Through the closed door and layers of hanging fabrics I could hear his voice, beckoning me, inviting me to join him in hell. It wasn’t like there was anywhere I could run. There was no refuge for me. In a few precious minutes I knew I’d be found, and the nightmare would begin.

      It was a nightmare I could never seem to wake up from.

      The nightmare, after all, was my life.

      The horrors that awaited me drifted like an aimless ghost, his bemoaning call floating down the hallway toward my bedroom. Beyond his nearing voice I heard shrieks of pain, like that of a child being tortured. The screams intensified, growing louder and reaching pitches that snagged my eardrums. And yet I huddled further into my dark corner, unable to find the courage to come to the rescue.

      My face dropped into the palms of my hands as I shrunk into myself, a sob escaping but luckily muffled by my fingers. I tried to reel back the weeping, but it was too late. My body shook under the weight of my tears.

      If only I didn’t know what I faced on the other side of this door.

      If only a glimmer of hope peeked through the slats, into my dark world.

      If only, if only … if only I had the power to change everything.

      But today I was powerless.

      Today I was afraid. I was afraid of what I would do. I was afraid of what I couldn’t do.

      The sense of helplessness squeezed my lungs closed. I gasped for air between a silent snuffle, praying to a God I had lost faith in two years ago. It was the year I realized that the only logical explanation for my tragic life rested on a cosmic joke some narcissistic God was playing on me—and my daily death was the punch line.

      “Where are you?” The sing-songy voice broke through my loathsome reflections, taunting me to come out from hiding.

      My breath caught and I wiped my damp eyes against my arm.

      “Where are you?” he repeated, his words just on the other side of the closet door.

      This was a game to him, but to me it was survival.

      If I remained motionless, would he walk away? Or would he investigate every square inch of this room until he unearthed me? It was a gamble, both a losing hand for me. Because regardless of his choice, eventually I’d have to come out. Eventually he’d find me. They all would. There was no escaping that reality. I could no longer save myself or the thread of sanity that had long ago snapped.

      I was no hero.

      I was simply the mother of four children—and an autistic son.

      Just as silence drowned out the noise of the girls fighting in the living room, I exhaled relief. Maybe Austin had moved on to another room. Maybe I could sit in glorious solitude just a few more minutes, among the quiet shadows. The day had been hell enough already, and I still had dinner and bedtime to trudge through. I needed a moment to myself before I broke. But as the shadows moved and the slices of light played between the closet door slats, it was time to pull myself together.

      The light splayed across my face as the door folded open, revealing Austin’s smiling face looking down at me. Had he been a normal kid, I would have probably smiled back, but nothing with Austin went as you’d expect.

      “Found you!” he yelled before slapping me across the head. His fingernail caught my eyelid, slicing it just enough to startle me backward while I winced in pain.

      “Ow!” I reacted, my hand rushing to my eye. And that’s when I made my first mistake.

      Austin, noting my upset response, began wildly hitting himself in the head, screaming ow! ow! ow! with each self-inflicted punishment. Jumping up, I reached for his flailing fists, soothingly reminding him I was okay, it was okay, everything was okay. But he couldn’t hear my calming words over his screams. His little fists avoided mine, until finally I wrapped him in a fitful hug, rocking him against the length of my body for nearly ten minutes until his flailing limbs calmed.

      Every day I searched for improvements, hoping he’d outgrow whatever held him hostage to a two-year-old’s mind in a five-year-old’s body. But what he improved on one day he would revert from two days later. While Austin revolved around a cycle of steps forward and leaps backward, I revolved around a cycle of dizzying despair and hardening complacency.

      I had discovered a whole new definition of “tough love”—and it had everything to do with finding it tougher to love my family.

      When Arabelle was home on break from school it was the hardest, as the next three weeks would inevitably prove. We had the disadvantage of living in a rare year-round school district, an unavoidable added stress. For every other family that might mean more family outings, a mini-vacation, or maybe just extra-long days of boredom. Not our family, though.

      Hauling four kids ages one through six was simply too much for me to handle when they ran in different directions. And with Austin’s autism, he never responded to his name, making him easy to lose track of.

      Only two weeks ago we were at the Museum of Life and Science when he slipped behind a bush during a momentary glance away. While wrestling with a one- and three-year-old to keep them by my side, I called out to him, my panic growing as the minutes passed with no sign of him. After begging a stranger to watch the other three kids while I got help from security, it took us nearly an hour before we found Austin—a mere five feet from where I had first lost sight of him. While he wordlessly played with a bug he’d discovered, I nearly had a heart attack from my hysteria.

      This wasn’t the first time it’d happened, and with pained realization, I knew it wouldn’t be the last.

      Life with Austin was a perpetual state of terror.

      Add to that Arabelle’s insistent whining and Kiki and Juliet’s irregular nap schedules and it spoiled the whole idea of attempting outings. Better to just stay home and die a little bit more inside.

      As for vacations—ha! Vacations were for people with extra money. If we could count the couple dollars we cleared after the bills were paid each month, then sure, we had extra money. Our family’s first and last vacation was my honeymoon seven years ago—the same week I conceived Arabelle. That week was the birth of my slow death into self-sacrifice and poverty.

      All of us being home together turned grueling days into living nightmares. It was a war of wits and endurance. It was a battle for the alpha spot … and I always seemed to lose.

      One would have thought that having an extra set of six-year-old hands would come in handy with the little ones, but not Arabelle’s hands. Arabelle’s hands stole toys from her siblings, pulled hair when she was angry, wrestled too roughly with the baby. The family dynamic changed with Arabelle around—from manageably busy to dangerously chaotic. She was the thorn in her siblings’ side, and at this rate I wondered if any of us would survive.

      As I swayed a lulling meter with Austin, willing my tears from surfacing, my sights rested on the shoebox tucked on the top shelf of my closet…the shoebox that held my gun. I’d bought it two years ago when I found out I was pregnant with Juliet—my fourth child. While I couldn’t stand the thought of abortion, somehow suicide seemed a more noble alternative.

      Although the plan had been fleeting back then, lately the idea taunted me almost daily. The touch of the barrel against my temple. The cool metal leaving a circular imprint on my freckled skin. The echoing crescendo as my finger squeezed the trigger. My skull welcoming the leaden missile as it ripped bone and brain matter in half. Then tranquility.

      Not everyone fantasized about shooting themselves in the head. But not everyone harbored secrets like mine.

      It’d take every ounce of willpower in my body not to use that gun today.
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      The evening was a tornado of frantic phone calls, confused children, and police inquiries. Sitting on the cream living room sofa, Abby and Preston were sandwiched between Jay and me, while Detective Tristan Cox and his shadow, Officer Dante Buchanan, drilled us for every possible detail we could remember about the afternoon.

      When the police first arrived, I should have felt comforted that something was being done to find my baby. Instead my fears escalated. Wearing an untucked gray button-up shirt, snug black jeans, and Hollywood-trendy hair, one look at Detective Cox and I felt like Justin Bieber was on the case. Clearly younger than me by a decade, what experience could this boy-man possibly have that qualified him to make detective? The mother in me wanted to grab him by his untrimmed goatee and order him to shave before coming back. He certainly didn’t look the part of a professional, in my opinion. But as the detective spoke of Amber Alerts, social media hunts, and patrolling the neighborhoods surrounding the park, my mind slowly changed about him. I’d need to have a little faith if I was going to bring Amelia home.

      “Our kidnapper is likely local to the area,” Detective Cox explained, “which means if he goes out publicly with her, someone might spot her. By blasting Amelia’s picture all over the area, there’s a good chance we’ll find her.”

      But what about the chance of not finding her? That was the reality that worried me.

      “What should we be doing?” It was the first time my husband Jay had spoken up or shown any concern at all. While his brooding brown eyes and Kurt Cobain hair had won me over at first sight eleven years ago, his quiet nature left much to be desired over the years. I never knew what he was thinking; I wanted inside his head, but he was a locked door that I didn’t have the key to.

      “Use social media to spread awareness of what happened. Talk to your neighbors. Ask any park regulars if they’d seen anything. We’ll be doing all those things too, but it never hurts to have more people looking.”

      Next to Detective Cox, Officer Buchanan looked like a giant. Officer Buchanan’s thighs, thick like two tree trunks, hung off the cushion of the cattycorner love seat. He leaned in with interest, a pencil and small notepad in hand. Watching my daughter with eyes as dark as pools of tar, he would have intimidated anyone else with his Army-issue flattop haircut and muscles straining the seams of his uniform. But with Abby he morphed into a gentle giant, his lipless smile genuine and warm.

      “Hi, Abby.” His skin shined, tight and rubbery, like a car tire. “Detective Cox is going to ask you some questions so we can find your sister. Do you feel like you can talk to him?”

      “I think so,” she said meekly. I could tell she was scared, overwhelmed, so I rested my hand on her shoulder in a show of support.

      “You can do it,” I whispered in her ear, then planted a kiss on her cheek.

      Detective Cox crouched down at her eye level. “Hi, Abby. I’m going to bring your sister home. But I need your help.” His eyes searched hers and she nodded. “I want to try something with you. Close your eyes.” His voice was rough like gravel but soothing, as if he’d had plenty of experience drawing shy kids like Abby out of their shells.

      Abby did as she was told, squeezing her azure eyes shut.

      “Try to remember being at the park. Remember when the man approached you. Can you see him?”

      She nodded wordlessly.

      “Okay, good. Now describe for me everything you can remember about him. His hair color, how tall he was, what he was wearing. Can you do that for me, Abby?”

      “Yes,” Abby squeaked. “Um, he was about as tall as Daddy and had brown hair like Daddy. And he wore glasses.”

      “Very good,” Detective Cox encouraged when she paused. “This helps a lot. How old do you think he was?”

      “Maybe my daddy’s age.”

      “Great work so far. What about his clothes?”

      “I think he was wearing a green shirt with buttons up the front. And jeans.”

      She stopped again.

      “Did he have any hair on his face, like a mustache?”

      “Nooo…” she wavered, as if uncertain.

      “You mentioned that he had puppies. Did you see the puppies?”

      “No, they were in his car. I went to ask Mommy if I could go see them, but he was gone when we got back.”

      “Did he have any scars or tattoos?”

      “I don’t think so. I’m sorry I can’t remember.”

      “Don’t be sorry, Abby. You did great. We’re going to find your sister, okay?” He patted her knee and rose to stand, adjusting the badge that hung on his belt beneath the hem of his shirt.

      “Mm-kay.” Abby’s eyes popped open and she looked up at me for approval.

      “Thanks, sweetie,” I said, kissing her head. “You and Preston can go play for a bit.”

      “What about dinner? I’m hungry,” she whined.

      Food—it had completely skipped my mind. The last thing I could stomach was food when my nerves were roiling and nauseating me.

      “I’ll make some mac n’ cheese in a minute.”

      Abby squealed with delight and ran off, trailing her brother upstairs. Irritation at her lack of concern for her sister bubbled up inside me. It was her fault Amelia was missing. She hadn’t kept her eye on her. She’d left her alone with a strange man who was doing God knows what to my daughter …

      Was he raping her as she cried out in pain? Was she chained in some dank basement calling for her mommy? Was she nothing more than a pile of decomposing body parts by now? Every outcome I’d ever read about in the news or watched on a crime show burst on a screen in my head, terrifying me more than if it was happening to my own flesh.

      A sob escaped my throat as I shook away the barrage of imagined horrors that my little Amelia was enduring … that is, if she wasn’t already dead. All because of Abby, who blissfully tromped around with her brother as if we hadn’t just lost a limb from our family body.

      Fury began to course through me. Fury at Abby for leaving her sister’s side, fury at Preston for having that soccer game in the first place, fury at the man who stole my baby girl, fury at Jay for working so much that he hadn’t been there, fury at the cops for not finding her already … fury at myself for being the mom who lost her child.

      The truth slapped me back to the present reality: It was all my fault. I had given too much responsibility to a five-year-old. It wasn’t Abby who should have been watching her little sister; it should have been me. I should have protected Amelia. This was all on me. I’d never outrun this horrifying truth.

      I sniffled and gasped for a shallow breath that wasn’t there. My lungs squeezed shut and I bent over as a sob escaped. In a matter of seconds I went from a composed woman asking relevant questions to a panicky mess who couldn’t speak through the crying.

      My baby girl … gone because of my failure as a mom.

      “It’s okay, Miss Trubeau. We’re going to do everything we can to find Amelia.” Detective Cox rested his hand on my shoulder. The touch was a small comfort. But it wasn’t from my husband, who I so desperately needed, but from a stranger.

      I looked into the detectives eyes, beseeching him with a silent plea for a guarantee that Amelia was safe. That she’d be back in my arms soon. My gazed flittered over to Jay, who sat stoic and cross-armed. And that’s when I noticed it. It was subtle. Undetectable to anyone who hadn’t lived with Jay Trubeau for ten perfect years. But it was a glaring beacon to me, the woman who cherished him, knew him, read between his lines for over a decade.

      He blamed me too.

      I felt it in the way he avoided my gaze. I saw it in the cold inches of space that separated us. I sensed it in the tense muscles of his jaw that remained shut as I wept.

      I could carry the burden of self-blame. It was heavy but manageable. But Jay’s blame too? No, no, that would crush me.

      If Jay couldn’t forgive me, how could I ever forgive myself for letting this happen to our family? For ripping apart our perfect life?

      In one neglectful moment I had broken the only things that mattered to me. And unless I found Amelia and saved her from a deadly fate, I could never repair our lives.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 7

          Ellie

        

      

    

    
      Sunlight slipped through the wavy sliver between the drapes, caressing the kitchen countertops, then slithering down across the floor where it rested in fractured beams.

      Early morning—the only time of day I truly had to myself, a bite-sized morsel of time for me. These were my precious pre-dawn minutes of quiet leading up to the out-the-door rush to pack Darla’s lunch, check her book bag, run her to the bus stop, and make it back to my half-drained cup of coffee before it got lukewarm. Of course, by then Logan would shuffle out of his bedroom, his golden bedhead hair sprouting in every direction as he snaked along the floor in his Superman pajamas, dragging lines into the carpet with his heavy steps.

      After biting another student for the second time two weeks ago, my nine-year-old son was sent home and asked not to return. So not only had I become wife, cook, and maid, but now I adopted the role of homeschooling teacher to a boy who could care less about “stupid” things like reading, writing, or arithmetic.

      Once Logan was awake, the demands began … and never ended until bedtime fourteen hours later. “Mom, I want juice. Mom, make me eggs for breakfast. Mom, these eggs taste nasty. I want French toast instead. Mom, clean my favorite shirt. Mom, Mom, Mom …” And on it went, day after day, hour after hour, an endless cycle of “make me this” and “do that,” with the occasional break for an “I don’t like this anymore.”

      Despite the mundanity of parenthood, for eleven years I had dealt with it. Despite counting down the hours before I’d tuck both kids into bed, exhaling relief after that last kiss goodnight, I nonetheless accepted my lot in life. But as Denny slumbered blissfully in our bed, curled up in our sheets, probably dreaming of her, I realized I wasn’t okay with this. This boring, mindless routine I lived out. Kids, cooking, cleaning, homework, start over. I had given up a career to make Denny’s dreams come true—his Leave-It-to-Beaver family and June-Cleaver wife. It was a wonder he didn’t require me to be barefoot and in the kitchen all day. Meanwhile, he went off and lived his own fantasy with another woman while I ignorantly toiled away, washing his clothes that stank of her scent, preparing him dinners that satiated him after a secret rendezvous with her in some crappy motel.

      Flinging open the fridge, I grabbed the strawberry jelly and threw the door shut. In a haze, I envisioned him kissing her, running his fingers along her skin, whispering “I love yous” in her ear as he nibbled playfully on her earlobe. All moves he used to woo me with many moons ago. Moves I hadn’t see in ages. Slamming the jelly down on the counter, my anger began to boil as a tidal wave of scenarios crashed into me.

      “Mom, you’re gonna break the jelly jar,” a tiny voice chirped from behind me.

      I turned around, embarrassed at being caught in a tantrum by my nine-year-old.

      “I’m just a little frustrated, honey. But I’m fine.” I forced a grin and rested a hand on Logan’s head, smoothing out his frizzy hair. “How about we head to the playground after I finish cleaning up? And don’t forget to dress warmly—the air’s a little cool this morning.”

      Forty-five minutes and two cups of coffee later, Denny headed out the door without so much as a kiss good-bye, while I threw on my everyday yoga pants and oversized sweatshirt before leaving the house with Logan whining the entire way to the car. Maybe some fresh air would clear the web of thoughts that seemed to tangle in my brain. And at least at the park Logan could occupy himself and leave me alone with my worries—the only place I wanted to be right now until I sorted things out.

      Forest Hills Park was busy as usual, with a cluster of minivans in the parking lot and scattered strollers packed with snack cups and diaper bags while moms sat along the outskirts of the playground at the ready for a child’s call for help.

      As I released Logan into the wild world of public playtime, I found an empty bench just far enough away to soften the playground noise and prevent other mothers from approaching me. I wasn’t in the mood for womanly chitchat. I was in the mood for finding out what Denny was up to, for plotting revenge against my cheating husband.

      The benches scattered around the park were filling up fast, and as the last open seat was taken, I watched a homely woman in a flowy navy skirt and ugly brown sweater stumble toward me with four kids in tow. I squinted as the sun crested the horizon behind her moving form.

      God help her. I could barely handle my two, let alone raising four without losing my sanity along the way.

      As the woman aimed her crew straight for me and waved, I realized this was no stranger.

      It was June Merrigan, my best friend since college, the only real friend I had.

      “June bug, I thought you didn’t do mornings,” I greeted her as I stood and pulled her in a hug.

      “I don’t. But today I made an exception. I practically had a meltdown at home, so I figured at least here I could put some distance between me and the kids before I did something I’d regret.”

      Once the children scattered, we both sat down on the bench, our thighs touching. June was a hugger, a toucher, a close talker. While other people thought her odd, I found it part of her charm. I guess true friends were blind to each other’s quirks.

      “A meltdown, huh? What’s going on? Is it Austin?”

      June flashed a grin at me, but I recognized the exhaustion behind her eyes. “That and everything else in my life. They’re home on a school break right now, so I’m stuck with all four constantly fighting and crying and screaming. I can’t take it anymore.”

      I nodded my sympathy, though sometimes June made things harder on herself than they had to be. My mother always told me to pick my battles with the kids. Let some things go. But not June. She was the type who picked every battle—and in the end, she’d always lose the war.

      A stampede of children rumbled toward us, each one talking over the next. Among them was Austin, his eyes fixated on his hands as he flapped them in the air like he was splashing in the tub.

      Once June passed out packaged cheese crackers and juice boxes, then shooed away the other three kids, she pulled Austin up on the bench between us and sat him down. Still he remained transfixed on his fingers as he flapped them in short bursts in the air. I’d seen him do this many times before, a self-stimulating tactic when he felt overwhelmed or exhausted.

      “Austin, do you want to play with the kids?” June asked him, leaning down to meet him face to face. But instead of answering, he watched his hands, clearly fascinated and oblivious to his mother’s prodding. “Austin, honey, stop playing with your hands. Look at me.” But he didn’t. “Do you want to play on the playground?”

      His hands held his attention firmly.

      June sighed heavily. “He’s in his own world today. I wish he would interact with the other kids for more than a few minutes. I can’t get a second away from him.”

      Although lacking real-life work experience, I’d learned more about autism during my doctorate studies than I ever expected to need. Autism and speech therapy went hand in hand, which gave me a leg up when dealing with Austin. Back then I didn’t know just how close to home my desired profession would hit—right here in the life of my own best friend.

      “Can I try something with him?”

      June shrugged helplessness then waved me on.

      “Of course. You’re the only one he listens to anyways.”

      Sliding off the bench, I dropped to my knees and looked at Austin. “Hi, Austin. Auntie Ellie wants to play. Will you play with me?”

      Normally I would have never talked to a five-year-old with such infantile phrasing, but in Austin’s head, that’s where his development was. I pitied June for having a perpetual two-year-old for the past three years.

      When he didn’t glance up, but watched his fingers flitter about, I gently touched his hand, drawing his focus to my touch. The simple contact pulled his gaze up at me and he smiled. “Hi, Austin. How are you?” I tapped my lips with each word, accentuating the speech to hold his attention. Each word was slow and articulated in my best nurturing voice.

      “How are you?” he parroted me.

      “Austin, say ‘I am good.’” This time I tapped his chin as I told him what to say.

      Imitating me, he repeated, “I am good.”

      I applauded him effortlessly, thrilled with his response. “Let’s try again. Austin, how are you?”

      Mouthing the scripted reply for him, “I am good,” we said in unison.

      Again I clapped, and his smile widened with pride.

      “Would you like to play?” I pointed to the playground.

      “Play,” he stated, before running off to join the other kids.

      “You make it look so easy. You need to teach me how to do that, El,” June said as I pushed up off the ground and returned to my seat.

      “It’s not hard. Touch is vitally important for some kids with autism, like Austin. A simple touch can redirect his focus. And sometimes a gesture—like tapping your chin when you want him to talk—helps him understand what you’re asking. He doesn’t always understand language as it’s presented to him. It’s just words, and putting the words together to create meaning can be hard for him. So when you practice and repeat the same questions and answers, he’ll eventually start making those brain connections on giving words more meaning.”

      But no matter how much I explained to June, the reality of parenting an autistic child was much harder than a simple fix. Daily tantrums, violent overreactions to discipline, emotional detachment…that was just the beginning of Austin’s labyrinthine mind and behaviors. June wandered aimlessly through this maze of what-to-do and what-not-to-do, tiptoeing carefully lest a landmine explode.

      “Thanks. I’ll try to remember to practice that at home … you know, when I’m not going crazy with the constant chaos.” She laughed lightly, the laughter of guilt.

      “One day at a time, that’s all we can do, right?”

      June looked at me wearily. “One day is all it takes to snap, though.”

      How true it was. I wasn’t doing so well with it either. A lot could happen in that one day. My own anxieties flittered through my head as I thought about Denny—what he was doing right now, who he was doing right now.

      And I realized I couldn’t give him one more day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 8

          June

        

      

    

    
      Life’s cruelty had no end. Her penchant for dosing out anguish matchless.

      As I arrived home from the park, a slight tug of joy followed me inside. After promising not to wait so long before another get-together—an assurance I didn’t have much faith in due to busy work schedules and overbooked kid activities—Ellie had suggested coffee and a play date later this week to work more with Austin. For the first time in weeks I felt a splinter of hope at a chance of normalcy for him—and myself. Within a few minutes of talking with him, Ellie was able to get more out of him than I could in months. It was amazing—a little miracle that could reshape my son’s entire future. Our future. And I owed that miracle to my best friend.

      A step of growth now meant a leap of independence later.

      Maybe Austin could be “normal” after all—whatever “normal” was these days.

      But the euphoric bounce in my step came to a halt when I walked in the house to find Mike sprawled out on the living room sofa watching television. His lithe body stretched from one armrest to the next, his feet propped up as he ran out of cushion. His blue eyes darted a glance at me, then returned to the screen.

      Avoidance.

      Something bad had happened.

      “Mike, what are you doing home?” I was afraid to ask. I didn’t want the answer that I knew was coming.

      “I don’t wanna talk about it,” he replied to the television. His unshaved jaw clenched, his blond whiskers catching the sunlight.

      As if I would ever accept that answer. Mike always liked to deal with things in his own time, he had once explained to me. Only, his “own time” was never. Run away, hide from problems, avoid. That was his tactic, that was his arsenal to handle problems when they came. Clearly it wasn’t effective.

      “I don’t care if you don’t want to talk about it. I need to know. What happened?”

      I already knew. We’d been down this road too many times. I was in familiar territory, and they were frightening wastelands.

      “I got let go today. Happy?” His voice was edgy, and he rolled his eyes as if annoyed, but I knew it was embarrassment buried beneath the grit. No man looked forward to coming home to tell his family he was out of work … again.

      “Of course I’m not happy, Mike. But sitting here doing nothing isn’t going to find you another job. We have bills to pay. You have to get back out there, start looking for something else.”

      “Can’t you pick up more hours at work?” Of course that was his solution—for me to add more to my already-full day.

      “Temporarily I can, but if I’m going to work more, you’ve got to deal with the kids—starting now. I can pick up an extra shift today, but I have to get ready. So they’ll need lunch and Austin has to work on some speech exercises.”

      I stood there, my hands on my hips, watching Mike sit unfazed. I shifted between him and the television.

      “Mike?”

      “What?” Wide-eyed, he looked up at me as if surprised I was still in the room.

      “Did you hear me? I can take an extra shift right now, but you have to get the kids lunch and work with Austin on his speech.”

      “Right now?”

      Really? Was the exasperation in my voice not apparent enough to register with him? “Yes, now!”

      “Fine, fine. Don’t get all pissy.”

      I wanted to remind him that he had just come home jobless, that he was watching television while I ran after the kids, that I was picking up another shift at work so that he could “figure things out,” that the burden seemed to always fall on me to pick up the pieces of our broken lives.

      But I didn’t. Instead I stormed into the bedroom to change into my waitressing uniform, praying that the tips would be good enough to make up for Mike’s bad news. But God help the drunk men who pawed at me tonight, because I was in a fighting mood.

      Although I hadn’t caught up on laundry in over two weeks, luckily my black Jim’s Tavern t-shirt smelled clean enough to wear again. I dug through my closet for a clean pair of jeans and found my off-brand Converse sneakers, hastily dressing before one of the kids spotted me, needing something that Mike was too lazy to deal with. As I scrambled to throw my hair up in a messy ponytail, I called my boss to let him know I’d be in for an extra shift—we were always understaffed during the lunch hour—hoping he wouldn’t ask why.

      My deadbeat husband can’t keep a job to save his life, I didn’t want to say. My lazy spouse is a loser who can’t provide for the family he wanted. I bit the words back, my teeth sinking into my bottom lip. I was so angry, so frustrated, so exhausted at holding everything together by worn strings that would sever at any moment.

      My sanity had reached the edge of its threshold and was pouring all over the floor. I was losing it. I couldn’t stand the thought of another day of this existence.

      As I breezed past my oblivious husband lounging like it was a Sunday afternoon, his eyes blurry with a nap, only one thought lingered.

      I wanted to wrap my fingers around his scrawny neck and choke every last word, every last excuse, every last bit of bad news out of him until it was just me, alone, taking back what little bit of life I had left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 9

          Jo

        

      

    

    
      My bed was warm, but my body trembled with chills. My eyelids fell heavily, but I couldn’t pass out into sleep. My stomach cramped with hunger, but I couldn’t force anything down. Worry was my only companion, keeping me dreadfully cold, awake, and famished.

      I didn’t care about me, though. I would die if it could save Amelia. Was Amelia being starved? Was she scared and shivering in some tormentor’s dank basement? These fears pulsed through my brain relentlessly as I wondered where my baby girl was, if I’d ever see her blond pigtails swinging as she chased her sister, if her giggles would ever warm my heart again.

      My perfect life had become a perfect hell.

      Tucked in the shadows of my bedroom, the hours unbearably ticked by, each silent minute shredding my heart muscles a little more. Every chirp of my cell phone, every text that beeped jolted me like a defibrillator of hope that it was the police contacting me with good news. They’d found her alive, they were on their way home now, she had been untouched, unhurt. But no.

      A knock on my front door an hour ago sent me tumbling out of bed, stubbing my toe as I scrambled to answer. A Girl Scout making her rounds on Oleander Way cheerily smiled up at me offering her usual cookie variety, until her small voice sent me into a blubbering heap as I knew Amelia would never wear a Girl Scout uniform, she’d never sell cookies door to door. I ended up buying ten boxes of Thin Mints to make up for scaring the poor child.

      Hope was my focus. I couldn’t let the alternative seep in.

      Amelia would be alright. In my arms. Soon.

      But no.

      This was not Fate’s choice.

      Fate wanted nothing but pain for me.

      A soft knock at the bedroom door broke into my empty world, but I didn’t beckon the knocker inside. I couldn’t speak—partly from the dryness of my throat that hurt from all the sobbing, partly from the lack of will to push words out.

      Grieving was exhausting.

      Despite my silence, the bedroom door swung open. I glanced up to see the cautious steps of Shayla Kensington—a true friend among sparse acquaintances, being the too-busy-to-socialize mom that I was. As she approached, her eyes watered, her lips trembled, she wore her empathy like a shroud.

      “Hey, sweetie,” she said. “How you holding up?”

      I didn’t move. Couldn’t speak. Instead I buried my face in my pillow.

      A moment later the bedsprings sunk as she sat next to me, resting her hand on my shoulder, then rubbing circles along my back. I knew she meant to be soothing, but at the moment I wanted to shrug her damn circles off my skin and just be left alone.

      “I know you’re suffering, but I want to help. What can I do, Jo? Please let me help you.”

      Find my baby girl. That’s all I wanted, all I needed.

      I shifted to my side to look up at her. My best friend since we were sixteen, Shayla and I had spent months sitting next to each other in history class all through tenth grade without exchanging more than a brief grin and hello. Until we both ended up at a No Doubt concert and I had gotten stranded by my date as he drunkenly decided to leave me for a bunch of party girls. Bumping into Shayla, she came to my rescue and took me under her wing ever since. From that day on, we spent high school hitting up underage dance clubs, coffee shops, and malls together—growing up but not apart. Over the years she had somewhere along the line become blood.

      And now she was here for me in my darkest hour, but I didn’t want her.

      I wanted to wallow… alone.

      “How can you help me, Shay?” I exhaled the words. “Unless you know where Amelia is, there’s nothing you can do.”

      “So you’re just going to stay in bed all day?”

      “What else can I do? The police don’t have any leads. I’m not a detective. I’m a negligent mother who lost her baby girl.”

      She huffed at me, shaking her head. “Stop it. This isn’t your fault.”

      “Oh really? She was abducted during my watch, Shay. Who the hell’s fault is it if not mine?”

      “You know I love you. So I’m saying this with love: Shut the fuck up and get off your ass…with love.”

      She smiled, but today her brusque humor rolled off me. I turned back on my side away from her, curling into a ball.

      “C’mon,” she coaxed. “Blaming yourself isn’t going to find her. Do something productive. Get up, get dressed, and go look for her. I can stay here and watch the kids while you put up posters, or go back to the park and ask people if they saw anything, or whatever you can think of to find Amelia. Anything but laying here torturing yourself, Jo.”

      In some demented way I wanted the torture. I deserved the pain. No one could possibly understand the panic, the fear, the full-body anxiety, the self-blame unless they lost a child.

      It hurt to move. Every muscle, every brain cell ached. I could feel my own departure, as if my body was shutting down. And I almost wanted it to… if only just to stop the pain.

      But what if Amelia was alive? What if she was out there waiting for me to find her?

      What if…?

      Hiding in bed wouldn’t help. I had to keep walking forward. I had to keep searching.

      “Maybe you’re right, Shay,” I said wearily. “Maybe I can bring Amelia home.”

      “Thatta girl. Think positive.” Shayla hoisted me by the elbow and pulled me upright. No time like the present to get moving, I guess.

      I sighed.

      “Don’t give up.” Shayla had always been a natural cheerleader. “Let’s make some posters together and we can put them up. I’ll do some social media blasts too—you never know who will come across her. We’ll find her, Jo. I promise you, we’ll find Amelia.”

      I needed to hear this. Though the reality was grimly hopeless, Shay’s encouragement shattered the darkness that had been sucking me in. I could lay in bed weeping away the days, or I could find my little girl and bring her home.

      In a tearful moment of gratitude, I pulled Shayla into a hug and clung to her like she was my life support. Hugging me back, I felt the burden shift off my shoulders, as if hoisting it onto Shayla for us to share. Maybe I’d be okay. Maybe we’d get through this.

      “I love you, Shay. I couldn’t handle this without you.”

      “I got you, girl. That’s what best friends are for, right?” she whispered into my hair. Then she drew back from me, gripping me by the shoulders. “How about we get started on those posters and bring Amelia home?”

      Although I forced a grin for the sake of my friend, I felt my heart tear a little, knowing it would all be futile. Amelia was already dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 10

          Shayla

        

      

    

    
      Lies piled on top of lies.

      Secrets smothering secrets.

      I was beginning to feel bound by the web of deceit I had created.

      Initially the plan was to go straight home from Holt Elementary where I taught a class of rambunctious first graders. Though, perhaps the word taught was being generous. Mainly I attempted to keep them in line—and injury free—until the dismissal bell rung at 2:15. On most days I was successful at this job. It just depended on when Isaak Bloomington came to school.

      On the days Isaak graced us with his presence, all hell broke loose. After about a month of trying to keep Isaak from picking fights, or cussing at the staff, or simply doing what he wanted when he wanted, I looked forward to the days his mother simply didn’t feel like getting him to school. Luckily she didn’t disappoint me often.

      Today was an Isaak day. Following a grueling seven hours of him talking back and slapping a third-grader—Isaak had balls, for sure—I wasn’t ready to go home yet.

      I needed a smoke and a drink, but I didn’t want to drink alone.

      After Jo’s hourly slip into depression from Amelia’s abduction, I let Trent know I’d be stopping by to check in on her. I’ll be late getting home, I told him. Don’t wait up, I said.

      Only, I’d hidden a little lie in there.

      I didn’t mention where I’d be heading after Jo’s.

      Jim’s Tavern lived up to its Southern roots. With pictures of years-gone tobacco plantations and Durham Bulls baseball jerseys lining the walls, the grill’s walls recreated a collage of the town’s history on every square inch of empty space. The booth where I sat was made of rough-hewn logs, and above my shoulder a deer’s head leered down at me. As unnerving as it was being watched by a stuffed dead animal, the drumming fingers of the man sitting across from me unnerved me more so.

      “Kelse, do you mind the tapping?” I said, irritation edging my voice.

      He stared at me, his forehead wrinkled with confusion and lips grinning crookedly.

      “Tapping?”

      “Yeah, your fingers. Banging on the table. It’s annoying.”

      “Oh, sorry, babe. I didn’t realize I was doing it.”

      And that was the end of the argument.

      Such compliance. I had the man wrapped around my pinkie.

      As he returned his gaze to the menu sprawled open in front of him, I felt a teensy bit guilty for snapping at him. Why was I being such a bitch? I couldn’t help myself today. And yet Kelsey Gray would suck it up with a smile, like he always did.

      “I’m sorry,” I added after the belated silence. “I’m having a rough day and taking it out on you.”

      Kelsey looked up at me with a smitten smile of teeth so perfect it’d make my dentist applaud. A lock of wavy black hair hung in front of his trimmed eyebrows. The man was more put together than me, goddamn him. He tucked the strands behind his ear, then placed his palm on top of my hand. His cuticles were cleaner than mine, and I was almost jealous.

      “It’s okay, babe. Let’s just try to enjoy the time we have together.”

      He was asking the impossible tonight, because he didn’t realize a fight was in store for us. It had been a long time coming—our inevitable breakup—despite his optimism that we’d be together forever. In his love-drunk stupor, he imagined us eloping on some exotic beach while the wet ink of my divorce papers stained our fingers. For months I’d gone along with it—the dreamy anticipation, the forbidden excitement, the thrill of our lover’s embrace. But the reality was that the fun had worn off. Reality set in, and the reality was that ecstasy lost its force after time. Steadfast marital love was more enduring than a passionate tryst.

      I had a husband. Kids. A mortgage. Vacation plans. A half-finished herb garden. I couldn’t just leave it all behind for Kelsey, no matter how much fun he was on the side, or how pretty he made me feel. Maybe I was a coward. Or maybe I actually wanted my old life and didn’t know it.

      Once upon a time I had imagined life without my family, my house, my day-to-day existence. In this vision I traveled the word, sightseeing enchanting cities and dining on fine cuisine. But the more I envisioned sharing that journey with Kelsey and his rhythmic fingers, the more I didn’t want it. The more I realized I’d rather end up alone than with him.

      He annoyed the shit out of me. He was too nurturing, like my mother. He smacked his lips while he chewed. His emerald eyes sat too far apart. I damn near hated the man.

      But I didn’t want to be alone. Not after seeing what Jo was going through in losing Amelia. I loved Trion and Tenica. I loved the comfortable silence I had with Trent. I loved my job, even on Isaak days. I couldn’t give it all up. Not for a man I grew to loathe.

      And that thought set me in motion.

      “Kelse, we need to talk.”

      The forbidden words amongst couples.

      The dreaded segue.

      The beginning of the end.

      Just as I mustered the courage to get the conversation over with, the waitress arrived, pen and pad ready. “Welcome to Jim’s Tavern. Do you know what you’ll be having this evening?”

      I glanced up at her—June M, her nametag said—unsure if I should order. Knowing what I was about to do, my appetite was long gone. But the poor woman looked so harrowed with her hair falling sloppily out of her ponytail and mascara smearing under her vacant eyes. Stains dotted her black Jim’s Tavern t-shirt, and I wondered if she felt this job was as demeaning as it looked. She smiled, but as a fellow woman, I saw the insincerity behind it. June M needed this order more than I did.

      The most expensive item on the menu it was, then.

      We placed our orders with June M, and I wasted no time jumping into the conversation as June M rushed off to another table.

      “As I was saying,” I began.

      “I’m going to stop you right there, Shayla,” Kelsey interrupted.

      The remainder of my sentence snagged in my throat in shock that this yielding man would dare interrupt me.

      “I know what that line is—a breakup line. But I’m not going to let you do this to me. I’ve waited months for you. I’ve put my life on hold for you. I’ve given my heart to you. My entire future is wrapped up in you, Shayla.”

      His voice grew firmer with each sentence, and I was afraid to speak. And I was never afraid to speak my mind to anyone and everyone. Let’s just say I wasn’t the most winsome personality, but I was a force to be reckoned with.

      Clearly I had lost that force with Kelsey.

      “You’re going to get a divorce like you said you would,” he growled. “We’re going to get married. We’re going to travel to the places we talked about. You’re going to fulfill every damn promise you made to me. Or else be prepared for war.”

      “War?” I scoffed.

      “Shut up!” he yelled, banging his fist on the table. A spoon clattered to the floor and my glass of water trembled. I felt curious eyes watching. “If you think you can just walk away from me, you’re wrong. I will take you down with me. Your husband, your children, your co-workers—they will all know about what you’ve been doing with me in your free time. I will ruin your life. So before you say another word, think about that.”

      I sat in stunned silence. Kelsey had never been rough with me, aside from in the bedroom. He had always seemed to go with the flow, letting me call the shots. But clearly not anymore.

      I didn’t know this man who sat before me, and I didn’t want to find out more about him. The threat was real; the threat would devastate my life. This wasn’t going to be as easy as I hoped. I’d need a plan to get rid of him—one that would allow me to walk away free and clear. If any such hope existed.

      Kelsey’s green eyes bore into me, and I knew what I had to do. It would be ugly, it would require sacrifice, but in the end it was the only option. I’d make Kelsey regret that first lustful gaze eight months ago, the moment he approached me across the bar offering me a drink of my choice. Every steamy early-afternoon sexcapade would be a burning brand on his skin that he’d never forget but always regret.

      I was going to take Kelsey Gray down, and I knew exactly how to do it.

      “Well then,” I said, my voice paling and my stomach wringing itself sick as I contemplated my next move, “how about we order a drink?”
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          Ellie

        

      

    

    
      I hadn’t meant to find it. A receipt for an $84 dinner at Ruth’s Chris Steak House, a fancy-pants restaurant Denny had never treated me to in all our years of marriage. And paid for with cash. How perfectly sly of him.

      The receipt had slipped out of the pocket while I was prepping a load of laundry. It seemed innocuous enough, until I uncrumpled the wad of paper and read it.

      The dress pants glided from my hands to the floor. As I clutched the thin, wrinkled paper, all I knew was that my suspicions were confirmed: Denny was a cheating bastard. And Denny was going to pay for his mistake.

      A tear slid down my cheek. The realness of my findings couldn’t be explained away anymore, couldn’t be blamed on a mischievous phenomena. It was true. It was clear. There was no legitimate reason for this receipt to be in his pocket. Especially on a night he told me he was working late.

      My thoughts wandered to who it might be. How did they meet? Was she from work? A client? How old was she? Was she prettier than me? Younger than me?

      I needed to know who he was screwing.

      I felt the pull of obsession as I read the receipt again…and again, wondering if they held hands across the table, if candles illuminated the space between them, if they shared kisses between each bite, if they fed each other dessert, if they split a bottle of wine.

      I hadn’t seen any unusual expenditures from the bank account—and I checked it almost daily—so Denny was being extra careful when treating the home-wrecker to dinners out by using cash. Were there other meals? Or—God forbid—hotels?

      A gasp choked me as I imagined my husband checking into a hole-in-the-wall hotel with a giggling skank by his side. Or was it something classier? Was she footing the bill? If she worked with him and made good money, there was no way I could compete with beautiful and successful.

      Heading into the bedroom, I rifled through the dirty clothes hamper, searching every pocket but turning up empty-handed. I wondered if he had tossed any evidence in the bathroom garbage can, so with careful fingers, I pushed aside used tissues and sticky pieces of floss in search of crumpled receipts. Again, nothing.

      Denny covered his tracks well.

      I’d become the prey of deceit. While Denny’s manipulation tore at my flesh, horrid visuals sunk their teeth into my brain. Was he with her now? What did they spend their time doing? Did they talk? Or just make out? The thoughts crackled and fizzled without mercy. And that’s when I knew there was only one way to make it stop.

      Find Denny and his mistress and hurt them like they hurt me.
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          Jo

        

      

    

    
      Sixteen.

      That was the number of sexual offenders listed who lived within five miles of Forest Hills Park, according to the online registry.

      Sixteen men hiding perversions that would make your skin crawl.

      Sixteen monsters who raped or preyed on children, still roaming free.

      Sixteen predators who could have stolen my little girl.

      Sixteen was a large number to look into, and I had no idea where to start. I’d skimmed over their profiles, but they all looked so … normal. And how would I know when I’d found him? Would my heart split with pain? Would my brain sizzle with subliminal recognition?

      As I paged through each criminal, I felt nothing. Just an empty space in my head, a vacancy in my heart. Maybe it was too much at once.

      Adjusting my search criteria, I decided to narrow it down to a one-mile radius from the park, and this gave me three hits. One was a nineteen-year-old charged with indecent liberties with a seventeen-year-old minor. How two youths making out was a crime, I didn’t know. Regardless, my three-year-old wouldn’t have been his target. And he was too young based on Abby’s description.

      Another perpetrator was charged with sexual battery of a fifteen-year-old girl. A teen victim. Again, an unlikely match for who I was looking for.

      The third, though, his record caught my attention:

      

      Description: INDECENT LIBERTY MINOR

      Victim's Age: 7

      Offender's Age: 42

      Primary Name at time of Conviction: GUNNER, MAXWELL

      

      His charges specifically dealt with exposing himself to a minor. His victim wasn’t quite as young as Amelia, but he sounded like the kind of pervert who might take it one step further than indecent liberties and into molestation, I thought with a cringe. Then one step more by abducting a child—perhaps my child. Each progression was a baby step into darkness. With his red hair pulled back in a stringy ponytail and wiry goatee, the image of my daughter’s kidnapper was born.

      But based on Abby’s description, this man didn’t fit at all other than his height, approximate age, and build. Had he shaved his goatee, dyed his hair brown, and threw on glasses as a disguise? It was possible, maybe even likely. I couldn’t risk not checking him out.

      I jotted down his address, grabbed my keys, and headed out the door. Within the forty-eight-hour window of her disappearance, there was a chance Amelia could still be there.

      Ten minutes later I pulled up to a white brick ranch-style home, masterfully pristine. Flowerpots overflowed with colorful blossoms, and neatly trimmed shrubs followed the brick around the corners, where they continued toward the fenced-in backyard. Not a piece of mulch was out of place as I walked up the sidewalk, wondering what kind of sicko tended to his garden so meticulously.

      Perhaps a soft, feminine type … a child molester type.

      When I rang the doorbell, I felt a pinch in my palms and glanced down at my hands. I had been clenching them so hard that my fingernails bit into my flesh, marking it with angry pink semicircles. My jaw began to ache with the tense bite of anticipation.

      I was a mother lioness ready to claw at whoever answered the door.

      My little girl could be on the other side. My little girl could be waiting for me to rescue her. I wondered if I should just burst in, or manipulate my way inside. Should I call the cops? Or just play it cool and hopefully catch him off-guard? I had no idea how to handle it, but I knew—I just knew—that my baby was here. We would be reunited in mere moments. I could feel the hope surging as the door swung open.

      And then just like that, my hope sputtered to a stop.

      A woman, no younger than mid-seventies, answered the door, her white hair coifed perfectly at her nape and red lipstick neatly lined around wrinkled lips.

      She looked like a doting grandmother ready to hand out home-baked cookies. Not the sinister creature I had expected.

      “Can I help you, dear?” Her voice creaked like old joints.

      “I’m looking for a Maxwell Gunner?” I said, my voice lilting with a question.

      “Oh, he’s at work, honey. And you are—?”

      “My name’s Jo…y. Joy. I’m a … friend of his.”

      A smile widened her floppy cheeks. “How wonderful! Would you like to come inside to wait for him? I’ve got a pot of lavender tea I’m steeping as we speak.”

      I fumbled for a decision. Would a creepy man who lived with his tea-drinking elderly mother be harboring a victimized child in his house? I suppose anything was possible, so I nodded. At least I wouldn’t need the cops to help me handle this woman if the need arose.

      “Thank you. That’s very kind.”

      She opened the door wide and waved me to follow her into the living room. “Have a seat and I’ll bring some teacups. It’s not often I get visitors, so this is a treat.”

      The house was quiet. No sounds of crying children or fingers clawing behind a bedroom door. No flies buzzing around weeks-old leftovers or lonely light bulbs swinging from a stained ceiling. This wasn’t at all what I expected from a child abductor’s residence. Everything in perfect order—the mark of a woman with too much time on her hands and a touch of OCD.

      I wandered to a well-polished upright piano where neat lines of framed pictures perched on top of it. Grainy pictures of a ginger boy blowing out birthday candles wearing a crooked, shiny party hat. Sepia pictures of a young mom version of Grandma Gunner holding the same boy in her lap, both doting smiles. A young bearded man cradling a baby in a flowing white christening gown. An older version of that man hefting a little girl on his shoulders while standing on a beach.  All so normal. All so family-like.

      What could have possibly turned this average man into a child-molesting monster?

      “That’s my Maxy—so happy once upon a time,” a voice whispered behind my neck, startling me. Her sigh tickled my skin as she hung at my back. “You know, before all that stuff with Fiona’s mama.”

      “Fiona’s mama?” I echoed.

      “Didn’t he tell you? About how his ex tried to run off with his little girl and accused him to doing something unspeakable to little Fiona. Poor girl hasn’t seen her daddy since. Such a shame.”

      Unless what the mother said was all true. It often started in the home—the horrors.

      “I’m sorry for what he went through.” Except I wasn’t sorry at all.

      “So handsome, isn’t he?”

      “Um, very,” I replied. The sick churn of bile roused in my stomach.

      Turning away from her collage of memories, we headed to the sofa.

      Handing me a thin china teacup, Grandma Gunner sat primly on the floral sofa still wrapped in plastic. My rear glided back along the slippery cushion, squeaking. I’d never understood the purpose of stripping a sofa of its purpose—to be comfortable—all for the sake of protecting it. Protecting it from what—being used?

      “So how do you know Maxy?” she probed.

      I couldn’t tell her what really brought me to her house today: I think your son may have abducted my daughter. And now that I was here, I wasn’t so sure he was behind Amelia’s disappearance.

      “Oh, we met at the store.” As generic and safe a response as I could create.

      “That’s nice. He’s a good boy, Maxy is.”

      “I can tell. He’s got a good mama.” I smiled warmly, and I noticed a sparkle in her eyes at my forced compliment.

      “Oh you hush, you sweet girl,” she said, dismissing my compliment with a humble wave. “I try, Lord knows I have.”

      I sipped my bitter brew, sucking it down quickly to get it over with.

      “When does Max get home from work usually?”

      She glanced behind her, where a floral-painted porcelain clock ticked its hands toward one o’clock.

      “He usually gets home by noon, but he must be working late today. He called off sick two days in a row, and without paid time off, he usually tries to make up the time the same week.”

      “So he was home the past couple days?”

      “Down with a cold something terrible. I just hope I didn’t catch it. At my age it’s hard to recover from viruses. I ain’t no spring chicken no more.”

      If Max was home when Amelia was taken, then that eliminated him from the list. There was no point sticking around only to get caught in a lie.

      “I’m sorry to hear he wasn’t feeling well. But I don’t want to keep you. I can stop by another time.”

      I rose from the stiff cushion and set my cup down.

      “Are you sure, dear?”

      “Yep, it’s not a big deal to pop by later. I really should get going, though. It was nice meeting you.”

      “Pleasure was all mine, Joy. Come back soon.”

      “I will,” I called behind me as I trotted to my car. While backing out of the driveway, I imagined the confusion on Maxwell’s face during this evening’s conversation when Grandma Gunner announced that his good friend Joy stopped by.

      Although I hadn’t gotten the answers I hoped, I couldn’t stop looking. There were clues out there. I just needed to find them.

      Forest Hills Park was less than a mile away, where I planned to put up flyers on every square inch of hangable surface. By the time I arrived, the parking lot was moderately empty as mothers dragged their fussing children home for after-lunch naps and pre-dinner television. As I stuck posters to trees, streetlights, garbage cans, and anything that would hold the flimsy pieces of paper with Amelia’s rosy cheeks and sunny smile, my eyes kept roaming back to the playset where she was first lured from.

      In the briefest of moments my world was torn from me.

      In a single absent glance I never saw Amelia walk away, out of my life and into danger.

      One backward look could have saved everything. And I hated myself for missing that chance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 13

          Shayla

        

      

    

    
      While Kelsey sat at our table sipping his room temperature Bud Light, I hunched over the bathroom sink grimacing at the mess I’d made of myself. Rimmed in soiled mascara, my eyes stung from the tears I’d cried as I emptied my stomach into the toilet bowl five minutes ago. With a handful of water, I attempted to wash away any trace of tears and cool my hot skin, then dabbed at the black smudges making their way down my cheeks.

      My intestines bubbled and churned as I sipped lukewarm water from the faucet, hoping to wash out the taste of bile. I had a bad feeling it wasn’t the barbeque I’d eaten that sent me rushing to the bathroom. Perhaps it was nerves over what I was about to do to Kelsey, but I doubted it.

      Then a thought crossed my mind. Slowly it crept at first, hanging on the outer rim of my brain. But before I could pull it back, that thought ran full-steam ahead, and my body shook.

      No, it couldn’t be right.

      I counted the days.

      Shit. My period was late. By at least a week. How could I have not noticed?

      Maybe it was nothing. Maybe it was a simple case of bad food. Maybe I was hitting menopause early. That had to be it, because anything else would be the death of me. I couldn’t handle another child; I could barely handle the two I had. And then there was the looming question of whose baby it was. Chances were a 50/50 split.

      No, I couldn’t entertain the possibility of pregnancy. I needed to quench that fear right away. An unplanned baby tossed a wrench in the plan to destroy Kelsey…or maybe not. Perhaps it could work in my favor.

      Rifling through my purse, I found my cell phone and dialed the most dangerous three numbers a woman scorned could dial: 9-1-1.

      “9-1-1. What is your emergency?” the operator stated.

      I inhaled a breath, readying my voice for a convincing performance.

      “I’d like to report a rape.”

      [image: ]

      While the police escorted Kelsey Gray into the back of a squad car to take his statement down at the Durham Police Station, I was given the okay to go home while Kelsey pondered who he was up against. I was no wilting flower that he could control.

      I averted my eyes as he passed me in the parking lot, afraid of what I’d see in them. Him being pissed, I could handle. But his creepy calmness as the cops showed up asking him questions gave me shivers. Something wasn’t right about a man with no reaction to a rape accusation. His smirk said it all: This wasn’t over.

      Certain I’d made my point to him, all I wanted now was a hot bubble bath and a good book. But there was one stop I needed to make on my way home to Oleander Way.

      It was the longest two minutes of my life. While the twenty minutes leading up to it were excruciating—searching for the fastest pregnancy test, then waiting in line to buy it, then sitting in the drug store bathroom stall peeing on the stick—the post pee wait was even worse. Any woman could tell you that two minutes felt like two hours when watching those blue lines form—a plus or negative. What would it be? A roll of the dice—pregnant or not? A woman’s fate rested in such simple symbols. Those 120 seconds would redefine my entire life with a make-me-or-break-me finality.

      I exhaled, not realizing I had held my breath the entire time.

      It was the moment of truth. I stood and turned back to where I had placed the pregnancy test on the back of the toilet. My fingers trembled as I picked it up, looking away to prevent the inevitable just a little longer.

      I held it in front of me, eyes closed, mumbling a fervent prayer in case God was listening.

      And then I opened my eyes.
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          June

        

      

    

    
      My toes pinched in my too-tight sneakers.

      My legs ached from running orders.

      And my head throbbed from the weight of the world crushing it from all sides.

      As my twelve-hour shift ended, I couldn’t find the strength to go home. I couldn’t muster the energy to console Mike, depressed and jobless yet again, as if his life was so difficult and mine so easy. I couldn’t referee another Austin breakdown, or Arabelle chastising Kiki and Juliet for messing with her stuff. My hell continued well past the doors of Jim’s Tavern, shrouding my home, my family, my very existence. There was no haven for me.

      I headed into the Forest Hills Park entrance driving aimlessly, burning up the gas that was supposed to last for the week. Right now I didn’t care about gas or money or making it home. After parking in the same spot I always parked in—a habit I saw no reason to break—I stepped into the chilly air and headed for the trails, inhaling the woodsy scent of pine trees and honeysuckle that climbed upward, reaching for dappled sunlight. I followed the smooth concrete path through a copse of trees, nature tugging me into a reverie. There was something calming about the thicket of a forest, the expanse of a flower-mottled field, the trickle of an unbridled creek. It was just what I needed.

      As I rounded the curve of the path, I nearly bumped into a woman, sending her and the stack of papers she carried out of kilter. Catching myself before I tripped face-first into a tree trunk, I came face to face with a picture of a little girl with a baby-toothed smile and dimples. Two curly blond pigtails jutted out like sprays from a water fountain.

      MISSING CHILD was boldly typed across the top in red font.

      And then it hit me. One mother to another, a sudden anguish coursed through me for this total stranger who had lost a child.

      “Is this your little girl?” I asked, afraid of what my question might spark. Afraid she’d pour into tears and I’d have no idea how to comfort her.

      “Yes, this is my little Amelia. She’s only three.” The woman’s voice trembled and I imagined how hard it was to speak.

      “What happened?” I asked before I could think.

      “She was … abducted from this park two days ago.” A tear slid down her face, and I felt a lump rise in my throat. I hated watching the misery plague others like it did me. But this—this was a whole new level of pain I’d never understand.

      “Two days ago?” The wound must have been so fresh, still bleeding. “I’m so sorry.” My consolation sounded flat against the mountain of hurt she was climbing. I didn’t know what to say. What could I possibly offer this grieving, broken mother whose child was missing while mine were safe at home?

      “Do you come here often?” she asked me, her intensity pleading for information.

      “Yeah, I’m here almost every day with my kids.”

      Her eyes widened with hope. “What time were you here two days ago?”

      “Um, around 1-ish, I think. It was after lunch, I remember, so yeah, about 1:00.”

      “Then you might have seen him—the man who took her! It happened at 1:30. Do you remember seeing this girl?”

      She handed me a paper.

      “Let me think.” I needed my memory not to fail me. For the sake of this woman and her child, I wanted to remember something, anything that could help her. I closed my eyes, concentrating on the details. I remembered sitting on the wooden bench, watching while the children scampered across the grass. But most of the time was a numb haze as I zoned out of my life into another world—a world where I didn’t have kids screaming or fighting or melting down for no reason at all.

      I was useless.

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t remember anything unusual. I wish I could be more help.”

      She wiped at her wet cheeks. “Well, if you think of anything or remember something, please call me or text me on this number.” She tapped a pink painted fingernail against the paper in my hands. “Thank you.”

      As I left the woman behind to continue posting her plea for help, I wondered what it felt like to be her. To have a child vanish. To wonder if I’d ever see their faces again. If I’d ever hold their tiny hands in mine. If I’d ever hear their voices or run a comb through their hair. What if my children were unreachable, but somewhere out there? What was the unknowing like? What would it feel like to remember a life before—when that tiny person infiltrated every moment and everything was whole—but knowing that only a fragment of it would remain?

      Would I yearn for Arabelle’s instigated fights with her siblings? Would I miss Austin’s self-inflicted assault when telling him no? Would I suddenly find Kiki’s incessant whining a sweet melody? Would the lack of Juliet’s all-night feedings keep me up at night?

      Would the things that caused me grief become nostalgic memories if they were taken away?

      It was hard to imagine the dread, the worry, and perpetual panic that this woman felt. So hard to imagine, in fact, that I didn’t feel anything at all. And for a terrifying self-realizing moment, I saw myself for what I was. A mother who didn’t love her children.

      Then I wept.
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      There’s a sense of empowerment that comes with knowing something that no one else does. A little secret that you carry, clutch close to your heart, ready to use at just the right moment. A secret is like a loaded gun—it can protect you when cornered, or win you a war.

      My secret was my ace in the hole. But I was one card short of a royal flush.

      I needed one last piece of evidence before I went on the offensive.

      Denny thought he was so smart. He thought I didn’t know about his mistress. While I played dumb, happy wife, he thought he was playing me. But his starring role as lying, cheating husband would soon end.

      When Denny called to let me know he’d be working late—“I’m sorry I have to work late tonight again,” he had said, “but I promise to make it up to you, babe”—I wanted to scratch his eyes out through the phone. But instead I checked my anger and replied coolly, “Aw, we’ll miss you, honey. I’ll save a plate of dinner for you.”

      I didn’t mention that there would probably be poison on that same plate.

      He had called me from his office phone, probably to ward off any suspicion, so I knew he was still there—for the time being. I’d need to hurry if I was going to get there before he left to meet her.

      The kids grumbled as I packed them into the car when they should have instead been starting their bedtime ritual.

      “Where are we going this late at night?” Darla asked as I sped toward the office, my eyes darting to keep an eye on any patrolling cops.

      “We’re taking a little trip to Daddy’s work,” I explained stiffly. I wondered if I should say more. Certainly at age eleven Darla had enough understanding to know that Daddy wasn’t supposed to spend time with women who weren’t Mommy. But I pocketed my thirst for vengeance…for now. I’d need to know for sure before I set the kids against their father.

      Minutes later I parked several spots away from Denny’s car. He was still at the office—I hadn’t missed him. Shutting off the engine, we waited in silence—me clutching the steering wheel as my knuckles whitened, the kids staring out the window in the backseat grumbling.

      “Are we going in?” Darla asked after several silent minutes.

      “Not yet,” I muttered, watching for Denny to come out the red brick building’s revolving front door.

      “This is boring,” she persisted.

      “I wanna go home,” Logan added, his voice stretching out the words in a whine.

      “We’ll be heading home soon. It’s a surprise for Daddy. Just hang in there for me, okay?”

      “This is stupid,” Darla complained, and I felt my patience wearing thin.

      “What is your problem?” I spat back. “Why are you acting like a brat?”

      “Why do we have to sit here at night when it’s bedtime? I’m tired. Daddy’s probably working so he doesn’t have to spend time with you anyways. And I don’t blame him.”

      My jaw dropped open. My ears buzzed. Was that what my own children thought of me? I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, after carrying them for nine months, pushing their fat newborn bodies out of me, nursing them while my body deteriorated, wearing their poop when their diapers exploded, catching their spit-up on my shoulder, losing sleep to tend to them, cooking for them, cleaning up after them, giving everything of myself to them. After all of that, they simply saw me as a useless robot whose only value was what I could give them.

      And that was when I snapped.

      I swung around to face her, grabbing her by the chin. “What did you say?”

      “Nothing.” Darla clamped shut, but I would pry that hurtful little mouth open with a crowbar if needed. She wasn’t getting off the hook that easily.

      “No, I want to know what you meant by that.” I released my grip but watched her carefully.

      “Just that you’re never fun and that’s why Daddy works so much—to get away from you.”

      I couldn’t respond at first. To hear this kind of news from my child… “Did he say that about me?”

      “Sorta. When I asked why he works so much he said it’s easier than coming home to you.”

      I couldn’t believe he had said those words to our young, impressionable daughter.

      “Do you agree with him?” I didn’t want to hear the answer, but maybe I needed to. I wanted the truth more than I wanted the comfort of lies.

      “Kinda, yeah. You’re boring and you always tell us no. Sometimes I wish I had a different mom—a cool mom.”

      It was in that moment that I knew there was no point to any of this. To catching Denny in his affair, to confronting him, to threatening to take everything from him if he didn’t break it off, to reminding him of what we had and what he risked losing…because I had already lost it all. My husband didn’t want me. My own children didn’t want me.

      What else was there to lose?

      What else was there to gain?

      Absolutely nothing.
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      Her voice was tinny and distant, like she was calling me from a dream. Though heavy with sleep, my eyelids fluttered open, then squinted shut at the white light above me. Beneath me cool tile pressed against my back, forcing me to shift on my side. Everything blurred into a haze, and I had no idea where I was.

      “Ma’am,” the girl beckoned me. “You passed out. Are you able to get up?”

      As I forced my eyes open and pushed myself halfway up, that’s when the fog lifted. Every last painful detail slammed into me.

      The pregnancy test.

      There it lay, on the dirty store tile beside me, the glaring plus sign mocking me. I remembered now … seeing the results, my heart trying to shove its way through my chest. Then standing up off the toilet seat, making my way through the stall door clutching that godforsaken pee stick … but everything after that was a blank canvas.

      What stood out to me now wasn’t the red-shirted employee hovering over me, or the severe bathroom lights, or the grimy floor pressing against my tailbone. The baby growing inside me—the baby whose father was a huge question mark—that was the only thing I could think about.

      I needed to talk to someone, to figure out what to do. Confessing everything to Trent was a death sentence for my marriage. Telling Kelsey about the baby was a death sentence to my sanity. I couldn’t be with Kelsey because I didn’t love him. And I couldn’t tell Trent the truth because I did.

      All I wanted was to go back to my life eight months ago—just me, Trent, Trion, and Tenica and our blissful drama-free family. Was there any path back to that? Even if I lost the baby, Kelsey wouldn’t let me walk away—not after what I’d just done, accusing him of rape and all. Only one journey to freedom came to mind … and it was unthinkable.

      “Thank you,” I said as the girl helped me to my feet.

      “Congratulations.” She smiled at me, picking up the test and handing it to me. “Make sure you take care of yourself, okay?”

      “Yeah, I will.” I grinned stiffly through the nerves that rumbled in my belly. My chest tightened, lungs constricting. I needed to breathe. I was sure I was having a panic attack…a suffocating, blinding fear verging on hysteria. My heart strained to pump blood, and a dizzying blackness circled my vision. The stark walls began leaning in on me, soon to crush me if I didn’t leave right now.

      I pushed through the bathroom door, feeling the eyes of drugstore lurkers watching, wondering who I was—the crazy lady who passed out on the toilet. Heading straight for the front doors, I ran the rest of the way to my car, fumbling with the unlock button on my keychain until I heard the click.

      Crumbling into the driver’s seat, I counted rhythmically. One, two, three, four, five …

      Inhale.

      One, two, three, four, five …

      Exhale.

      A bubble of air burst inside my chest as I deflated, the stale car air collapsing around me. The sounds of wheels screeching and horns honking thinned into the lull of rushing blood in my ears. The winking lights and stretch of parking lot narrowed into a spot of bare space in front of me. My head felt woozy, and I suddenly had the urge to climb out of my skin.

      I needed help, but who could I turn to? Who would keep my secret? Who would be honest with me? Who would tell me what I needed to hear? There was only one person I could bring this kind of news to, and I was pretty sure she would kill me when she found out.
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      Another hopeless day passed. After talking to a couple dozen people strolling through the park, not one had anything helpful to offer. No one had seen anyone suspicious. No one recognized the description Abby recalled—which basically described every white, brown-haired, middle-aged male in America. With every passing minute I was losing my daughter a little more, as if I was feeling her fingertips slipping out of mine.

      Detective Cox had just finished fingerprinting the men’s bathroom at the park along with the playset where Amelia was approached by the kidnapper. He was packing up his equipment when he turned to me.

      “Jo, I want to be straight with you, because that’s the only way we can find Amelia.” He frowned and continued. “But I’m probably not going to find anything from these prints. There’s a lot of partials, too many people touching everything, and it’s unlikely he was in here. But any usable prints I’ll run through the system to see if something comes up. Who knows? Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

      “I appreciate it. I just wish there was more I could do.”

      “These posters are great.” He held up the stack I had given him. “We’ll make sure every Durham resident sees her face, okay? And there’s always the possibility that he’ll return her … when he’s done with her.” He stuttered the last part of his sentence, and I wondered what that meant.

      “When he’s done with her?” I yelped.

      His chest rose and he avoided meeting my glare. That’s when I knew the worst was coming.

      “Some men will abduct children for short-term purposes and then drop them off somewhere when they’ve gotten what they wanted. I don’t think you want details, but the important thing is the children are returned. Most child abductors don’t plan to kill a child. They usually have an ulterior motive. So it’s likely Amelia is alive. We just need to find the clues that will lead us to her.”

      I wasn’t sure if this was good or bad news—that Amelia had been raped and would have to live with that for the rest of her life. Having her innocence stolen so young would change her, wouldn’t it? Could she ever be the sweet, silly girl she once was? Would she remember every horrible evil committed against her chubby little body, or was she young enough to forget? I shook the thoughts away before the visuals overtook me.

      “These clues—how do we find them?” I asked, knowing that if he had the answer, he would have already found my daughter.

      “Keep asking people if they’ve seen her. Keep putting her picture everywhere.”

      “But what if she’s hidden in his basement somewhere, never exposed to the public? What then?”

      Silence. My question had stumped the detective. It was the dead end we both dreaded.

      “We’ll cross that bridge once we’ve exhausted every other option. For now let’s focus on seeing if anyone saw them the day she disappeared. We’ll find her, Jo. We will.”

      But no matter what empty promises Detective Cox offered, one fact would always remain: My daughter, whether alive or dead, would not be returned to me the same as she was before.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 18

          Ellie

        

      

    

    
      When I saw her I knew my life was over. She was perfect in every way. But not the short-term-fling dumb-bimbo kind of way. The gorgeous-new-trophy-wife kind of way.

      Long brown tresses framed a flawless face, her smile white and sparkly as she laughed at something Denny had said. Her bare arms clung to my husband in flirty possession. It was a casual grip, like she was saying, He’s mine, but I don’t need to hold on too tightly because he’s not going anywhere. Her silver dress clung to her in a silky embrace, running down her perky breasts and tight butt like cool water. The fabric hugged her, and as I admired her taste in high fashion, I glanced down at my own oversized sweatpants and loose t-shirt. I’d become a bum. How did this happen? It was no wonder he went looking for something more.

      His new lover dressed in Neiman Marcus while I dressed in Wal-Mart. Her skin was soft and supple while my creases grew deeper by the day. Her hair curled in natural wavy tendrils down to her waist while mine hung limply in a frizzy ponytail. Her laugh echoed in the streets while my sobs bounced off the car’s windows.

      She was light, spice, erotic. I was dark, bitter, barren. I couldn’t compete.

      “Who’s that with Daddy?” Darla asked from the backseat.

      “That’s his new lover.”

      I hadn’t meant to be so blunt, but the toxic pain slithering through me overcame any sense of discretion. The kids might as well know the truth. The end was inevitable, so I should prepare them for it.

      “She’s pretty. Why don’t you ever look like that?” Darla asked.

      “Is she going to be our new stepmom?” Logan added.

      The bite of their questions branded all new fears on my flesh, that I couldn’t win Denny back no matter how hard I tried. I couldn’t even win my own children back. My existence had been trampled under two-hundred-dollar sparkly stilettos.

      “It looks that way,” I finally answered after a long beat.

      From behind the glass, I watched Denny guide my replacement from the office door into his car, my breath steaming up the window. I wondered what life would look like as a divorcee: arranging holiday kid swaps, picking up the kids every other weekend with that twenty-something woman greeting me at the door in a sexy kimono and skin-tight tank top that my flat over-nursed boobs would never fill. And what if they had children? Their new family would gradually push me out as my children spent more time with Denny than with me, and I would become obsolete, disappearing into nonexistence.

      It was the curse of motherhood—when the children turned against the one who raised them and gave up everything for them. I couldn’t let that happen. I would rather die than become nothing to them. But why should I be the one to die when they’re the ones who abandoned me?

      I became a snake shedding its skin as I fed on my anger. I dropped the mask that I hid behind, letting my inner monster loose. In a hot moment of bubbling rage, I imagined killing them all, giving the thankless leeches what they deserved. I wanted them to writhe in suffering, to drown in their tears, just like me.

      It was only a fleeting thought…that hung on just a little too long.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 19

          June

        

      

    

    
      “That’ll be $23.42,” the familiar girl at register 9 told me while a disabled man started bagging my groceries—just the basics to get through the rest of the week until payday. That’s how we lived, from paycheck to paycheck, but with Mike out of work, we’d be living from credit card bill to credit card bill.

      In the shopping cart seat Juliet squealed to get out, while Kiki, whose hand I gripped so she wouldn’t wander off as she was prone to do, wriggled free. I’d lost sight of Austin and Arabelle, then found them playing with the broken stuffed animal vending machine.

      I slid my credit card through the payment slot and waited.

      It buzzed angrily back at me.

      “Sorry, but the payment was declined,” the girl said, clearly embarrassed for me. “Do you have another form of payment?”

      “Oh, uh, yeah, sorry about that.” I smiled crookedly, feeling my cheeks redden. The line behind me grew as I searched through my purse for another credit card, my fingers frantic and trembling under the eyes of the growing crowd.

      I pulled out another card and swiped it.

      Another rejecting buzz.

      “Um, that one got rejected too,” she said, trying to be sweet about it but annoying me nonetheless.

      “Yeah, I heard the sound. It’s pretty obvious,” I muttered. I was out of credit cards, out of patience, and now out of groceries. “I’m sorry.” I shrugged. “I’m just going to go. Can someone put these back for me?” I waved at the bagged groceries and pulled Juliet out of the cart.

      “Sure, ma’am. I’m really sorry…” The checkout girl didn’t know what to say.

      I didn’t know what to say. I’d never be able to show my face there again.

      As I thanked the bagger for his wasted time and left, I wondered if that future awaited Austin. At age five he could barely put six words together. A decent job or wife was probably out of the question. It was inevitable I’d be taking care of him for the rest of his life, for the rest of my life. The dismal thought followed me out of the automatic doors and through the parking lot to the van. As I loaded the kids but no groceries to carry us through the week, I realized we had hit an all-time low and I didn’t know how we could ever recover. No, we hadn’t hit rock bottom. Rock bottom was high above us now.

      [image: ]

      With four kids huddled behind me, I knocked on the door of the one person I could fall apart to. The one person who knew me and got me. The only person who would hold me tight when life was held together with a single thin string.

      Ellie Harper was my eye in the tornado, the anodyne of friendship.

      She answered, took one glimpse at me, and dragged me into a hug. With arms limp at my sides, I stood there, allowed her tenderness to wash over me, then puddled into tears. I sobbed into her shoulder, my chest heaving, shoulders quaking, nose dripping for a good, long minute, until she let go and pulled me inside.

      As the kids scrambled up the stairs to find Logan and Darla, I slumped onto the sofa.

      “My poor Juney. Let’s get some coffee in you. What’s going on?” Ellie asked as she puttered around the kitchen, clicking dishes as she gathered two mugs.

      “My life’s in shambles, El. Mike lost his job.”

      “Again?” I could almost hear her eyebrows rise.

      “Yeah, and I couldn’t even afford groceries today. Twenty-three dollars. That’s all I needed and I didn’t even have that. Maxed out all my credit cards, no money in the bank. I’m in a bad place, El.”

      “Aw, sweetie, I’ll give you money.”

      “No, I don’t want your money. You have a family too.”

      “Juney, stop. That’s what friends are for—to help in times of need. Let me help you. Please.”

      “I don’t know …” I hated to accept a handout from anyone. It meant I failed as a wife, a mother, an adult. I was supposed to stand on my own two feet. “No, I really should figure this out on my own. I’m a grownup. It’s what grownups do.”

      “Just because you’re a grownup doesn’t mean you have to be alone in everything. Sometimes being an adult means accepting help from those who love you. If you don’t accept my money then I’m just going to drop bags of groceries off at your house when you’re not home. Don’t make me do that.” She grinned and I laughed.

      I couldn’t turn her down. Ellie’s insistence knew no bounds... along with her generosity.

      “Fine, if you must. But I don’t know when I’ll be able to pay you back.”

      “It’s a gift. It’s actually good therapy for me to do something nice—to help someone else. See? You’re reciprocating by getting my mind off my own troubles.”

      Troubles—in Ellie’s life? As far as I knew, she was a goddess among women. Everyone wanted her, wanted to be her—envying her beauty, her lifestyle, her gorgeous home, her normal kids, her handsome husband, her stable and perfect life. What could possibly be troubling Ellie?

      “Let me guess. Did one of your baking masterpieces turn out dry?” I winked, but her face remained stoic.

      She averted her gaze, staring at some faraway object.

      “Denny’s cheating on me.”

      “What?” I couldn’t have heard her right.

      “With a woman half my age and twice my beauty. I’m pretty sure he’s going to leave me for her. Even the kids are on his side.”

      “No, that’s not possible. Denny would never cheat on you. And your kids—they adore you! You’re Mom of the Year every day.”

      Ellie shook her head, sadness etched in tiny wrinkles I had never noticed before now.

      “It’s all a lie—my whole life. I never told you Logan got kicked out of school. Denny doesn’t love me anymore. The kids tell me they want a new mom, saying how beautiful and cool she is. I have no job, no worth in this family. I can’t compete. And I don’t want to compete. I just want … I want to die, Juney.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. All the secrets, the lies—why would she hide this from me?

      “Why didn’t you tell me this stuff? Here I go thinking everything’s perfect and meanwhile you’re going through a rough time.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know why. I guess I didn’t want you to think I was messed up.”

      “You mean like me?” I chuckled, but we both knew the truth behind the joke.

      “I just can’t deal with Denny, with the kids anymore. I’m done.”

      Ellie, in all her glorious flawlessness, was giving up. If Ellie had no chance of happiness, what did that mean for the rest of us?

      “Don’t you dare say that! You’ll get him back. And your kids are just…kids. They say stupid things all the time.”

      Ellie picked at the shredded seam of her pants, a new look for her. Normally she dressed Anne Taylor Loft; even her workout clothes were sexy. The wrinkled shirt and scraggly pants reflected the state of her soul—tattered and worn out.

      “I don’t think I want him back. And the kids—they’ve never liked me. They tolerate me because I’m their mother, but they don’t love me. We’ve never had that connection that other moms have with their kids. It’d be better if I just left the picture.”

      “Just because you’re not a warm and fuzzy mother doesn’t mean there’s no love there. Look at me and my kids—it’s constant chaos and loudness and tears. But we still love each other.” As I said this, though, a dark cloud hovered beneath the words. Sure, there was a pool of love somewhere inside me, but it had grown awfully shallow lately. With Austin’s autism struggles, Arabelle’s defiance, and the two little ones who constantly vied for attention, my well of love was tapped dry. Some days I found it impossible to face them. Almost daily the urge to flee chased me down. I couldn’t escape them; my children had become my prison.

      It was a horrible, unthinkable feeling as a mother, but it was as real as the conversation I was now having.

      “I don’t know how you do it, Juney. With all the burdens you have to carry … I would have given up long ago. You’re a tough chica.”

      I smiled feebly. I wasn’t tough at all. I crumbled a little more each day as my edges became sharp crags. I don’t know how I hid it so well. “I’ve got you. You’re my strength. And I’ll be your strength, okay? We’ll get through this crap together.”

      “But what if I don’t want to get through it?”

      Ellie left me lingering on that thought as she got up to refill our coffee. The scariest part was that I had no idea what it meant.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 20

          Jo

        

      

    

    
      Detective Tristan Cox had fed me lies. “We’ll find her,” he told me. “We’ll do everything in our power to bring Amelia home,” he promised. It was at the end of three days and my baby was still missing. Though no one said it, I knew what that meant.

      There was little chance I’d ever see her again... unless it was at the morgue.

      It was early afternoon when Detective Cox knocked on my door, sending me running to answer it. When I saw it was him, I wasn’t sure whether to be devastated or elated. But he was empty-handed, which couldn’t be a good sign.

      “Let’s sit down,” he said as he gusted in, leading me into my own living room like I was a lost puppy.

      And yet I obediently followed him.

      We both sat, him next to me, slightly turned to face me. I appreciated that he didn’t try to distance himself from me, though I wasn’t sure why it mattered.

      “Do you have news?” I asked. I wanted news. And yet I didn’t.

      He sighed before he spoke, a heavy groan that meant no. “Nothing yet. We couldn’t pull any prints from the park, but we hadn’t expected to turn up anything from those anyways. We’ve sent out an Amber Alert with her picture all over the news and social media. We’ll need to wait and let that gain some traction, then hopefully we’ll hear something.”

      “Hopefully?” I choked on the word. “Hopefully isn’t good enough, Detective. Hopefully isn’t going to bring my daughter home.”

      “Everyone’s looking for her. There’s only so many resources at our disposal. But we’ve contacted every police department in the area, and we’ll all keep looking until we find her. Please don’t give up hope, Jo.”

      I felt my face thickening, my gluttonous tear ducts ready to spill. As if looking down from above, I watched myself unravel. My skin felt clammy, and I was one breath away from sobbing on this man’s shoulder. I was alone in this battle for my child. Jay hadn’t even bothered to call off work today—he’d already taken too many days off this year, he claimed—and I was left to deal with cops and flyers and press calls on my own. And naïve Preston and Abby—they had no idea what to think of all this. At age seven Pres understood a bit of what was going on, that his sister was missing, but he didn’t recognize the evils of the world. He just thought she’d gotten lost.

      Abby, only five, didn’t comprehend much of anything. She knew her little sister was gone, but she kept thinking she’d just show up at the front door. How do you explain rape and murder to a child? Even my own stomach couldn’t tolerate it.

      So I was left to digest the reality of my worst fears on my own. Every day I fought for Amelia alone. Every night I tossed and turned with visions of her torture alone. Here I floundered, on my own isolated island of anguish. I yearned for a comforting embrace. A tender kiss. A man’s touch.

      “Do you have children, Detective?”

      He shook his head. “No, I don’t. But I’ve seen this scenario enough times to sort of understand what you’re going through.”

      “And do you find most of the kids who go missing?”

      With a shrug he said, “Most of them, yes. It’s often a family member who kidnaps a child.”

      I couldn’t stop the questions as they poured out of my mouth like vomit. “Do you think Amelia is still alive?”

      He rested his hand on my shoulder. The warmth of his touch tingled my skin through my shirt. “I hope so.”

      I looked up at him, mere inches away, and saw genuine care in his eyes. He wanted to find my baby as much as I did. I was sure of this. Our connection buzzed, and I closed my eyes against it. Yet I needed to feel alive. The motion happened before I knew what I was doing—my subtle lean into him, my hand rising to cup his chin. I couldn’t pull back until my lips met his with just a whisper of a kiss… and then it was too late.

      He jerked back, startled by my advance.

      “Jo, I understand you’re hurting, but—” He stuttered to the end of the sentence, unable to put words to what just happened.

      Embarrassed, my cheeks flooded with a warm blush that spread down my neck. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know why I did that.”

      “You’re hurting. You’re just trying to find comfort. I’m not upset. I just can’t, y’know?”

      I was mortified, speechless. “I don’t even know what to say. I’m not myself.” I turned away from him, hiding the tears that welled in my eyes. What was happening to me? Who was I without Amelia?

      “Hey, Jo,” he soothed, approaching me from behind. “Go easy on yourself. You’ve got to stay optimistic, okay? Don’t fall apart on me.”

      “What hope do I have, Detective? It’s been over three days now.” I turned to him, searching him for the truth, no matter how harsh or ugly.

      He looked at me with pity and shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      All along I had sensed my daughter’s life force, knew she was out there waiting for me. It’s what drove me with an impulsive addiction to do anything and everything to find her at any cost. Some call it maternal instinct. Others call it a motherly phenomenon. But then comes that moment a mother feels the soul connection to her child dissipate. In this moment Amelia’s presence lifted from my heart, and I knew the worst was done. I felt her departure, and I crumbled to the floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 21

          Ellie

        

      

    

    
      For the entire day I’d managed to plaster a grin on my lips and honey in my speech. Once again I played June Cleaver, full of “sweetie pies” and “love you’s.” Buried beneath the mask lurked my revenge … a gruesome disfiguration of who I used to be. I didn’t recognize myself anymore through the haze of anger.

      I couldn’t explain what I felt. Cold and placid, like the Loch Ness lurking just below the surface. No one could see it, no one could sense it, but it was there, patiently waiting for the right time to show itself.

      Tonight was that time.

      I had planned it all out. As painless as possible, but final. I’d spare the children, but not Denny. And not myself. I’d give us a Romeo and Juliet parting to commemorate our twelve years together. It was ha+rdly anything compared to the marriages of many others I knew. Some celebrating twenty years, others forty. And yet Denny could barely surpass a decade with me.

      Out on the veranda he waited for me. I’d nearly begged him to come home on time tonight, which after a brief debate he finally obliged. When he walked through the front door, I sent the kids upstairs to watch a movie and eat candy and popcorn for dinner, which immediately put a stop to their fussing over what I was making for dinner. Filet and sour cream mashed potatoes—Denny’s favorite, and the kids’ least favorite. As the kids happily settled into their playroom sofa, each holding a tub of buttered popcorn with a side dish of M&M’s, I led Denny out on the veranda for a night of fine dining, seduction, and our last goodbye.

      The poison was the hard part to figure out. After a little research, I discovered the oleander tree in our very own backyard was the perfect weapon. Named for the trees that grew wild in our neighborhood, Oleander Way was brimming with them. I was amazed our HOA hadn’t outlawed them due to their poisonous nature. Crushing a handful of leaves and flowers into a paste, I let them soak in the wine bottle, along with a dose of antifreeze for good measure. All day the bottle sat, taunting me with the inevitable closure it would give me.

      We were now mere moments away from the grand finale.

      The table was set with our fine white china trimmed in silver, crystal glasses of red wine poured, meal steaming hot and meat perfectly cooked—Denny’s medium, mine medium-rare. With fork and knife in hand, he glanced up at me and smiled. Oh, the power of his smile! I melted like butter under a hot sun when he looked at me like that. Even now, brooding with hatred toward him, I found myself slightly wooed.

      Damn him and his charm.

      “What’s the occasion, babe?” he asked between bitefulls. “And you look amazing.”

      It was an afternoon-long process perfecting my hair and makeup, picking just the right dress that looked appropriate for a dinner home but sexy enough to make him want me again. The sleek green silk matched my eyes.

      “Thanks, honey. No occasion—I just wanted a nice dinner together. I felt we were overdue.”

      He leaned over and kissed me, a tinge of red lipstick staining his lips.

      “Well, I’m glad you did. I wanted to talk to you about something.”

      My nerves sizzled at the cryptic tone. Was he about to confess everything? Was he planning to officially break up? I couldn’t let him say it. I needed more time. I only wanted one good last memory. Why was Denny so insistent on stripping that from me?

      That’s when I realized it was all a fantasy. I wouldn’t get the last meal I had wanted. It was over before it had begun. Skip to the end—that was the only choice I had left.

      “Before you say anything, I want to toast.” I handed him his wine glass and lifted my own up.

      It would only take a few minutes for the poison to work its way into the bloodstream, delivering a deceptive intoxication of tipsiness and slurred conversation. That was when my plan to have one last night together would begin. We’d suffer together throughout the night as the headache set in, then the cramps and nausea and dizziness. By early morning we’d experience delusions as our heart rates slowed to a deadly lull. In a seamless crescendo we’d both fall into an endless sleep, together, dying as one. A perfect end to a perfect misery.

      Denny followed my lead and lifted his glass. His eyes glossed over, and I saw raw emotion in them.

      “To the most beautiful woman I know. I haven’t treated you the way you deserve, Ellie, but today I want to change that. I want to be the man you married—the man you fell in love with.”

      I sat in shock, uncertain about the changing tide of the evening. It sounded as if he was recommitting himself to me, to us. If he’d ended the affair, I could move past it. I loved him more than I loved myself. Was everything better? Or was I misreading him?

      If Denny still wanted to salvage our marriage, I would forgive him. I could get past the cheating, the lies, the deception. Together we would figure it out. Maybe there was hope for us after all.

      Denny clicked his glass against mine, but as he tipped his glass up to sip the poisonous concoction, I dropped my glass to the patio floor, the glass shards scattering at our feet.

      “Oh shoot!” I yelped.

      Denny set his glass down and jumped up. “It’s okay, hon. I’ll clean it up. You sit and enjoy the amazing meal you cooked.”

      “Are you sure?” I cooed.

      “Absolutely. Sit tight while I get something to clean this up.”

      Denny ran into the house while I sat there, relieved I had stopped him in time. While Denny was inside, I heard his phone chirp. There it sat, on the table before me, with a new text. I wondered if it was her.

      Checking behind my shoulder, I figured I’d have enough time to take a quick peek while Denny found the broom, so I picked up his phone and swiped across the screen to unlock it. A message from a Janyne Wilson scrolled across the screen. The phone immediately opened up the text history, so I scrolled up to the top to read it from the beginning of the conversation:

      

      Denny: I’m sorry, but I need to end things. I can’t keep doing this. Please forgive me, but I want to fix things with Ellie. Goodbye.

      Janyne: Are you kidding me? You are NOT going to break up with me over a text! You talk to me face to face like a man.

      Denny: There’s nothing more to say. It’s over. Don’t contact me again.

      

      And then the text that had just come through:

      

      Janyne: If you think you can avoid me, just wait until I show up at your house and introduce myself to your wife. See you tomorrow…or else.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 22

          Shayla

        

      

    

    
      I had called in sick, still buried beneath my 500-thread-count Egyptian cotton sheets and turquoise Pottery Barn comforter that I’d bought two hours and six hundred dollars ago. Satiating my turmoil with a home décor shopping spree and maxing out my credit card on wall art and more baskets than I knew what to do with, I figured what the hell. I deserved something nice for once.

      Trent would have a fit when he got home from work, his black, oily eyes narrowing into angry slits when he saw what I’d splurged on this time—especially after a new sofa had been delivered only yesterday. But I didn’t give a shit. I was going to ride out this storm in style.

      After tossing the incriminating pregnancy test in the across-the-street neighbor’s trashcan by the curb, I decided to live in denial for the rest of the day…or maybe the whole nine months. I couldn’t deal with the product of an affair growing inside my belly. I needed it gone, but the nausea that sent me to the toilet every couple hours reminded me that it wasn’t going anywhere. I’d been able to hide my trysts. But this was a secret that I’d have to confess. A nail in my marital coffin.

      A roiling in my stomach sent me running for the toilet, where I dry-heaved for several agonizing minutes until my body was too weak to purge the dry cereal I’d eaten an hour earlier. As I hung my head over the ceramic bowl, the doorbell rang.

      Who could that possibly be? If it was Kelsey I was going to kill him. He was very possibly the reason I was in this condition, putting murder on my mind.

      Again the bell rang, a chipper chime that zapped my nerves.

      I shuffled to the door, wondering what doom awaited me on the other side. I opened it and gasped.

      “Bev?”

      My sister, Beverley Hopper, both my best friend and worst enemy. She whisked past me, nearly spinning me off my axis.

      “You didn’t have to come over,” I mumbled. Of course she had to—it was her nature to get involved. If there was drama, you bet Bev was sniffing around nearby to help.

      “Sure I did. You called me. You’re in trouble, so here I am.”

      That was Bev—matter-of-fact and to-the-point, and always to the rescue. Though my older sister had her quirks, she was a diamond in the rough.

      Her short wavy hair appeared freshly trimmed and styled as it shined a chocolate brown. Her cheeks were rosy red as if she’d run all the way to the door. Pushing her wire-rimmed glasses up, she plopped her overstuffed purse to the floor, swung her beige coat off her shoulders, and hustled me to the sofa.

      “Tell me everything.”

      “There’s nothing more to tell. I told you the situation—I was having an affair, I got pregnant, I don’t know the baby’s daddy, and now I gotta deal with it.”

      “Geez, Shayla, you act like this is no big deal. You’re ruining your life and sitting here talking about it like it’s a grocery list.” Bev’s brow furrowed as she pursed her lips at me.

      “What do you expect me to do? Bemoan my decision-making skills? That’s why I didn’t want to drag you into it. I should just deal with it on my own.”

      “You don’t have to deal with it alone, Shay.”

      Bev stood and rumbled to the kitchen, her hands moving quickly to retrieve mugs, teabags, and creamer. After setting a kettle of water to boil, she fell back into the sofa, tucked her legs up under her, and stared at me.

      “What?” I grumbled.

      “I’m curious what your plans are. You cheated on your amazingly perfect husband and now you’re pregnant. What now?”

      I groaned irritation. “I don’t know. That’s the whole reason I’m freaking out. Should I tell Trent? Should I tell Kelsey?”

      “It would be a good idea to let your home-wrecker know, just in case you need a paternity test.”

      I had forgotten to mention to Bev that I had accused Kelsey of raping me, so I doubted he’d be interested in fathering a child with me. I knew he was pissed when he called me after leaving the station to say they let him go and he wasn’t going to let my little game go unchallenged. I wasn’t sure what that meant other than that it wasn’t the last I’d see of him. But it was a minor detail I’d keep to myself.

      “And by the way, Trent isn’t as perfect as you seem to think he is.”

      “You wouldn’t know because you’re blind to how incredible he is.”

      “And how would you know how incredible my husband is?”

      Bev sat in uncomfortable silence. I watched as she glanced away, chipping at her peeling nail polish.

      “Bev?” I said again, trying to break through her avoidance. “Do you … love Trent?”

      She coughed, and that’s when I caught a glimpse. Her eyes moistened with emotion. I recognized that look, a look I had once donned on Trent long ago. Back before a house mortgage and full-time jobs and kids. My own sister was in love with my husband.

      “Answer me!” I demanded.

      Sorrow flooded her eyes as she finally looked up at me. The whistle of the kettle jarred us both, and Bev beat me to the kitchen to pour mugs of steaming chai. She scooped heaps of sugar into each cup, a drizzle of milk, then carried them over to the living room. She sat one down in front of me and nursed the other before speaking.

      “I’m sorry, but yes. I’ve loved Trent since I met him. But you got him first. You won, I lost, and now you’re treating him like garbage.”

      I remembered the day we’d met Trent. We’d been on a girl’s night out, karaoke-ing at the local bar. There Trent sat, dressed in black, his charcoal hair slick like a James Dean throwback, his face smooth and his grin mischievous like a boy’s, but his charm well cultured like a man’s. That night Bev and I flirted, teased, and eventually invited him to buy us drinks all night, which he generously did.

      The liquid courage led from one thing to another, and within an hour I was Olivia Newton John to Trent’s John Travolta as we belted out a Grease medley. By early morning the three of us found ourselves at his apartment—a total bachelor pad with random sparse furniture and nothing to eat—chatting about life, love, and dreams.

      That night Trent picked me, not Bev; he kissed me, not Bev. And while she hadn’t shown the dismay then, it came pouring out now.

      “You found the most amazing man. How could you ever let him go? How could you betray him? If only he’d have picked me…I would have never hurt him like this.”

      Bev hadn’t found anyone worth marrying after that night, though the dates lined up for a chance throughout the years. She was beautiful, passionate, intelligent, and any man’s dream woman. But she was picky—too picky to settle for anyone who wasn’t Trent, apparently.

      “I didn’t mean for things to turn out this way,” I pleaded. But how did one capture an entire marriage of disappointment in words? “It wasn’t something I set out to do. Trent and I have been growing apart; Kelsey filled in the gaps. Sometimes shit just happens.”

      “Getting pregnant to another man just happens?” she retorted.

      “First of all, I don’t know that Kelsey is the father. Trent could be. Which is why I don’t know what to do.”

      “Whatever.” Bev rolled her eyes.

      “And secondly, if you’d actually commit to a man for more than three seconds, you might actually know what it’s like for a relationship to decay. It’s always new and exciting for you because you never settle down. Try living with the same person day in, day out and have kids and chaos and financial woes and months on end without a single date and rushed dinners and even more rushed nights together … You have no idea! After a few years it gets hard, especially when you’re never in the same place at the same time. Then a cute guy tells you you’re beautiful and amazing—something you haven’t heard in years—and it’s easy to fall for it. But you wouldn’t know anything about that because you’ve never gone through the trenches with another person. You’ve never been to battle with someone—which I’ve done for years. Did I mess up? Yes. But you could never understand why until you’re in my marriage, in my life, in my battle.”

      Nothing but crickets.

      I had shut her up, something I had thought was an impossible feat. We both knew there was nothing left to say. But Bev wouldn’t leave without the last word.

      “I’m just warning you because I love you, but if you don’t start being honest with Trent and yourself, you’re going to lose it all—Trent, the kids, everything. You’ve been warned.”

      And with that cryptic threat hanging in the air, my sister stormed out of the house, taking my breath away with her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 23

          Jo

        

      

    

    
      Rain spattered against the windowpane, dropping like tears from the eyes of God above.

      If there was even a God watching. I was pretty sure He’d turned his head long ago. How could there be some omnipotent being, with everything He was letting happen to me, to my little girl?

      I had always been spiritual—thanking God every Sunday morning, every night during prayers, every dinnertime meal. I’d even talked to God in the spare quiet moments while in the shower, or while power-walking in the evenings throughout the neighborhood in my Victoria’s Secret leggings and oversized t-shirts, my ear buds cycling through my iPod workout playlist. My neat ponytail swinging merrily while I tossed a friendly wave to every neighbor I spotted or car that passed by.

      That was life before.

      This was life now:

      I hadn’t slept in four days. My hair was so matted I couldn’t run a brush through it, nor did I even try to. My toothbrush sat in the same spot, unused, for days, but my teeth weren’t collecting tartar because I wasn’t eating anyways. Just the brown tint of never-ending mugs of coffee left a subtle residue, and I was pretty sure I felt a cavity taking over my back molar. The same sweatshirt and sweatpants I wore for the past four days were stained and reeked, but I didn’t care. My daughter was out there—unbathed, scared, and hungry. Why should I deserve anything more?

      My religion skittered away along with my faith. God had become a narcissistic prick, toying with my years of adoration before stripping me bare.

      Hiding in the bedroom, I couldn’t stand the sound of Preston and Abby playing and giggling as if their sister was there with them. How could they even smile during a time like this? Anger frothed up inside me, popping like little bubbles of fury. I didn’t want to be angry with them. In my head I knew they were just kids—only seven and five, what could I expect?—and they didn’t understand the magnitude of what Amelia’s disappearance meant. That she could be dead. Gone forever. A lost memory.

      I loved my kids, but their carelessness poked at me. I needed quiet.

      Grabbing my keys and cell phone, I headed to the garage. Maybe just a quick ride around the block to help me think. I pulled out into the downpour, swiping away the patter of droplets. I turned out of the driveway, with no direction in mind. Fifteen minutes later I found myself sitting in the car in an empty parking lot, engine running, staring through a rain-smudged windshield at the spot where Amelia was taken from the park.

      For the first time in my life I was utterly helpless. I had no way to control this. Nothing I did would give me my desired outcome—to have Amelia back in my arms. I’d done everything—posted missing child flyers, worked with the police, made daily rounds at the park pursuing every person I saw, begging for any information that could help, blasted Amelia’s picture all over the Internet, prayed. What else could I do? How could I fix this?

      I couldn’t.

      And that lack of control was frightening.

      What if Amelia was dead? At least right now I had hope. But if her tiny, lifeless body was found … then what? I might as well be dead too, because I couldn’t recover from that. Maybe a stronger mother could, but not me.

      My kids were my only purpose in life. They were my breath, my strength to wake up each day. Without them I was nothing. No one.

      Our family was worthless without Amelia. We needed all the parts to be whole—Jay, Preston, Abby, Amelia, and me. If one part died, the rest of us went with it. That was what family was about. All or nothing.

      The melody of my cell phone sung from the center console. It was Jay. I answered hurriedly, hoping it was good news.

      “Please tell me Amelia’s home,” I sputtered.

      “Where are you?” he spat. His voice was terse and angry.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “What’s wrong?” His volume rose. “You left Preston and Abby here alone, Jo. Where the hell are you?”

      “At the park. I just needed to drive around to clear my head.”

      “You can’t do that, leaving two little kids at home by themselves! You’re lucky I came home early. God only knows what could have happened if I didn’t get here.”

      “They were just playing in the living room. They’re fine. I’m on my way home now.”

      “Don’t bother. I really can’t stand to deal with you right now.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that you’re not the only one dealing with losing Amelia. We’re all scared. We’re all in pain. But you can’t neglect your other kids, and me, and yourself because of it. When was the last time you bathed or ate?”

      I couldn’t answer him.

      “You can’t shut down like this, or you’re going to lose us all.” His words rammed into me, physically hurting me. “And quite frankly, I can’t deal with your obsession. Let the police do their job. Your job is to take care of the kids who still need you—here, at home.”

      “Amelia needs me!” I cried.

      “But you can’t help Amelia. You can, however, help Preston and Abby by being their mom.” He paused, his long exhale filling in the silence. “Maybe you should stay with Shayla for a few days until you’re emotionally ready to handle this better.”

      “It’s like you don’t even care, Jay. How can you be so detached about this?”

      “I’m not detached, Jo. Amelia’s my baby girl—I love her more than anything. But I can’t neglect everything and everyone else over this. Neither can you. So here’s your choice: Come home and be a part of this family, or find somewhere else to wallow.”

      Jay had issued an ultimatum in the midst of the darkest days of my life. It was at that moment that I unearthed an unprecedented hatred for my husband.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 24

          June

        

      

    

    
      The roads were slick coming back from Austin’s therapy appointment. I’d had to drag all four kids with me, entertaining the other three in the waiting room while Austin tantrumed for an hour with his new speech therapist. I couldn’t blame him after witnessing her chilly personality firsthand. It didn’t help that I wasn’t in there helping him navigate through her vague instructions, but with Arabelle, Kiki, and Juliet, I had my hands full breaking up the fights over the sparse toys the facility provided.

      In the backseat Juliet cried for her bottle, despite me nursing her for the past hour. Kiki screamed about wanting her seatbelt off, claiming she was a “big girl like Arabelle.” Austin made his irritating eeee-owwwwww sound while wildly flapping his hands in the air, which set Arabelle off to pout and whine in her corner of the van because I wouldn’t take them out for lunch at the McDonald’s with a playroom.

      Every kid screaming.

      Every kid draining what little patience I had left.

      Every kid testing my will to endure.

      I couldn’t take it anymore—the skirmishes over toys, the complaints over what’s for dinner, the sulking at being told no, the tantrums I couldn’t pull Austin out of, the arm flailing that made strangers gawk, the speech therapy that seemed to be no help, the working too much but getting paid too little, the constant battle for survival, which I was losing …

      It was all too much. I was drowning in my own life and I simply wanted to slip under.

      “Shut up!” Two words that released years of pent-up frustration and anguish over an existence I didn’t want anymore. “I can’t take it anymore! I am done!”

      And suddenly the car went silent, and I realized I meant it. Life had stripped any desire to live from me.

      Maybe it was the patch of water I hit that wrenched the steering wheel from my grasp, or maybe it was the urge to send my whole family off a cliff at that very moment, but it happened before I could think, before I could stop it, before I could change direction.

      Cresting the hill, the road flattened out, but I didn’t notice the puddle stretching its watery arms across the concrete until it was too late. Somehow—whether by my own hand or momentum’s force—the tires veered a sharp right, and I felt the car sliding … slipping … heading straight for a drop-off where a thicket of woods met the berm.

      The van plummeted as it crookedly tanked down the short hill, the angle too much for the vehicle’s narrow girth. Suddenly the earth flew up and met the passenger-side windows, and I felt myself dangling in my seatbelt, bouncing recklessly. The screaming in the car grew frantic as the kids cried out for Mommy, but I was at the mercy of the rolling minivan.

      Tipping over didn’t seem to slow it down, though, as we plunged ahead into a line of trees. The cries crescendoed—and I realized it was my own voice rising above the kids’. A moment later my body felt like it was pulled apart as the van jolted back when the crunch of my front fender hit a tree trunk. The force jarred our bodies forward as a puff of airbag smashed against my face.

      The adrenaline masked any pain I should have felt until the voices of weeping children were drowned out by an encroaching blackness. I welcomed it with open arms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 25

          Shayla

        

      

    

    
      “I’ve been a bad, bad girl. I’ve been careless with a delicate man. And it’s a sad, sad world. When a girl will break a boy just because she can.”

      I crooned Fiona Apple’s “Criminal,” a catchy tune I remembered from my adolescence. About a woman plagued with guilt over using and abusing a man who loved her, it was fitting today—the day I planned to apologize to Kelsey for calling the cops on him and attempted to cut things off as amicably as possible. I was oddly at ease, considering I had no clue who he really was beneath the charming smile. He’d pulled a complete 180 on me—from agreeable to aggressive. What was he truly capable of?

      Then again, he didn’t know what I was capable of either. But I had a lot more to lose than he did.

      I needed to bury the hatchet with Kelsey, whatever it took. In his thirty-odd messages since our Jay’s Tavern scene, he made it clear we had unfinished business, but he still loved me—the drama queen that I was, which I scoffed at through the line. He was a glutton for punishment if he intended to get back together after all the shit I’d pulled.

      Back at square one, I’d be breaking two men’s hearts today: Kelsey, who was obsessed with having me but couldn’t; and Trent, my devoted husband whose heart may never recover from the betrayal. Tonight I would get it all over with, confessing and losing everything all at once.

      I deserved whatever I got. My malfunctioning, bipolar brain for once understood the nature of consequences.

      Bev’s little chat with me was only part of what prompted this revelation, though. The other part was growing inside my uterus, a secret that was getting bigger, heavier, harder every day. I still wasn’t sure what to do about it. It was early enough I could terminate the pregnancy and no one would be the wiser, but could I go through with it? I already imagined wiggling fingers and toes. I’d already pictured Trent’s penetrating inky eyes and my full lips on this child. And then the image would fade into a looming question mark that sent my worry into overdrive.

      I didn’t know for sure the baby was Trent’s.

      And if it wasn’t, what then?

      No matter who the biological father was, I knew who I wanted the father to be: Trent. He’d done a hell of a job raising Trion and Tenica, and I knew he’d be a good daddy all over again. Hell, he’d probably be thrilled with the news. God forbid I get stuck in a life with Kelsey involved, but would this baby force me into that?

      The urge for a cigarette became overwhelming, so with one hand on the steering wheel, I fumbled through my secret stash in my purse and lit up. Pregnant or not, stress was worse on the baby than a couple puffs of nicotine.

      Despite the rain pelting the windows, I lowered the passenger-side window to air out any trace of smoke. Trent hated it when I smoked; I didn’t need him to find out and add it to my pile of sins against him. A cool haze wafted through the car, the patter soothing. Each inhale unfurled my surging mania.

      Stopping at a red light, I continued to sing away my anxiety while a car rolled up next to mine. As I sat in my metal and leather pulsing world, I suddenly felt a dull thud against my ear, and the spray of something sticky spitting all over my arm. A shriek of laughter later, the car next to me took off, leaving behind the words “Learn how to sing, bitch!” I glanced down to find a half-empty can of soda that had bounced off me and landed in the seat next to me, a pool of liquid staining the cream leather brown as it wove through the seams.

      Seriously? Were people really that immature?

      Hitting the gas, I followed the car for the next ten minutes, my tires lapping up the miles as I rode them bumper to bumper, swerving up beside them and flicking them off while I cussed every obscenity I could think of. I laughed as I scared them shitless. That would be the last time they’d ever toss a Coke in someone’s car again.

      I was still irritated as I turned onto Oleander Way where Kelsey agreed to meet me. A growl of thunder above resonated with the rumble in my gut. Kelsey vowed that I wouldn’t leave unscathed. And what about Trent? How would he react? I imagined him flying into a murder-suicide rage.

      Two deadly unknowns.

      When I pulled up to my house, Kelsey’s car was parked three doors down in case of an emergency flight, something that had only happened once before—and once too many. There would be no need for hiding this time, though, I reminded myself. The kids were at school, Trent was at work, and I only needed a few minutes to say my part. Kelsey would resist, try to take back control of the situation, force me into a corner to stay. But I wasn’t taking any shit today. I was still too pissed off at the soda incident.

      And despite months of dragging this out, I couldn’t put it off any longer.

      In, out, get it over with.

      Raindrops stung my face as I ran up the walkway to the front door, signaling Kelsey to follow me. Under the shelter of the porch roof, I hurriedly unlocked the door and waited for him to join me in the entryway.

      “Hey, gorgeous,” he said, pecking my cheek.

      “Seriously?” I replied flatly. “I almost get you jailed and you kiss me?”

      “Forgive and forget. How about we head to the bedroom to dry off?” he suggested with a wink, luring me with a firm hand on my wrist.

      I shook my head and pulled my arm free of his grip. “We need to talk.”

      “In the bedroom.” He stalked off toward my room, which instantly pissed me off, as if this was his house, his domain.

      By the time I joined him, his belt was already unbuckled, pants dropping, while his fingers hastily unbuttoned his collared work shirt.

      “What are you doing?” I scoffed.

      “What’s it look like I’m doing?” Half-undressed, Kelsey dropped onto the bed, then patted the empty space beside him. “Hell, I’ll even rub your back. Anything for my girl.”

      My girl. I sighed. This was going to be harder than I thought. “Kelsey, I need to tell you something.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Don’t say what I think you’re going to say. I already warned you that you’ll regret it.”

      I already had enough regret to last a lifetime. What was one more?

      “I have to do this. I’m sorry. But it’s over between us. I plan to tell Trent today, so there’s nothing you can do that will change this.”

      I waited for the yelling, the cursing, the threats. Instead I was met with an unsettling calm. Then he smiled … and laughed. He laughed until his body shook, and the creepy intensity of it scared me.

      “I’m glad you find the humor in this,” I finally said.

      “What I find humorous is that you think it’s over between us. I already warned you, but you won’t listen. I will make your life a living hell, Shayla. I will leave you with no one and nothing but lonely shame. Is that what you want?”

      I had no idea what that meant, and I didn’t care. I’d call his bluff and raise him one insanity. I turned on him, pointing my finger in his face, my voice low and full of hate.

      “Bring it on, asshole. Make your threats. See if I care. You can’t force me to love you. Hell, I don’t even like you!”

      He pushed me away. “You’ll like me even less when I take everything you care about away from you, bitch.”

      Just as Kelsey rose from the bed, I heard footsteps outside in the hallway. A shadow crossed the floor, then stopped. I glanced at the clock and groaned. How could I have been so careless and lost track of time?

      “Trion?” I beckoned.

      My son’s head slowly peered around the corner. I had no idea what Trion had heard or seen as Kelsey took his sweet time belting his pants, but I needed to clear things up for him before his imagination went wild with scenarios.

      “Honey, are you okay?”

      I had no idea how a ten-year-old would process this. What could possibly be going through that head full of tight curls?

      “Who’s this guy?” Trion finally spoke. “And why is he in your bedroom?”

      “Well …” I stuttered. I had no idea how to explain this in a way that would make sense to my son. “This is a friend of mine. And we were just talking about something.”

      “Is he your boyfriend?” Trion asked bluntly.

      “What would make you ask that?”

      “Because he’s in your bedroom showing you his private parts.”

      I couldn’t speak. My throat tightened, and I knew this was bad. Very bad. Traumatizingly bad. My son might never get over seeing this.

      I had two choices: I could lie and attempt to cover it up, but Trion would know and he’d call me out on it. He’d always had my nose for smelling bullshit. Or I could simply beg for his forgiveness and hope it would blow over.

      Walking over to him, I knelt down in front of him and clasped his small hands in mine, the tears stinging my eyes as I thought through each word. “I made a big mistake. But I’m going to talk to Daddy about it tonight and fix everything. I promise. Can you forgive me?”

      Searching my son’s hazel eyes for support, all I saw was disgust reflected back at me in his smudged glasses. Ripping his hand away from me, he stepped back, widening the schism between us.

      “No, I don’t forgive you. You hurt Daddy. You hurt me and Tenica. All you care about is yourself and your boyfriend. Do you even love us—your real family?” Trion glared at Kelsey, who stood there dumbly.

      “Of course I love you, sweetie.”

      “A mom who loves her family doesn’t replace them with someone else. I hate you. I wish we were all dead so you could feel what it’s like to lose us. You don’t care about us anyways, and there’s no point living if we don’t have a mom who loves us!”

      Leaving me no room to reply, he ran off, through the living room and a moment later I heard the front door slam shut. Kelsey was right. I was about to lose everything I cared about, and I’d brought it on myself. Taking a step forward to run after Trion, I felt a hand grip my upper arm, stopping me.

      “Let him go,” Kelsey said.

      I ripped my arm out of his grasp. “Just leave, Kelsey. Haven’t you done enough damage already?”

      “This is all on you, Shayla.”

      He was right, but right now I couldn’t dwell on whose fault was what. I needed to be with my son. I ran to the door, threw it open, and sprinted through the front yard. All trace of Trion was gone.

      How would I ever explain this to Trent?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 26

          Ellie

        

      

    

    
      Candles: check.

      Mood music: check.

      Something chocolatey: check.

      The evening was planned, and it was perfect. An early dinner of macaroni and cheese and hotdogs for the kids while watching Finding Dory, followed by a hurried bedtime routine. After a round of goodnight kisses and short stories, I finished the final touches on the chicken cordon bleu and roasted asparagus that warmed in the oven. Two glasses of cheap champagne completed the dinner I’d spent all day looking forward to.

      Sure, Denny had cheated on me. Sure, he had lied to me. Sure, he had broken my heart and will to live. But he was coming back to me. We were going to fix everything and go back to being the picture-perfect family we were meant to be. Even if it killed me.

      June called it insanity, me returning to my emotionally abusive husband expecting loyalty this time around. But I called it love, forgiveness, endurance.

      Our dinner and conversation had gone seamlessly, down to the last juicy bite of chicken, as we laughed over Denny’s co-worker anecdotes. Everything felt so normal again, and I relished it. I told him to meet me in the bedroom for some dessert while I tidied up the kitchen.

      As the last drizzles of rain dampened the earth, I remembered that it was garbage night, something I forgot at least once a month. My usual reminder was when I saw the boy across the street—Trigon or Trion or some unusual name I could never remember—dragging his can to the curb.

      I’d quickly run the garbage out, then resume our night of perfection. Nothing could go wrong.

      Until it did.

      I hauled the full kitchen garbage bag out the back porch and along the driveway where a thin row of bushes separated my house from the elderly lady next door. Having forgotten the garbage can on the curb for the past week, I opened the lid and hefted the kitchen bag up, and there it was—sitting right on top, as if taunting me.

      A pregnancy test.

      And it was positive.

      The kitchen bag slipped from my fingers to the ground, spewing garbage along the sidewalk.

      No, this couldn’t be happening. Was Denny’s mistress … pregnant? And how did it get here, anyways? Was that bitch in my house taking a pregnancy test with my husband in my bathroom? My legs went numb and wobbly as I dropped to the cement, my tailbone cracking upon impact. But I couldn’t feel the bruising flesh or the jarring stab of splitting skin. All I felt was despair.

      Time passed, but I wasn’t aware of it until Denny came walking outside looking for me.

      “Whatcha doing out here, El? Come inside. I’ve been waiting for you.”

      I couldn’t talk about what I’d found … not yet. The anger was too great for words right now.

      “I slipped and fell. I’m going to have to postpone tonight.”

      “Are you okay?” With delayed notice, his eyes widened as he realized I was sitting on the ground. He rushed toward me, insisting on helping me up despite my efforts to wave him off. His touch sickened me, his soothing words made my skin crawl. I wanted nothing to do with this man who had broken me for the very last time.

      “I’m fine, I’m fine,” I insisted, but I really wasn’t fine. The seams that held my sanity together were fraying fast.

      I followed him into the house, hating him more than I ever had before, wanting him as devastated as he left me. I’d bought into the hope of a new beginning for us. I always clung to false hope, it seemed. It was true—I was the definition of insanity. I’d embraced the lie that we could find love again. And I did that without a single confession, an ounce of repentance, or so much as an apology from him. He was having another woman’s child—what did that even mean for us? If he wanted to stay, would he expect me to raise her child with him? Would I have to face her for drop-offs and pick-ups and Little League games and ballet recitals?

      No.

      I simply couldn’t accept that life.

      I’d been through enough.

      “I’ll be back,” I said as I headed for the stairs. “I think there’s pain medicine upstairs for this.” I pointed to my back, where I now felt the bruising deepen.

      “How about a massage when you return?” he offered with a green spark in his eyes.

      “We’ll see,” I try to say playfully, but my voice fell flat.

      I passed by the kids’ rooms—first Darla’s, then Logan’s—and watched them sleep, their blond heads tucked sweetly into the soft folds of down pillows and quilted comforters. I wondered if they’d even care if I was out of the picture. I already knew the answer, though. None of them cared if I was alive or dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 27

          June

        

      

    

    
      A beep beep beep gently tugged me back to earth from a peaceful place, a place I didn’t want to leave. In that place I felt carefree in my sleepy haze. In that place all was calm and quiet. In that place a sense of ease hugged me. In reality, however, my shattered bones greeted me with stabs of pain and throbbing aches … and an urgent sense of dread.

      Something horrible had happened, but I couldn’t remember what. I had no idea where I was or how I’d gotten here. But the deep pulsing in my gut warned me it was bad.

      Forcing my eyelids open through the crust that sealed them shut, I found myself lying in a hospital bed with IV tubes snaking around me. Low morning sunlight broke through a sliver between thick pale pink curtains that hung over a window that took up a fourth of the room. Through the parted curtains I watched the ball of fire nestle into the horizon, slowly stretching upward toward its home in the sky. The oranges and yellows melted into a dazzling pot of vibrancy that I couldn’t pull my gaze from.

      Transfixed, the shift of a silhouette moved in the corner of the room.

      “Hey, Juney. You’re awake.” It was Mike, the only person I wanted to see and yet the one I feared most. He held the power to make me or break me, and lately it seemed like a lot more breaking.

      I reminded myself that once upon a time I had loved him deeply—flaws and joblessness and laziness and all. I was smitten from the moment I met him at a club where he asked me to join him on the dance floor to Blackstreet’s “No Diggity.” After enduring a broken heart from the only other person I had ever loved, I had accepted Mike’s offer, and we made musical love together that night. It was love at first song, and I was charmed by his dance moves and humor. He was the balm my shredded heart needed, though he was never quite enough. But I didn’t see that back then.

      We dove headfirst into a whirlwind romance, both of us ignorant of who the other truly was. I interpreted his blithe and job-hopping nature as self-discovery; he interpreted my control-freak methods as being organized. Apart we were complimentary opposites; together we were madness.

      Over the years I realized he had never completed me, and perhaps I had never completed him. Only one person had made me whole, but it was a forbidden long-lost love that I buried eons ago. At least I had thought it was buried. Lately the memories clawed their way out of the grave like a zombie hand coming after me.

      “How you feeling, babe?” Mike’s soothing voice was a mellow and pitchy timbre, and as he stepped into my peripheral, the red veins blotching his eyes told me he’d been crying. I wondered for how long.

      “Hey,” I replied, my throat coarse like I’d swallowed sand.

      “Have some water.” He lifted the straw to my lips and I sucked a small mouthful.

      “Thanks,” I said, then gulped some more. “What happened?”

      “You were in a car accident.”

      And this was when total recall slammed into me. The kids—they weren’t here. They had been in the van with me—as it dropped down the bank, rolled onto its side, slammed into the tree. No, no, no, no. I couldn’t hear what came next. But I had to know.

      “The kids—?” I asked, choking on an impending sob. I was afraid to finish the question.

      “They’re all okay,” Mike said quickly.

      “I’m so sorry!” I began babbling, covering my face with my hands. Shame attacked me. I couldn’t face Mike with the remorse of what I’d done.

      “Hey,” he soothed, rubbing circles on my shoulder as I shook with forceful sobs. “Everyone’s fine. It was an accident, sweetie. The roads were slick. Don’t blame yourself.”

      But that wasn’t the truth. I knew the truth, and it wasn’t that simple. I didn’t know how to put it into words.

      “But it is my fault.”

      “Juney, stop. I know life has been rough. With Austin’s autism, and four kids and working, and me not pulling my weight—it’s too much for you to carry. I promise to do better from now on. You’re exhausted. That’s all that happened. You were tired and the roads were wet. You can’t fault yourself for that. But we’re all okay, and that’s what matters.”

      “You don’t understand,” I muttered between snuffles. I looked up at him, the face of the man I adored, into the caring, gentle eyes of the one person I knew accepted me. What I was about to say would change that look forever into one of fear and revulsion.

      “I did it on purpose. I tried to kill us all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 28

          Shayla

        

      

    

    
      A gun shook in his tiny hands, the barrel quivering at my chest when I opened his bedroom door two hours later. After telling Trent to come home and calling the only place Trion would have escaped to, I located him at Drew’s house, the one friend he had. I’d let him process in his own way before coming home. I had heard Trion slip in through the back door, heard his footsteps rumble up the stairs, and I had wanted to give him time, but too much had already passed.

      Watching his finger wrap around the trigger, I had expected an angry little boy, but not a murderous one.

      “Oh my God! Trion, what the hell are you doing?” I took a step over the threshold, but my son stopped me with a word.

      “Don’t!”

      His stance firmed as his legs shifted and arms locked.

      “Where did you get that?”

      “Drew.”

      I vaguely remembered his best friend Drew, who lived down the street, bragging to Trion about going shooting with his dad, but I was certain this wasn’t what he meant.

      “I stole it out of his parents’ bedroom.”

      “Sweetie, that’s very dangerous. Please put it down before someone gets hurt.”

      “I know it’s dangerous—that’s why I took it, Mom! To hurt you!” His cheeks, still chubby with childhood innocence, reddened and his eyes watered. Using his sleeve, he wiped at a trickle of snot and clenched his jaw.

      “Is this because of what you think you saw?”

      “I know what I saw.”

      “It’s not like that.” I wanted to explain, but not like this. Not with a gun pointed at me by my trigger-happy son.

      “I’m not stupid, Mom. I’m stopping you before you hurt Daddy and ruin our family. You’re gonna tear us apart, like what happened to Drew’s family. I can’t let you do that. I’d rather be dead.”

      Drew’s parent’s divorce had left a hole in Trion’s social life when he suddenly became friendless every other week during the time Drew lived with his father across town. I hadn’t realized how much the change impacted my son until now.

      “Honey, no one is going anywhere. I’m going to talk to Daddy tonight and fix things. We’ll be okay. We’ll get through this together. I promise, sweetie.”

      “No more lies! You can’t promise that. No one can.”

      His rage blocked my assurances. I couldn’t get through to him. His heart was unreachable.

      “Please, give me a chance to make things right.”

      “I hate you. I hate what you’ve done to us. We’ll never be okay, Mom. I’ll never be okay. Drew’s gone half the time, I have no other friends, I get picked on constantly, and now I don’t even have a family anymore. There’s no point to living.”

      Tears rolled down his face, dripping to the carpet below. His arms shook violently, then with a tentative glance at me, he turned the gun on himself, bent his finger, and a resounding shot fired, echoing along with my blood-curdling scream as I reached him too late.
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          June

        

      

    

    
      “Remember this one, when we kissed on Valentine’s Day at that frat party?”

      Despite the sharp pain in my abdomen, Ellie and I laughed at the decade-old photograph of us in our prime—young and beautiful, single and in college, sharing a drunken kiss at a party. We had showed up dateless and dressed to impress, but we ended up leaving early for a night of pizza, beer, and chick flicks. Although I had never told Ellie, it was one of my fondest memories with her out of the hundreds we shared because of its simplicity.

      No drama. No tears. No responsibilities. No children. No husbands. No bills. No struggles. Just us, living it up, dancing and feeling free, enjoying something intimate and meaningful that only we understood. It was our secret life, a precious moment captured in time, forever locked away in my memory to get me through the tough times.

      I’d always have that moment with the one person I could count on, the one person who loved me as much as I loved her.

      I hugged my side, which was covered in bandages that did little to ease the ache in my broken ribcage. As soon as Ellie got the news of my accident, she showed up on my doorstep carrying a casserole and soup, insisting on nursing me and the kids back to health. I could never turn her down, even if I wanted to spare her the trouble.

      “The good old days,” Ellie said, her voice soft and nostalgic. “How did life get so bad after this? Why couldn’t life have stayed this good?” Ellie turned to me, serious. She wanted an answer, but I had none. After hearing about Denny’s love child with another woman, I had no hope to offer. The truth of the matter was that he didn’t deserve her, but she’d never leave him. She’d just take his crap and eat it with a smile. Didn’t she know how much more valuable she was than that?

      I spent our entire friendship trying to show her, but she was a glutton for punishment. The typical hapless wife who sucked up the emotional abuse she was fed. But who was I to talk? I was doing the same damn thing—stuck in a life of revolving disappointment, unwilling to change things or fight for myself. Maybe it was time to take control. Only, my methods of control nearly killed my entire family, because I knew what Mike and Ellie wouldn’t believe. I knew the accident was indeed no accident. What was wrong with me? Had I snapped? Was I losing it? Was my sanity too far gone to salvage?

      Ellie touched my hand, penetrating me with wet eyes. “Do you think life can get better?”

      “I don’t know. Without a complete restart, I just don’t know. Maybe we missed our chance. Picked the wrong path with the wrong people.”

      I hadn’t intended to be cryptic, but I couldn’t tell Ellie—my best friend, my only friend—about my lost love. She would never understand. To her love was a man’s provision for his family; to me love was a soul connection.

      “But if a restart is the only way to be happy, then I’ll have to lose everything. I don’t think I can handle watching Denny father another woman’s child. And my own kids have no respect for me. Heck, I don’t even have respect for me. I’m miserable, June. And my only option is to leave it all behind and go it alone.”

      The strongest woman I knew had become a wilted rose right before my eyes.

      “You don’t need someone else to carry you, El. You can walk on your own two feet.”

      Ellie shook her head at me, fiddling with the blanket’s unhemmed edge that fell off the side of the sofa where we sat. “I don’t know if I can. I’m not that courageous. I’ve always relied on others—boyfriends all through high school, you during college, Denny throughout my entire adult life. When have I ever stood on my own?”

      “What are you talking about? You’re tough, forged in steel, girl. Don’t sell yourself short. You’re a genius, you’re incredibly good at helping Austin, you have your PhD, you’re gorgeous … I mean, you’re perfect. How can you possibly think you couldn’t survive—no, thrive—without your idiot husband? You don’t need him. In fact, he’s probably holding you back.”

      Ellie chuckled humbly. “I don’t know about any of that, but thank you. I love you so much, Juney. I don’t know how I’d get through this without you.”

      “We’ve been through a lot together, haven’t we?”

      I had reached the end of my college photo album, the last page a close-up we had taken with my disposable camera in my college dorm. Behind us in the photo was my Justin Timberlake poster—why I even postured to crush on him, I have no idea—while I donned my favorite pink, velour sweatsuit with a Juicy butt logo, and Ellie wore her classic cargo pants and tank top. I admired how courageous we were back then, savoring every ounce of life.

      “How about a selfie for old times’ sake?” I suggested.

      “Definitely. Screw my bad hair day and bags under my eyes. Let’s do it!” Ellie agreed with a giggle.

      I held my phone’s camera out with my good arm—the other one had limited mobility—and snapped a picture of us with piles of unfolded laundry and children’s toys in the background. The living room, which opened into the dining room, had become a dumping ground for clothes, shoes, and junk that climbed up the walls, leaned against the furniture, and smothered the tables. Junk enclosed us. I would have kept the Hoarders’ crew busy for days. Had it been anyone but Ellie in my house, I would have ushered them out the door in a horrified hurry. But after living together in college, Ellie knew how I was and accepted me regardless.

      “Send me a copy of that,” Ellie said, eyes on the picture. “Gotta put it in my family photo album, since you’re my sister from another mister.”

      It’d been a running phrase we’d used over the years, since Ellie had been the sister I never had.

      I pulled up the picture and texted it to her, then began leafing back through my latest photos out of habit. Scrolling through pictures of the kids at the park playing and laughing, it seemed like we could be happy at times. So why did I feel so miserable and my life so pointless?

      “Aw, cute. Are those from the park?”

      “Yeah. I’ll send you the good pictures.” I selected a picture and texted it to her.

      “Did you hear about the child that was abducted last week—most likely when we were there?”

      “I met the mother the other day. She was asking around to see if anyone remembered anything. It’s just awful.” While it was indeed awful, no emotions clung to the words.

      “I can’t even imagine what she’s going through … just heartbreaking.” Ellie’s voice trailed. I wondered if her empathy was as forced as mine.

      After nearly killing mine in the wreck, such news should have felt tragic. It should have sent chills of horror up my spine to even think of something happening to one of my kids. But for some perplexing reason, it didn’t. Detachment watered down any emotional maternal response I should have had over the suffering of a fellow mother. What was wrong with me? Was I truly so damaged that I wouldn’t care if my kids disappeared off the face of the earth?

      I’d read about mothers who drove their children into lakes, off bridges, murdered their own young. All seemingly normal people. Then suddenly they weren’t. In an impulsive act these women morphed from mom to monster. I now understood the progression in a real way. I was one of them, only I hadn’t succeeded. I wavered on that small step into doing something unforgiveable, irreparable. I endured that daily chip at my soul—the constant sacrifice, the endless responsibility, the battered self-confidence, the social deterioration into isolation.

      Ellie shattered the wave of thoughts with a gentle pat on my leg. “Juney, I better get home. I’m trying to maintain life like usual until I know what to do about Denny and—well, you know.”

      “Yeah, I understand. We’ll talk later this week, okay?”

      “If I don’t kill myself or Denny by then.” Ellie grinned as she said it, feigning a joke, but I saw the gnash between those white teeth.

      “I’m always here for you.”

      “I know. You’re the only one who is.”

      After a long hug, she walked out the door, shoulders hunched as if facing the outside world was too heavy a burden to bear. She needed my help, and I had no idea what to do for her. I couldn’t save my own life; how could I save hers? I had become useless.

      A mother who couldn’t stand her children. A wife who felt apathetic toward her husband. And a friend who couldn’t shoulder the burden of her pain. I had to be better than this. I had to prove that I was capable of caring, of serving a greater good in this world.

      On my end table was the flyer Jo Trubeau had given me—a picture of her little girl, the one who was kidnapped. Three-year-old Amelia Trubeau with a dimpled smile and innocent blue eyes. Last seen wearing a pink short-sleeved shirt and jeans. Her face seemed familiar, so I grabbed my phone and started scrolling through the pictures from the park, this time slower, looking for something. What, I wasn’t sure of yet.

      At the kids’ request I had captured random accomplishments. Pictures of Austin on the monkey bars, Kiki falling off the bottom of the slide, Juliet picking a fluffy dandelion. Then further along my camera roll I saw it—in the background a hot-pink top and a pigtailed little girl being led away by a brown-haired man into a red car. On the back I could make out part of the license plate number—TY6—and the word Camry stretched across the trunk.

      The girl was facing away from me, but her clothes matched the description.

      This had to be him. It was a gift from God above to make up for all my failings. I could do something bigger, help reunite a mother who would have died for her children. I could be the me I wanted to be.

      I held the flyer in my hands, my fingers trembling with excitement, and called the number listed.

      “Hi, my name is June Merrigan, and I think I found your daughter’s abductor.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 30

          Ellie

        

      

    

    
      There was only one Janyne Wilson listed in the White Pages, making my quest much easier. I didn’t care that I looked like I’d just crawled out of bed, with my hair a tangled mess, no makeup to cover the angry zits on my chin, and my rumpled loungewear. I wasn’t there for a beauty contest. I was there to say my part before slapping the adulteress back to where she came from.

      The house was an impressive restored Colonial, with four white pillars and a wraparound porch lined with handcrafted rocking chairs and gorgeous expensive-looking furniture. Suddenly I felt self-conscious showing up here looking like I did.

      Reminding myself why I was there, I shrugged it off and knocked. Against the thick wood I couldn’t imagine she heard it. Searching for a doorbell, instead I noticed an era-esque cylinder that held a key that when twisted, rung the old-fashioned doorbell inside. I did this a couple times, hearing the echo it made in the lofty rooms within. A few moments later Janyne Wilson answered. I recognized her by the tendrils that framed a face way too beautiful for my husband. Honestly, what would a woman who looked like this and lived like this want with my husband?

      “I figured you’d wind up on my doorstep one day,” she said, cocking her hip and resting polished fingers on her jutting hipbone. I imagined her pushing salads and fish across her plate, afraid to eat anything heartier for fear it might put a couple pounds on her skeletal frame.

      “You guessed right. So you know who I am and why I’m here?”

      She nodded, her hair shining under the entryway lighting behind her. I hated her even more for it.

      “To talk me out of stealing your husband, I expect.”

      I laughed, and her confused frown creased her perfect skin. “Oh, no, you can have him. I’m done with him. I just wanted to congratulate you on the pregnancy.”

      “Pregnancy? What pregnancy?”

      “You’re having a baby with Denny, aren’t you?”

      She flipped her hair over her shoulder and narrowed her blazing blue eyes at me. “You’ve clearly gone off your meds. And you need to refine your investigative skills, Sherlock. I’m not pregnant. Do you think I’d want to ruin this perfect body with a baby? Uh, no.”

      If the pregnancy test I’d found wasn’t Janyne’s, then whose was it? Did that mean Denny was serious about breaking it off with her and staying with me? At this point I realized I’d made a huge mistake in my assumption—and in coming here. Mortified at my bad intel, I just wanted to leave and keep a shred of my dignity on the way out.

      “Oh, that explains a lot.”

      She humphed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Just that it’s no wonder Denny doesn’t want you. You’re a coldhearted bitch who hates children. Good luck finding any decent guy who’ll want more than a good screw with you.” With that I turned on my tennis-shoed heel and sauntered down the porch steps, proud of myself for my uncharacteristically quick wit. Then I turned around, flipping my hair behind my shoulder with a mocking smirk. “Oh, and on second thought, I think I’ll keep him after all.”

      It felt so good watching her smug smile fade as I walked away.
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          Shayla

        

      

    

    
      A shot rang out, blending with my screams, its deadly crack ringing in my ears. Then the gun fell from his fingertips as Trion’s body dropped to the floor a moment later. I ran to him and hugged him to my chest, searching for blood. In my panic I couldn’t find the wound or any blood. Then he looked up at me with teary eyes and cried. Had he missed?

      My fingers searched his body as I kissed every inch of his face, his cheeks, his eyes, his nose. He seemed untouched by the bullet, but not unscathed by the trauma. I’d never been so thankful for the kickback of a gun.

      “You’re okay, honey. You’re okay.”

      I rocked him against me, the motion both frenzied yet soothing. For several strung-out minutes we cried together, my firstborn and I, mother and son, bonding over our shared suffering and vulnerability.

      Our moment together lasted until I heard a voice behind me.

      “What’s going on? Is everything okay?”

      The air shifted as a warm body knelt beside me, the heat of Trent’s form washing over me.

      “No, everything isn’t okay. Trion almost shot himself in the head, Trent. And it’s all my fault.”

      “What? What are you talking about, Shay?” The gun, laying on the floor next to Trion, must have caught Trent’s eye, for he immediately picked it up and engaged the safety. “What the hell happened?”

      But Trion was speechless, too terrified to respond.

      Trent rushed to Trion’s side, holding him alongside me. “Trion, what were you thinking?”

      Trion whimpered and continued swaying in my arms, too shocked to speak.

      “Trent, it’s because of me that he did this.”

      Trent sat back, watching me. “What do you mean?”

      I closed my eyes, shutting out his concerned frown, his intense gaze, his furrowed brow. I heaved, releasing everything that held back the truth.

      “He found out I’ve been cheating on you and he was afraid we were going to split up. I’ve wanted to tell you, but I just didn’t know how. So there it is. You can decide what you want me to do—if you want me to move out, or whatever you want. I won’t fight back.”

      When Trent didn’t speak, I peeked at him. He was still there, kneeling beside me in shock. I was afraid to meet his eyes, but I needed to know what he was thinking. A trickle of tears left damp stains on his cheeks, and he looked away from me, unable to meet my gaze. We were in a no-man’s land of pain where relationships went to die. I had hurt him beyond repair.

      Finally he moved, shifted, rose to his feet. He paced to the window silently, his carpet-muffled footsteps the only sound. While gazing out of the window, his voice cracked the quiet. “I can’t believe you cheated on me. God, Shayla—” he groaned, “what do you want me to say? I do everything for you, for our family.” His voice broke, then resumed with a force. “Why? Why’d you do it?”

      “I-I don’t know,” I stuttered.

      “Do you want out of this marriage?” The terse question caught me off-guard.

      “No, of course not! I love you,” I exclaimed. It was the first honest thing I’d said to him in a long time.

      “This sure the hell doesn’t feel like love.” Trent pivoted away from the window to face me, creating a breach I couldn’t reach across. “How could you do this to me, to our family, and say you love me?”

      “People make mistakes, Trent. I hope you can forgive me someday.” The plea sliced against my throat.

      “You want forgiveness?” He forced an awkward laugh. “Why?” The word came down like an angry gavel.

      “I wanted attention, I guess. You work so much, we never spend time together, and I was selfish. It took one kind word from a man to undo me. I don’t know what else to say other than I’m sorry and I ended it. And I love you, I really do, even though I know I haven’t shown it.”

      Trent’s eyes returned to the pane of glass where droplets of rain still lingered. His eyes held a firm stare at something far beyond, beyond me, beyond this room, beyond the many questions he had bottled up that were ready to explode. Then he turned to me, walked across the divide, and sat down on the other side of Trion, who burrowed against me.

      “Look, Shay, I don’t want to split up our family. I just don’t know how to move forward from this. Right now I hate you. To be honest, it’s taking everything in me not to wrap my fingers around your neck and strangle you. But somehow I still love you. If you’re willing to fix the damage you’ve done, I’m willing to try to stay together.”

      “You—you forgive me?” Please, God, say yes.

      “Not yet. I’m not there yet. But give me time and maybe someday I can.”

      His forgiveness was all that I had wanted, but not like this. Not with a lie still in hiding. There was something I hadn’t told him yet. Something that would possibly retract every lingering ounce of hope he had in our future. I needed to tell him everything.

      “There’s more.” I paused.

      “God, Shayla. I can’t take more!”

      “I don’t want your forgiveness until you’ve heard everything.” I had to go on, no matter what it cost me. “I’m pregnant.”

      I had never seen Trent get furious. Frustrated, yes. Worked up, yes. But full of rage? Never. Until now. After his shocked silence, he jumped up and slammed his fist into the wall, pounding a fist-shaped hole into the drywall. The sides crumbled as he removed his hand and rubbed his reddened knuckles.

      “Is it his?”

      “N-n-no,” I lied, afraid of saying more.

      “Is it his?” he yelled this time. “Tell me the damn truth!”

      “I—I don’t know yet. I won’t find out until the baby’s born.”

      He rolled his eyes and let out a bizarre cackle. “Wow, Shayla, you sure know how to surprise a guy, don’t you?”

      “I’m so sorry.” I gently lowered Trion to the floor, and he scampered out of the room, clearly afraid to witness this. On my knees I crawled to Trent’s feet, grasping his legs, pulling him down to me. I needed him at eye level so he could see the sorrow in my eyes, know my regret. “Trent, I want this baby with you. I want a future with you. You’re the only person I’ve ever loved, and I want to spend a lifetime making it up to you. Proving to you that I can be the perfect wife.”

      “I never asked for a perfect wife—just a loyal one, Shay.”

      “I promise. I’ll do whatever you ask, whatever you need, if you’ll just give me a chance to be that woman. Please. Please, honey, don’t give up on me.”

      “So you want me to raise this child, even if it’s not mine?”

      “There’s no one else I’d rather raise a child with, Trent. I haven’t told Kels—” I stopped short, unwilling to put a name to the man I’d been sleeping with for fear of changing Trent’s mind, “anyone I’m pregnant. No one knows but you. I wasn’t even sure I was keeping it. Please have this baby with me. Or if you want to get rid of it, I’ll do that for you. Whatever you want I’ll do, honey. We can get through this stronger than ever, I promise. Please.”

      He couldn’t look at me, searching the walls, the bed, the toys for answers. Then finally his answer came.

      “Like hell you’re not keeping it!” Trent grabbed my hand, traced my palm, linking his fingers with mine. “You’re my weakness, y’know. You’re who I am. I’ll support and take care of you and the baby. I always have and always will. But if you do this to me again, Shay—I will never forgive you. Look at the damage done to your son. It’ll only get worse if you don’t start being faithful and honest. I love you, Shay, but not enough to go through this again.”

      That day I vowed to Trent, to my kids, and to myself to be the woman I was meant to be. Selflessly devoted. It’d be hard, especially when the manic days came, when the self-loathing attacked, when I needed a high to survive. Trent didn’t understand the impulses that my bipolar brain drove me to surrender to. But I’d be faithful, I promised him.

      I’d live it out, or die trying.
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          Jo

        

      

    

    
      It had been four hours since I’d received June Merrigan’s phone call identifying the partial license plate number of the man in the picture holding hands with my daughter. Four hours since I gave this information to Detective Tristan Cox. Four hours since I heard anything. Four hours of torture in waiting, wondering, worrying.

      Did they find Amelia? Was she hungry and dirty but okay? Had she been raped or molested or beaten? Was all that was left of her a rotting corpse? The grisly thoughts haunted me, tormenting me with a dark realm of possibilities. Would I be planning a reunion or a funeral for my daughter today?

      Pacing the living room floor, I was certain that the tread of my shoes was wearing thin on the hardwood floor. But what irritated me most was how casually Jay sat there, legs crossed on the sofa, playing on his phone, doing God-knows-what while we waited for the cops to bring us news. Detective Cox assured me we’d know something more today. With a partial license plate number and the make and model of the vehicle, he said someone would be questioned today. And that someone was most likely “our guy,” Detective Cox had put it. Though nothing about that child predator was ours.

      I headed to the kitchen to make some coffee—I needed a caffeine boost to stay alert and awake tonight. I wouldn’t sleep until Amelia came home, no matter how much Jay chastised me for it. He, on the other hand, didn’t miss a wink, snoring so loudly at night that it shook the bed. And I despised him for it. I didn’t know what to do about the anger I felt, since I knew Jay hadn’t done anything wrong—I was to blame for everything, after all. I had lost our daughter, but his laissez-faire attitude poked me like a scalding iron.

      “Are you just going to sit there all night?” I asked, biting back the tension in my voice, though I knew it seeped through when Jay glared up at me.

      “What else am I supposed to be doing, Jo? Wearing out a path in the floor?”

      “No, but it seems like you don’t even care.”

      “Why would you assume that? Because I’m not constantly speculating over it?”

      “Well, yeah.” That was exactly the case.

      “Just because that’s how you process this whole thing doesn’t mean that’s how I process it. Do you think I want to dwell on what may have happened to Amelia? Do you think I want to imagine all the horrors she might have experienced? Just because I’m not losing sleep doesn’t mean I’m not thinking about my baby girl every minute of every day. Maybe sleep is the only reprieve I get from my worry. Maybe my phone is the only distraction that will keep me sane, keep me from breaking down and losing it. I’m sorry that I’m not dealing with my suffering the same way you are, but don’t you dare question if I care about our daughter. I’m feeling every terror she’s enduring and then some, because I blame myself for this. I’m her protector, and I failed her. So don’t tell me I don’t care.”

      Apologetic silence was the only way I could respond. He was mourning with me, worrying with me, hoping with me. I simply hadn’t noticed. Maybe his calm was the only way I could get through it.

      “Thank you for being you, Jay.”

      He grinned up at me, sadness reaching his lips. “I love you, Jo. I just hope we don’t have to survive without our baby girl.”

      “I know…” I whispered. “Me too.”

      As I set the coffee maker to start, a knock rattled the door. I ran toward it, flinging the door open. And there she was, standing hand in hand with Detective Cox, the same sweet little girl I’d lost, her pigtails swinging, her eyes sparkling, her baby teeth gleaming as she smiled up at me.

      Amelia was finally home.
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          15 Oleander Way

        

      

    

    
      No one could ever understand love like I did. The sacrifice you make as it takes everything from you. The passion you feel as it gives much more back to you. The pain you endure when it’s stripped bare. This is love. And love makes you do crazy things.

      Like kill.

      I’m not a killer. When I catch a spider in the house, I let it go outside. When my daughter lost her first tooth and it bled, my knees trembled like jelly. I can barely tolerate a paper cut.

      But something changes inside you when day after day you feel hopeless against life. When you’re dragged down into the depths of nothingness and no one cares if you ever surface…except for one person, the one that you love. To my husband and children I was nothing but a caretaker, a baby maker, a cook, a maid, a therapist. I could fall off the planet and their only concern would be who was going to make dinner tonight.

      Then there was the constant screaming. Screaming for food. Screaming over toys. Screaming because I hadn’t laundered the outfit they wanted to wear today. Screaming about our financial problems. Screaming just for the heck of it. There’s only so much verbal assault one can take before they crack.

      And I had cracked.

      I had seen her slow demise, much like my own. Once upon a time she had been a beautiful person—full of vibrant dreams and anticipated hopes. She had wanted a career, she wanted to serve a bigger purpose, she had dared to do great things. I saw all of this in her. I supported her. I encouraged her to grab those reins and ride that horse all the way to the finish line. I even envied her drive, unlike my own lack of interest.

      I guess she was my interest—the only thing I wanted out of life.

      Then she met her soon-to-be husband. Although he didn’t nurture her dreams like I would have, he didn’t suffocate them altogether…right away, at least. He entertained her passions for a brief time. Just until the wedding bells rang and she was his.

      It was all downhill from there.

      Baby number one came and fizzled out any chance of a career. Held captive to her kitchen and laundry room, she served her masters—her family—and became a silent slave. I would have never done that to her, stifling who she was. Had we had children, we could have worked together as a team—me nurturing her dreams, her fulfilling mine simply with her love. She would have lived the amazing, exciting life she deserved.

      But she chose him over me. Not that I had ever really made known my intentions. When I first met her, the only label I had for what I felt was deep friendship, a soul mate kind of bond. It was only with time that I realized I loved her in a not-so-platonic way. I was in love with her—with who she was, who she wanted to be, and who she saw me as. And my love was reciprocated in its own unique way.

      I wasn’t a doormat with her. I wasn’t a maid or a cook or a sex slave. I was a person with feelings, a woman with value, a friend with something interesting to say. With her I was words, thoughts, creativity, beauty, importance, contemplation, fears, silliness. I was so much more than this empty shell I’ve become.

      Because of her love I owed her this. I owed her a real life, free from the chains that bound her: her self-absorbed husband and ungrateful children.

      She’d complained enough about how horrible they all were to her. Her husband took what he wanted from her and then left her to rot in her own self-loathing. He stole her youth then betrayed her, unwilling to give her lifelong devotion in exchange. And her kids treated her like garbage, sucking every last morsel of good out of her before discarding her with harsh words. They were just as bad as he was.

      I didn’t want to hurt them. I didn’t want to manipulate my way into the house with the intention of killing them. I didn’t want to, but I had to.

      The letter was written and in hand when I rang the doorbell. Tears streamed down my face and I mourned the loss of this family I had grown to care about for so many years. While I hated them for what they’d done to her, I wept at the memories. Memories of birthday parties and backyard barbeques and shared meals and milestones. They were like family to me—and right now I resented them almost as much as I resented my own.

      “Hey, is everything okay?” he asked me upon opening the door.

      “I know she’s not home, but mind if I come in?” I asked timidly.

      He opened the door wider. “Of course. Have a seat.” He waved me to the living room, a gesture I’d been offered many times over the years.

      That was his first mistake.

      “What’s going on?”

      I handed him the letter. As he bent his head to read my scribbled prose, I reached into the purse slung over my shoulder and grabbed the knife I had hidden in it. It was a typical kitchen-fare butcher knife—a much quieter weapon of choice that wouldn’t alarm all of Oleander Way—and as I clutched it, the morbid shower scene from Psycho flittered through my head.

      Blinking it away, I pulled the knife discreetly out of my bag, ready to thrust it into his gut.

      “What is this?” he mumbled, his eyes still on the page.

      “It’s a goodbye.”

      Just as he glanced up, I inhaled a deep breath and stepped forward, thrusting the blade into his throat. I leaned upward, pushing the tip in up to the hilt, then stood there, both petrified and fascinated. A moment later a jab to my chest pushed me backward as he staggered toward me. I stumbled a few steps into the sofa as he pulled the knife out and tossed it to the acacia hardwood floor. It clattered a few feet, then came to rest beside my feet.

      That was his second mistake.

      A rush of blood seeped into his collar, spreading through the fabric, then trickled down the front of his shirt. He grabbed his neck, stared at his blood-soaked hands, then looked up at me.

      “What the hell? Why would you…?” His words were wet and raspy, then wobbly as he woozily swayed. At last he slumped into an unconscious heap.

      His gurgles faded moments later.

      But the job wasn’t done yet.

      After picking up the knife, I headed upstairs, where the chatter of kids’ programming grew louder with each step. Whatever the show was, the theme song was annoying and loud—deafening enough to cover what had just happened downstairs. When I arrived at the playroom door, neither glanced back as I greeted them with a chipper “hi.”

      I walked in front of the sofa between the kids and the television, hiding the knife behind my back.

      “I said hi. You should acknowledge when someone speaks to you.”

      “Move, freak.” The girl had always been a bully as long as I could remember, shoving my kids on the playground and starting fights at every opportunity. I ignored it all those years, hoping she’d grow out of it, but clearly I was wrong.

      “That’s not polite to talk to an adult that way—or another peer, for that matter.” My voice remained cool and calm, but my annoyance bubbled under the surface.

      “Do I look like I care about being polite? What are you doing here, anyways? I hope you didn’t bring your retarded kid with you.”

      The boy laughed from his seat on the other end of the sofa, and I turned sharply toward him.

      “Is that funny to you—calling other kids retarded?”

      “Well he is, isn’t he?”

      And that was it. Conversation over. They’d sealed their fate and marked their graves, the insolent little brats.

      Assuming the boy would be faster and stronger, I lunged at him first, hefting my body on top of his as I stabbed him once, twice, in the gut. He screamed, and the girl shrieked and scrambled to get away. But the coffee table blocked her exit, giving me enough time to heave myself across the sofa cushions, arm extended, as I sliced at her. I made contact at least once when I felt the blade get stuck in her abdomen, then I ripped it back and jabbed again, connecting with more tissue. She cried and dropped to the carpet, scurrying away on her knees. I watched her make progress halfway across the room before the injury caught up with her and she sank to her face with a carpet-muffled thud.

      Wiping the blade off on my pant leg, I stood there, numb to the spurts of blood saturating the fabrics, deaf to their wheezing breaths, blind to the death encircling me.

      In a daze I walked back downstairs, dropping the knife on my way through the living room to ensure Ellie’s innocence. My slow shuffle dragged a trail of crimson behind me through the front door.

      I didn’t know what would happen after this—whether my letter would give my identity away, or a witness would place me at the crime. My prints were all over the weapon, so there was that. By this time tomorrow I would be in a jail cell. Oddly, I didn’t care. It didn’t matter what I left behind, because I had nothing to begin with. All I wanted was to do one selfless act for the one I loved. I’d carried out my purpose, and I hoped that with my sacrifice she would get the wonderful life she deserved, with or without me.

      This was love at its fullest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 34

          Ellie

        

      

    

    
      An earthquake rattled me to my knees when I walked through the front door.

      You never expect to come home from a confrontation with your husband’s mistress to find your family murdered, sprawled out in pools of their own blood. You never expect to go from wife and mother to widow and childless in a single earth-shaking moment.

      But here I was, living this nightmare. While cops swarmed the house, paramedics packed up their bags, and CSIs took notes, I sat stoic and stunned, unable to process what surrounded me.

      With my heart ruptured by the one person I trusted, I suspected who did it and why.

      “Mrs. Harper, I know this is a terrifying experience you’re going through, but we want to help find out who did this to your family. Do you know of any enemies your husband might have had?”

      It’d only been a little more than thirty minutes ago when I walked in the door, four shopping bags packed with tonight’s makeup dinner, and found Denny facedown on the floor. Dropping my bags, I ran to him, afraid to touch him. Pressing my hands against his neck, his skin had the chill of death.

      I’d just finished recounting to Detective Cox the panic of silence when I called for the kids and got no response. After running upstairs and finding them both lifeless, I couldn’t make sense of it. Who would want to kill my family? I admit that over the past few days I’d played around with scenarios of taking Denny’s life, but my children? They were innocents in all of this.

      It wasn’t until I found the letter, bloodstained and lying next to Denny, when I realized the reason for it all. It was supposed to be a gift of freedom to me—but instead she had ripped away everything I cared about.

      I didn’t know whether to thank her, curse her, or turn her in to the cops.

      In my pocket was the folded up letter with her confession and Denny’s blood. I touched my hip where the letter was hidden, fingering it with uncertainty.

      “I had found out my husband was cheating on me with a woman name Janyne Wilson,” I explained. “He had tried to break it off, so I’m sure she was pissed off about it.”

      “And I’m guessing you were pretty upset too,” Detective Cox said, the accusation tinting his question.

      “At him, yes. At my children, no. I would never hurt my kids, if that’s what you’re implying.”

      “I’m not implying anything, Mrs. Harper. I’m just trying to figure out what happened and why. So other than his mistress, do you know of anyone else who would want to hurt your family?”

      “No, not that I can think of.”

      And yet the truth itched to come out, like a red ant bite inflaming my remorse and spreading through me.

      Maybe it was best I come clean with the letter. If I didn’t, she would walk free and never get the mental help she needed. What if she did this to her own family next? And chances were high she’d come after me next. I imagined a modern-day Romeo and Juliet scene playing out—except one where it wasn’t a consensual lover’s romanticized ploy. Sure, I had toyed with the idea but chickened out. This was a whole new level of crazy.

      I deliberated, my fingertip playing with the corner of the paper sticking up out of my jeans. I realized now how much she loved me, and I loved her too. I loved her enough to get her what she needed most: Not a life together with me. Not a guilt-ridden existence. Not freedom in the world while being chained to misery.

      I’d gift her with making penance, freeing her soul to own up to her sins. And some mental help along the way. I’d stand by her side through whatever came; I’d forgive her and do whatever it took to carry her through the coming consequences. But I couldn’t turn away from this.

      “Here.” The paper crinkled as I pulled it out and opened it up, handing it to the detective. “I found this next to my husband’s body. I know who wrote it.”

      I had memorized the melodious goodbye, both appalled and honored that someone would do something of this twisted magnitude for me:

      

      Sorry isn’t enough anymore. Sorry can’t fix what’s broken.

      Sometimes a sacrifice is the only way to start over again. This is one of those times.

      We’ve shared many years and many memories together. We’ve exchanged dreams and jokes and sorrows and judgments and advice. But what I’ve never shared with you is the truth about how I feel about you.

      I love you.

      I love you with a love that sees through your smile into the pain you hide behind it. I see your fear of losing everything, when the reality is that you’ve lost yourself because of it. I see the way Denny looks through you, and the way your kids don’t even notice you except for when they want something. They all take from you, and you keep giving without getting.

      You’ve suffered too long. You deserve more. So I’m giving you more.

      It will cost me my life, and I’m okay with that. I’ve lost my sanity long ago when I should have confessed my love for you and I didn’t. Instead I settled into a life of mediocrity and misery, whoring myself out to a thankless husband and breeding delinquent children. It’s too late for me to change my life for the better. And I’m sorry I never stood up for you sooner, but it’s not too late for you.

      This is my hello and goodbye. It’s a hello to a new life for you where you can become the speech therapist you always talked about being when we were in college. And it’s a goodbye to the unfulfillment you’ve been dealt.

      Don’t worry about me. This was the greatest thing I could do with my life—a noble sacrifice in the name of love. I’ll take the punishment I’m dealt with pride knowing I could suffer for you.

      I love you, Ellie, my sister from another mister.

      

      Detective Cox read the note, then fixed his eyes on mine. “Do you know who wrote this?”

      I nodded, my chest aching and throat suddenly sore.

      “My best friend, June Merrigan, killed my family.”
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        Three-Year-Old Returns Home After Manhunt

      

      
        Durham, North Carolina

        After a terrifying four days, police located the abducted daughter of Jay and Jo Trubeau, 3-year-old Amelia Trubeau, who went missing from the Forest Hills Park early last week. When search parties turned up no leads, an unexpected picture of the kidnapper, Jude Simmons, walking away with the child, offered the lead needed.

        Identifying the vehicle used in the abduction, a red Toyota Camry, investigators were led to Simmons’ residence, where they found Amelia. Amelia was returned home without any injuries, according to her family.

        Upon further inquiry, Simmons admitted to abducting Amelia in an act of retaliation. “Jo and I were lovers long ago,” Simmons explained to police. “She broke my heart and I just wanted to get her attention.”

        After serving a seven-year sentence for assault, Simmons was released last month. He is currently being held on a $500,000 bond while awaiting trial. The court date is set for next month.

        

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Epilogue

          Ellie

        

      

    

    
      
        One year later…

      

      You can't play in the rain without getting muddy. It had taken a downpour to awaken my soul, but through the process I learned to love both the rain and the mud. Where one soiled and stained, the other washed it all away. Following my family’s murder, my broken heart had been stitched and ripped open again and again with each memory. My recovery became a story with lots of chapters, each day a page of rebellion, religion, healing, self-affliction, and surrender. I was no longer myself. Maybe I was a better version. Maybe I wasn’t.

      Birds pecked at the crumbs Juliet tossed to them from her seat next to me on the park bench. On the playground I watched Arabelle, Austin, and Kiki play a game of tag, weaving in and out and around the large colorful mass of slides and ramps. Mike Merrigan was supposed to meet me almost thirty minutes ago to pick up the kids for the weekend, but he was late like usual. I didn’t mind, though. Against all odds he was getting his life back together, found a good job, and making strides in June’s jail-time absence.

      With a gracious jail sentence followed by intensive mental therapy, June would be serving time while Mike’s life fell apart. But in a promise to June, I offered to foster their kids until Mike could handle single parenthood of four young kids and an autistic son. Despite all the pain, in the end things were getting closer to okay.

      With daily work together, Austin had taken leaps in his speech and behavior, and even had a friend in his kindergarten class. Gleaning from my college studies, I’d figured out how to work through the tantrums, and while it wasn’t easy, we had a connection. I understood him, and in his own unique way he understood me. We relied on positive reinforcement to encourage good behavior, and I picked my battles. When he listened and obeyed, he earned a reward. When he calmed down during a tantrum, he earned a reward. I dealt out a lot more hugs than threats, and it seemed to work for him. It also worked for me. I’d become the parent I always wanted to be.

      Over the past few months he grew into a happier kid, and I got to be a part of it. For the first time in a long time I made a difference in a life, and it felt good.

      My last morsel of closure happened when Janyne Wilson contacted me out of the blue to express her condolences for my loss. She never outright apologized for what she’d done to my family, but her guilt fell between the lines. The domino effect of Denny’s infidelity and my reaction had led to this conclusion. I blamed her for her part in my family’s murder, but I also blamed myself. It was a complicated emotion I couldn’t pinpoint.

      While Juliet’s legs swung back and forth wildly, another mother sat down next to me, hugging her newborn to her chest as she released her other two children off to the playground where they scurried up the steps. Without being obvious, I looked her up and down. Something about her seemed familiar behind her oversized sunglasses. I recognized her from somewhere. Her brown hair was pulled up in messy bun, and her full lips were colored with a muted shimmery lipstick.

      While I was racking my brain about who she was, her husband—I assumed from the matching wedding bands—joined us and sat next to her. One close look and I instantly knew who he was. My neighbor back on Oleander Way before I sold it at a loss—taking the first and only offer I’d gotten for the home now dubbed “the Murder House.”

      “Trent and Shayla Kensington?” I asked. I couldn’t believe I remembered their names after so long, but odd things tended to tunnel into my memory bank.

      The woman looked up from her baby. “Yeah? You know me?”

      “It’s Ellie Harper. I used to live across from you on Oleander Way.”

      “Oh yeah!” Shayla chirped, which quickly mellowed into a sympathetic, “I’m so sorry about what happened with your family.”

      “Yeah, well, it was hell trying to sell the house,” I joked, trying to lighten the mood. “Hope I didn’t bring down everyone else’s real estate values.”

      The couple grinned stiffly, unsure how to respond. Most people had no idea how to navigate the waters of pity. “I feel bad I didn’t get to know you better when you were living there. Did you move far away?”

      “Not too far. I’m actually fostering four kids right now, and their dad lives nearby, so I wanted to stay close by for now.”

      “Four kids? Sounds like you’re pretty busy…or losing your mind,” Shayla said, this time her smile sincere.

      The baby cooed, and as Shayla unwrapped him from his swaddle, a shock of black hair just like his daddy’s poked out.

      “Congratulations on your little one.”

      “Thanks. This little guy saved my life.” Shayla kissed him on his fist-sized head, then turned to her husband. I didn’t know their story, but whatever it was, it had a honey-sweet ending.

      My isolated little bench soon became a hub of activity when another woman approached, waving at Shayla.

      “Hey, Jo,” I overheard Shayla greet her. “I’m glad you could make it. I wasn’t sure if you’d be able to handle coming back here.”

      “Baby steps, Shay. But we can’t stop living just because something bad happens to us, right?”

      No truer words…and from a stranger.

      All of us carried our own secrets, buried our lies, and hid our ugly pasts. But we also grew more beautiful from it—overcoming pain, starting anew, and venturing out past our discomfort to challenge ourselves. We each shared the labor pains of life, but we birthed something new: hope for a better tomorrow. And tomorrow looked damn good.

      

      
        The End
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        Love to unearth haunting secrets and catch killers? Then you’ll love what else I have in store for you. Find your next favorite thriller here:

        www.pamelacrane.com
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        Enjoy free books, loads of giveaways, and other great prizes? Subscribe to my newsletter here:

        http://eepurl.com/bcJIXL
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        Dedicated to he who draws lines in the sand.

      

      

      'But Jesus bent down and started to write on the ground with his finger. When they kept on questioning him, he straightened up and said to them, “If any one of you is without sin, let him be the first to throw a stone at her.” Again he stooped down and wrote on the ground.'

      

      'At this, those who heard began to go away one at a time, the older ones first, until only Jesus was left, with the woman still standing there. Jesus straightened up and asked her, “Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?” “No one, sir,” she said. “Then neither do I condemn you,” Jesus declared.'  [John 8:1-10]
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      Grace was only dating bad boy Danny Cross to get her father's attention. Danny was only dating Grace to help his friend get revenge.

      But when Jessie, the new kid, comes to town and brings hidden secrets about Grace's family with him, suddenly everyone's plans turn upside down. As secrets are brought to the surface Grace finds herself sinking deeper into Danny's world of drugs and partying, uncovering truths that could destroy them all....

      Enter the world of high school, blackmail, racism, and drugs. A world where there is no escape from crossing the LINES.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      
        GRACE

      

      
        September 6th

      

      Dear Journal,

      Now I know what a real kiss is.

      We were in his car as it shook, the rain and wind rumbling outside, hinting that if I didn’t leave soon the elements might tear us apart. I didn’t blame the weather one bit because I knew I shouldn’t have been with him. Danny Cross, one of my school’s best looking and biggest bad boys. Why I’d let him secretly drive me home after class, not once, but twice in the past two days, I don’t know. Maybe I had been waiting for someone to notice. Someone to stop me from sharing so much space with him. But they hadn’t, and being so close to Danny Cross … a part of my skin liked the idea as we looked each other up and down. We both were fond of this unspoken and scandalous idea way too much.

      Hungry for it.

      I am, and always will be Grace Parrish, the good girl from the right family and the best part of town. Danny was the opposite, considered a lost soul and scum to most of my friends. Yet why was it, for only a moment—as a smile peeked out from behind his eyes, and his lips got closer, daring me to push them away and say something cruel—that with Danny, instead of feeling the unease I should have, a part of me felt so alive? Like I was going to enjoy this?

      Maybe it was because we’d both secretly had some kind of unspoken thing for each other ever since we were eleven, back when I’d cross the street to go to the beach while waiting for my dad to pick me up from private school, and this child version of Danny had been there. He was completely innocent back then, he’d play guitar when the street bullies from his part of town weren’t trying to beat the guts out of him.

      His lullabies had had an effect of melting away things at home between my parents that at the time I never quite understood, but knew weren’t right. Their fighting had a way of hurting me as a child … it still did. But my time with Danny, when his songs brought me comfort on the beach, was in the way past. We were both different creatures now. Creatures that needed to stay away from each other. Both of us were almost adults, both turning eighteen by the end of this year. And I really shouldn’t have tolerated it, the boy from the unmentionable part of our tracks being this close to me.

      But he was … and a wrong part of me liked this crazy bizarre thing that was about to go down. His lips inched closer and closer as our skin touched, and my entire body shivered, shivered big time, but he pulled away a little, shocked by my reaction and checking to make sure I was all right.

      I had kissed three other boys before him; two of them had been short time boyfriends. So my body’s sudden nervous shivering shouldn’t have been happening. My entire face turned blush red, even my chest turned red at his touch. How embarrassing!

      He let out a small chuckle and looked at me like I was suddenly just this young high schooler, a preppy girl and way too innocent, and he was so much older. He wasn’t. In fact, I think I might have been older than him by a few days.

      I tried to make a straight face, half insulted that my unexpected reaction had amazed him so, and half going crazy from how good his lips had felt. Clearly those other boys had no idea how to kiss and I hadn’t figured that out until now, until this scandalous and quite random time with Danny Cross that shouldn’t have taken place.

      I moved my face closer to his, only the slightest half an inch, trying to show him that I wasn’t afraid, and yet I was. He pulled me in again and then there was no turning back. This moment was one that felt way too good as his hands cupped my face and then moved down my sides, resting on the lower space of my back as he pulled me closer to him.

      I told myself that I’d enjoy this, let myself fall deep for only a moment, and then tomorrow I’d ignore him again. Tomorrow I’d treat him like I always had, a nobody in my friend’s elitist world. And yet, there was a part of my conscience that was enjoying this way too much. I enjoyed the way my heart was beating and feeling like it wanted to burst right then. It whispered that maybe tomorrow we could just do this one more time and nobody would see … and then maybe the next day …

      Danny Cross, the best friend of my sworn enemy, had hooked me. Yet in that moment, I hadn’t even known it yet. I just wanted to give in to this long time desire for a second. But if I couldn’t escape the way his hands were sliding up my back near my bra straps and lingering there, maybe I could use this, what he was, to my advantage, then I’d escape. I’d escape how good he made me feel. At least, this is what I’m telling myself, as even now I shiver thinking about how he makes me forget myself …

      [image: ]

      
        DANNY

      

      The trailer I live in rumbles, and the trees outside beat against it like a rabid scratching animal coming to claw my chest. I should have loved it, loved everything about how the outside world for a few moments was drowned out and the hollow spaces for once echoed and sang with rhythms no human could match. Maybe that’s why I chose a best friend who had “Storm” as his first name. A friend who had shown me how to live outside my stupid father’s house. Who had everything, but probably would never be happy.

      I read his text.

      Storm: Did you guys do anything? How’d it go?

      He was asking about Grace. Grace Parrish.

      Thunder crashes down and my fingers itch for my guitar. My conscience tells me to lie. To say she’d never kiss a guy like me. That she had laughed at my offer to drive her home while her best friend, and usual ride, had the flu. My conscience wants her to stay away. But she hadn’t, she’d taken the bait, and now it was up to me to either go through with this plan now, or end it in this moment and never go near her again.

      Her eyes flash in my mind. Everything about her has changed over the years I had known her except for those damn eyes. Eyes never change. I look at my own eyes in the mirror and then back down at my phone.

      Actually, maybe my eyes had morphed into the unknown, into something my past self would have been scared of. My past self was a good-willed, idiotic chump. My eyes now tell the truth, that I am someone that doesn’t belong, that should probably have never have been born. This will never change.

      I type in a few words and then turn my phone off and grab my guitar. Time to match the chaos, better to run with a storm then to get in its way.

      My text to reads:

      Danny: We got her.

      Grace Parrish would soon wish she never, ever, got in that car with me today.
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        World Wide Web

        Our Social Media Breakdown:

      

      September 20th, 6:00 p.m. - Grace Parrish has gone from single to being in a relationship.

      September 20th, 7:00 p.m. - Danny Cross has changed his status from single to being in a relationship.

      September 20th, 7:30 p.m. - Jennifer Miller and Katy Gomez wrote on Melanie Gin’s wall.

      

      Jennifer: Danny’s in a relationship!!! With who?

      Melanie: How should I know? Danny doesn’t do relationships. I’m sure this is made up.

      Katy: Well he's been hooking up with some ho for the past two weeks, why else have none of us seen him. That or he’s just all up and cranked out. Keep your eyes open players, fun must be ahead! ;-)

      

      September 20th, 8:00 a.m. - Julie Kent commented on Grace Parrish’s status.

      

      Julie: In a relationship, what?!? With who? Did Nathan pop the question finally???? Ahhh, text me! See you at the charity event tonight, I’m wearing my new dress. You better fill me in before then!

      

      September 22nd, 11:00 a.m. - Grace Parrish has changed her status from being in a relationship to being in a relationship with Danny Cross.

      September 22nd, 12:00 a.m. - Danny Cross has changed his status from being in a relationship to being in a relationship with Grace Parrish.

      September 22nd, 2:00 p.m. - Julie Kent commented on Grace Parrish’s status.

      

      Julie: Please tell me someone hacked your account right now!!!! I don’t believe this.

      

      September 22nd, 2:15 p.m. - Grace Parrish commented on her status.

      

      Grace: Not exactly … it’s a long story. I’ll explain during our science lab ok.

      Julie: I still don’t believe any of this BS, obviously Grace’s account has been hacked by @StormHarms! p.s. #Stormharms your #pathetic #psychotic on so many levels.

      Number of shares and reposts for Grace & Danny’s new relationship: 567 shares in the first twenty-four hours. Number of students who uploaded and instantly shared pictures of each other and their shocked faces in reaction to the status: over 1000.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      September 29th, 8:00 p.m. - Palm High Catch Up Page reads: New kid arrives tomorrow. @JessieBlank, #armybrat.

      Julie commented on Palm High’s Catch Up status.

      

      Julie: Is he cute??? Details please?

      Palm High’s Catch Up Page: He’s cute if you like dark candy. ;-) Word on the street says you don’t discriminate. ;-P

      

      September 30th, 4:50 a.m. - Grace Parrish’s status reads: Can’t sleep.
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        GRACE

      

      Groggy and head heavy, I get out of bed. I hadn’t been able to rest all night and my eyes are now burned out from so many hours of being online. Earlier, when I had managed to sleep for a few hours, I’d kept having this same annoying dream. It hadn’t been a nightmare, but it hadn’t been comforting either … not by a long shot.

      In the beginning of the dream, I’m always childlike and happy, clueless. I’m leaving for school and as I’m about to walk outside, one of our maids scoops me up and stops me. She says she’ll drive me to school later as I see flashing lights outside next door. Police vehicles and what my young self can’t recognize as dozens of media photographers and news stations line the street.

      “What’s happening?” I ask, but no one will tell me. I’m just a kid. I go to ask my father but he waves me off and hustles outside. “I’ll see you after school, dear.” The only reason my dad even has to pick me up is because our maids have their own children they have to pick up and bring home on their brakes. So I walk into our back den where the favorite of my family’s help has left a TV on. She is watching intensely and as she sees me, she scoops me onto her lap and calls me her pet name for me. “Come here, mi angel hermosa.”

      In my dream, as we watch the TV it seems to grow bigger, filling more and more of our space. The news is on and I can see a little bit of my house, I can even see my dad leaving, getting away from the media circus in the far right corner of the TV. In the middle of the screen, I see our neighbor Mr. Harms being taken away from his big house in cuffs as investigators storm in. Being carried outside as he is kicking and screaming, “Dad! Dad!” is a younger version of Storm Harms, his son and our neighborhood’s childlike devil. He’s always had a knack of causing trouble and I’ve never particularly liked how he makes fun of my parents’ British accents.

      But right now, he is in tears. His mom holds his battling self in her arms as cameras approach her and zoom in on her face as she announces, “I’ve had no idea what has been going on, and I’m ashamed. I’m leaving my husband and will have no part of this!”

      As she announces this, little Storm Harms continues to cry. “No! Mom, you can’t leave! Please stop!” I actually feel bad for his sad, very angry eyes that will only get angrier as I suddenly feel water hit my toes … The sound of the water hitting large beach rocks is peaceful. I’m instantly on the beach, out of my favorite maid’s arms, and almost all alone. Almost being the key words. There’s a light guitar melody that echoes off the rocks, drawing me in. I tiptoe past sharp barnacles into a patch of sand laying across jagged stone, and that’s where I see him sitting all alone. Danny. He’s so small and fragile looking as he sits on the highest beach cliff, a place of safety where he plays guitar, and plays it like the most talented childhood progeny. Looking at him makes you seriously do a double take. I’m too nervous to say a word, so instead I take a seat and begin drawing lines in the sand.

      A short time later, my dad appears behind me. He’s supposed to be bringing me home but instead he’s on the phone as usual, still conducting patient calls and planning more doctor conferences and time away from my mom and me.

      Finally, I hear him call my name. He’s suddenly ready to go, but in this dream, I’m not ready to follow yet. I’m busy drawing the boy above the sandy rock I’m sitting on; the boy playing guitar. I want so badly to finish drawing him, but I never get to because then I wake up back into hard and annoying realty, where the world is the way it is and everyone and everything is unchangeable. The days of clueless innocence are long gone.

      I could do some more extra credit AP homework, it’s what I usually do to fill my time. But instead, I just lie there. Then I get online, searching through random selfies of my friends at different charity events and various online blog posts. The internet is sucking me in when Julie calls.

      “Hello,” I say into my speakerphone. Julie is one of my only friends that still calls instead of just texts. She loves to tell people that she is old fashioned and refined in that way. That soon no one our age will know how to communicate properly except for her.

      “You know,” Julie starts, as I hear her in the background doing lunges, or perhaps she’s on the elliptical. “If you’re going to get up this early, on a day we both have free periods, you might as well be doing something useful like reading the paper. Did you know only five percent of people our age bother to read the paper anymore? Or you could be studying. If those options bore you, you could always tend to your most important priorities, like breaking up with the douchebag,” she tells me as I cringe.

      Of course, I only have myself to blame. I had called Storm—my still very rich and even more rotten neighbor, who blames my mom for uncovering in court all of his father’s dirty deeds and loathes my family like we’d brought about his own personal apocalypse—a douchebag since Julie and I had become friends. Then when Danny became Storm’s best bud a few years later, we’d all—as in all my friends, the children of my community’s top elite—started calling him that also. The douchebag or bottom feeder. I just never thought when we started calling them that that I’d end up dating Danny.

      Technically, we’ve only been together a little longer than two weeks. That’s nothing really, and we’re only “kind of dating,” right?

      “Julie,” I begin to argue but stop because I always do what Julie tells me. She only has my, and all my friends, best interests at heart. Like last year when I’d needed extra community hours to apply to every top college, Julie, not my parents, had helped me get everything together. She’d even helped me with my applications. Julie’s mom, not my mom, had hired personal tutors to help us get the best score possible on the SAT and ACT.

      So when Julie gives an order, I usually—when it came to appearances anyway—do it. But Julie had been in AP Bio every day for the past two weeks when I’d gone to break up with Danny. She wasn’t there to breathe sense into me when I started to and then he … he kissed me or I’d kiss him. In two weeks he’d almost gotten my bra off, which was pathetically the farthest I’ve ever gone, childish I know, and the way he made me feel, like I was on the edge of something both terrifying and exciting, like everything else was dangerously forgotten, it was body rocking.

      I know, this means there is something seriously wrong with me.

      And it wasn’t just the way Danny Cross tasted that had denied this two week wild craziness from stopping. I was going to end it yesterday when he dropped me off at home, but I’d been in a numb mood when both my parents texted me on the drive that they couldn’t make it to my school’s art scholar award ceremony where my art and a few others was being featured for a possible honorary scholarship. This is the kind of thing that rocked a college app, whether you needed the funds or not, which I don’t. And I was pathetically excited because when it came to art, it was usually a hobby I wasn’t allowed to have time for.

      My mom had been waiting outside after I’d texted her something awful about her not being able to show up, and the look on her face when she’d witnessed Danny Cross in his beat up car dropping me off before heading to Storm’s had been priceless. I’d let him kiss me extra long, to her horror, when I’d gotten out of the vehicle, and to my astonishment, she’d delayed her appointment with some mega law client and showed up that night just to lecture me with Julie as her sidekick saying I needed to break up with Danny Cross right now.

      Then of course, she looked upon my art, saying she was proud before leaving early.

      “I’m going to break up with him after school,” I swear to Julie as I pick out my school clothes. “I just honestly haven’t gotten a chance until now, and I barely see him anyway.” Ok, technically that was a lie, but my eyes were usually shut while kissing.

      “I hope so,” Julie says, her voice slightly louder as I hear the final part of her workout reach its climax. “Honestly, I don’t know what you’ve been thinking. What’s gotten into my best friend?” Julie goes on, unable to not guilt me as I roll my eyes and begin to lace my shoes.

      “I do know one thing you have got,” she hints as I grab my phone charger in case my cell runs low today.

      “What?”

      “Well you’d know if you ever read things on real actual paper, which is better for your eyes by the way, like I do. Grace, you won the Palm Beach Honorary Art scholars award!” Julie suddenly shouts. Her voice peeks into a crazy shrill of excitement, as if she’d been trying to tell me all morning instead of lecturing about my relationship

      I nearly tumble over. Was she serious? “What? I … ” My own voice suddenly sounds like hers, full of way too much glee. “I didn’t get an email last night so I figured maybe I got runner up or third place like usual.”

      “Email? You know the people in Palm Beach who fund this are ancient right, like dinosaur ancient? They put their praises in our major society newspaper, Grace. Why do you think I hinted twice that you should check it out?”

      Well hot damn then …

      As she commands, I do. I sprint to where our housekeeper left the paper in the kitchen, finding it before my dad could take the business and sport sections and then discard the rest. My heart starts racing happily as I see at last my art work in actual print. Oh my gosh!

      The artwork and my picture are on the front page of the paper with a student bio of me. I read it over and over. Julie was the student the paper usually covered, which is why she really read it, not that I’d ever say that to her face. She was used to this. For me? I am freaking out in the best possible way.

      I quickly take a selfie of my goofy and somewhat childlike face next to the article and upload it online for all my friends. I have the app in my phone that puts it on all my social media instantly. I usually hate pictures of myself because people love to tell me how I still look so cute and young, unlike Julie who could stand as a double in an Italian Versace ad.

      A second later, I hear my dad coming so like a crazy person I quickly fix the newspaper so my art is mixed in perfectly with the business and sports section. A sensation runs from my core up to my throat and I have to fight from giggling as any minute now my dad will notice this honor and congratulate me.

      He’d have to, after all, the very picture that was in the paper of my art was hanging up above the kitchen next to the window. Mom said it was a kitchen, not our main dining room, kind of piece. My house was like that of a fancy English—England is where my mom met my dad—antique collator with expensive grand furnishings from all over the world.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      My dad sits, apparently a lot on his mind, as I hear nothing but his fingers roll and rhythmically make his habitual, annoying tapping sound.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      I pour him a mug of coffee as I sit beside him. The next second, my cell in the other room starts to ring. Sheesh, it’s like every noise is trying to take away my victory. Clearly it’s Julie calling to say she was on the way instead of texting of course. The sounds of my phone ringing, and the tap, tap, tap drive me crazy. Before I know it, my nerves and anticipation make me instantly want to tap or bite my fingernails all at once.

      We’re mental, all mental, I remind myself.

      Dad looks right past the article to the business section. Surly he had to notice? My name, his child’s name, was in big bold letters.

      “Anything interesting in there?” I ask him.

      Please, please notice just this once.

      The hot coffee in the mug I have for him scalds my hand before he takes it, his eyes falling back near my art and name, before he turns the page without saying anything. His eyes focus on a small left article.

      “Oh, you know, gloom and doom, the usual content that’s sells our media today. Nothing new,” he finally says.

      “Yeah … ” I say back blankly. Honestly, I don’t know why this bothers me so much, why my heart quickens and I choose to care about things so small and not important. I go to say something but my voice is airy, invisible, as I feel my nerves fizz up and my excitement is suddenly kicked down by this new, sad, feeling in my chest. Disappointment, always disappointment.

      “Grace?” I finally hear him say, right when I try to push back this childish moisture in my eyes that tells me I’m truly lacking control.

      I’m already halfway out of the door by now but I turn quickly, for once, just this one time, maybe suddenly he’ll see … see me, in the art above him or in the young lady I’m being groomed to become.

      “Yeah?” My voice should really give it away.

      He doesn’t look up at me. “Aren’t you going to answer your phone?” he asks, referring to Julie ringing me for the fifth time during this whole family regularity.

      Disappointment. Confirmation. Fury. These are the emotions I taste under my tongue as I walk slowly out of the kitchen and the door swings shut behind me. I push to be more angry than sad for a few seconds. I’m ashamed to say it’s not working and I almost want to cry. I’m such a baby. Who cries because their father doesn’t notice them but can give me anything else they want?

      Finally, when my cheeks turn a little less red, I wipe away a tear and compose my face while reaching for my still ringing phone. It doesn’t help that Julie programed an extra loud alarm type ring so I can answer right away when she calls.

      Time for me to put on a face like my mom’s and make myself numb like she so often is. It’s also time for me, truly time, to break up with Danny Cross. These feelings inside me should make it pretty simple.
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        DANNY

      

      8:30 a.m. Danny updates his status: STILL up and rolling, FML.

      

      Storm had been calling me like I was his own personal bitch last night, mad that one of our clients hadn’t paid up. The guy was older, a law student or some crap, and this whole time he had thought he was buying from guys his age, too busy to know he was dishing out a chunk of his income to buy extra prescriptions from high schoolers. To be fair, the dirty doc from Lauderdale that we got the bogus slips from had no idea we were still in high school either. Word around the street was that Storm and I were older and we both were extra tall and looked the part.

      Yet last night’s particular buyer had learned of our real ages, and high as a kite, after snorting Oxi, he’d had the audacity to laugh at me and say he refused to pay up before the shakes began and he began trotting away. Big mistake. I gave him one last chance to pay up, because I was supposed to be the nice one, Storm’s decent friend with a soul. The one he sent that wouldn’t scare people.

      The buyer tried to spit in my face when I told him this was a mistake. He missed, and slobbered all over his own self as the hysteria from snorting started kicking in. I was nice and gave him another chance to pull out his wallet, pay what was owed, and when he refused … let’s just say I feel pretty soulless right now. All without a single visible bruise on my body.

      We really are invincible.

      Storm had texted me last night when I had filled him in. Afterwards of course, we’d all gotten pretty messed up and the munchies ensued, then we’d wasted the rest of our free time on hacked video games. Ahh … the life of good boys in high school.

      Now it’s 8:30 and all I want to do is sink into some dark hole and sleep because my high is unfortunately long, long gone. Instead I stand, leaning against Storm’s car, the Florida sun blaring into my eyes like it purposefully wants to mess with me.

      I wait for Grace, Storm’s neighbor, and one of the richest and most beautiful girls that goes to my school’s elite magnet, which is like a separate school in itself. The magnet kids and all us other rejects from the county only share art electives and gym. Grace is also one of the most innocent, perfect, and goody two shoes of specimens. And here I am, me, waiting for her to come out. What do you think is wrong with this picture?

      Storm, who has become like a brother to me, has begged me to wait for her and pretend to be a good boyfriend. As if she and I were really dating. Grace and I both knew to an extent what this really was. Yet, for whatever reason, I had over exaggerated the truth to Storm last night after I’d collected our cash and he’d asked how this scheme of his was going. I had been in a terribly sober mood before my high and spelled out to him that she was only using me to make her mom mad and that she was going to dump my ass any moment now. I’d wanted him to say screw this then, he could think of some other plan to get her family back. But instead, he had me waiting out here, playing up the great boyfriend role as if this would make a difference for Grace. Yeah …

      Storm was standing next to me now, wanting to see in person how I really played things up while he also conducted our usual “business dealings” on the phone with a huge ass grin on his face; his eyes bloodshot on energy drinks like mine. I really should have been smiling too at the amount of cash we were making. Enough for me to get long out of this pit of fire by the time high school was over with. Believe it or not, I was going to be the most well off of my family by the time I leave.

      Storm hangs up the phone and I wish Grace’d walk outside, break up with me, and get things done so I can go back to how buzzed I should feel right now. “He did it! The kid actually banked!”

      “The freshman?” I chug down another sports drink, trying to wake up.

      “Yep, walked into the old folks’ home that the medical magnetic requires him to volunteer at, in broad daylight, and walks out with fifteen filled prescriptions and even found some ‘medical cannabis’ on one of the nurse’s trays.”

      “Shit, even eighty year olds are getting baked now,” I say as I decide not to get high again for a short while. Unfortunately, I need some brain screws today and if I smoke as much as my friends, I know what is left of me will slip away before I can escape this place.

      “That’s another two and a half grand worth of merchandise we’re taking in this month if the kid proves balls enough to actually try and sell.”

      “What is he, fifteen?” I ask. “He’ll chicken out, not like he really needs the money. They only admit the loaded kids into the magnet, unless he’s the next Einstein, which I doubt.”

      “Fifteen is the age me and you started selling if I remember right.”

      Actually, he was fifteen. I was only fourteen when Storm decided the kid who usually got beat to dust was worth something because of my slightly tall height to help him out. Ironically, until Storm got kicked out of school, he had been an A student in the very magnetic that people like Grace and Julie were now in. He’d been one of them. Even after all his family’s dirty dealings were out in the open, Storm was still loaded. And the difference between the magnetic and non-magnetic kids were like two different planets that should never collide. But Storm had made himself different now … just like me.

      “Well look at that,” I say when I see the freshman texting Storm with his first big sell. “Maybe soon enough we’ll all get to drive new Porsches like you with sales like that.” I bust Storm’s balls with tired sarcasm in a hinting way that says it’s not Storm’s genius entrepreneurship that got him his Porsche, it really belongs to his absent father.

      Storm laughs and elbows me back like I better plan on selling a hell of a lot to make that happen as his face suddenly turns serious, his A.D.D. kicking in. “Speaking of things you want to ride, Grace should be out here any minute, man.”

      Is that so, Sherlock?

      “Why else do you think I’m up this early listening to you?” I say half coldly as I look toward her front door. How much longer could this charade last? And how much was Storm going to nag the hell out of me when I failed? At least I’d gotten to kiss her. Looking at Grace had always had an affect on me that I tried not to think about, up until this plot first came into play, because truly she was so much above what I have grown up to be.

      “It’s been, what, two and a half weeks? I thought you were supposed to have better game than that,” Storm eggs me on.

      “Ha! I’ve been with her for two weeks. She’s been your neighbor for your entire life,” I remind him. I knew if Storm could, he’d pay big time to try and do this himself. Get Grace to fall for him and then use that to get at her father and mother. To give them everlasting payback for winning the court case against his dad that ended the non-shady part of his career and resulted in the reason he was never home.

      When it came to rich people and wars between neighbors who pretended to smile at each other as they plotted hell, this war was bigger than their shiny homes. But Grace wasn’t stupid enough to ever go near Storm; hence Storm had used me to catch her off guard. I was the boy she used to draw on the beach when we were young, the one she sometimes stared at when she thought I wasn’t looking at her, and when Grace looked away, I always stared back. I couldn’t help myself. Any other guy would too.

      “Tonight I got all I need. The Conviski twins are coming over,” Storm brags so I know he’s not missing anything, but really, he’s full of shit. “But you … you need to finally seal the deal and get the footage tonight. And get her to try some merchandise too. With a video like that we’ll have her family for life,” he tells me over and over again. Everything was a video world of sin worth storing up to Storm Harms, who likes to tell people in another life he was a big time movie director.

      I find myself unable to smile as I inform him that we’re certainly, “Going to hell.” That was a given, but Storm was seriously dabbling in jacked up crack again if he thought this was going to really work.

      “That’s why I say milk this life for all it’s worth,” he goes on, he always has a line for everything, and so do I when I want to. We breathe sarcasm.

      Julie Kent’s car pulls up in front of Grace’s driveway. Julie was student body Vice President, top of the honor role, founder of the purity club, and by far the most annoying, mouthiest chick I have ever been forced to share space with. She was also, unfortunately, Grace’s best friend and dead set on keeping Grace and myself apart. I’d probably secretly thank her if it wasn’t for the fact that she looked at me like I was old gum that had accidentally jumped on her shoe.

      No way could I let this female lunatic take Grace to school this time after I’d waited here all morning in the sun just for this. I was either driving her or having her break up with me. And for her sake, I hoped it was the later. It was just those irresistible lips I’d have to avoid this time … that was the key. Time to get this done.

      Grace’s front door opens, her eyes on Julie’s car. She walks out to it without even looking in Storm’s direction. In my direction.

      “Hey ,Grace!” Storm yells out to his favorite neighbor, she ignores him and keeps on walking.

      I dive toward her before I miss my shot. “Hey, babe!”

      She pauses, going still, and then slowly turns around. Her long dark hair is down, and her fair skin dressed in colors that make her golden eyes burn brownish gold in the sun. I look at those eyes knowing they’re not pleased to see me. She takes a breath as she bites the side of her perfect bottom lip a little. I know that means she’s both annoyed I didn’t call and nervous at the same time. Then her eyes dare to look me up and down as I find myself doing the same thing, looking her up and down, and liking way too much what I see. The small exposed part of her chest reddens in a way that makes something within me stir.

      “Skipping class?” she asks as she finds her voice. It’s airy, cracky, like she is trying to summon the courage to be like Julie, crude and pissed off.

      I give her my best fake nice guy smile, it can be convincing. “Not worth going if you’re not there.”

      “You never go to class anyway,” she points out the obvious.

      “Well,” I try to pull something out of my ass. “Today’s special, so I’m driving you to school.” Then I grab her hand, her porcelain skin so much cooler and more fragile than my own. I try to lead her toward my car when she plants her feet hard into the ground and pulls away, making me face her gold eyes again. Here we go, she’s gonna end it now, I think, as I paint on my face a look that says I have no idea what’s coming. This look is for Storm, but I think Grace knows perfectly well that I know this is a scam. Somehow, everyone is fooling everyone here.

      “And why is today special?” Her face holds demands I don’t understand, testing me, like I should know something that no one has cued me in on. Why is it girls always expect men to magically read their thoughts and know the answers?

      “Because, ah, today’s a good day apparently?” I’m losing my smoothness.

      She glares at me with disappointment, like everyone has disappointed her except for moronic Julie. “Well Julie’s already here so … ” She says this like that’s all that matters, like it doesn’t matter that I’m here too.

      “I’m sure Julie can figure out her way to school,” I remind her as if Julie’s five. Grace rolls her eyes crossly and starts turning around to go, just leaving me standing, dissed, in front of my best friend. Girls are cold. Then again, I deserve this, and I’m relieved that this hopefully spells out that we’re done, though I suppose I’ll miss several things about this jest.

      Before she can leave my reach fully a noise comes. Her garage door opens and stops her as if it has the power to turn Grace into solid ice. Or maybe that’s her pop’s power. He comes out of the garage fast, briefcase in hand, not even looking my or his daughter’s way. He uses his remote to pop open his Mercedes as he screams into his phone. “I told you to hold that patient until I get there. Don’t do a thing!”

      And then abruptly Grace suddenly turns fast toward me. What the … I feel her cool fragile skin get dangerously close to mine as she takes ahold of my arms. They come right around my neck as I feel her perfect body press right into mine. Then she kisses me. Grace’s whiplash really shouldn’t have shocked me anymore.

      I know right away she’s only doing this, kissing me, to make her father mad. I take full advantage, kissing her back and pulling her further to me as I wrap my own arms around her, tasting her as the light perfume she has on drives me crazy. Yes, I know, I’m a messed up individual. She fills my head as I feel her tremble and kisses me harder. She’s the gem I’ll never be able to afford but I get to touch right now. How the hell can I really resist when she suddenly just kisses me like this?

      Sounds of her dad leaving, and Julie yelling, finally make her lips slow, then they stop. As she pulls away and our eyes meet, our reality crashes back, yet we both totally want to keep going. How far would she really be willing to go?

      “Grace! We are going to be late!” Julie is screaming. She’s been yakking for a while now. “And I’m going to throw up!” Her voice is like that of an angry hag, mad someone was stealing her plaything. Grace pulls completely away from me, steps back, and any look or want between us is gone.

      “I can’t ride with you. You should have called and let me know you’d be here.”

      “Come on,” I try to protest. Am I glad she is leaving or do I want to grab her and kiss her again, maybe up against Julie’s car to really piss the man hater off?

      I hear Storm sneer and I suddenly want her to go, get away from him and away from me, as I keep my face the same, shaking my head at her for guilt, but also backing off.

      “Why don’t you just drive me home,” she offers. “If I go with you now she’ll kill me. After school we can finally … talk.” Talk as in not make out, talk as in tell me to take a hike. Fine, after school it is. With that, she turns and is gone.

      Julie makes sure to give Storm and me extra dirty looks before taking off with my “girlfriend.” She is in such a hurry she almost brakes the speed limit to get Grace away from me. Almost, but not quite.

      I hear Storm laugh.“Pick me up, do my laundry,” he mocks me. “Yeah, you’ve really got this one, Danny.”

      I roll my eyes and then shrug as the sun blares down my neck, the burying humidity a perfect metaphor for how I feel now. “She’s using me and I’m using her, it’s perfect. You’ll have your video in no time.” I’m bluffing like hell right now. I hope he secretly knows so too and is forcing me also, because as I watch, not his mouth or his words, but the glare in his eye, I see how much he hates Grace’s family. It scares the shit out of me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      
        GRACE

      

      I walk into my first period class with Julie. Her super tall, thin body and golden hair that’s been curled so tight it could hold ships together as they set sail is all anybody sees. She struts like she’s super woman and I follow her and take a seat. Quickly all the other top students try to sit around us. Most of them went to Julie and my private middle school before this, and like us, they’ve been sent here to excel right into an Ivy League.

      Katrina tries to sit to Julie’s right but Julie stops her, glaring with Medusa blue eyes as she breaths, “The new kid has our class. It would be rude not to offer him a prime seat up front.” Katrina quickly nods her head and comes to sit on my side instead.

      It has been made public on our school’s social feed that the fresh new blood on campus had either been gifted or purchased his way into our magnet, just like we all had. Julie, of course, wanted to know the true deal and all the info.

      Next, Kalle and Breona enter. Breona is right behind Julie for Valedictorian and she shoots Julie a death look as she takes a seat across the room, up front, and tells her own lackey to sit behind her so the new kid could sit next to her instead. Breona and Kalle are both African American and had the growing beauty that would one day make Beyonce bow with “blue” envy. Get it? Blue envy … Yeah, I know my jokes are lame, but what I’m trying to get at is Breona and Kalle are stunning in every way; model ready just like Julie. These three girls make Katrina and me look like old finger food before a feast.

      Anyway, Breona clearly expects the new kid to sit next to her and not us because of her hotness.

      Julie sticks her nose in the air in challenge to this. She was going to get this boy to sit on the other side of her so she could get the details on him if she had to drag him there I had no doubt. Nothing got in Julie’s way. Ever. Not skin color, religion, or where a person came from. It was only how individuals conduct themselves in our magnet that impressed or unimpressed her.

      My eyes go to the door, only our teacher enters to Julie and Breona’s disappointment. She writes “Good Morning” on the board, Shakespearian style, and then goes to her desk to conduct roll call. The whole time all I can think about is how hard I worked for my art award, the only mega award I’ll have on my high school diploma—besides the noted honor that I’m in both the business and medical magnet—and no one really cares.

      I slump my shoulders down and decide I suddenly just want to sleep, until Julie eyes me and I make myself sit up straighter. “Don’t worry, Grace, once you break up with the douchebag you’ll feel better.”

      Maybe she’s right, or maybe not.

      Right before our first period bell rings, the new kid enters. Everyone but me has been waiting for him. Julie looks at me; her eyes say it all as her mouth forms the biggest smile.

      “Jessie Marshal.” His smile is nice, revealing perfect pearly teeth, as half the females in the class perk up and he, a little shy, approaches. “Have trouble finding our class?”

      “Honestly, yes,” he says in a deep, TV sports announcer kind of full voice. The teacher smiles as she starts to describe how all the magnet classes were all over the place, and how eventually by next year, which had no relevance to any of us whatsoever since we were mostly seniors in this class—Could he be a junior?—all the magnet classes would have their own side of the building exclusive for programed courses.

      Jessie just nods, clearly pretending to understand the differences between special and non-special classes and students here as the teacher issued him some books and he went to take a seat. Breona straitens up, a welcoming smile for his hot, tall, dark, and handsome looks that are actually a full shade lighter than her own.

      “He’s yummy,” Katrina says to me as she goggles over his army brat muscles. He looks like he knows his way around a gym this is true, but there’s something else about him, something I can’t put my finger on, which makes me look back to my desk. Maybe because I need to be thinking about the easiest way possible to break up with Danny and ditch him, or maybe it was for other reasons my mind is too lazy to link together.

      As Jessie goes to sit near Breona, Julie quickly speaks up. “Wait, over here, we saved a seat for you,” she says with no shame as she bats her dreamy eyes and Breona sends her an evil neck-bending glare. Jessie looks unsure and totally out of place. A quiet guy, or perhaps just a careful guy—careful not to get between two high school felines on his first day—as he looks from one empty seat to another. I don’t bother to look up. Let Julie take her catch of the day. I just hope within the first ten seconds of him sitting here Julie isn’t going to ask for his GPA or what his family’s income is.

      One glance and I already know anyway. I can just tell by the look in his eyes as he looks everyone in the room over (except for me because of the way I’m to the right back side of him, in his blind spot) including the highly esteemed Breona whose still trying to undress him with her eyes. It’s apparent that Jessie, and maybe one other person, is here by brains alone. He just seems too shy to be rolling in it I decide. His clothes are the same brands Danny wears. The rest of us … we’d been groomed to stand out at a high cash rate.

      I look back down to my work.

      Our teacher doesn’t give Julie a chance for a quick flirty interrogation as she quickly begins roll call.

      “Stephan Abeny. Kyle Banish. Anthony Elderage. Taylor Grant … ”

      All my mind can track back to during this boringness is how I won my art award, the spot in the paper, how happy I should be, and yet, I’m not. To make it worse, there is this tapping beside me that reminds me of my father’s morning reaction.

      Tap, tap, tap. Tap, tap, tap.

      “I don’t see you, Grace,” says my father’s voice in my head.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      I turn and discover it’s the new kid tapping. He drums his fingers without thinking just like my dad. Just like me sometimes. People are so annoying. Truly. His nervous tapping irks me. This new kid automatically gets up my spine as I finally take another good look at him, and I know this is ridiculous because he looks like a nice guy.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      “Katrina Nemus. Monica Marks. Grace Parrish.”

      It’s just a name, Grace Parrish, my name, and I respond to it in the teacher’s roll call the way I would any other day.

      “Here.” My eyes drift back to my note pad as I’m sketching something crazy Julie would surly disapprove of. I sketch annoying fingers tapping on the corner of my paper. A second passes, and then another, the fingers are of whose eyes I suddenly feel on me. The kind of feeling when you know someone is staring at you. Am I the only one who senses that?

      I look up, annoyed to be away from my drawing, annoyed by everything, and I find the new kid’s face is fully turned uncomfortably around in his chair, eyes off the teacher, off the class, off Julie and Breona, and heavily on me. I look at him, and then back to my desk again. For some reason my pulse stirs as I look back up and find he’s still looking at me. A little less obvious, but not much. He watches me like I have an alien on my face or something. I’m confused. He couldn’t possibly see the sketch of his/my dad’s annoying fingers that I’m drawing. I look around further to see if it’s really me he’s looking so closely at and, hot damn, it is.

      He’s looking at me like he knows me. What? No, that can’t be it. He doesn’t know me because he’s new here. Our eyes meet; stranger eyes.

      Julie, Breona, even the teacher, all see his eyes on me, as if a strange moment is passing between us.

      I count to ten in my mind, uncomfortable, and finally he turns back around.

      Julie then motions for Katrina to nudge my side harshly. I turned toward her.

      “Do you know him?” she mouths.

      “No.”

      I looked back at him, searching my memory, but I know I have never met this army brat before. Julie still gives me another questioning look, then she and Katrina turn their attention to the teacher as she continues her lesson comparing Shakespeare’s works to that of what we hear in some rap music today.

      The new kid’s eyes still burn in my mind for some reason. As if I don’t have enough to think about. Midway through class, he turns back and looks at me once more, like he knew something about myself that I didn’t. By the time the bell rings, I have an eerie feeling about the whole thing.

      Hopefully a class or two without newbie here will let it subside because the only place Julie wants my thoughts to be is imaging myself braking up with Danny Cross instead of lip smacking his gorgeous everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      “This lady doth protest too much, methinks.” This is the verse I have to write a whole three page paper on for AP English. Yes, I think I do. I protest in my mind about whether or not to allow Danny—the guy whose presence sends shivers up and down my back—to kiss me at lunch right before I break up with him. That’s pretty selfish, right? Either way I know this will be the last time we talk, forever.

      I take a big breath. Time to do this.

      Lunch is always when I know he and I are different and our childhood stares that try to linger are really a mirage. Danny and a few other guys walk in late, of course, joining their crowd near the back exit of the half outdoor and half indoor cafeteria so they can easily skip after lunch. Why even come to the caf in the first place, why not bail now? The obvious answer is in my head thanks to Julie telling me over and over, but the truth is I don’t want to absorb it.

      Danny and his guys are immediately swarmed by girls; their type of girls. The type that aren’t in the magnet, the type that live near Danny and the rest of the lower class. The clothes these vixens find suitable for school are like that which belong in night clubs; not that I’ve ever been to a real night club, but I imagine these are the kinds of outfits one would wear when it’s easy to be bathed in the dark. Maybe, every blue moon, I wonder what it’s like to be free like them.

      They look at Danny, who, when it comes to only looks, could be cast as a young Daemon Black from one of Jennifer L. Armentrout’s romance novels. The Spanish version of Daemon Black anyway. This bad boy, according to our last kiss and our online social media status, is still mine, but not for very long.

      I really, really shouldn’t care about these vixens talking to him. I shouldn’t care how unsexy and innocent I am compared to them. I don’t care! But his eyes, as if somehow having a radar whenever I gaze upon him, find mine from his side of our outdoor caf hall staring at him right now, and if I look too long, his features can take my imagination to a foolish place. He’s not the same boy I used to watch play guitar and talk to as a kid. He’s not! I have to tell myself repeatedly.

      One of the girls—the slutty ones approach him extra close—is asking him for something. What does she want? I immediately want to inch closer and overhear it.

      “God, they’re scum.” Julie interrupts my imagination as she finishes her salad. Did she catch me looking his way? “How can you possibly be dating a guy like that? You two are too embarrassed to even socialize at lunch because you both know you’re too different. This is seriously the biggest joke of my life time.” Julie keeps on talking through bites, on a rant now as she eats her new hip diet of raw, vegan food. “I don’t understand why you need privacy, why you keep waiting. Just go end it right now. If I were you, I wouldn’t ride with him. If he has drugs in his car and you guys get stopped, you know you’d go down with him, right? And would kiss a good college goodbye. Is he worth it?” Her words fade in my head as I tell her “Of course not.”

      Danny’s eyes are now ignoring the slut as she tries to chat and instead keep drifting back to me. Does he know I’m going to break up with him?

      Mike, my school’s magnet cross track star, approaches suddenly. Julie’s been wanting me to chat with him forever, for him to be my next approvable boyfriend. “A real boyfriend,” Julie says. I take full advantage of his smile because I want Danny to see as that girl keeps trying to get closer.

      Geez, what am I doing? Mike is all smiles and I look to him and Julie’s scheming eyes. “Yes! Talk to him!” she is all but telling me. “Talk to him now!” I say a word or two, not even hearing what he is trying to say as my eyes drift beyond him to Danny, and Danny’s own eyes look back at me.

      I think in a sick way we both like this game of making each other jealous. Danny certainly has a way of taking my mind off everything that should hold me down and be obvious, and I have to admit I like that a little too much.

      Mike tries to get even closer to me, blocking me from Danny’s view as his voice gets low and … Crap, is he asking me out? Oh no! I’m going to have to blow two guys off today and unlike Julie, I don’t know how to do this. My face turns red from shy nervousness. My experience compared to everyone’s around me is actually kind of pathetic when it comes to dating.

      Danny, by the time I spy him again, is away from the hooker wannabe, her eyes still trace the remnants of his shadow as he walks toward me. He’s going to give me an excuse to walk toward him and blow off Mike, which is both good and bad because … Jesus, Julie is right, this is the time to end it. Here, in front of the entire school. This makes a part of me feel so sad.

      Another distraction comes as I sense yet another boy’s eyes on me. Clearly I must be dressed like a super freak today or something. Judging by the creepy way I sensed him earlier in my English AP class, the new kid has found the caf, courtesy of Devon Ecklls, and now he sees me. So, Devon has been elected by our magnet as Jessie’s tour guide. Why they chose the most awkward kid on campus to give tours I will never understand.

      Jessie was being nice to him though as others laugh and sneer at the sounds of Devon’s awkward pre-puberty voice as he tries to explain things while holding a hot plate of spaghetti in his wobbly little hands. Jessie’s eyes are off me and back onto Devon so he seems to be sincerely paying attention. Maybe the new kid wasn’t so creepy after all. He really did appear to be a genuine nice guy.

      That question solved in my mind for now, I look back up to Danny whose coming closer my way, stepping out of his group and into the “no man’s land” that is between my kind and his kind. I move toward him too to meet him halfway. Julie would flip if I allow him to get too close to her and our group. I’m nervous as to what to say, how to end it. A few more steps and we will both be close enough to speak.

      Suddenly I realize that Devon is unaware that he is about to walk right into Danny! Everything from here just kind of unfolds fast. Devon bumps into Danny’s side as he’s too busy talking to Jessie to pay attention to where he’s going. His hands go up in fright and shock upon seeing Danny who towers over Devon, and the red, watery, disgusting spaghetti goes up with his hands. Up, and up, and then down, and down. Holy crap! It even manages to do a flip as red sauce goes everywhere on me, but especially all over Danny. His hair, his shirt, it’s even on his hypnotizing lips, making him look now like a vampire soaking in blood/vile spaghetti sauce. To the entire student body, this is hysterical.

      Someone from my crowd yells something cruel to Danny, recalling his days when even the private school kids would come looking to beat him up for no reason. Those poor, stupid, trashy kids were so easy to mess with I used to hear some of the magnet boys say. And this finally gives them the perfect excuse to trash talk, because surely Danny, who is tallest and strongest now, wouldn’t retaliate in front of everyone would he? Wrong.

      Devon chuckles. Not in a mean way, but in a very dumb, flabbergasted, shocking, nervous way. Like you want to cry or die but instead you laugh. It sounds terrible but I’ve had this happen to me, so I understand. But Danny doesn’t. He grabs for Devon and is way too fast to miss. Devon’s eyes bug out as laughs around the caf turn to “fight, fight, fight,” and everyone pulls their cells out. Nothing like getting a fresh pounding on film for my generation. If the terrorist do it, why not us?

      If only someone could help Devon. Danny was going to obliterate him. My heart is pounding as I try to say something, but I can’t talk at all. Everything is just going from bad to wrong.

      “That was stupid,” Danny says to Devon, still dripping with spaghetti and sauce.

      “Please don’t!” Devon cowers. God, couldn’t Danny remember this is who he used to be, the kid who used to get pummeled? How could he be doing this right now? Who have I been kissing all this time? I pray for help as Danny throws Devon against a tree by a table. Like a lion, he moves in for the kill when someone cuts between them, blocking my vision. Someone dark and a little taller than me: the new kid, Jessie. What is he doing? Danny will clobber him, too!

      “Hey,” Jessie says as his hand starts to reach toward Danny.

      Danny is like a super villain who can sense when people are around him and a hand is reaching to grab him from behind. He can either sense this or see it out of the far corner of his eyes. However he does it, he suddenly turns around seconds before Jessie’s arm can make contact.

      “You really don’t want to touch me,” Danny barks, a wicked smile in his eyes, like he’ll enjoy the fight and show all of us he will no longer be the victim.

      Jessie seems calm, his body isn’t even tense, but clearly when push comes to shove, even with his muscles, Danny would win. I just know he would and this, it kills me. I’m suddenly so lost and disgusted at what he’s become. Jessie intelligently pulls his arm away from Danny’s shoulder but makes his stance powerful and more peaceful somehow all at once. He’s an enigma, this nervy new kid. I don’t understand anything about him, but there is something my mind wants me to put together when it comes to him. Too bad World War Three is going down. I can barely watch. I am a true coward.

      “Hey, brother, I’m not looking for a fight. The kid didn’t mean it. Let him go.” Jessie’s body language and voice are still calm, but his words spark a fire in Danny’s eyes.

      “I’m not,” Danny looks him up and down, “your brother.”

      I know what is going to happen next, Danny’s going to punch him. He’s going to go for the nose or eyes the way bullies used to go for Danny’s. He still has a scar on his upper left eyebrow from when we were eleven.

      “Danny—” I wish my voice was a bold scream but it’s a barely heard sob.

      Julie is bold for me. “It’s just spaghetti, you cretin!” She inches close to the boys. Only Julie is crazy enough to get between a brawl about to go down.

      Danny’s body goes still only because Julie gets too close. He’d never hit a girl, I still know that much about him, not that that is a high honor or anything. I make the mistake now of catching Danny’s eyes, a dead stare, and I’m trembling like the thought of Danny hurting Jessie might kill me. I’ve never had my body react like this before. I don’t understand.

      Danny’s eyes are back on Jessie’s like they’d never left. Another painful second passes and I hear Danny’s voice instead of the pounding of fists. “So you’re the new kid?” His words are full of violent entertainment. “Too bad for you.” With a smile, he walks off, leaving all of us behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    

    
      
        DANNY

      

      It’s been hours. I’ve already left school, blown off some steam, showered, and changed my shirt. And now I’m back waiting for Grace outside my car. She texted me that she still wants to meet up, clearly still wants to end things. Good. I have the kind of life and past she can’t, nor ever will, relate to.

      The rest of our school has pretty much bailed after last bell, but Grace has some art club and student government meeting right now, so she’s still here. Magnet kids are crazy like that, never wanting to leave this God forsaken place. The wind is humid and hot, and the air and sky is overcast. It’s going to rain and create more steam and humidity any second. When is the cold weather going to come?

      Finally, I spot her. She walks toward my car slowly, looking perfect, like a dream, a dream that’s disgusted with me. She doesn’t bother to say hi as she gets inside and I start driving. Without the extra tension in the air, this is kind of like how most of our drive homes go, minus the making out of course.

      She continues to stare ahead and say nothing as I merge onto the main road. I turn my music on and she turns it off abruptly. I guess she wants us to talk, but what about? Am I just supposed to act clueless until then? Act like I don’t know she wants us rightly done? Our sick game of pretending continues. Ok, here it goes …

      “So, you going to the big party tonight?”

      She stares out the passenger window, not pleased with my idiotic question. “The party at Storm’s house?”

      “Yeah, it’s going to be sick.” I try to sound convincing, but we both know she’d hate everything about the big party that’s going down tonight.

      “I have homework,” she answers flatly.

      “Oh come on, you’re telling me you can’t miss one night of homework to go to a party with me? Your boyfriend?”

      So here we are, I’ve given her the perfect opportunity to say “You’re not my boyfriend, asshole.” Instead, she turns toward me, her gold eyes equally as irritated as mine. “I won’t know anyone there and your friends hate me.”

      Like how her friends don’t loath me, especially after today?

      “Maybe if you’d loosen up you’d make some friends.” I’m sarcastic and an ass, I know, and now I’ve sent her anger completely over the top. Grace’s idea of “over the top” anyway.

      “I’ve got plenty of friends!”

      “What, like Julie?” I go on and mock. “Yeah, she’s awesome.” And I’m such a complete smuck.

      Neither of us look at each other.

      “Can’t you drive any faster?” she orders me like I’m not the guy she is dating but one of her employees.

      Oh, you want fast, Your Highness? I press my foot to the gas, my car screeching into the speed I love over the small, bumpy beach roads that make up the east part of our town. We speed past a bridge, jet over train tracks, going fast, just making a traffic light. My old car howls roughly from the treatment.

      “Ok! Ok!” she finally gives in. “Too fast!” Her slight English accent that only comes out every once and a while when she’s truly pissed comes out. As sick as it is, that tone of hers and her face make me crack up a little bit. She is the only person I know who looks cuter, kind of like an angry small cat, when she’s upset. I try to hold in a chuckle, but suddenly my dumb ass pride is gone and I realize how stupid I can be.

      Her sun gold eyes narrow with a look of distain at the sight of me smirking. “You’re so … ” There it is, she is too proper to swear at me, to call me an ass. Oh what different worlds we are from.

      “Charming?” I answer for her.

      “Not exactly the word I’d use.”

      Once again, I try not to laugh at the look she is making on her too beautiful face. How I’ve even managed two and a half weeks without her not ending things I don’t know.

      “I love this beach,” I hear her whisper as she looks out the window. I look to were Grace is looking on the passenger’s side. It’s the beach I used to play guitar at in middle school, where we’d met. I’d seriously thought Grace was a sea angle from afar back then.

      This beach, our old beach, is like no other in our part of Florida. It’s full of giant rock cliffs and underwater coral reef caves. As beautiful as the beach is, it’s always abandoned. The water is a breeding ground for nurse sharks, and the rocks are so sharp you have to wear running shoes or you’d get all scraped up. A long time ago, it was the only place where I felt safe.

      “I was just thinking about it this morning.” Grace’s voice is slightly sad as she is looks upon it, sad in a way that makes me feel bad, as if it’s in my power to make her feel better. Secretly, I wish it was.

      “Me too,” I find myself admitting so low under my breath she doesn’t even hear me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 6

        

      

    

    
      We finally pull up to Grace’s house. And I finally meet her eyes as I wait patiently for her to end us. She chooses not to meet my smartass gaze as she looks past me and takes a breath, trying to will herself to say the words.

      “That’s weird,” she breathes as she looks at all the cars in her driveway. There were two I recognized: her dad and mom’s. The other car looked as old as mine and out of place here.

      “What is going on?” I ask.

      “My dad’s home.”

      She gets out of the car; the gray sky looking like it is going to burst with rain any second. I get out too and the wind blows against us as I find myself beginning to move with her. She’s not going completely to her door, just close enough to peek at who else was at her house. She pauses and something in her body language, a language I’ve secretly studied all too well, alerts me that she sees someone. I find my feet pivoting with her to make sure she is safe, because my mind wants her to be, always, whether we’re pretending to be together or not. Sick, I know. This is why she needs to break things off with me. But something else entirely is suddenly happening right now, like we’ve driven into a different world.

      “What the … ?” she breathes next to me as I see him and my fist clench. The new kid! I can’t even remember what his name is because he is a part of the magnet, which makes him everything I’m not. God’s gift to earth apparently. He had the idiotic balls to talk down to me earlier today and now he’s here, at my girlfriend’s house, staring at her. I look to Grace, feeling slightly betrayed even though I don’t know the hell why. I wanted her to end things, but didn’t think she already would have my replacement here to mock me further. I would deserve an ending like this, but her face says no. She is confused, so I find myself moving partly in front of her. Her twisted knight in shinning armor.

      Then her front door swings open with a loud crashing thud, and this woman who I can only guess is related to Jessie because she is older and looks like him comes storming out.

      Jessie’s mom, or older sister, stomps right past us, her face full of tears. She is rushing toward her car and Jessie is motionless, still staring at Grace like he wants her to know something when the woman motions for him angrily to follow her. He begins to as other sounds come out of Grace’s house and surround us because her front door is still open.

      Her parents’ screaming and arguing is so loud that as the wind picks up with their voices it feels like the whole neighborhood could hear them pulling each other apart. Grace’s face moves to the door and then back to Jessie who is getting in his mom’s car as she screeches out of the parking lot and drives off. It is like Jessie and Grace’s eyes can’t leave each other as another jealous bone manifests in my body. Her mom’s irate screaming also intensifies, and it sounds like Florida’s star and most distinguished and proper defense attorney is actually breaking something in their house. Probably a weird rich person knick-knack that costs thousands.

      I’ve seriously walked into the Twilight Zone, and finally Grace’s eyes find mine. Her face is both confused and so embarrassed, even full of shame for her parents’ blunders. It reminds me of my own past that I’m still now trying to push out of. But wait, hold on a second, this isn’t perfect Grace Parrish’s world, it can’t be.

      “I, uh—” She looks back toward where Jessie’s mom’s or whoever’s car was but has now disappeared. “I better go inside.”

      “Do you want me to go with you?” I offer stupidly, as if I was ever worthy of coming inside her house, or as if that would help. I should have said “Do you want to get away somewhere?” Somewhere I could talk with her and we could sort this out like a real couple, but that was something we really were not.

      “No, I’ll be fine.” Her eyes are lost with questions, questions I want to know the answers to as well.

      With that, she leaves me, hurrying inside and closing the front door. Once the heavy thing is shut, all the sounds of her parents wild screams disappear. No one, not even Storm, would know or ever guess what was happening inside. A melt down of chaos.

      Something had just changed this whole deal and I had no idea what that was, but it had something to do with that new kid and I was going to figure out what.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 7

          ~Eight Years Ago~

        

      

    

    
      
        JESSIE

      

      Everything, the keys to who I am and my mother’s past, was about to begin as I did my homework. We were stationed in Texas, my mom was a nurse who was called abroad whenever troops were deployed or if an infectious disease brakes out. But on this day, we were settled into the area and everything seemed calm.

      In our tiny kitchen, my mom was busy cooking dinner, the smells intoxicating, as we watched TV. The local news was on and we were anxious to hear whether or not the US would be sending more troops back into Iraq. If they did, that’s where my mom’s brother, my uncle, a top rated general would have to go. Maybe even my mom would be made to go too. But she’s always told me not to ever worry about this, that she and my uncle will always be proud to go, to serve, that it is an honor to make sure countries that don’t have certain freedoms like the US still have access to our help and aid.

      So as I did my homework, and wondered what my next day of school would be like—my teachers were admitting me into all advance classes because of some boring IQ test they say I did good on—I have no worries, no inclination that the day would be different.

      Then a news anchor came on. “And in Breaking News, South Florida Attorney Steven Harms, who tried to run for governor only six years ago in a close race, has been indicted on charges of fraud. These charges have been uncovered by police after evidence was discovered by the very lawyer he was dueling against in court on a medical malpractice case, Ana Parrish.”

      I watched my mother freeze upon hearing the name Ana Parrish. Who was Ana Parrish? I looked up to where she was staring at the TV screen. I’d never seen my mother look conflicted like she had done something wrong. And on the TV screen, where a man in a fancy neighborhood was being dragged off by the police, the image zoomed in on a woman with a very angry child, kicking and screaming in the background. The child only looked a little older than myself. “No, Mom, please!” he was saying as the woman who was holding him announced to the press, “ … I’m ashamed. I’m leaving my husband and will have no part of this!”

      But it wasn’t her my mom was staring at, or the picture of the attractive lawyer Ana Parrish in the upper left corner, it was the lower left corner where I spotted the man my mom was staring at on the screen. He was tall, with fair skin that did not match my dark caramel skin or my mom’s even darker Haitian rich brown. He had light brunette hair, a phone to his ear, and was wearing clothes similar to my mom’s scrubs, only more sophisticated, like a doctor. As I stared at the small form of him getting into his car on the screen, there was something about hearing the name Perish and then seeing him that ate away at me.

      “Mom, what’s wrong?” I asked as I looked up at her. Where those tears in her eyes?

      “Nothing. Jessie, I need you to run over to your uncle’s for a minute.”

      “Why?” I asked as my rumbling stomach protested. She looked at me harshly in a way that said I had better move. My uncle lived right next door in base quarters that were identical to ours.

      “I need to make a phone call,” she said, and with that, I was made to be gone. I found my uncle listening to a televised bible study only a few moments later. When I mentioned the name Parrish, he too seemed to make a face like that last name was important.

      I couldn’t help thinking that maybe it meant trouble.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 8

          ~Current Day~

        

      

    

    
      
        GRACE

      

      September 30th, 6:30 p.m. Grace Parrish’s status reads: Is today over yet?

      

      I sit in my room, the sounds of my parents still screaming fills all of my space, even with the door shut. Fights like this had been becoming more frequent, but this fight in particular is different. I can just feel it.

      “How could you? How could you do this to us? To your daughter? Sixteen years and you’ve never told me, told us! How am I supposed to explain this to her, to everyone?” I hear my mom cry. And I’m so worried. I’m so worried over whatever they are talking about. What is it they have to tell me? Their hateful words toward each other make my heart feel like it’s being pulled apart.

      “We don’t know anything, I didn’t—”

      “We know enough! I’m taking your daughter away from you! I’m taking everything away from you!” My mom keeps screaming. She’s already broken an expensive piece of pottery that has been in our family for years. What else will she smash tonight?

      Tears stream down my eyes. Shaking while sitting on the hard floor near my bed, I do the only thing I can: I sketch. The touch of cool charcoal on my skin feels good as I draw the shadows of a girl who is crying like me. I give her crazy features, all crazy except for her perfect smile. Her smile is full of lies, lies that say everything is well. The art flows heavily out of me. I can almost taste the world I’m creating on the paper canvas. A world that should be so far away from my own, but isn’t.

      I sketch me kissing Danny, the bad boy, earlier today when I should have broken up with him. I sketch the new kid, Jessie, and his eyes as he weirdly stares at me. Spaghetti is in my sketch too, the carbohydrate that nearly caused a messy fight at school. And at last, I sketch Danny’s perfect and way too hot, slightly Hispanic mystified face as I remember him looking at me like “why is the new kid at your house?”

      The answer is, I don’t know, but I have no doubt somehow it caused all this. Who is he really?
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        DANNY

      

      I get off the phone after telling Storm everything. Who else am I supposed to vent this to? He wanted all our guys to find out A.S.A.P. who this Jessie is, and why he was at Grace’s place. The sounds of Grace’s parents fighting, the look in her eyes …

      I find myself searching in my closet, looking for something I desperately want to see. My own memory fills quickly with the ghost of my own parents arguing. They did that a lot, years ago before my mom split, and then I did. The sounds my mom drunk, always drunk beyond reason, while screaming at my Caucasian father in a spicy Spanish language he didn’t understand fills my mind. My dad would tell her in English that their monthly rent was due and yet she’d spent it all on a drug and alcohol binge.

      Then whenever my dad was done arguing with her, he’d come into my room, the prison I so needed to escape. He’d yell at me even though he was really angry at her, demanding that I get my ass to school. But school was the place where I was usually beaten up by my peers. Didn’t he see that my eyes were always a deep purple whenever I got home? My nose broken more than once? Instead, I went to the beach, looking for the perfect sea angel who came from a world I thought was so shinny and perfect, and nothing like my own.

      Now, in real time, I pull a sketch of hers nobody knows I’ve saved out of my closet. She had given it to me the day my mom skipped out for good. It was a drawing of myself, singing and playing guitar like a little wimp. Yet the girl who I thought was a young angel back then, Grace Parrish, had made me look kind of special for the first time.

      I look down at the sketch and see the numbness and hidden mystery in my face at just how sad my life had been back then, before I took control, and it was a look that matched Grace’s only hours ago when she walked into her chaotic house.

      Were we not so different after all? No, we had to be.

      Feeling and remembering how I used to think and feel as the loser I was is dangerous now. I suddenly need a drug, something to make me lose myself and escape my memories. Escape in a way that I wish could magically rescue Grace too, because I can’t … I can’t even face whatever is inside my true skull.

      In my stash of the usual goodies I’ll sell this month, I remember there is a small amount of cocaine that I have never dared try. Selling to coke addicts was a scary but profitable business; they’d kill you for their next hit. That had always stopped me from sampling this garbage, or attempting to become a lost soul and monster like them. Yet Storm believes we should try everything at least once if you have the balls to sell it. He’d given me this extra amount to sample and it had just been sitting here. Probably safer to use it and finally rid myself of the bitch.

      “Whatever you do, don’t become addicted. If you become addicted you’ll be no good to me and what we both want,” I remember Storm warning. He wants me to try it and yet not become addicted. How the fuck does he figure I’ll do that? Guess I’m gonna find out.

      I get the white powder out, drawing a line on my black counter like I’d seen others do. I pull out a one hundred dollar bill I’d made in my first fifteen minutes of school today thanks to my wonderful Adderall sales. I roll it, trying to feel like a bad ass about to go on a major trip.

      The lines of life that separated the rich from the poor, the right from the wrong, the blessed and the cursed, those lines rise up like walls that both protect me and shut me out, and when they crumble, I imagine they make something like this white power. This perfect top grade coke.

      Taking a deep breath, I snort it, hoping it will block out my feelings of utter disgust for myself. It burns immediately as it’s sucked up my noise. It burns like an acid, like snorting hard poison. I taste it both in my throat and feel it rush toward my skull.

      And then a trip, the real trip, begins.

      Why face dumb realities of real life when you can go on a journey like this?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 9

        

      

    

    
      
        JESSIE

      

      My new, small room is a labyrinth of brown boxes. Everything is hidden except for my bible, which was my uncle’s that my mom pulled out for me. She must have known I’d need to see it today. Need what he valued so highly to find: hope. My uncle died in the skies of Iraq not too long ago. He was the greatest physical father figure I’d ever had in my life.

      My real genetic father, in comparison to him, has turned out to be more of a let down than ever, a white shadow, nothing like uncle Dave who raised me to always try and be the best that I can. My new school, supposedly a high school paradise surrounded by palm trees and not far from the beach, was public yet small with a top-notch magnet program that can get me into whatever college I want, but it hadn’t turned out quite like the brochures and pictures on the internet had described.

      The color ratio in my magnet, which is always the first thing I see, is about fifty percent white, forty percent black, and ten percent a mixture of Asians and Spanish kids. The teens outside the magnet are almost entirely Spanish. I guess I should have expected that, this is Florida after all. I, unlike any of the students that I can see, am the strange minority. I look black, but I’m not fully black. I have a kinship with everybody, being a mixed assortment, and yet it’s always a struggle the first few days figuring out where I should fit in, where I’m expected to belong. This feeling has surrounded me ever since I found out the truth eight years ago about who my father really was and the color of his skin.

      The truth is, I belong with God, and wherever he leads me, my race shouldn’t matter. Yet I will always be stereotyped into some group, no doubt, even with how nice so far everybody in the magnet seems. It’s only the non-magnet students who showed their true faces. They looked for real color, and tried to decide where I belonged, who I should hang with. Not that we are forced to segregate, this is a new millennium after all, but yet, everyone always does.

      Black students find they’re best friends and love interest in other black kids, Spanish befriend Spanish, white with white, and then those groups distinguish again with who is rich and poor, by interest, by sports verses rebels verses the overachievers. We distinguish until none of us talk to each other. Like I said, this hasn’t happened yet with me, because as usual I’m the new guy, but as my days go on, society will expect me to pick a side. Problem is I fit into almost every category, and yet none of them at the same time. This is my life.

      I grab my bible and sit on my bed, moving the picture of my uncle dressed proudly in his uniform that I use as a bookmark into view. Looking up to the ceiling I hope my heavenly father will bring some kind of breakthrough, heal my pain, and fill the void of the constant rejection from my real father who didn’t even want to lay his eyes on me. Maybe if God could make me completely one color or the other it would make a difference. Make me more accepted by both my real parents. Or maybe not.

      Was moving here a mistake? Was trying to meet her, Grace Parrish, a mistake?

      I’d been so nervous and on edge to finally see her for the first time. A few years back I’d found her name and profile picture online, but everything else was on a private setting. Now in person she looked so different, as did we all when it comes to real life verse the internet and photos that are taken from crazy angles that are filled with hundreds of filters to hide our true selves.

      When I’d heard her name called in class earlier today, for a moment I couldn’t believe it. Her reaction had said it all; she had no clue who I was.

      “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do next,” I say now as I look to the ceiling. “God, Yahweh, please fix this.”
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        STORM

      

      I watch Grace from her window. She made the mistake of leaving her curtains open, a rarity for the British princess. Melanie is in my room with me, dancing drunkenly on my king sized bed in my giant bedroom while she waits. I smile with satisfaction all over my face; not sure why Grace has fallen asleep crying while she sketched her stupid sketches, or why my boy Danny had heard screams coming from her house, but perfectly delighted about all of it. Their pain is giving me a fast rush.

      If they thought their problems were bad now, wait until I was done interfering. I couldn’t wait to watch Grace cry in her bedroom from my own schemes manifesting one day soon. The way her family had made my world crumble … soon they’d all fall, and finally things would be right.

      Melanie collapses on my bed, so buzzed she doesn’t even wake when her body tumbles onto the floor. I go to her, not bothering to wake her up as I kiss her neck. Tonight will be a sweet one as I think about what Grace’s current dilemma really could be, and while I’m with Melanie, it’s Grace’s image who I imagine right now.
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        GRACE

      

      Rain pores down from the sky, thunder and lightning strike, and finally I awake, my neck and back sore from falling asleep for hours on the floor. Charcoal is all over my white shirt from laying on my drawing. I might even have charcoal on my face but I’m too out of it to tell.

      I glance down at the last thing I sketched, looking at it in the dark as I shake my head to wake up. The new kid, specifically Jessie’s eyes. Why had he been here at my house? What was happening?

      Thunder roars and palm branches smack against my window. I walk over slowly and shut the curtains, mad that I left them open. I’ve always hated the fact that Storm could see right through to my room. It gives me the creeps. So as a result, I usually keep my window shut and room dark; dark and depressing just like him. Why can’t he and his dad just sell that house and move to one of the others that we all know is secretly kept on their books?

      I can hear someone in the living room who is still up. I walk quietly out of my bedroom, toward the sound. One lamp is on, bright against the dark like no one bothered to turn it off, and it makes my old antique filled house look gray and spooky.

      I find my mom on the couch, drinking the kind of wine you’re supposed to cook with, but it’s probably the only wine in our entire home right now. My mom wasn’t a drinker; she usually stayed up to do research for big cases and drank coffee like an addict. She wasn’t usually the type to sit around doing nothing while getting sloppy … until now. Something was wrong.

      This fight between her and my father was still written all over her face and causing more fine lines to sprout. The shadows in the room made her look like a crow, tired, and yet somehow she was still beautiful. That was the mystery of my mom. A hollowness filled my stomach as I approach her.

      “Where’s Dad?”

      She wouldn’t look at me. “He got a hotel. He won’t be coming back.”

      Did I really want to hear that? What did this mean? I ask the only question I can bare to hear the answer to.

      “Who was that kid who was at the house today?”

      I wait for her to answer but she doesn’t. She looks away like she doesn’t even know what I’m talking about. I try to raise my voice to ask again and fail. Why am I so afraid of this answer? “The black kid,” I try again. “He just started attending my school. Who is he?”

      My mom remains silent.

      “Why was he here? Why was his mom here? What’s going on?”

      She looks up at me, tears coming out of her eyes. Her teeth are stained purple from the wine. She’s completely out of it.

      “That black kid … is your brother, Grace.”

      Her words don’t register, I don’t understand. “What?”

      “His mother, that woman with him, was Kayla Marshal.”

      Hearing that name awakens something in my mind, and suddenly I begin to understand. That was the name of the woman my mother threw in my dad’s face whenever they fought about the past. She was the young nurse he had an affair, the woman he probably wished he had married instead of my mom. I never knew what she looked like. Mom always tried to hide so much from me but in my parents anger everything always came out.

      But I certainly never knew that she was black. Did that make a difference? Of course not. I’d just always imagined she looked something like my mom.

      “He’s your brother,” she repeats, yet I still don’t comprehend, and then I begin replaying the entire day in my mind again, over and over, as my entire world for once begins to change. Change and crumble.

      “He’s your brother, Grace.”

      I am broken.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 10

        

      

    

    
      
        DANNY

      

      The coke kept me up for hours and hours. It made me feel like my heart was beating a thousand beats per second like the blood pumping through my veins was made of silver. It made me want to go. To run on the highway, jump off a bridge, and swim all the way back home against the waves. I don’t know if I did any of that, but this blow makes overdosing on Adderall seem like a joke. And trust me, overdosing on the Addy is no funny situation, it’s more like an overly thick painful needle jacked up with poison.

      But right now, I don’t feel like I’m on poison. Doing coke is like being on top of everything. It makes want to kiss Grace, be around her incredible body, and do everything Storm wants me to do while having fun doing it. Of course, this is because the snow has drained my conscience out. I feel invincible and I don’t care about anyone or anything but me. That’s the way it should be. What a wonderful feeling. Is this why some people nickname snorting fresh lines the Devil’s Drug? My morals are gone. Who really wants to be bothered by morals anyway?

      Shit. Now the hallucinations and sheer panic begins dripping into my head. Or perhaps my brain is melting?

      Holy ball rush!

      The coke eats away at my brain cells like it’s hungry. Like a crow who wants to chow on my squirmy head worms, taking away my thoughts, my knowledge, even some of my music, my soul. I both love and hate the sudden panic like the walls are coming in on me all at once.

      It’s troubling. My head itches and I pull some of my hair out. Holy crap, maybe someone will clone me now. Ha-ha, clearly I watch too much sci-fi.

      Suddenly I’m delusional and angry. I feel myself scream, so furious at my best friend for making me this way. Furious at myself. And then I crash. I CRASH HARD. Perhaps it’s time to leave this world, this melting, pecked brain, this body? I find everything pulling me deep down to some place dark and see absolutely nothing as the drug keeps me wide-awake. Awake and trapped in a pit. I hope for sleep now, knowing later the wake up won’t be pretty. If I wake up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 11

        

      

    

    
      The next day, Grace and that whole mess isn’t the least bit on my mind. I kind of want more coke, but not nearly as bad as the crazy coke heads I deal to do. At least, to myself I don’t seem that crazy. Could I turn into one of them? Sweet Snow White is what Storm calls this white crystal thrill, one of the most addicting fiends. Luckily, Storm came over, proud of me for snorting the crazy hag but he wouldn’t let me back into her fairy tale any more. Dirty bastard.

      He says he wants to stop me from becoming a total flesh-eating zombie, from watching all my talent and personality disappear. “You’ll thank me later,” he says. But I have a feeling this extra disciplinary treatment is really because my best friend is aching for me to get to Grace and there is no way she’d be into a crazy coke head.

      For the next week, the memory of the crystal blow stays in my conscience, how good those lines felt inside my skull as they killed everything. I even found myself writing a song about the lines as I went through withdraw. Storm still refuses to let me use. He keeps me under watch. During this entire time, Grace doesn’t show up to school.

      As I’m at Storm’s home, one of his girl’s, Mel, Mars, whatever her name is, tries to make me feel better. I ignore her. I try calling Grace but there is no answer. I’m not the only one trying to reach her. I see online that big mouth Julie is all over this. Every few hours there’s a new post on Grace’s wall demanding to know if she is sick, why she wasn’t returning any phone calls, and why no one was answering her door. For a few more days I try calling and stalk her dying Instagram, but only because Storm tells me to, and because she is too beautiful to look away from in those pictures, beautiful and in a world that doesn’t belong to me.

      Does it belong to her?

      By week two, the dragon drug and its powerful pull finally starts to wear off my mind. My sober conscience and the soul I thought was dead start to whisper, start to crawl and remind me that Grace might be in trouble, maybe in pain, or perhaps, like everyone I know, just lost.

      I’m surprised by how much I think about her now, too much, but the question of where she could be slowly eats away at me and Storm both, for totally different reasons. I finally return to school, touched to know all my buyers are sweating their balls off, overly anxious for their candy man to take his rule. I find the new kid in the protection of his goody two shoes magnet elite. Don’t let those pretenders fool you, a number of them come to me when they need an extra Addy before study time.

      Breona, the mayor’s daughter, is all over Jessie. Of course, they make sense. He looks past her though, meeting my eyes, and I want answers, answers to how this dude got into the magnet because unlike Breona, who was our school’s big bad Beyonce wanna be, the queen B who competed only against queen A, Julie, this guy is not rich.

      So how was he really in the magnet? Why was his mom, who was as young as my mom had been, young enough to be both of our babysitters really, at Grace’s house? His social media was a blank, boring slate of bible thumping bigotry. “Love Jesus and forgive others.” He was going to need Jesus by the time I, or Storm, was done with him if we didn’t get our answers soon.
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        GRACE

      

      Monday … Mom told me I have to go back to school today. Everyone has been calling. Everyone is going to want to know why I’ve disappeared. Danny is going to ask why Jessie had been at my house. Has he told anyone? Would everyone find out my dad had a secret love child who shares his DNA but not his skin color?

      The first day I had stayed home from school, I convinced myself this whole thing was a lie. That that woman, Jessie’s mother, who’d slept with a married man whose wife had just had a new baby, was a slut.

      I was convinced she was a lying whore who was trying to get my family’s money. The proof was in the pudding, right? I told myself that because I had several half-black friends and they looked just that, beautifully mixed with rich caramel skin and light brown hair, Jessie didn’t look like them. He was dark, like normal African American dark. And I’m not saying that in a bad or a racist way. I have nothing against people of different races.

      All my friends are the same way. We have nothing against the difference of skin pigment tones. Jessie, the new kid according to my school’s social buzz online, was now the hottest, new, shiny thing that all the straight laced teens wanted … except for me. I loathed him because I loathed the lies I told myself his mother was creating. Jessie wasn’t half white, he wasn’t half me.

      I mean technically, I’m really part English and part Arabic from my dad, and part Italian from my mom. But that’s not the point. Jessie and I clearly have no DNA connection. Surly he’d look a fraction like myself if he did. Surly when I first saw him it would have been obvious. So there is no real possibility I have a sibling I’ve never been introduced to.

      Telling myself this makes me feel better. Until the beginning of the week that I finally have to return to school. The morning before I leave, while wasting time online—wasting time online is pretty much all I do lately—I click on a video that’s gone virtual and has something to do with England, so I naturally watch it. I was thinking maybe it was kitten themed or maybe had to do with terrorists or extreme and dangerous stunts done by skate boarder wannabe’s on deathly tall buildings, but this video I clicked on was on a couple living somewhere outside of London. A couple that happens to consist of a white woman and black man who had famous twins a few years back. Famous because one twin was born with white blond hair, super fair skin, and blue eyes, while the other twin had dark skin, like hot melted, delicious chocolate dark, with brown eyes and thick lively hair like the father. You’d never guess either girl came from a mixed racial family or that they were even related. This couple didn’t get these wonder babies by man alerting IVF injections or sperm donors, they were what scientists were calling a special form of twins born with one so much like one parents DNA and one so much like the other.

      This same couple had now gone viral again because after giving birth to those twins a few years back, they somehow got pregnant with another set of twins. A set of boys this time. And guess what happened when the boys were born? I stare at the screen at one boy who looks white and Caucasian and the who other looks like a clone of the father, richly dark.

      I feel sick when I turn my phone off because of how all this links to me and possibly Jessie. I can’t get this worthless data out of my brain fast enough. I reason that just because this BS is viral doesn’t mean it’s real. Film editing and propaganda was the leading power these days. And I’ve been raised with an expensive, elite education that teaches me not to even see skin color when it comes to summing up a person. A person’s actions are how we are supposed to focus on, that and their parents’ wallet or where they get into college, but that part is unsaid. Yet now all I see is skin color as I consider if Jessie could be family.

      No … no!

      After seeing this video I find myself Googling again everything on the new kid that I can find, which isn’t much. Jessie’s social media only tells me he is super religious, like to Julie’s level but instead of a goody two shoes Catholic, he is the kind of bible thumping guy that hashtags Toby Mac on his twitter page.

      He also likes to blog about old and archaic civilizations and forgotten languages, accompanied with his pictures from traveling all around the world. He’d even skipped a grade, which meant I was probably eight months in utero when my dad actually did the dirty deed. What a classy guy my father, the doctor, turned out to be, and Jessie’s mom is a nurse, an army nurse who has served everywhere from South Korea, Thailand after the big tsunami, and Iraq. How annoyingly generous of her. Was she that generous when she screwed my dad?

      More tears escape my eyes as I think these cold thoughts. I am turning cold. Mom pulled herself out of her eating and Valium binge, told me we both had to toughen up and emerge back into realty and our “society calendars.” As if that would fix things. As if that would fix the fact that my mom has kept herself plastic and impeccably beautiful for so many years and still that wasn’t enough to hold one man’s interests. So how would I ever be enough for anyone?

      I don’t think I ever will be.

      Mom drops me off at school because I didn’t want to face Julie, but I know it’s coming. I walk the halls trying to act normal, yet everything seems different now, like my eyes have been replaced with someone else’s. My friends immediately swarm me.

      “What happened? Did someone in your family die?”

      “No,” I tell them.

      “Was it Danny, did he do something? Did that jerk try to hit you when you said you wanted to end things?” Julie demands to know, already getting worked up just talking about it. I imagine how mad she’ll be when I tell her I still haven’t gotten a chance to end things yet. Technically, we’ve been a couple for almost a month now in fact, which is crazy.

      “No, no, nothing like that. I was just really sick.” I’m unable to look Julie in the eye.

      None of this matters really right now, my world, my friends, I have no energy for it, nor could I imagine ever truly facing their questions with honesty. No, I can never let them know the truth, know about—

      Jessie walks into my classroom.

      Everything feels so much more painful to me.

      He looks at my face nervously like he’s been wanting to look upon it for the entire two weeks I’ve been gone, maybe even longer than that.

      I look away. I can’t let my guard down to a lie, that would make everything so much worse I fear. Once the teacher starts her lesion, I put my head down so Julie won’t try to write me a note during class. Keeping my head down, as if I’m sick, keeps their nagging questions as to what could really be wrong away. This is going to be a long, horrible day, I decide. I can just feel it. If only I could escape everything somehow.

      Lunch time rolls around and I look down at my food, not hungry. I cough extra loud so most people will think I’m contagious and stop looking at me. This plan works, for everyone except Julie. Julie can always see right through everyone, she’s not buying anything I sell.

      “Are you sure nothing’s wrong?”

      I couldn’t tell her, nor could I speak the pain out loud about my dad’s possible secret love child. A lot of kids have divorced parents and deal all the time with the reasons why. But this pain was still too new for me. Knowing my dad cheated still eats away at me.

      “Yes, I’m just sick. I told you.”

      “Ok, well, you must be thirsty, right? Liquids are good when you’re ‘not feeling well,’” she says it like she doesn’t believe it. “Can I get you some water at least?”

      “No, I’m fine.”

      Julie frowns while taking a bite of her sandwich, her curly blond hair bouncing up and down as she chews and keeps her eyes glued to me. She’s never one to give up on anything, ever.

      My eyes dart toward the cafeteria exit, wishing for a different kind of day right as Danny walks in. He was with his usual group of guys. One of them, a shorter one, was dancing, ecstatic about something, trying to get their group of wannabe nightclub girls attention.

      Danny stops when he spots me. My heart catches a little upon seeing him and I wish it didn’t. I tell myself it is because he is like Damon Salvatore, a TV crush of mine, dreamy, but most of the time a glorified douchebag, and nothing more. I wonder if we are still really together. Or if he has moved on since I hadn’t answered any of his texts or calls. I take a breath, the thought of it, of him moving on, makes me feel more hurt somehow, more alone.

      Has he told anyone about Jessie being at my house? Clearly I’m doomed, but I have to know. He leaves his crowd and starts walking toward me, and my feet want to move toward him before I even think twice.

      “Actually, you’re right,” I tell Julie, who is facing the other direction. “Water does sound great. If you don’t mind?” I fake cough again.

      “Of course, Grace, once your throat is moist perhaps we can really talk.” She rises up pleased and takes off in the opposite direction Danny is coming from, walking like she is on an important mission to “supposedly” help her friend, or more importantly, find out the truth. I quickly move toward Danny, knowing time as usual is not on our side.

      His hazel eyes all over mine, trying to read me. “Hey.”

      “Hey.” I look down, knowing we don’t have long but what exactly was I supposed to say. Would he ask me a million questions like my friends have done? Try to read my every lie like Julie had? Yell or get angry that I’ve blown off everyone for the past two weeks?

      “You’ve been gone.”

      “Yeah.” I still keep my eyes down, my heart beginning to pound harder. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Instead of another question, he does something unexpected. He grabs my hands gently, pulling me close to him, and lowers his head down, making me find his eyes again, his sexy eyes that have haunted me for so long. His expression is full of nothing but friendliness. “You don’t have to.”

      Then he kisses my forehead and something about the contact, and not having to talk, makes me become completely relaxed for a moment. Relief loosens up in my body and I take a deep breath for the first time. Relief for not needing to explain, for remembering how good his touch always feels again (to damn good), and for not worrying now if he had told anyone about Jessie. This was just a moment to forget about the world and just be.

      The moment ends with the slamming of Julie’s voice piercing in like a sword to a stone.

      “Here’s your water, Grace!” she hisses, slamming the cup of liquid between Danny and me. If looks could kill, all you’d need was Julie’s angry face right now as she realizes I sent her away to talk to Danny; and even worse, I hadn’t broken up with him yet.

      “Oh,” she turns to Danny, getting in between us. “Sorry, hope I didn’t get any water on you. Wouldn’t want to get slammed against a wall!” she says, reminding everyone of the spaghetti incident that happened in this very spot two weeks ago.

      Danny’s face turns sour and he looks like he is going to come back with some kind of biting insult.

      Julie only raises her voice louder. “I think your friends over there want you!”

      We all turn toward where Julie is staring. The shorter guy who had been trying to dance earlier was waving a brown lunch bag—but was it lunch that was in that bag or something else?—at Danny as the rest of their group was taking off through the cafeteria’s back exit.

      “You guys are going?” My voice comes out in a whisper and I don’t understand why. Maybe I didn’t want him to leave yet. My arms tingle for his touch again that had given me a peaceful moment before Julie had come over.

      “You could come if you want,” Danny says to me, ignoring Julie and somehow reading my need to escape.

      Julie clears her throat to make me look at her and remember my sanity.

      “You,” Danny says to Julie. “Not so much.”

      She rolls her eyes at the diss. “As if we’d want anything to do with that. Come on, Grace.” She turns and walks away from Danny, expecting me to follow. The school bell starts ringing and I look at him apologetically. All the students start moving around us, hurrying to class, and silently hurrying me with them.

      “We could go somewhere else, just us,” he offers. I can sense the pull from him to come. I truly wish I could, I don’t want to be at this place right now.

      “I can’t skip school, I’ve already missed two full weeks,’ I remind him, as I try to make my face like ice, the way I usually do when I diss him. It’s not as easy this time. He knows a clue to my secret.

      “Grace!” Julie screams. “We’re going!” she calls one last time, a threat in her voice as I watch the rest of our friends leave behind her.

      “Come on,” Danny’s smooth voice tries once more, though there is no hiding the frustration now. I always choose my friends over him and whatever we are, I always will. Danny is someone that would never be worthy enough amongst my crowd, and everyone can see that as I leave him.

      “I’m sorry. I’ll see you later.” Turning away, I head quickly out the right front cafeteria exit, trying to catch up with my friends. I’m in such a hurry and still kind of out of it from the moment of relief Danny somehow made me feel, that I slam right into someone hard. The wind is knocked out of me as I begin to face them.

      “Oh, sor—”

      Jessie’s face is facing mine. The shape of his eyes are almond like my dad’s, something only someone like me that likes to sketch faces would see. He’s almost as tall as my dad too, and he has his shoulders. Maybe add thirty pounds, some wrinkles, and yeah, I could see it in the smallest way.

      Or was it fear that was making me see that? Fear sprouted from lies?

      We both stare at each other, utterly lost.

      “Grace—” he starts to speak. I spin away, not wanting to hear anything he has to say to me. My mind had just been away from all this, now the memories were slamming back. Memories, lies, so many secrets, and pain. Pain and confusion.

      Quickly as the warning bell sounds off, I dive back through the cafeteria toward the left back exit instead. It was in the opposite direction of class but in this moment, I couldn’t care less. I continue to walk, heart racing a little bit when I hear the late bell. I’m always in my seat by the late bell.

      Instead, I’m walking so fast now I’m almost darting toward my school’s back fence where the non-magnet kids gather to sell to each other or just plain leave.

      I can see that’s what Danny and his friends are doing. The sounds of girls from his group in their dark and slutty outfits fill my ears. I look as they all start jumping the fence, the boys effortlessly, especially Danny. I guess all those years of running from bullies taught him how to not just run but soar. It was like he and all his guys were tall attractive acrobatic creatures of the night. The girls in their short skirts aren’t quiet as agile as I see most of their thongs as they try to maneuver over the sharp ridges of the fence as I approach.

      “Danny!”

      He turns, surprised to find me here. I don’t belong and we all can feel it. They smell my fear like vultures to dead blood. “Hey?”

      I take a deep breath, feeling nervous again. “I’ll come with you.” My words come out in a low voice, so low I’m not even sure if he heard them. Yet he did.

      “You sure?” His face doesn’t buy it, a questioning look in his eyes as if he thinks I’m here to play a trick on him.

      I look around, making sure no teachers are watching. Am I really about to do this? But the thought of seeing Jessie again answers both Danny and myself. “Yes.”

      “Come on then.” He challenges me, as he looks around too, like perhaps I’m setting him up and teachers are about to jump out and give him an extra suspension for asking someone like me, a magnet student, to come along.

      I start to move, but haven’t climbed a fence since I was five. Slowly, fingers shaking, a sign from my body to turn back, I get to the top and then swing one leg over. Some of his friends laugh, apparently I’m climbing wrong. At least I’m not flashing anybody like the girls did. I swing my other leg over and try to make my way down.

      Danny’s hands find my hips, helping to steady me. Not because I think he wants a feel but because I’m moving slow, I’m trying to get the front of my two inch heels into each fence pocket like a crazy person. I’m finally low enough to jump, and I do, but my feet hit the mud. Crap, bad idea! My shoes slide, I’m about to fall when suddenly Danny’s hands are back, steadying us both before I take us down into the freshly rained on soil.

      The fact that I can’t even stand on solid ground properly sends his friends into a laughing frenzy. What a charming group of people he frequents with. At least they are distracting me from the fact that I was skipping school for the first time in my life. If I got caught I could get a double detention or worse, suspension. What am I doing?

      Danny seems to be able to read all these nervous thoughts. “You sure you want to come?”

      I look back at the school one last time, imagining him, Jessie, back there calling me. “Yes, I’m sure.” With that I straighten up as much as possible and try to act like none of his friends are laughing, or the fact that I’m braking a rule scares me.

      He chuckles at my trying to look tough and takes my hand. His touch is the only thing familiar to me now as we’re off into a whole other world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    

    
      So where was it the rebel kids went to when they skipped? It wasn’t on epic adventures like on TV or to underage dance bars—I’ve always had a fantasy about going to one of those. No, it was just to Storm’s disgusting back living room. Why can’t reality be like the movies I wonder?

      His house is shaped like mine only bigger, darker, and decorated with super old style paneling and manly decor.

      Disgusting.

      Taking over the entire back wall is a huge leather couch that could hold about fifteen people for watching football or maybe porn, whatever it was guys watched.

      The walls are covered with posters of naked girls, and mounted dead fish, and other animals Storm’s family has stuffed and put up on their wall. PETA would be furious with these heathens. There was a small pool table shoved into a corner near giant kegs that had been stacked up like trophies, one on top of the other, blocking an entrance into another room. They also blocked all the back windows, making it extra shady inside.

      Red cups, of course, are all over the floor and the icing on the cake was someone’s old bra stuffed into the opposite couch corner that we were sitting on. My natural reaction would have been to vomit if I wasn’t so desperate to not be with my own friends and Jessie.

      Yes, in a sick way, I felt relieved to be away. Danny and I are sitting on the edge of the sofa, nearest to the front exit in case I wanted to escape at any moment. His arm is around me, so I guess, somehow, we are still a thing, and there is suddenly nothing more I want than to have his lips on mine and remember what that feels like. Being close to him feels really nice, calming in a strange and dangerous way.

      On the far side of us are a group of girls I can tell are trying to figure what kind of “thing” Danny and I really are. Maybe our faces weren’t selling our mysterious couple status. One of them lights up a cig and starts smoking it. Inside. Holy mother of … What, were these people raised by wolves?

      “Look who we have here!” says the devil himself as he walks up to us. “Beer?” Storm asks me, holding out an already opened can he’d just been drinking out of.

      “No thanks.” My tone is colder than ice as I stare in the far opposite direction to give him an over obvious hint that I’m not interested. I’m also trying not to act worried or nervous, but Danny seems to understand my true feelings because the more my pulse races as I lean into him, the more he holds me closer. His fingers on my shoulder are dancing on my skin lightly up and down, comforting me while being covered by my long smooth hair so no one else has to know. Not even Storm.

      “Too good to drink beer, eh? I’d offer you champagne but most girls come to my room for that first,” I hear Storm mock me under his breath as turns to walk off. He is the ultimate definition of disrespect.

      “Enough man!” Danny snaps, glaring at Storm as I sense him grow pissed off.

      Seeing him shut down Storm, it makes me feel slightly better. Danny’s bigger than all of these guys, so why they followed Storm and not him I didn’t know, but there was something appealing to watching my “kind of boyfriend” not follow orders for once. I wish I could stop following the orders of my own friends and our entire world too.

      Storm is taken aback. “Chill, dude, you know I was just playing.” Wow, I guess Danny really had put the idiot/best friend in his place. Storm grabs a closed beer, full of frost from the cooler, conforming his face to look nicer and holds it out for me. “Come on, Grace, what do you say we call a truce? I was just joking with ya. I can even get you a nice glass with it if you want.” As if this offer is supposed to thrill me. Does he think that I’ll ever believe that a truce between our families is what he’d ever want? I know better.

      “I don’t drink beer when it’s one in the afternoon.” I look away totally uninterested.

      Storm’s smile stiffens. “Suit yourself.” Finally, he walks off, and Danny and I look at each other, a thank you in my eyes as he kisses my forehead. Something within me shivers. This causes that never ending smirk in Danny’s eyes to light up and then he is chuckling at me like he always does and I roll my eyes. That makes his grin spread even more, and our lips are growing closer. If only I could kiss him right here and now, not caring about being me or getting embarrassed.

      Temptation lingers but I’m too much of a chicken and he seems to respect that, respect that I’m not so into kissing in public. Time passes and we—Danny and I and the whole entire room of students—finally all seem to grow used to each other, to this. People even stop looking my way for a short while, and even my crazy nerves calm down a very small fraction when some decent music is blasted from a phone to mix with the sounds of the TV.

      In an exciting way, I kind of like examining a crazy environment and not my usual one. For once, I am allowing myself to do something very stupid but daring, and it’s a relief to the ache of pain and betrayal in my chest. It’s like I’m somewhat in control of what I’m allowing to come around me finally.

      Slowly, I begin to smell something different than cigarette smoke and turn to see the short dancing guy from earlier passing out tiny rolled papers from his brown paper bag to the girls across from him. My eyes double in size. I’ve never seen marijuana in person before, even though it’s legal in most states and people of all ages do it, it’s something I’ve been kept away from, and suddenly I start to grow really nervous.

      “Grace!” I hear a female’s familiar voice call, instantly making me breathe a little easier. Melanie, one of the more rebellious magnet students, comes and plunks down next to me. Julie has never been a big fan of Mel, she was kind of an outsider to the entire school, but I have always strangely admired her art and have talked to her when Julie has been distracted. Her work is kind of insane, and yet strangely beautiful.

      “Hey.”

      Melanie gives me a quick hug.

      “Danny! It’s about time you brought Grace around,” she tells him, leaning into my shoulder, her breath hot against my ear. “The other girls aren’t too friendly to people like us,” she whispers. “I’m glad Danny has finally brought someone decent into to mix.”

      “Thanks,” I tell her as I notice she is flagging someone down.

      “So, are you working on any new art?” Her eyes crawl from me to Danny. Before I can tell her no, Storm shouts for his best friend and motions for him to follow.

      “I’ll be right back, babe,” Danny says as he gives my hand another comforting squeeze and kisses my cheek. His eyes tell me everything is all right and I nod before he’s off. I feel a void the moment he leaves me here, his touch gone, as part of my sanity and nerve creep back up my spine.

      At least Melanie, a familiar face, is by me.

      “You’re too good for him, you know,” she tells me now that Danny’s gone and she watches my eyes watch him disappear with a promise to be right back.

      “Yeah, I know.” My words come out sad. Am I actually really starting to like Danny, to really like him? Why can’t he or I be different than what we truly are?

      “But he makes you feel better,” she says, seeming to read my mind. “And I bet he’s a hell of a good kisser, isn’t he? The bad boys usually are.”

      This makes me crack a smile. Again, something I hadn’t done in a long time. Finally, someone I can be honest with when it comes to what I shouldn’t want, which is to feel Danny’s body and lips all over mine, taking over me. I nod and give her a look that says Danny’s bad boy kissing is unbelievable.

      “Do whatever makes you happy then,” she says to me, a smile in her eye like she’s ready to find someone just like him. “That’s my life’s motto. I think judging people should be a crime. Whenever I get bored in class for example, one note from my family therapist saying I’m leaving to have an extra session with her allows me to bail and come here. She gets billed either way whether I show or not. You know Breona told everyone that I must be suicidal because I leave school for ‘therapy’ so much? But you think I care? Worrying about the way other people think is way too exhausting.”

      Yeah, I had to agree, as I remembered how that rumor had gone around. So this is where Melanie really came. She was crazy and a mystery, but in an exciting way, and she truly didn’t worry about anyone. I was so tired about worrying about what others thought that I wish I could suck out some of her courage and not be bothered by the lies that were crawling around in my own life.

      “Worrying is no fun at all!” the guy who had been passing out the bag of what the others called “fresh green” yells out, catching the tail end of our conversation. He skips over to us with a wide and spaced out smile, reminding me of the crazy cat from Alice in Wonderland.

      “Hey, Mars!” His eyes are all over Melanie like she was a bowl of milk he wanted to lick up, which she didn’t seem to mind.

      “Mars is kind of my nickname here,” she explains, “because I’m from a different planet than everybody here. Get it? Mars?”

      The guy makes a loud noise in the back of his throat as he smiles, his dilated and reddish eyes glance over to me.

      “Oh, this is Jarod, he’s a senior,” Melanie adds.

      “We can find you a nickname too,” Jarod tells me next.

      I don’t know how to respond but with the smell coming off his clothes—a mixture of something like burnt sage and skunk, or at least, that’s what it smells like to me—I wish Danny would get back here. I can feel my heart in my chest pounding like an idiot and I don’t know why, but suddenly people are looking my way again, I’m the girl who doesn’t blend in here.

      “Got anything good for us, Jar?” Mel asks him.

      “I suppose,” he toys with her. “But, you’re running up quiet the tab, Marcie.” Oh, Marcie, she has yet another nickname. How many do these people give out when they bleed their minds? He reaches into his brown bag and hands her the source of the skunkish smell: a rolled joint. I instantly scoot a half of an inch over and look around. Where was Danny? I don’t like this.

      “Relax,” Jarod tells me. “My mom gets this stuff right from her doctor, it’s perfectly safe.” Somehow, I doubt his mother’s doctor wanted her to share her natural “pain relieving,” highly controversial prescription with her under age son.

      My dad, also a M.D., is totally against this stuff. He says excessive amounts over the years can cause holes in peoples cerebrums and not to mention pregnancy defects. He has written papers against the supposed “naturalness” of pot. “Poison ivy is natural too, but that doesn’t mean you should roll in that either,” I’ve heard him say. Then again, my dad was thick enough to not only cheat on my mom, on our family, but get the woman pregnant. So maybe he was wrong about everything.

      Maybe I want to be nothing like him.

      “What about you, Gracie, you want one?” He holds one out for me about an inch away from my chin.

      “No thanks,” I say nervously, my judgment against them not hidden in my voice. The best thing for me to do is to get out of here right now. Yet I don’t want to go back home, or to school. I just … I don’t know what I want.

      “Fine,” Jarod smiles, winking at me as if I’m lying. He hands the extra joint to Melanie and then literally skips off. I feel like I’m in the crazy house.

      “It’s really not so bad,” Melanie tries to tell me. My eyes come back to her, and I can’t believe she is serious, but she keeps her face completely straight to the point that she almost looks intellectual. “Trust me when I say this stuff is really good for you, unlike how most judges let on. It’s from mother nature, and using it is more friendly to our planet than using other stuff. Why else do you think it’s almost legal everywhere, and the most stellar and richest countries in the world like California endorse it. The most successful celebrities and artist crave it. This stuff is why my art is different, Grace.”

      California, the last time I checked, wasn’t a county and was broke, but at least with Melanie taking an inhale now, most of the onlookers where looking away … most of them. And this habit did explain the magnificence of her art, maybe even of her non-worriness about everything. If only I could be that free in expressing myself.

      The smoke near me makes me cough and this makes a few more look back to Mel and me like we’re both outsiders. Why do they make me feel like a small child?

      “Come on, the pot will help you relax,” she tells me as her arm finds mine, her eyes on me in a way that even high, she can sense I’m hurting. “It takes your mind off family stuff.”

      Family stuff?

      I freeze for a moment. How did she know? Did Danny tell her something? How could he have? I hadn’t even told him anything. Then I spy where she holds the joint out offering it to me again in a more private way, and there is a deep dark bruise underneath her wrist.

      I remember now more awful rumors I’ve heard about Mel around school a year or so ago. Rumors that she showed up to art class everyday with new bruises on her arms, and once, even under her glasses and on her face. People say it was because Melanie’s mom, who had totally married up, sometimes got drunk and hit her. Like hit her until she bled kind of slams.

      I instantly see the bruises and feel bad for Melanie. That’s what she means by “family stuff” I gather. She was talking about how this substance helps her deal with her own. I guess that was understandable in a way, as the pain in her eyes kind of matches mine. Hers is more, but I get it.

      In fact, the more I think about her hurt, the more I remember my own, remember how my mom cries each night knowing the shame that my dad’s brought on. He had an affair, possibly created another child outside their bed.

      “You ever feel so stressed you just want everything around you to melt?” she whispers to me.

      “Yeah, I’ve felt like that,” I admit, staying close to her as I wait for my supposed boyfriend, who could relax me in the middle of this literal “storm,” to return. He didn’t need money to make me feel safe, there was something priceless about him that did that on its own. I truly do like him, I realize.
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        DANNY

      

      We head through a wall of kegs to a room where Storm keeps his safes. Each one is small and quickly moveable, so they can be hidden underneath cabinets and drawers when needed.

      Storm pulls out one and opens it as I get his cash out. I take my own share from what I’ve sold this morning and hand Storm the rest. We might have been young drug dealers but we were damn well organized he likes to brag.

      He pulls out a new prescription slip for Adderall that we’ll have one of the sophomores in the other room cash in. We rotate who gets the merchandise so it never seems suspicious. To adults we’re just a bunch of ADD kids who need our fix. After all, it’s our society that sooner or later makes everyone this way, even parents eventually turn into addicts hungry for vices like Valium and Xanax to get through every day and night. And what parents don’t ingest, we cash in.

      Storm is telling me how much extra we’re going to make this month and I nod as I run my hands through my hair, on edge and trying not to show it. I should be happy about my share of almost four and a half grand in only a few weeks, instead Grace is taking over my thoughts and mind.

      When I’d approached her today at school, she’d looked so out of it, so unwilling to want to talk about anything, not even to break up with me. She was even more like this fragile thing that was on the verge of breaking than ever before.

      So I hadn’t tried to get any story out of her, the same way I never talked about my own bad, shitty memories. Instead, I’d done worse, I’d made her feel comfortable somehow, and I couldn’t help it, it just felt like the right thing to do at the time.

      Why she suddenly trusted me I don’t know, but I never thought she’d come here. Things were suddenly playing into my hands just as Storm had said and I couldn’t buy it.

      Any moment she was going to bail. Any second, I tell myself, but there was something different in the air right now.

      “Wow, man, I have to say I had almost lost faith in you. But you got her here,” Storm starts as he recounts the money before grabbing an expensive HD camera and closes the safe.

      “Something’s wrong with her and her family,” I say. That has to be the only reason that Grace is here right now. She wants to make them pay. “I still want to know why that kid was at her house.” Two weeks and we had nothing.

      “Don’t stress about the Wesley Snipes kid, I’m on it,” Storm tells me, his voice full of racist sarcasm. Not something I’d ever been a fan of—the racist part—myself being half Hispanic, but hey, this was the world we lived in. What the hell could I ever do about it? I only want to get through school with a wad of cash and when I’m done, get the hell out.

      Storm, he’s twisted but my best friend, and he’s helped supply my livelihood. He’s shown me everything I know about being strong. He switches gears at my unwillingness to bite and add to his racist remarks. “We’ve got Melanie downstairs who is D.T.F,” he reminds me. “And now she’s going to unknowingly help us score the footage of a life time with Grace, by helping you take the edge off.” He hands me his prized possession, a super expensive camera that cost him a mint.

      “I don’t do crappy, shaky cell phone shit. When I film or want to watch something good, it needs to be in high def so every website out there is gunning to pick it up if you get what I’m saying,” Storm has told me in the past. He’s filmed himself with many girls, the videos going viral on several rated X sites. He says the money from that is killer but that is seriously a line I’d rather not cross. And yet he tries to make me when he talks about Grace and me with the words blackmail mixed in.

      Storm puts his hands on my shoulders like a proud older brother. “With Mel buddying up to Grace right now, you’re going to have this in the bag, bro, no problem.”

      He smiles as I shake my head no with a fake grin and we head out. I can’t lie, there are some benefits to this lifestyle that are pretty dope. He tucks the camera into my back pocket right when we turn the corner into the public room where Grace might see so I can’t give it back yet. He should know I’d never even get the chance to go far enough and use this camera, even if I wanted to.

      A cloud of smoking reefer now fills the air. Shit, Grace is going to kill me for leaving her in this. I spot her, and Melanie is totally messed up as she holds out a joint for Grace to take. Instantly, I dart to get over there fast but Storm stops me.

      “Wait,” he orders. Fine, I’ll wait, but Storm should get ready to watch Grace run. Then I’ll be handing this ridiculous camera back to him. And then I’ll—

      “Come on,” Melanie says to her. “You’ve got to just try it once, see if it helps you escape things. If you hate it, then never touch it again, but at least you’ll know, and you’ll have finally made a true opinion unique to anyone else’s.”

      I don’t know if it’s the overpowering pot in the air, or if withdrawing from the lines two weeks ago still have me not right in the head—most likely a mixture of both—but as I look upon Grace, the most amazing thing unwinds inside me, haunting something deep down as I watch the perfect, scholarship winning, hospital volunteering Grace take the blunt from Melanie and look at it.

      Storm has wanted Grace on camera doing drugs but I have never even tried because I know that is a “do not cross” kind of deal for her. Yet here she was holding pot. The smell of grass ash in the room intensifies and I can almost taste it now, and I feel more of my soul being stripped away.

      I hear music, it’s not in Storm’s place, but in my head, guitar strings and melodies itching to come to life in a sad song as I let this happen, and even though I’m not filming, no doubt Storm has a camera on somewhere here.

      As Grace moves the joint closer to her face, she changes in my warped mind, shifting to the little girl that used to draw me. The sea angel who’d sat by my side while I’d bled and cried after a daily middle school attack. She was the one holding the joint now as my friend set up the first step of his blackmailing agenda, and I started to panic, looking around.

      Didn’t this seem strange, or the least bit wrong to my friends? But they are too high to see anything. I’m really freaking out because I suddenly have trouble handling this, and I shouldn’t. There is something wrong with me.

      I watch the ghost of childhood Grace, no older than eleven, slowly and cautiously take one puff of a drag. Taking a puff like a person that has no idea what they are doing. And she is so young in my head, the same age that my little sisters are right now. Eleven and twelve. I lose my shit, pushing past Storm, and immediately I’m going to her. I sit on the couch and wrap my arm around her body, whispering to find out if she’s ok, not caring if I look like a wimp, as she coughs and says yes. Her eyes are still lost and out of it like she was at school, only now they’d lose their shine and get bloodshot pink. What was it she was running from? I want to know. Storm is watching me like a hawk as he gets closer and as Melanie offers Grace another bum.

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” Her voice is too quiet. “Just wanted to try it once.”

      “Aww, was that one hit too much for you?” Storm asks her, trying to stop himself from laughing as the entire rooms’ eyes are on Grace, Melanie, Storm, and me.

      Storm’s taunting makes Grace angry. “I can handle more than you’ll ever know, Storm!” She takes another drag just to show him as he smirks and walks off and everyone soon looks back to their own entertainment. I know she’s trying hard to hold in another cracking cough as Melanie describes an easier way for her to inhale.

      Something within me hopes she is not listening.

      I stop Melanie and take the blunt, inhaling it myself so Grace won’t have too much left, and truthfully, I need the buzz to get back in check. Seeing her this age one second and then a kid the next is making me need to really be tripping to deal with this. Surly being high I’ll get some idea to break this bad situation down and find a way to fix it.

      Or maybe I need the buzz to numb my interior and find a way to do this, to finish what Storm wanted. As I look upon Grace now, my brain is floating and I can really see it. This whole time my thinking this was going to fall through was foolish. One way or another, Storm and I were going destroy her.

      Together, Grace and I continue to get a buzzed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 14

        

      

    

    
      
        JULIE

      

      Watching the clock, I drum my fingers. Everyone else is under high anxiety trying to finish the test I completed over ten minutes ago. I want to start listing ideas for our after school’s Philanthropy club and get a head start on other stuff but our teacher has strictly commanded no other work can be done. So I wait, with this bizarre feeling like there is something I need to be doing, something happening I need to know about. Like where perhaps Grace, my supposed best friend has been for the past two weeks. I blame our school’s Mr. Douchebag for any and every reason she could be upset and still faking ill. Danny Cross is such a terrible influence.

      As I think these thoughts, my eyes scan the room, scanning for something else to think about or do, and stop right on the only other person who has also finished his test. Jessie Marshal. Damn, he had muscles for days, muscles I shouldn’t find cute on someone that skipped a grade because that means he is half a year younger than me—I’m actually on the younger side of my senior class, but you’d never know it by my mouth or height. Anyway, Jessie’s distracted, deep in thought and his oh so mysterious eyes find my own as we look at each other from across the room and this smile brakes over my face, relaxing my cheeks as my insides speed up a little.

      No, this new kid wasn’t bad to look at all.

      The bell rings and my legs are already moving toward the door. I try to slow down and linger a little for Jessie who is letting everyone go ahead of him before he exits. Our classmates are like mules all getting to the door right behind me and all trying to push through at once, all except for him as I glance backwards not so subtly. How nice to have a real live gentleman finally enter our grounds.

      Before I can slow further and talk to him, Katrina approaches me at the same time I see Breona round the corner fast and pretty much almost slam into Jessie at the door. She pretends this was an accident as she drops her things so he has to bend down and help her gather them and also get a view of her skirt that’s proper knee length until she bends down. Why she was so much more sexy than I could be, I don’t know. She shoots me an evil smile as I ignore Katrina’s talking, and then Breona is fully engaged with the new kid as I shoot her an aggravated glance back. I have no choice but to tune into Katrina’s diarrhea of the vocal cords.

      Geez, where was Grace? She used to always meet me right here and we’d walk to our next class together. Katrina has now taken her place during this absence but now my best friend should be here. We walk into debate class, taking our seats as Jessie and Breona linger, walking in slower. Breona slide glances me again, her eyes saying “This one’s finally mine,” and she ends up sitting right next to the seat he picks. Typical.

      “Looks like Breona has laid her claim to the new guy,” someone whispers behind me.

      “I wouldn’t say that,” is my retort.

      Katrina gives me a weird look I don’t understand and whispers, “They do kinda make sense.”

      I roll my eyes at her. What was that supposed to mean? Just because I have curly blond hair and freckly skin doesn’t mean Jessie and I don’t make as much sense as he and Breona who share the same skin color. What was this, the mediaeval times or something? I am appalled, but as I look around the room, this feeling hits my chest like maybe this is how everyone, including Jessie, thinks.

      “Where is Grace?” The words fly out of my mouth extra loud because I demand she be here and not Katrina who is filling me with what I consider dreadfulness.

      “I figured she left for the clinic … She wasn’t in our last class that we have together,” Katrina says.

      “In the clinc?” I say in a tone that should spell out that Grace is not sick, that something else is going on. Couldn’t they see this? Everyone should want to help her and figure this out. I do.

      “She wasn’t in the clinic,” Breona retorts with another sly smile like she knows something I don’t.

      I wait and she says nothing, causing me to sit up straighter, “Then where pray tell is she, if you really know?” I demand.

      Breona looks to her own lackey like “should I tell her or enjoy making her guess?” I notice Jessie is paying super close attention too as she finally answers.

      “When I was pulling up after my duel enrollment class, I totally saw her skipping out with Danny and a bunch of other guys through the back parking lot. They were clearly bailing to smoke.”

      “You are so full of it!” I snap, silencing her lies and slandering of my best friend who would never do such a thing. “Grace would never do that.”

      Breona just shrugs her shoulders as I shake my head and Jessie and I find ourselves looking at one another. I don’t know how he understands my reaction right now but he just does. My best friend might have had a slight glitch in judgment when it came to who she wanted to kiss, but she of all people would never skip school or do any kind of drug; legal or otherwise. That wasn’t Grace.

      [image: ]

      
        GRACE

      

      Time blurs. The sun sets then is gone. I have no idea what the hour is but there is a haze within me, it weighs me down in a good way, and makes me feel like I’m floating at the same time. Does that even make sense? I laugh, chuckling as my taste buds salivate to munch and crunch.

      I’ve just eaten an entire box of pizza with Melanie that she ordered on her mom’s credit card. She ordered enough for everyone, but I want more. I chuckle again. Julie would certainly disapprove of my gluttony. Ha! Ha! Ha! How brilliant. I now understand my mom’s own lifelong habit of secretly binging on food before big cases, and for the first time I don’t blame her. My watering taste buds applaud her need to let go, they want to crunch, taste, and join in.

      I creep into the house, looking around, being so careful. I move like a secret agent, until it finally occurs to me no one is home. This should really bother me; my trippy eyes should bother me. But everything is finally fine in a way I thought it could never be. I’m just chill, chill and relaxed. My family drama is there, I can still see it and comprehend it, but it’s been moved somewhere else and now everything is a smooth trip.

      I walk to the fridge and I can see my warped reflection in the steel, it moves and slithers. I look like crap-e-olia, and I looked like this in front of Danny and everyone else, people who were so much more experienced, but that doesn’t matter either. Instead, I chuckle and grab a jug of milk, my breath and body still reeks of skunk. Do skunk and milk mix? Laughing and sighing, I’m about to find out. And oh how ice cream and cookies and maybe chips would be good with skunky milk too. Chips and vinegar—an English thing my dad’s passed down—yes that all sounds just right, like a party in my mouth.

      I start setting up this marvelous concoction, slowly, why should I ever be in a hurry?

      Milk in glass …

      It spills, who cares.

      Ice cream on my table …

      Who needs a bowl?

      I dig my spoon into the carton S-L-O-W-L-Y, burping as I eat. The frozen cream drips on something on the table. Mom has left her paperwork and open briefcase here, I’m getting her lawyer stuff sticky. Oh well. Gosh, I feel so smooth. I trip over my own feet some more.

      I look down and my gaze sees that paternity results have come in the mail, and then I see Jessie and my father’s names. I push everything aside, but again the urge to move quickly or get an anxiety attack is lost from me. I feel nothing and nothing feels great. Feelings hurt.

      Ever so gracefully, and high as a kite on its way to space, I read the results and learn whether Jessie really is my brother or not. Feeling sickly enlightened, it occurs to me I’ve known this answer all along, ever since the first time Jessie’s lying eyes fell on me, trapping me in his secrets. I’ve always known who he really was and the moment I lose this fabulous “nothing feeling” euphoria, I know I’ll always hate him. And I’m so fine with that.

      Jessie is my father’s biological son.

      Jessie is half of my brother.

      Thank God I’m high.

      In the morning though, all I’m going to want is Danny Cross to help me melt what will be a huge wound tomorrow. And deep down, I know despite Danny’s bad company, he cares about me in the same mysterious way I unexplainably care about him. Neither of us want to admit it, but it’s true. I sigh and begin the binging game once more on food, the sensations of eating takeover everything, all my thoughts.

      What will become of any of us? If only I knew the answer …

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      The next day at school as Julie and Katrina approach me I know I have some real explaining to do. Explaining as to where I was yesterday and the two weeks before that. To what’s really been wrong with me. But I don’t want to tell them anything. I can’t. All the emotions are back inside me, bubbling like lava and I need to suffocate them. Katrina and I had science our second to last class period together, so Julie clearly knows through her that I skipped.

      Julie’s got spies everywhere … Shouldn’t I know that by now?

      “Where were you?”

      I find myself trying to cover up more with lies. I couldn’t let Julie know I’d gone to Storm’s and actually tried pot. I’d just wanted to do something daring, crazy, something so against what my dad stood for. I wanted to not be myself, and it was dumb but it had felt so deep and enlightening for once, like a cheap escape that was free to me because of Mel and Danny.

      And what big difference do such actions really make in the long run? I smoked and went home, it’s not like I went to a rave or an underground dance club. No one would ever know, it’s not like I planned on doing it a lot. I wasn’t a stoner.

      But I could see how some people liked to be, every once and a while. Like when I had to hear Jessie’s monotonous tap, tap, tap all of first class. Jessie, my dad’s secret love child that was of a mixed race. He kept trying to get my attention in subtle ways. Subtle but obvious to me. His eyes, my father’s eyes, tried to sink into my space.

      I’d had a dream about him last night, a dream where we were kids and in it he was crying, and a part of me had actually wanted to help him. Until suddenly my dad appeared in the dream, he scooped little Jessie up and left me and my mom behind. Jessie’s slutty mother was also in this nightmare, smiling at us.

      I know none of this is really his fault, and it’s terrible but it hurts now a million times worse to share a space with him. I need an escape from how shaky everything feels, a mixture of half-truths, lies, and more secrets around me. I think Jessie had even tried to say hi before I’d looked harshly away, growing colder. Shutting him down.

      I feel this ice and pain clashing against the outside of our halls, the hot Florida air everywhere as I spot him walking to class with a few of my other friends out of the corner of my eye. He was taking over.

      “Where were you, Grace?” Julie asks me one more time, demanding an answer as we stand in the halls. Something in Julie’s glare screams both serious yet fragile, like I need to come up with a valid excuse, to not let her idea of me down.

      “I was … ”

      Before I can answer, Katrina and her diarrhea of the mouth blurts out, “Breona and the new kid said they saw you skip with Danny and the other Spanish potheads yesterday.”

      “What … ” The breath is knocked out of me as everything inside me hardens even more. Hardens and severs. First off, not all of Danny’s friends are Spanish, Storm is as white as they come and … and Jessie … Jessie told them? How dare he even breath my name, or try to act as if he should be involved in my personal business!

      I hear Julie correct Katrina about something, but I don’t hear what as I’ve gone into shock and feel exposed. I wonder if they all see through my persona at how raw and pathetic I am? How dumb I am for doing what I have done?

      Julie looks at me with an even more intense stare, demanding to know everything. “So if that story is bogus then where were you really?”

      That’s when Melanie appears, saving me. “She was with me.” Melanie is all smiles by my side and dressed in a high waisted and stomach flashing outfit. Her tiny shirt is light purple and pink tie-dye, coupled with vintage pearls. No one would ever ware an outfit like this outside of a pop music video besides her. “We had a big art project.”

      I wonder if Melanie can sense how fast my heart is beating as her arm is around me, or that I’m slightly shaking from both my friend’s interrogation and the betrayal from my twisted half-brother. She didn’t act like it. It was a good save, her excuse, and she lies seamlessly, but I dodge Julie’s eyes and she notices.

      “An art project that allows her to miss all her other classes?”

      “Yeah, she needed to catch up after missing so much right after she won our art scholar award. Our teacher wants her caught up so she can truly represent the artist kind,” Melanie continues her bull very convincingly. Julie gives her a disgusted eye roll at the “artist kind” statement. As if Melanie’s and my art activities compared to Julie’s choir and film electives makes us different people.

      I know exactly what Julie is going to say once Melanie walks away. “Why the hell is she standing here talking with us? I don’t like her, Grace, magnet student or not, she is the exceptional lunatic.” And Melanie was a loner amongst the other magnets, but being a loner sounds fine right now. Really fine.

      “You’re so cute, Julie, it’s like you’re Grace’s mom or something,” Melanie continues, making Julie’s face crinkle up more. “But no worries, she is safe with me.” Julie looks like she wants to vomit. “Well, we better get to art class right, Grace?” Melanie loops my arm with hers and begins pulling me away.

      Julie only takes a step closer to me. “We can all walk together,” she intercedes with a clear “don’t you dare try to covet my best friend/side kick” authority.

      I’m about to agree we can all walk together when Mike—the Mike who used to like me—walks our way as he calls Jessie over to him. Julie sees them and I watch her face turn slightly pink. No! Then she starts waving toward Jessie, the person whose presence is going to brake me apart.

      Get lost! I want to scream in my head as Jessie looks from Mike to Julie, who begins flagging him over again as I give him my most disgusted glare. Something like hurt flashes in his eyes.

      “Ah, we really are going to be late. Let’s go, Mel. Julie, I’ll catch up with you later.”

      That’s all Mel needs to hear and we’re suddenly gone, but it isn’t to art we go. As we walk past the cafeteria, we see him, Danny. His presence takes over and helps calm everything inside me down. He seems elated, talking to the guys about something, his smile lit up until he turns and meets my shaken eyes.

      For a moment, a split second, it’s like I see in his glare that he wishes it’s not me Melanie is brining toward him and his group, and whatever they are doing back here. He has this look like he wants me far away. I get closer, off guard, the pain of rejection I so deserve welling up within me. It hurts like a knot tied around my insides, being pulled harder and harder. But then that look is suddenly gone just as fast as it came.

      Did I imagine it? Why would he not want me near him? Was our strange charade up? No, I wasn’t ready for it to be over yet. Or was it because I was so different than everyone else, so inexperienced? I’m not sure because he now wears a mask of pure, cool hotness, with something drawing in those eyes, drawing me in, like he knows something no one else does.

      “Are you down to skip again?” Mel is asking me. My eyes aren’t on hers, but on Danny’s as he comes to my side and he takes my hand. Oh, yeah, his skin feels good as it sends sparks up and down me. Of course he notices, but instead of making fun he kisses my forehead and I look up at him, wanting more.

      “What do you say?” Mel is asking me as Jarod is coming to her with his brown lunch bag of goodies.

      “I’ll come for a little while,” I say as if I can just walk back onto campus. Yeah right. Danny pulls me toward the fence and actually prompts his hands so he can lift me over. A few clumsy wobble hops and the rush of his skin on my side and I’m over the fence. He jumps it like a gazelle and we’re gone.
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        DANNY

      

      Back to Storm’s where he’s counting cash, more cash. Shit, we’ve never made so much. Today was supposed to be any normal selling day until we’d heard the news in the paper. One of the dirty suppliers in Wellington, our biggest competition, was bagged by the cops. Thanks to a tip that came personally from Storm, the “innocent high school boy” who’d witnessed their activities.

      With them out of business that meant our hungry customers, customers who needed their fix, whether it was street drugs or the kind of gold that could keep a student up all night to cram for a test, they’d have to come to us and one of our sellers. In just one day, our calls for sales were out of control. This morning alone it was sick how much money I’d made. Money is a drug too I’ve discovered, making it could take your mind off things sometimes better than a high could, sometimes.

      Now he hands me an even bigger percentage than what I usually get. I should be psyched, and a part of me really is.

      Problem is, this isn’t the only thing on my plate, nor the only thing Storm wants me to do. Grace … Storm will never stop wanting payback for when her mom ruined his dad’s name in court, sending his own mom packing. That’s what bonded me and him; our mom’s constant need to bail. It has made us both have to take care of each other.

      So when Grace approached me earlier, all my excitement about my new business ventures turned into numbness. And numb is how I have to feel because anything else will eat away at me.

      “Today’s the day, man. An hour or so with Melanie and she’ll be baked and then you just have to let the magic happen.” Oh yeah, drug her, get her wasted, and then take what I want. That is not what I do, to Grace or anybody. It draws a line between him and me that has never been there before. I turn away from him, my brain starting to remember Grace even more, the way I had tripped and seen her yesterday. It had to be because of that line of cocaine I’d stupidly taken that was still making me see crazy things somehow. Or perhaps something twisted inside me really wants to drive me off the wall, let me know how screwed up myself and all my friends are.

      “I don’t know, man, she doesn’t trust me enough yet,” I bluff, still trying to stop this.

      He shakes his head, trying to talk me out of the delays. “If she’s buzzed enough she won’t have to trust you.” I don’t have to look to know he is smiling. Suddenly I get angry as I give him a look of pure disgust and then turn toward the door.

      “Hell, lighten up, man, your acting like getting laid is a bad thing,” he snaps behind me, confused. I can tell he is getting pissed off too. Would he end this now if I admit that I like her? No. I struggle with that thought and then let it disappear, because I know he wouldn’t end it, he’d just think of a more twisted plan that doesn’t include me.

      “Chill, man.” I turn toward him. “I just like my girls awake!” I snap.

      “As long as you get the job done, who cares,” is all my best friend has to say back as I feel the rift between us get bigger.

      We walk into his living room, tension everywhere. Grace is being passed another blunt into her hands.

      “This is the last one I can give you, tomorrow Storm’s going to make you pay up,” I hear Jarod say to Melanie from afar as Grace looks lost as to what they could be talking about. She doesn’t want to know. If Mel thinks bedding Storm and his guys is going to get her out of all her debt then she’s kidding herself. Time for her to go beg that mother of hers and pay up.

      “Don’t worry about me, I got it,” Mel says as she tries to seduce more lime green from his bag. He rolls one for her like he’s going to hand it over and then chuckles and smokes it himself as he saunters off. I’ve always said there is something insane about that kid, about everyone I associate with.

      “What is he talking about?” Grace tries to ask.

      “I owe him a little cash, but it’s no biggie, we’re all like a family here, we know how to handle each other,” she assures Grace as Grace nods and looks down right as Mel’s eyes try to meet mine. Yeah, we’re the freaking Brady Bunch, I think as I blatantly look away. Grace tries to take a hard hit the way this nut job showed her to yesterday but her on first inhale she chokes, again. Doesn’t she understand that being lit just doesn’t mesh with who she should be?

      “Hey, Danny,” Mel continues to taunt me. I sit next to Grace, sinking into the bottom of the old leather sofa with my arm around her like it was my personal job to make sure someone here didn’t mess with us.

      I notice Mel’s hand is full of charcoal; she’d been drawing Grace, drawing her on this coach. In her warped drawing, Grace and Mel are surrounded by a floating cloud of smoke. She sees me eyeing it and smiles as I can see Storm now taking a picture of this sketch and uploading it instantly, hastaging it “ahint@what’s2come.”

      “I’ve seen better,” are my only words for her cartoon babble.

      Grace hears my comment and seems uncomfortable. That’s when I realize that after several attempts to inhale and smoke, she’s now pretending because Mel is too gone to properly show her what to do again. As crazy as it sounds, learning how to inhale the right way sometimes takes certain types of people a few times to master. Others, like myself, are just natural at it. Aren’t I lucky?

      I turn to her, Grace’s still innocent but now slightly masked eyes meeting mine. “Want to get out of here?”

      She nods yes and we leave the fog induced den.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 16

        

      

    

    
      
        JULIE

      

      I enter debate class and see Katrina sitting by herself. She shakes her head at my silent question. No, Grace didn’t show in her last class. I’m half-tempted to ask our teacher for a bathroom pass just to go spy and see if her and Mel are really in art working on an “extra assignment.” How terrible and OCD am I that I need to go spy on my best friend? But, nothing here makes sense anymore!

      I take a seat as I wonder what it could be that Grace is running from. As I ponder this, I see Jessie walking into the room. Big surprise, Breona is right behind him.

      “Come sit near me?” she asks him and he smiles a friendly smile that I can’t decide says he is interested or not. I suppose if I’m forced to take a time out on uncovering my best friend’s problems and helping her solve them then I can at least distract myself by trying to figure out the new kid.

      “Take a seat everyone,” our teacher begins. “We have a very important controversial debate coming up. I will introduce the topic, and we will discuss it civilly. Remember when discussing it to use clear real examples and points, do not just speak with fast emotion. Tomorrow will come the difficult part; I will assign half the class to debate one point and half the class to debate the opposite, all with real facts from our present history. Are you ready?”

      What are we all supposed to say, no? I can’t help myself from sitting up taller as the teacher presents the material and our challenge begins. I live for challenges and solving things.

      “We’ve all watched the news, and have seen the tragedies dealing with teenage deaths, police deaths, and race. You all know what cases I’m talking about. Our debate topic is: Does racism still control us all today, or have we built a society that not through human imperfection, but through our freedom and our judicial system of liberty, is taking steps to rise above racial discrimination on all ends and for all races?”

      “Oh, God. … ” I hear Katrina cough under her breath as the air in the room grows thinner and everyone finds themselves dead quiet but her. There was something about talking about racism that made us all a little hesitant, all but Katrina.

      “I think when the word ‘racist’ is even mentioned, it brings on feelings of shame and a need for the accused not to ever speak their mind,” Katrina says after having put her hand up awkwardly and our teacher called on her. None of us are sure which way she is going with this.

      “Well it should bring on feelings of shame, it is disgusting,” Breona blurts out without waiting to be called on. Katrina rolls her eyes, something I do in other situations because Breona and I have a friendly and very active competition with each other when it comes to studies. This topic is different though, one worth treading lightly before people say things that can be misconstrued and they’ll later regret. Too late, I watch the student behind her turn on his phone that’s hidden in his lap, recording. There are no secrets anymore.

      “Yes, of course,” Katrina answers Breona’s comment. “And all true racism should be shamed. Problem is, in politics now, the racist word is being thrown out to shame people and often quiet them, it’s being accused on those that sometimes aren’t racist, but just have different politics then their accusers.”

      “Their accusers who are black,” Breona snaps at her.

      “They could be black, Spanish, Middle Eastern, or even be of a different religion which is off topic but related. My point is nowadays you can’t disagree openly about anything without worrying that someone might accuse you of being a racist or prejudice, even when the topic you disagree with has nothing to do with any of that. It’s wrong. I believe the language and terms that used to bring clarity are now shadowing the world we live in, bringing about reverse racism with the intension to control what we do and say.”

      “Un-F-en believable,” Breona gasps, getting mad now. She raises her hand impatiently until she is finally called on. “I believe our society has improved, in some big ways, in the move toward being less racist. However, as far as we’ve come, we have much, much farther to go. And there are an ‘ignorant’ bunch—” she ushers her head toward Katrina as our class that usually gets along because of our money and brains, grows very intense, “—that label us as trying to embark on that improvement as reverse racism in order to silent us.”

      Katrina is about to blow a gasket. Jessie is staring my way as he looks back and forth to both girls and I can’t help but read heavy intensity on his face as well.

      “All right, ladies,” our teacher silences them as our class whispers. “Your spirited opinions and differences are evident; however, we need real live facts and examples. I will expect nothing less for our debate next week, and remember, I will pick whose on whose side, and whatever side you are on you must defend. Again, this debate is not about one race verses another but the question, ‘Does racism still control us all, or have we built a society that is taking the right steps to rise above racial discrimination on all ends of the spectrum and for all races?”

      As class ticks on, an uncomfortable and nervous tension within us all grows as we all prepare our minds for having to talk and debate about this topic and the fact that none of us would know what sides we'd be on. If adults and protestors can’t talk about this stuff without getting overly angry and upset, and making terrible mistakes, what chance do we have?
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        GRACE

      

      Danny’s driving as he blasts music by some big rap star or other, whomever the music sensation flavor of the month is. I’ve been to distracted to remember the name of the guy whose rumored to be our generations next JZ.

      The “N” word is blasted over and over in his rap. Its beat impairs my patience, as up and down the beach Danny drives. It’s as if he wants my small high to die down. It has, and I’m kind mad at myself for not being able to take in as much. I mean it’s not like it takes the world’s biggest genius to smoke pot. Shouldn’t it be like riding a bike?

      I guess not for me, because if I had gotten as baked as yesterday I’d be ready for something salty, sweet, and crunchy to go down my throat and it wouldn’t bother me how silly or pathetic I look. Instead, a small choking inhale and a long drive by a very quiet Danny and all I feel is too aware and the smell of my shirt bothers me. I smell more like a bum then sage, more like a skunk then sweet. Does Danny find me as savory as I do him? There are things we could do to take our minds off all this. Instead, he watches me smell my hair—the pot smell is there too—and he looks ahead like he’s irritated. At himself or me, I’m not sure.

      “You ok?” he asks.

      “I smell like pot.” The more I say it aloud the more my feelings are mixed. Why is life so confusing?

      “You didn’t smoke that much, you just pretended to.” He informs me that he knows the truth, my secret, or one of them anyway.

      He catches my eyes next with his own dark pair like he wants me to tell him something, but I say nothing and he looks away harshly.

      “Smoking was ok yesterday, but every day is a bit—” I don’t know what to say. I’m trying to think of an excuse as to why it wasn’t easy for me to “go green,” why I feel disgusted for what I did, what Danny and his friends do.

      He can see the growing snobbery, my defense mechanism, in my face. “What, don’t want to become a loser like me?” he asks. Ok, wow, this car ride wasn’t going how I thought it would.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “It’s ok. You shouldn’t become like me, Grace, we all know it,” he goes on. There is this ghostliness in his eyes like he too hates who he pretends to be.

      His continued silence ticks away at everything, my entire “high” down the toilet now. How long was he going to keep us on the road? “You’re not as scary as you think, Danny Cross,” I mock him. Call me gutsy, but he doesn’t scare me like he does the others, and he never will.

      Finally, he turns into an old trailer park. What the … ?

      He drives all the way down to the smallest trailer at the very end that is almost covered by a giant Florida oak that’s half-dead and a small fence.

      “Where are we?”

      “My place,” he finally says, and it’s like he wants me to take a real look at who he is, to test and see if I want to run back into my world. I can’t do that.

      We enter the small dingy trailer, it creaks when the flimsy door opens. Inside it features a tinny kitchenette that is about the size of my private bathroom back at home. From there the room opens up with no walls in between, right to his bedroom. He has a small old couch, a mattress for a bed, and a few plastic see-through dressers to hold his stuff. I also spot a small closet, and a giant flat screen curved TV that did not fit this place. Music posters and two different guitars mount his wall. This was where he lived? This was all the space he had in addition to a small bathroom? I’ve seen college dorms that were bigger. That’s when it occurred to me he lives all alone.

      “You live by yourself?” Surly he also has a family and this was something he owned on the side. How much did a trailer in a trailer park cost to rent anyway for a high school guy? Probably less than $700 a month, which was less than Julie’s car payment.

      “Yep. Me, myself, and I,” he says flatly as he picks some clothes off his floor and begins hanging them so we have an entire foot of room to move.

      “Where are your parents?” I asked, still stunned.

      “Ha, my dad kicked me out of his house a long time ago,” he tells me as if everyone knows.

      “And your mom just lets you live here?” My voice is still full of disbelief.

      Danny laughs again. “She left way before that, her loss.”

      “Oh.” I’m quiet, trying to put it all together. My mom was busy right now deciding what properties of hers and my dad’s she’ll fight for. The penthouse in New York verses our extra beach front property we’ve used for vacations in Vero. Clearly Danny’s family had nothing like that to offer him for space but this. A high schooler having to be on his own … It was unimaginable to me. Unreal.

      “Not all families are composed of two loyal parents who love each other,” he informs me as he studies me in silence, as if I’m a spoiled brat. Am I?

      Why was he being so harsh with me? “I know that!” My voice turns defensive. And then there is this pain in my throat, not that my problems were anything like his, but they were there, always in the back of my head. “My parents are getting a divorce.” There I said it. “Soon everyone will know, I suppose.”

      He’s quiet as he clearly is remembering dropping me off to their screams. “Why is that?” he dares ask, his voice growing soft as I hear it begin to pour rain outside, a lovely Florida shower.

      I could never let him or anyone else know. “I guess my mom and I were never enough for my dad.” That was the only truth I’ll ever admit, but it hits Danny like a slap to his own face, like this doesn’t make sense. He turns away from me.

      “Never tell yourself you’re not enough, Grace.” And with those words, suddenly this area around us doesn’t exist, not this place or the shady way I figure he must afford it. Not his friends, or my friends, or whoever I’m trying to become. There is just us, and my throbbing, hurting chest. The sound of the rain outside intensifies like a spooky waterfall and it fills every part of me as Danny and I look into each other’s eyes.

      I’m not sure who takes a step toward each other first, him or me, but as his lips come down to mine, I don’t care. Our kiss starts out gentle, unsure, like it’s our first time all over again. But as I move in even closer and shiver at the sensation of his skin on mine, his body responds by nipping my bottom lip and pulling me completely to him, his tongue doing a tantalizing dance in my mouth, tempting me and pulling me out of the hurt and pain and into euphoria. His hands are under the back of my shirt, finding my warm flesh.

      I don’t want him to stop. I want to black out in his sensation as he kisses my neck and his hand travels near my jeans, near my hands that are pulling him even closer to me as we back up to his mattress. His hands are now traveling inside my denim pants, past the zipper, and the idea of where they could go and how they could make me feel fills me with this very strong excitement, my imagination already telling me how both good and scary this could go, and I WANT to go there. I’ve never let anyone feel this part of me before. Why can’t it always be like this, just me and him all the time?

      I yelp in nervous anticipation as one of his hands snakes under my panties, my body shaking. His index finger traces under the lace of my thong, about to find me, the real me. Suddenly he pulls away, leaving heat between us.

      “Wha-what?” I gasp because I was just about to get lost, finally, in the rush that is us. But Danny is facing away from me, and my entire face brakes in confusion. I wonder what I’ve done wrong? Am I so new at this that I’ve just ruined everything?

      He messes with something in his closet, but I don’t see what it is he has on his top shelf because his head is in the way. Then he is suddenly taking his shirt off, a nice set of abs in my face, my eyes trailing down to his lower muscles right near where the rim of his pants start. Is he taking his shirt because he wants to rush right to it? To sex? Of course Julie, whose voice is engraved in my conscience, would say “What else did you think he’d do by you letting him go that far? Now he probably wants you to touch something else!”

      “Danny, I’m not going to—” I start to speak, suddenly so nervous, the innocent, timid part of me back for revenge even though I knew I’d had an equal part in messing with this fire.

      “Relax,” he says as he closes his eyes and takes a breath, as if he’s trying to calm the drive in himself down too. The drive in both of us that still matches my beating heartbeat. “I’m just changing my shirt,” he lies matter-of-factly, even harshly, as he throws a new shirt on, one of the ones he’d just hung up only a few minutes before so we’d have room to stand.

      My eyes fly to his closet door. What was it he was messing with up there? That’s when I see it, canvas paper on his floor. The kind I’ve carried around since I could walk. This one is half-unrolled, as if he’d just been looking at it and left it in here.

      “Oh my gosh, you still have this?” I gasp again, for a whole different reason this time. It was rolled canvas paper from me. Something I’d given to him when he used to be small, kind, totally readable, and would play guitar to me every day. I couldn’t believe this bad boy version of Danny had actually kept it, a piece of the old Danny, of us.

      “Yeah, well … ” I can tell he’s searching for excuses but gives up. “It was kind of my first payment for my music. After that day, I left my case out when I’d play. Ya know, thought I could make some money.”

      “And why don’t you still try to make money like that,”—not illegally—“ and try to play out there?” Why did he give up in an area he was so talented, give up on himself?

      “Things changed,” is his only answer as we look each other in the eyes, and I finally see that his mask is gone now. It’s Danny’s raw self that’s looking at me. “I’ve changed.” He says this like he’s trying to tell me something. I just look at him like it can’t be true and after a moment he turns away like he can’t take the realness.

      “Someday I’ll play in public again,” he admits to me, but I want more than that.

      “Can you play me something now?”

      He looks at me like I’ve asked for gold, his eyes go to the door where rain can still be heard falling outside then to something in the closet. Suddenly he’s grabbing his guitar and he sits down. He strums, and strums again, playing a common melody. Has he forgotten that as a kid I’d seen him play melodies that were unreal, like a music prodigy? Why won’t he let his real self breathe?

      “Wait, can’t you play one of your own songs? Like the ones you used to play a long time ago?”

      “I don’t play those anymore,” he tries to say as I edge closer, using my voice in a way all rich girl’s know how to get things from their loved ones.

      “Please?”

      I don’t think he’s going to fall for it when suddenly, suddenly he starts to strum one of his old songs. It’s a hard one to forget because as Danny plays it he uses both his guitar pick and other finger, almost like he’s playing piano but on his guitar. The double noted sound gives me shivers, he plays like two people are playing, and the music becomes alive.

      It hypnotizes him too and he plays the entire song, over and over again, and then weaves into another, and the music complements the sound of the rain somehow. It completely relaxes me and I lean my head onto his shoulder. His music sings to us both like a soul that is finally able to say “I’m still breathing.”

      “Your music’s still like magic,” I whisper, near the edge of peaceful sleep. I haven’t had peaceful sleep in weeks. I’m not even sure if he hears me as I add, “Even after everything.”

      Slowly my eyes close and I fall into calm darkness. The last thing I see before sleep claims me is Danny looking at his closet again.
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        DANNY

      

      I had her, before the guitar, when we were kissing. The camera Storm had given me was alive in my closet, ready to record everything I could get her to do, get her to cross the line to a point of no return. This whole thing could have been done, finished, but I couldn’t do it. I’d pulled away and turned the camera off, and as I look at her now asleep in my bed as my music haunts us both, calling a part of me alive that was dead, I realize I can’t do this. Not to her, not ever.

      I’ve fallen for her.

      Now we’re all truly in trouble …

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 17

        

      

    

    
      
        GRACE

      

      His music stayed in my mind the entire night. At some point I remember being awake only for gaps of minutes at a time as Danny drove me home, walked me to my door—my mom wasn’t home yet of course—and carried me right to my bed while looking around. He’d never been in my house or bedroom before and I was too sleepy to think about the contrast between his surroundings and mine.

      The last thing I remember before dozing off again was seeing through slanted eyes him look at a sketch that is on my wall, it’s an oldie of mine from when I was learning the proper art of sketching feathers, a simple giant sketch of wings against the sky. I hear him whisper something about me really being an angel right out of another world then he kissed my forehead and was gone. I want to sleep in the mood he’s left me in for hours and hours.

      Until the sound of a phone pierces through my conscience, trying to wake me up as I fight to stay in the dream. It calls me and calls me, relentless. Finally, after about ten rings, I’m awake enough to check the caller I.D. and low and behold, it’s Julie. I become so angry. All I want to do is sleep today.

      “Hello?”

      “Where have you been?” she hisses on the other end, as pissed off as I’m beginning to feel. It’s not like I’ve actually done anything to her. And really, I still have another hour’s worth of rest before I need to get up and hurry for class.

      “I’m in my room, Julie. It’s Wednesday, I have a free period remember!” I snap at her.

      “And math class, science class, gym? Are those suddenly free periods too or have you turned invisible without informing me?”

      “I haven’t been feeling good. I told you!” I lie like she should believe it, but she doesn’t.

      “Ha, word’s been spreading.” Julie is so mad now, hurt. I can tell she hates that I’ve been keeping secrets, that I’ve kept her in the dark about it all. “Everyone knows you’re skipping to go to Storm’s with that dumb boyfriend of yours!”

      I roll my eyes, holding the phone a foot away and still able to hear Julie’s voice loud and clear. “Honestly, how can you do this to your family? You know Storm’s dad tried to destroy your parents—”

      “Well fortunately for him they did that themselves!” I spit back coldly, not caring to hear any more of Julie’s rant. I hang up the phone, for the first time not caring what she thinks, and I’m not sure I’ll ever be concerned about what her and all my “dear friends” think again. More coldness takes root inside of me. My mom, who I can now hear stirring about in the kitchen, has turned into a ghost, unable to speak to me, to let me know how she feels or how many more secrets she herself is hiding. And my dad has another surprise child to attend to. Storm’s dad didn’t need to do squat; my family was done.

      Forced now to be up early, I get ready and head into the kitchen to get some coffee. I walk past Mom. She is strangely staring down at the paper, sitting up straight, her face a little more cold than usual. I guess she’s still upset over the paternity test, not that I can blame her. I still feel broken.

      I pour her coffee and then walk over to the table, placing the hot mug in front of her. Then I go to sit, and that’s when I see it on the other kitchen chair: Dad’s medical briefcase. I haven’t seen it or him since the day Jessie and the home wrecker was at our door. I glance over to the garage door across the hall, is Dad’s car back and in there? If only there was a window to the garage or our house wasn’t so small and I’d be able to tell without asking but I can’t.

      “That’s Dad’s … ” my voice is careful, because any mention of my father would surly upset her the way it does me. There’s no way he’d show his face here.

      “Yes, he’s moving back in today,” she says nonchalantly without looking up. I can’t move. Clearly, I’m still dreaming.

      “What? Why?” I demand in shock.

      Her cold exterior finally brakes and she looks at me with sad, pleading eyes. It’s the realist I’ve seen my mom look in ages, and it’s like she is begging me not to ask, to just pretend everything is normal, but I can’t. “I don’t want to be another single working parent, Grace,” she says in a low voice, almost in a whisper like she is cowering, and my mom cowers over nothing, much like Julie. “Another divorcee. That is not a reality I choose to accept for myself.”

      “Mom, he cheated on you!” I scream before I can even think about it. I cannot believe she’d ever think about taking my dad back after what he’s done. After the other child he secretly created. “He—” I’m so angry my words come out stuttered and I bite my tongue, tears in my eyes as I say it like it is. “He had a black kid with someone else!” I scream like a two-year-old, maybe I am. Maybe I’m just an immature, selfish person, not even recognizing the words that I speak.

      Why does it matter if Jessie is black or white? It doesn’t, but it’s a difference between him and me that I can hold onto, so I do. I sound racist in my rant but I don’t care.

      “We are not speaking about that,” she tells me like the situation is easy to brush under the rug.

      “Not speaking about the boy I have to see at school every day?” My own personal snitch? “You’re supposed to be this great lawyer! Make him not go to my school! Seeing him makes me sick!”

      “Be realistic, Grace,” she snaps at me like I’m the problem here. “I can’t decide where someone brings their child to school. I can only do what I think is best for my own family.”

      “Someone else’s child? You mean my DAD, your husband’s CHILD!”

      Right as I scream it, the kitchen door opens and my father walks in, suitcase in hand. His eyes look tired, sad as he meets my own gaze. I hate him for what he has done, to my mother, to me, even to Jessie who I hate as well! When he was bedding Jessie’s mom, his wife, my mom, was pregnant at that time. Did he even imagine I’d grow into a real person, that he was betraying us back then? Rejecting the promise of myself and my mom both?

      “I hate you!” I inform him loudly, more tears coming to my eyes as I grab my school books and run out of there, so mad at both of them, those nut cases deserve each other. This is when I realize I’ve been angry with my mom too all along.

      I need something, someone, to take me away from all this. I walk out of my house, not even sure what I look like, not dressed in my normal school clothes. I know I’m going to lose it. Everything inside me hurts so bad, that’s when I see her. Melanie. Over my large gate, I see her sneaking out of Storm’s back door entrance with something in her hand. I walk forward around my gate as she rounds the corner and we nearly crash into one another as I scare her to death.

      “Grace!” she says as she takes a deep breath. It’s only me, but who else was she antsy about? She doesn’t even see on my face that I’m nearly crying. She looks side to side instead like she can’t take the time to talk to me here.

      “You, uh, want to get out of here?” she asks me and I nod. Not knowing where we are going, what we’re doing, just that yes, I want to go, I need to go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 18

        

      

    

    
      Mel doesn’t take me to some scary rave or to her rumored giant house where her mom beats her up. We end up across the school, where she blasts old early millennial rock music and changes out of her outfit—her outfit from yesterday—next to me in the car. “I hate all our current auto tune bull that they put on satellite radio, people from the past knew their shit. Back when they used to actually play music videos on TV.”

      I don’t remember ever seeing an entire music video on TV, but I nod my head as I find myself examining, without trying to be too obvious, how big her breasts are compared to her skinny, almost nothing waist. With all the munchies fresh green causes, how did she stay so skinny? I already felt like in a short time I’d gained a few pounds. Then again, I’d also been binging a lot too. I ask her and she explains how she saves most, if not all of her daily eating for when she gets high. Then she explains how “Addy” also curbs the appetite better than any diet pill on the market. I don’t know what Addy is, but I nod my head like I do, not wanting to seem like a child to these people anymore.

      Mel is busy trying to fix her makeup in the mirror and that’s when she finally says, “Screw it.” She fusses for something in her purse as I continue to try to make myself feel more and more numb, but today it’s not working. My family drama has every part of my being in knots. I notice Mel grabs something that I swore I saw her swipe off of one of Storm’s counters yesterday. Two guesses as to what it is … more pot.

      “Want to forget our problems for an hour before it’s time for art class and sobering up?” Before I can even shrug my shoulders and pretend I’m not sure—because I am sure, I want to forget my problems right now, I need to—she pulls two rolled blunts out and gives me one.

      “This is grade A stuff, very expensive than what we’ve been smoking. Try to really enjoy it this time,” she tells me. I nod as she pulls out her lighter and blasts her music even further. After we both look out to make sure the parking lot’s clear, I try to watch as closely as I can so I can finally do this right and not choke.

      Her skunk smoke fills my pores and I notice, as strange as this sounds, that she is able to inhale more green steam as she pulls the joint away from her pouty lips. I try to do the same, light it up and inhale as I slowly pull it away. The first breath works as the sagey smoke goes up my nose, traveling to my head and … one breath, two, yes! I exhale relaxed. Melanie is already giggling as she watches me and smokes more herself.

      “You’re so cute, Grace, you’re like my mom’s little poodle.”

      I try to smoke again but choke this time, all my technique out the window, but I tell myself it was her words that made me mess up.

      “Like a poodle?” I ask as I imagine poodles floating to the sky with magical wings. Wow, yes this stuff was strong. I try to smoke again but she takes the pot right from me mid inhale.

      “Here, I’ll smoke this too, don’t want to waste it. Try these.” She pulls out of her sport’s car glove compartment a bag of what seems like gummy bears.

      “A sugar high?” I ask her, wanting the pot back. It feels so good to let your feelings sink, why is she taking that away? I only choked because of her joke.

      “No, their cannabis jellies. My brother came back from LA with these puppies. You know, during cannabis festivals they even have pot pizza. Jesus pot pizza sounds salivating right now. Anyways, their low dosage, but four or five will get you there,” she tells me as she dangles them in front of me. I should be weary because I don’t know how much pot is in each jelly—there is no prescription slip with how to not get dangerously stoned directions, at least with one blunt I know—but worries are low and far around the corner right now as I start with two, then another two in my hand, and yum! They are cherry flavored.

      YUMMY! I chew on another and feel it right away.

      “Yeah, I’m thinking gummies are better for you instead of smoking and choking, Gracey. I’m surprised Danny hasn’t turned you onto these during sex.”

      I choke on a gummy and laugh as I feel my eyes grow hazy and I want to do nothing but just lay back and enjoy this feeling. “We haven’t, you know.” I start to try and explain my virgin status and end up giggling.

      “Holy crap, what are you waiting for?” Mel nudges me. “If he was mine, I’d tap that, a lot.” She chuckles loudly with a snort. Her snort has me crying with giggling tears as Mel scoots over close to me. We are both laying back in her car and she creeps her hand across my shoulders and chest as she goes for the last gummy in my hand. She slurps it down with all the smoke she has created in the car. Smoke that is turning into shapes. I’m seeing poodles and bunnies made out of smoke everywhere and it’s all because of her poodle comment.

      “And I hear he’s really good, like amazing. God, I wish the guy I just laid down with could make me feel amazing. They say he’s got fingers like a rock star,” she says with a wink as she moves her fingers up and down my arm.

      My emotions, worries, even sprouts of jealousy and anxiety I should feel upon hearing that Danny has been with others is drifting above me with the smog in the car. I know they exist but they’re not a part of me right now. Once I don’t feel so lazy, maybe another moment alone with Danny to see how far we go, to find out just how good it feels, is what I need. I’m sure of it now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 19

        

      

    

    
      
        DANNY

      

      I was relieved when Storm called me today and it had nothing to do with Grace, but with Mel. Every guy he sends after her to get the money that she owes, she screws, sometimes literally, to get more drugs and more time. Then she’s seen shopping at the mall buying thousand dollar bags and other worthless girly crap, yet she never pays up. Then again, Storm has been her number one hookup buddy, giving her the most leeway of all, so I told him he only had himself to blame. Since he knows I’d never touch her—she’s only tried to hook up with me a hundred times—he sends me to finally make her pay up all the cash.

      Too bad, as I see her darting away from her car. and from me, I’m interrupted by the last person I want to see, and yet the minute she’s in front of me I find my arms drifting to her side. Grace, the girl who’s got me painfully hooked like no one else has ever before. Couldn’t she just stay away?
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        MELANIE

      

      October 22nd, 1:30 a.m. - Melanie has changed her profile from Melanie to Mel.

      October 22nd, 1:31 a.m. - Melanie has changed her profile from Melanie to Mars.

      October 22nd, 1:33 a.m. - Melanie has changed her profile from Melanie to Who the hell cares who, I’m apple sauce baby!

      

      I’m super high and starving. Would my school get mad, I question, if I order Chinese takeout to be delivered to Art class? Ha, ha, who cares about consequences, I think as I’m about to turn back for Grace. That’s when I see him coming: Danny, the hottest bastard my dreams have ever featured and I know it’s only money he wants from me. Too bad about that, and too bad my mom cut me off after I stole her credit card. I’ve gotta think of another cash route but I’m too stoned right now.

      I make a run for it—as fast as I can run high, which is not fast at all—and by the time I’ve gone only twenty or so feet I see that Grace has intercepted Danny. Great, this is what friends are for. Yet paranoia eats away at me, this happens every once in a while when I trip. Usually I’m happy, as happy as I ever can be, but sometimes like the freak that I am, panic can ensue, teary sadness, even as I feel like the world’s falling in and only my sharp claws can get me out. I have to be my sole survivor.

      This sensation has got to be due to all the prescription pills my mom has me currently tripping on mixed with the pot.

      Ha, pills and pot ready or not!

      I walk by Danny’s locker and suddenly I get this great idea. I pull what’s left of the weed I took from Storm’s out of my blouse, from my stuffed bra, and push it through the locker’s slants into this caged cubby hole with Danny Cross’s name on it. I even, light headedly, plant a kiss on the locker since no one is watching. A kiss to Danny and to the precious green I’ve let go, then I start texting an email to our school drug busters. Our local adult assholes who just like to take our drugs to use them themselves, or resell them to all.

      Now that I know Danny is about to go down, something that will keep him away from me while I roam this campus for a day or two, I just need to drop the blame. I see the new kid’s signature on our walls bible club sign up and I get a perfect idea.

      [image: ]

      
        GRACE

      

      I tried to wander onto the campus but I tripped and nearly fell, until Danny caught me in his perfect arms. I look up at him. He is always catching me lately, and always here right when I need him to be.

      “Danny,” I say as he assesses my eyes.

      “Mel got you stoned.” He says it like it bothers him. Kind of hypocritical, but I’m too happy and out of it to think about this. I zero in on his lips as he takes me toward his car.

      “Are you taking me somewhere?” I say a little too excitedly as he helps me into the passenger’s seat and then gets into his side to lock his doors and turn the air on.

      “No, even I have to attend school sometimes, Grace, or how else will I ever get out of here?”

      “Yeah,” I say as my mind floats with funny images of how I should be in class too, doing nothing that means anything really. School has become nothing but a scapegoat where parents dump us off so we can stay out of their secrets and lies until they can send us off to college. I look at Danny, imagining us at university together and my smile widens.

      He turns the AC on as I take my own thin jacket off, growing hot as the Florida sun beats down on his car. What, was he just going to just sit here and babysit me until I’m sober again like yesterday? If only people knew how sweet Danny can be sometimes.

      “You’re such a great guy,” my words ooze out.

      “No, I’m not,” he says as he loosens his own collar around his neck, his eyes going to all the little I have on now—an undershirt that shows off the small amount of chest I have, and shorts that are too short for me to walk in—given to me curtesy of Mel. He tries to look away as I think of his “fun fingers.” Suddenly my mind is intrigued, what if Mel is right about how weed can make lots of things feel even better, more enjoyable? I need some enjoyable things right now.

      With sudden courage, I find the guts to come closer, quickly moving over my seat, a little awkwardly but then I’m there, on my way to his lap. He is too stunned by my move to react fast enough to stop me.

      “What are you—”

      Before he can say anything, I kiss him, hard and fast, my body pushing onto his body because I want him to feel me, all of me, and not pull away. Didn’t he find me attractive enough? For a moment, there is some hesitation but then something else takes over and his body responds as suddenly his arms wrap around me and he joins me in the kiss.

      My lips all over his and then playfully biting his bottom lip the way he bit mine. He pulls, grunts, and then pulls me in closer, my legs tight around his waist in his small car. Danny Cross has become my own personal kryptonite, melting me.

      He kisses my neck, our bodies moving, making out in a way that is grinding, and I like it. This feels right, him and me, this has always secretly been in both our minds. His hand is under my shirt, feeling my top half while my hands go around his head and dig into his hair.

      Then I move his hand down, down to where his hand was going yesterday, and guide him to me. The real me. I’m so nervous, the pot doesn’t take away a virgin’s shaking, but I’m not sure if he notices because my guiding his hand there was enough. He takes over from there, his fingers working me, going to where no one’s ever gone and I gasp as I feel his magical hands everywhere, from my chest to my toes, and after a few minutes. I explode.

      He smiles at me afterword, nipping my lips and laughs. “Wow,” is all he has to say as if he went through the euphoria himself. My heart is racing, I feel like flying, and if I wasn’t weighted down by pot I bet I’d be soaring. And that’s when I suddenly say it, without thinking, the words just pathetically come out.

      “Danny, promise me one thing.”

      “What?” he asks.

      “Promise you’ll never cheat on me, please don’t hurt me.” Clearly this is the drugs talking. “Because I care so much for you. I … ”

      He makes a strange face like whiplash and looks at me strangely.

      “I think I love you. I’ve always loved you.”

      He stares at me like he’s heard wrong. I feel myself wanting pot, or wanting him to be high also, as he struggles to say a something. My words have sucked our hot uncontrollably passionate moment right out the door.

      “No, you don’t,” he tries to correct me gently yet sternly. “You don’t love me, Grace. Trust me, the real me you could never love.”

      Not exactly the words a girl expects to hear. I’ve never seen anyone respond like that in the movies. I don’t know what to say, smoking pot or going back to kissing right now feels like the best case scenario. None of that happens though, he kisses my forehead and helps me back into my seat. His eyes seem like they’re a million miles away as he cranks his music up, saying not another word as he waits for my soberness to take control.

      When it does, he walks me to the bathroom where I say I need to fix myself up. I ask him to wait for me but when I come out of the ladies room the love of my life is gone.
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        JESSIE

      

      Debate class today is crazy. Our teacher is dividing us into teams to begin to strategize on the racial themed debate and no one seems happy. I spy the teacher grinning as she puts every student, including Katrina and Breona, on the opposite side they want to be on and I wonder if it’s because she is trying to make them really think outside the box, to put their prejudices aside. Of course our class has an uneven number and because I’m new she asks me in front of everyone which side of this argument I’d like to be on. My heart beats rapidly as I look from one side of students to the other and have to, as always, pick where I belong.

      Until I’m saved by the overhead speaker.

      “Mrs. Lilly,” says our schools secretary.

      “Yes?”

      “Please send Jessie Marshal to the front office.”

      Everyone’s eyes look further into me, including Julie’s bright blue exquisite and curious pair as I rise up and exit my classroom. As I’m walking to the office wondering what’s up, something catches my eyes. The dean with our school’s security guard. They are searching a locker as I see a person who eyes me accusingly. Danny Cross. What trouble is this guy getting into now and why is he looking at me like he thinks he can take me down?

      I only stand up taller, continuing to walk toward the office. People like him were not worth my mental time. Once I enter, the secretary thanks me for the tip and tells me to take a seat. I’m confused by this. What tip?

      “Someone is here to see you. I had to call to get your mother’s approval just as a safety precaution we have when it comes to children and custody issues.”

      “Custody issues?” I repeat confused.

      “Just take a seat,” she prompts me.

      I sit as my heart is slamming up and down in my chest now, nervous, and I find myself praying, praying to my God that I’ve always leaned on because suddenly I sense something is about to go down. Then it does. He walks through the door. He, my father. The man who has ignored me since I’ve been here and I’ve prayed to God every night about. Prayed for help so I could forgive him and my half-sister, who are ignoring me like I caused my own creation, for myself to come about. Should I wish I’d never been born?

      I’ve asked God to please open a place for me in their hearts. I should be too proud to want this but there is something about the need to connect with a parent that helps a person figure out who they really are.

      My eyes meet my father’s, he has sunny brown eyes, that have small microscopic flecks of orange in them just like mine. Like Grace’s eyes whose are so much brighter and more captivating then my father and myself both. He looks afraid.

      I stand up, not sure what to do. Awkwardness and something else roams between us. Not even being raised by army generals could prepare me for this kind of emotion right now. Then, with the teacher’s permission, she allows me to go leave campus with him. As soon as we’re outside, he breaks down. Real live tears are in his eyes, tears of shame, as this man I’ve never known tries to apologize for letting me go.

      I feel like this can’t be real, but it is. My father is finally here.
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        GRACE

      

      All night I try to hear from Danny but there is no answer. I drum my fingers nervously as it soon becomes morning again and the only one to text my phone is Mel.
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        JESSIE

      

      I’ve been in a daze all day as I’m walking to class. My father wants to get to know me. Thank you, God! Now all I need to do is get through the day and I get to see him again. I walk the halls, about to enter debate when the warning bell rings and I see Julie drop her books. I walk over to meet her. She is in her own daze, a lost and confused one compared to my happy mood.

      I help her pick everything up, even darting to grab pages being tossed by the wind as we hear the late bell chime.

      “Crap,” Julie says.

      “Don’t worry, our teacher is nice, she’ll let it slide.”

      “I know, I’m just not usually like this,” she says as I take in her beauty in the empty halls.

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know,” she shrugs. “Just in a state of puzzlement when it comes to all of my friends.” She shakes her head. “Sorry to overload on you, I’m being ridiculous.”

      “I’m sure whoever your friend is that you’re puzzled about will come around.”

      She shakes her head and smiles at me. “Thank you for being so charming.”

      Her face turns a little bit red as I continue to hold her books and walk toward the door. “With you it’s easy,” I admit to her. She is about to say something else, the moment between us perfect when someone comes our way, bringing with them a storm.

      Julie’s face turns hard and twisted, like a lioness ready to defend her territory. “You don’t even go to this school! Why are you here, Storm?”

      She is talking to the tall, overly tattooed, blond haired and blue eyed wannabe bad guy who walks one step ahead of Danny. Cleary this is the bad dog’s master.

      He snickers past me, looking only at Julie. “Julie Kent. Now aren’t you looking good these days. What are you, down ten pounds since I’ve last seen you? You could have come to my place if you needed a work out.”

      I take a step up to stop him from getting closer to her. I don’t know if these punks were trying to run for the asshole of the year award or what, but this Storm’s stance toward Julie, a girl who was a lot smaller than him, doesn’t feel right to me. Something wasn’t right about this guy.

      “Hey, man.”

      He snickers as his eyes go from Julie’s body to me. “And you must be the new kid I’m hearing so much about.” He looks down at what’s in my hands; Julie’s books plus two of my own, one of them being my small student edition bible. He gawks at it as he continues speaking to me. “The Jesus freak with the hero complex. Does it have instructions on how to be a goody two shoes snitch in there?”

      I’m not sure what he’s talking about but something is up as Danny, who might be second in line to his bratty friend here but was a lot bigger then him, takes a step forward, his eyes boring into me like he’s been biding his time, and now he’s truly ready to unleash his fury.

      My heart pounds, my fist automatically clenching as I remind myself that if my uncle were here he’d say to stay calm. Calmness helps you think clearly, it also shows the threat you’re not afraid. After all, it didn’t take a sword to bring Goliath down, only a rock of God was all that was needed.

      “You are so ignorant,” Julie, whose anger is more apparent, snaps at both of the guys.

      Strom injects himself in front of her and gets his face right in front of mine. My own muscles let me know they are ready as I stay perfectly still, reserved, and yet ready for the right moment to come.

      He pulls out a lighter and strikes a flame no bigger than my fingernail, holding it up to me. What, did this loser think he was Lucifer or something?

      “You know what bibles look like when they burn, preacher boy?” he taunts like he might just push me down and set all these books on fire to show how big and bad he is. He was truly crazy. “They look like any other fucking book.”

      I can see Julie is shaking now as I motion for her to get behind me, but she refuses, standing right by my side.

      “Come on, you look like a fighter. Try it,” he taunts me some more.

      “I’m not fighting you,” because I’d make you cry, I think, my body not backing up an inch, I stand tall and strong.

      “Too afraid? Come on,” he laughs at me, clearly he needs me to make the first move, then they’d both jump me, say me, the black student, started the fight. As tempted as a part of me is, it will be them that starts anything, their words weren’t going to trigger me to be the bad guy here.

      My somewhat trying to stay calm but strong mind sees her then, far in the background: Grace, my sister. She is watching us. Her face looks dreadful as we make eye contact. Strom is saying something to me again about snitching, as Danny circles me and holds one of his fisted hands in his other arm, getting ready, when suddenly Julie’s and my teacher comes to the rescue.

      “What is going on here? Danny Cross, aren’t you expelled? And you, Mr. Harms?” Students stick their heads out of the classroom, watching. I see Katrina and Breona front and center as they pull out their phones. “You no longer attend this school. Leave now!”

      Danny makes a face, like he wishes the teacher wouldn’t have shown up as he shakes his head once again at me, promising that I’m gonna pay, right as Storm takes the opportunity to step hard on my foot. I don’t make a sound of pain or gasp, I just look at the guy like I’ve dealt with stray cats on army bases that were more threatening than him.”

      “I’m on my way, ma’am.” Then I hear Storm whisper to Danny one last order. “Let’s forget this trash for now, we can find Melanie instead.”

      With that, Julie stands close enough to me that our arms are almost touching, she is still shaking hard. As our teacher ushers us inside, I look back to where I saw my sister standing, but she is gone.
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        GRACE

      

      With the teacher’s shouts, I scoot away, far away, knowing more teachers would be out here any minute. No one on campus wants Storm near our precious magnet. But I can’t escape through the back of the cafeteria because Danny might be there. Did he see that I saw him, saw him treating Jessie like … like Danny was a thug and Jessie, my half-brother and blood, was his victim?

      “My half-brother.” It’s the first time I’ve said the words out loud to myself as I stand here alone like a crazy person. For the first time today, something within me broke and started to thaw when I thought Storm was going to do something to Jessie. What does that make me, a monster also since it took this long to feel connected to a sibling of mine?

      Not only do I suddenly feel connected to Jessie, which makes me feel off, but I also feel angry. Angry at myself, and at Danny. How could he, the guy I said I love you too, treat Jessie and Julie like that?

      “Grace,” Melanie says as I turn a corner in the hallway. I’ve scared her half to death, again, as I rounded the corner ready to scream at my bad choices. She is by the side of our school’s gate that is only unprotected because the nearby deans are rushing to make sure Storm and his trash get off our grounds. She was attempting to climb the tall fence before I interrupted.

      “Feel like skipping with me? I’m going to grab some cash,” she says to me in a hurry. Luckily, unlike Melanie, I’ve come prepared in running shoes. We hop the fence and I’m relieved she is down to escape. I can’t stay at this school anymore. It’s too confusing.

      “I have to run an actual errand, it might be boring, so do you want me to drop you off somewhere?” she asks me.

      “I’ll go anywhere that is not here,” I tell her as we get in her car that still smells like pot. For the first time in almost two weeks, pot isn’t what I want right now, because pot equals where my cares drift off and I can just melt into Danny’s world or arms, and want nothing but him. Right now, I need to finally clear my head, and understand what I think of everything, truly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 21

        

      

    

    
      Mel rushes into her house and then out, a prescription bottle in hand. I watch her brake the seal on the bottle and take out two pills, swallowing them fast down her throat without even needing water. Holy crap was she high on weed too? What were those pills she was mixing with it? Mel seems more out of it than me and I’m starting to get freaked.

      She answers the question of whether she is on weed when she takes out what she calls a ‘‘pot lollypop’’ and sticks it in her mouth. Then she smiles at my freaked out face. We are passing adults on their way to work, parents that just want to get through their busy day, twenty-somethings on their way to school, all while Mel is in another galaxy as she speeds and drives. The fact that I’m not high makes my worries awake and alive. Holy crap, how did I ever drive with this girl in the past? Was she this gone the last time we were stoned and I didn’t even notice? This was starting to feel really dangerous.

      “Why don’t you let me drive?” I suggest nervously as Mel flies over train tracks. She is headed toward the private gate near my development.

      “Don’t be silly, Gracey, we’re almost there,” she says as she flies toward the giant developments gate, our security guard who mans the gate, an individual who is probably nearly as stoned as Melanie is herself, hits the rise button right before Mel crashes through. Clearly he is used to her.

      “Where are we going?”

      “To Storm’s and Danny’s,” she answers me as if they are brothers and own the giant mansion.

      “I don’t want to see them right now,” I snap, still feeling gutted by Danny’s behavior.

      “Neither do I, but they’ve been looking for me for two days,”she tells me as if this is the biggest joke. “Hunting me down practically.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      Her pupils are dilated and her whole demeanor is crazy, as if none of her words matter, all thoughts of danger and rationality have floated away from her.

      “Because I owe Storm big time,” she says. “Sleeping with him has only been so I can delay the fact that I’ve blown and partied away a big chuck on his merchandise. I owe him almost a thousand bucks.”

      She laughs as my heart begins beating fast. “Holy crap, you can’t possibly owe him that much! You’ve got to be joking.” My slight English accent from my dad’s side pops out of my speech, causing her to look at me like I’m a poodle again. I’m so over this.

      And did she just admit to prostitution for drugs.

      “It’s not really that much. You and Julie have been gifted purses worth more than that and a bottle of this,” she holds up a big bottle of what could be pain pills, could be Oxy, or Adderall, I’m not sure, “will sell for half a grand at twenty dollars a pill.”

      Oxycodone

      “Where did you get that?” I ask, because the prescription and dosage looks major.

      “When I was in drivers ed,” she starts telling me as she screeches into my driveway, near Storm’s. She turns off her car and I take a big breath. She clearly just wants to enjoy her high. “Me and Katy Simpson’s cars bumped. My mom demanded I get X-rayed in case she could sue the school, you know, and get richer. Anyway, we barely got anything from the school but all I had to do was tell the doctor I had neck pain, and voila.” She shakes the bottle like it’s a prize.

      “But, Melanie,” I try to reason with her but she’s starting to get so gone, her eyes roll back and then roll forward on me, in an almost creepy way. Julie’s old friend, the old me who my parents raised, she is conscience again and has come back for a battle. “If you take those with pot or Storm and Danny sell to someone with pot, or whatever else they take, the mixture … someone could get hurt.”

      “We’re all hurt any—” Before she can finish slurring her words, Storm is suddenly by her side, pulling her out of the car in a way that surprises and scares the hell out of me. I let out a small scream, and he smirks at me like I’m an idiot as Storm not so gently pulls Mel roughly into his space.

      “Time’s up, Mel,” he says as I jump out of the car nearly tripping and getting tangled in my seat belt because I’m nervous and moving too fast. This delays me, and I curse at myself. Finally, I’m out of the car, and that’s when I see him, Danny, my Danny. My boyfriend. He’s standing back, by Storm’s door, just watching. Why wasn’t he jumping to Melanie’s aid?

      “You owe me, and I’ve let you not pay up for too long.”

      She is so tired from the Oxy and pot combo, if he let go I know she’d fall right to the floor and pass out, probably crack her head open. Somehow, she looks at him, still one or two brain cells alive as drool comes out of her mouth.

      “Here’s half’s worth.” Her words slur as she hands him the high dosage pills. He pockets them and I hear him whisper that he still wants a whole grand in cash.

      “I’ll get it from my mom tomorrow.” She tries to wrap her arms around his neck. “Can’t we have fun now? I miss you.”

      He swears under his breath. It’s as if Danny and I aren’t there as he looks her up and down, then he begins leading her off. I can’t understand how the two could have any “fun” right now. What, does she let Storm have his way with her while she was passed out? I’m disgusted.

      Danny walks up to me as my eyes continue to follow them. I almost want to rip Mel out of Storm’s hands. Danny tries to touch my hand and I pull away.

      “We should go,” he says like he knows what I might do and he is ready to stop me, to protect me or protect Storm, I’m not sure. For whatever dumb reason and against all sound judgment, I get in his car, and suddenly we’re driving far, far away. But nothing, no pot or pain at home was going to make me forget this.
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        DANNY

      

      

      “Melanie is a mess,” Grace says to me.

      I nod, keeping my face ahead. “Yep.”

      “What would have happened if she didn’t have those pills for Storm to sell?”

      I look at her and I know my eyes say it all. There is this hole inside my gut as her words from yesterday, “I love you,” are gone as she finally, finally sees me as I really am. A drug dealer.

      “You’re so much better than this.” Her voice is pained as it echoes inside my silent car and inside my messed up head.

      “I’m not like you, Grace,” is all I can say to her, and I really, really wish she would have stayed away from me, so she didn’t see the whole picture of life I have chosen. Now she sees it.

      “What does that mean?” she snaps, all her stubbornness is back and ready for a battle with this version of myself. “What happened to ‘never tell yourself you’re not enough, Grace?’ You’re talented, smart, you could go to college and start a life, write music … anything besides this.”

      I just stare ahead as I’m about to pull into my place, suddenly I turn my car around, fast, my head so frustrated with myself for letting this angel near me, for helping Storm try to tear apart her world. I’m speeding back toward her house, to drop her off forever.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Taking you back home,” I tell her.

      “Why?” Her voice is so full of emotion; does she really want to stay? What for? She’d never turn into a girl that belongs to my scumbag group, pot or not, and I’d never turn into her kind of guy.

      “Because you don’t belong with people like me, ok! Just go back to Julie, and your other friends, and never come near us again.”

      “I don’t want to go home!” she interrupts me just as angry. “I can’t be around anyone else right now. I want to be with you!” And I hear it, in her echoed desperateness, where the question still lies: what is it Grace is really running from? Because when I look in her eyes I know it’s something. Problem is I’ve made the mistake of looking, at her sad dishearten face, at whatever is going on at home, at the pain that I’ve somehow caused as she knows truly what I am now, it all crushes me and I can’t just leave her.

      You’re sick, I tell myself. You leaving her here, making her hate you for it, causing her pain. Yes it would save her from me. Yet I can’t do it.

      I stare ahead for a while, until somehow I’ve driven right to our old beach, shocking us both. My conscience is pulling me and her to the sharp rocks of our past, where we had both shielded ourselves from the world, and now ourselves. “You really have a wish for trouble, don’t you,” I say because it’s the closest my chump self can admit to what Storm wanted to use me for. I’d never be able to do it now.

      “Fine, you get your wish,” I tell her.

      I get out of the car, and Grace follows, still angry. We’re both angry, but like zombies, we both walk out to the beach, the salty air taking over our senses, the sun in our eyes, my guitar from my backseat in my hand. As we walk/climb through the thick beach rocks and small cliffs, I find myself taking hold of Grace’s hand so she doesn’t fall. The truth is we are both helping each other balance.

      We sit, unable to say another word. Without a guitar pick I find a shell and before I can help it music, real music, spills out of me. It pours out of my soul and I’m into a hard deep song immediately. The sun is in my eyes but I could have sworn I just saw Grace wipe a tear from her eyes. Shit, if my drug habits truly make this girl cry, I’m going to break.

      She stops herself by going into her backpack and pulling out charcoal, and as my soul spills out music at such a rapid rate that my fingers might bleed, Grace begins to draw me with a small piece of charcoal. Then the beach and this whole out of world scene shifts through our spirits like no drug or high ever could. I feel raw for the first time.

      Feelings are a tough thing, man, and you never know what they can make you capable of.
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        GRACE

      

      We were out on the beach for so long with only frustrated silence, crashing waves, and the cries of Danny’s guitar to keep us company. How surreal that he drove us here and I felt the urge to draw. I guess everything is surreal with us and our lives, so why not rock with it?

      Danny pulls up to my house. I have so much more to face but I’m not ready to think about that yet. Danny, the real Danny, a hard core drug dealer is in front of me, and I’ve returned to a slightly no more burying my pain in pot—Jesus I can’t believe a part of me still craves the stinky stuff—self.

      We look up at each other as we stand in front of his car and the sun sets behind us. What will tomorrow, when I’m really to my senses, bring? I don’t want to think about it. Instead, I hand him something as wind from the shore only a few roads away rustles our ears.

      Danny opens up the canvas paper I’ve handed him, unrolling it to find the intense sketch of him I’ve created, of him playing guitar over the rocks, only past the rocks I’ve sketched a lot of stick figure audience members, all watching him and cheering his talent on. Doesn’t he see this is what he could choose to be, instead of what he has become? His forest brown eyes stare from it to me, pulling apart of my insides as he takes a step toward me and the wind, it could be an after effect of the drugs, but it almost feels like it’s pushing Danny and I together.

      The sun finishes setting and as the last bit of light falls over his face, I can’t help but move up to kiss him, and my Danny … he meets me in the kiss, aggressively. As we come together, our arms finding our sides hard, it’s like we want to become one as we kiss passionately, my heart wrecking against the wind and beating so fast. His kisses pull me further and further and for a second I never want him to let go. But he does. He pulls away from me and I open my eyes, back to seeing the real world and him as we both seem to take a deep breath. Damn our need to breathe. He lets go of everything but my cheeks as he takes a step back and then leans back down to kiss my forehead.

      “You better get inside,” he tells me, a sternness in his eye like we’re no good for each other. I won’t let us, even with his pig headedness, end this way.

      I look at him and dare say, “You’re more than enough, Danny.” More than just a seller of drugs, I tell him with my eyes, and then I turn and I leave, glad I got the last word in. And I hope, with everything, he’ll go home, and not to Storm’s to pick up some more drugs.
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        STORM

      

      Mel’s inside, passed out. She’s been passed out for a while, not that it stops me. I have business to do. I’m on the phone, making sure all my sellers are collecting our cuts, that there are no problems, when I suddenly see my boy drive in. He and bitchy Grace go at in a mouth lock like they’ve never made out before. What was my luck that she would like him this much? Boy is he a good actor … at least, he better be. Danny is like a brother to me. He’d never fall for the daughter of those that destroyed my own family, even if I was the one who “set them up.”

      I smile until Danny looks up as Grace goes inside and he’s caught me watching. He doesn’t smirk like he’s got our video or this handled, he seems generally surprised to see me here, in my own yard, outside of Grace’s house.

      “I don’t see a camera, Danny,” I call out to him and his face tenses up.

      “Don’t worry, I’m finishing this tomorrow.” And he turns to walk away from me like I’ve personally done something messed up. This angers the shit out of me.

      “Hey!” I call back, matching his tone, but my words are all business, our business. Danny and I have been getting high and then figuring out how to profit since the day I took the chump in. “We both made almost an extra grand today by the time we collect our shares, man. We’re living the dream with no consequences. I hope you realize how lucky you are.”

      “Oh, don’t worry,” Danny says as he turns back and looks at me. “I know.”
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        DANNY

      

      I’m up all night, completely alone and sober as I count my cash and contemplate taking off now, taking off just like my mom. But I do want to graduate, it’s kind of important to me. At least, I think it is. I find myself playing guitar, the only thing I’m true to, all night and in the morning before school I drive in front of the house I grew up in, my dad’s house. His same old beat up car is home, along with someone else’s car I don’t recognize.

      I stare at it, the twitch to get high and get the hell out of here is all over me, instead I watch as one of my little sisters comes out, a back pack in hand, and what will probably become a dead ringer for my mom’s face slapped all over her. Is she as lost as I was when I was her age? She is yelling something to the inside. Holy crap, she looks so old now. So grown up. She turns her head and her eyes skim over my car like she’s weary but then they skim it over more closely and she sees me.

      One sibling recognizing another, I watch her eyes light up. She’s about to call my name as my need to escape burdens me further. Maybe I should use one of my fake ID’s my boy Jarod has made and buy a drink. No, I have business to do first.

      My sister starts moving toward my car like she needs to get to me. I take off. I’ve already corrupted a small part of Grace, I won’t do the same to my little sister. What she will find once she gets close enough is a pile of money I’ve left behind for her next to the mailbox.
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        GRACE

      

      I sit in my first class, kids are talking as the teacher readies her lessons. But no one talks to me, not Julie or Katrina, nor my half-brother, who I can’t blame for not looking my way. He probably thinks I’ll give him more dirty glares. Now I don’t know what I’d say or do. Instead, I sit alone just waiting for the bell to ring. It feels like forever, during what feels like what will be a long, boring, lonely day.

      What will happen the next time Danny and I see each other? I don’t know anymore.
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        DANNY

      

      I stand right outside of Grace’s classroom with Mel next to me. There is no way she can miss us. Miss me. Mel thinks we’re just waiting for Grace, but as she talks to me, she gets closer and closer, looking for any excuse to get close while her new, best buddy Grace isn’t watching, or perhaps she doesn’t care. She just wants to get out of debt with Storm so she can rake up more while having fun.

      I let her get close and refuse to push her off like I usually do as I hear the bell ring and I think about my kiss with Grace last night … the perfect kiss. Jesus, she has infected me like a weed, with her roots so deep. I love her.

      Jesus … love? What the hell? I’m a sick bastard.

      And now I’m going to ruin everything so she’ll finally stay far, far away. I’ve given her the chance to end it, to do what’s right and healthy, but it looks like now it’s up to me.

      I see students start to hustle and bustle, and Grace, there she is, leaving her classroom while fussing with her books. She’s about to look up, and suddenly I see Grace, my Grace as a little girl again, the way she was when we first met, a person I could never hurt. Anyone who would want to hurt that little girl, who has eyes like the rarest sunset, is as low as dirt.

      She goes to look up, the real Grace, not this illusion in my mind. Mel is so close to me, she doesn’t see Grace, just me, as I lean down to kiss her. She’s pleasantly shocked. Mel’s bare lips take advantage and are on mine instantly. Her tongue’s trying to etch my mouth apart, she’s excited. I’m dying. Students start gasping as our life sucking, death bringing kiss goes on and on. By the time I look up, Grace is running out of the hall with tears in her eyes.

      She’ll never come near me again.

      Mission accomplished.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 22

        

      

    

    
      
        STORM

      

      I’ve tried to call Danny for hours, all night, but he’s not answering. Of course, I knew something was wrong when I saw Grace run inside her place an hour ago, her face covered with black tears thanks to the ugly mascara she was wearing. Even when the hag is sad, she’s kind of hot and that makes me hate her more.

      My moment of happiness over her sorrow lasts only a second. I hit the social feeds online via my phone and instantly see what all this fuss is about. My boy has been caught mouth locking with psycho Mel. Hell, some student even got it on video tape. But this isn’t the footage I’ve been waiting for. WHAT THE HELL! I’m not mad over Mel and Danny’s asses together, I’m mad because this is why Grace is crying and if Danny had delivered to me a porn worthy tape by now, I’d be pleased. I’d say what a great way to really add vinegar to the wound, man, hook up with Mel and rub it right in Grace’s face. Unfortunately, Danny has done the opposite, which means Grace will no way hook up with him now.

      Time to take my plans to destroy this girl into my own hands. And not just Grace, but Julie too, everyone and anyone she cares about. By the time I’m done, Danny’s going to wish I’d gone through him and not my own vises. Grace and anyone that shares her blood, I’m going to take them down.

      Right as I make this promise to myself, my phone vibrates with news of the new kid, the snitcher, Jessie Marshal. His connection to the Parrish’s is finally being revealed to me. Who would have guessed? This is just the icing on the cake I’ve been waiting for …

      

      
        The End
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        Continue the LINES series with the next book, titled LINES PART THREE here: www.ashleycharris.com/lines .
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        You can also join the authors newsletter here.
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        When the stakes get high enough – there is a killer inside us all. . .

      

      Mild mannered Candice Harstows day started like any other day. And then it quickly turned into a nightmarish hell that she couldn’t escape. With time running out and no one she could trust she sets a plan in motion that would change everything – forever.

      

      Our lives are always one decision away from being irrevocably changed forever.  – Author unknown

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Prologue

        

      

    

    
      I want to start off by telling you about the second-worst day of my life. You’re probably wondering why I don’t skip this and just tell you about the worst day of my life, right? Well, just consider this foreplay.

      The second-worst day of my life led to horrors that I never imagined were possible. Which is why I should start here.

      It started out like any other day. My husband of twenty years, John, was already off to work. His law firm was busier than it’d ever been, and John was taking on more cases than he’d ever had to—which, among other things, had helped drive the wedge between us even deeper. Most nights now John worked late—really late. I’d come to expect it and had stopped waiting up for him many months ago. My friend Diane told me I was crazy for staying with him and that he had to have another woman. Said I needed to get one of those private investigators to check him out. John had been many things, and he wasn’t a saint, but I knew he wasn’t a cheater either. John was quite the flirt and had always been the life of the party, but I never doubted whether or not he was faithful to me. He loved me, and, most importantly, he adored our son, Max. Most couples who were married as long as John and me eventually drifted apart. If not all the way, at least a little bit. It’s just what happens. I still loved him, and he still loved me, and that was all that mattered. While I thought about it, I sent him a text that said, I love you.

      It was seven a.m., and I sat at the kitchen table drinking a cup of coffee, just like I did every day. Coffee in the morning, wine at night—two of my guilty pleasures. I stared out the window, waiting for Max to come downstairs. He rarely ate breakfast anymore, so I’d stopped fixing anything for him. I didn’t know whether or not it was a high school thing or just a Max thing, but I’d decided when the kid got hungry the kid would eat. He was six foot five and two hundred fifteen pounds, so clearly he was eating something. This was something hard for a mother to do—sit back and watch her almost-adult son make choices for himself. Well, maybe it wasn’t hard for most mothers, but it had been really hard for me.

      I wasn’t supposed to have kids. The doctors told me I’d never get pregnant. This was, of course, after John and I tried year after year. And then finally, when we stopped trying, I got pregnant with Max. One of those unexpected blessings.

      Two minutes later and right on cue, I heard Max thumping down the staircase. Before I knew it, he’d run over to me and smashed a kiss into my cheek. Max, like his father, was an attractive young man. His high cheekbones, deep dimples, and ocean-blue eyes kept him quite popular with the girls at school. I didn’t like it, but the women in my book club found my adolescent son quite the looker too.

      “Love you, mom. I gotta run,” he said, keys in hand and sprinting toward the door.

      “Love you too, son.”

      And like that he was gone. I waited for him to start his car. John, against my wishes, had gotten him a brand-new V8 Mustang. What teenager needs a car with a 350-horsepower engine? Then he’d souped-up the tailpipes—to help with gas mileage, he said—and I swear you could hear the kid coming from five miles away. Max was a good kid, but peer pressure was hard to resist, even for the best kids. I didn’t want to get that call. You know, the call so many other parents had gotten. Or the knock on the door—the one where you knew as you opened it that your child wasn’t coming home. Boys and loud, fast cars were sometimes toxic.

      It was Wednesday, which meant it was my day to do laundry for the first half of the day and then meet Diane for brunch at one thirty.

      I moved from room to room scavenging for clothes, towels, and anything else that needed to be washed. Both Max and John usually did a good job of bringing their clothes down to the laundry room. It’d taken a few years, but I’d finally trained them both. I headed upstairs to do a walk-through, just in case there was a stray here or there. There always was.

      John had left a pair of slacks on our closet floor. I picked them up and laughed out loud. Even after twenty years I still had a little more training to do.

      Remember, I started this story by saying this was the start to the second-worst day of my life.

      As I headed back down the staircase with John’s slacks in hand, I checked his pockets, something I always did before washing them. I didn’t find the usual spare change or stray business card this time. What I held in my hand was something worse—much worse. It stopped me dead in my tracks.

      My pregnancy with Max had been pretty rough. I was put on bed rest the last month, until Max was delivered via C-section. Dr. Lou strongly suggested that I get my tubes tied, which I had. So why was I holding an unused, unopened condom in one hand and an empty condom wrapper in the other? When John and I did have sex, we never used condoms. And we hadn’t had sex at all in at least five months.

      Suddenly the room was spinning and my head was pounding. I reached out for the banister, but it was no use.

      I’d seen people fall down staircases a million times on America’s Funniest Home Videos. I never imagined that it hurt so badly.

      I was sure that it took less than five seconds for it to be over, but it felt like much longer.

      After I reached the bottom, I lay there for a second to try to gather my wits. Everything hurt. My head throbbed. Both of my legs ached, and my back felt like it’d been pummeled with a sledgehammer. I reached up to touch my lips and felt a trickle of warm blood ooze between my fingers. I touched my side and winced; apparently my ribcage had also taken a beating.

      Get your shit together, Candice, I said to myself. I lay there another five minutes at least, trying to make sure nothing was broken and that I wouldn’t fall again when I tried to get back up. My head was still swimming and I was seeing double. The pants I’d been holding were halfway up the staircase, and the condom and condom wrapper had both made it all the way to the floor.

      Slowly, I pulled myself up and tried to shake off the cobwebs. When I got to my feet, I looked over at the mirror hanging in the foyer. I eased toward it, afraid of what I might see glaring back at me. I closed my eyes, willing myself not to look, but then I took a second glance. I swallowed hard and struggled to take a breath. I didn’t know if it was from my fall or from the truth that I’d just learned, but the reflection that stared back at me was a shattered one, a jigsawed mirage of a crushed soul, my face a distorted version of what I’d last remembered it to be. My features, no longer defined, had become an abstract joining of pieces.

      I stumbled a few steps up the staircase and yanked the pants into my hand, the condom paraphernalia too.

      I’d left my cell phone on the table, and I could hear it chiming at me. I had two texts and a missed call, all from John.

      I forgot it’s laundry day. I’ll get the pants I left in the room. Just leave them – I’m sorry still in training I guess. lol

      And a second text that read, Did you get my text?

      I crashed down into the chair at the dinner table. Out of nowhere, tears started running down my face. I buried my face in my hands and cried until no more tears would come. Then I dry-heaved for another ten minutes, trying hard to catch my breath. How could he? How could I have been so stupid? I didn’t need to ask him any questions. Diane was right. She’d probably been right all along. I was the stupid stay-at-home wife and mother watching my piece-of-shit husband come home late every night without questioning a thing. And did that really matter anyway? Would that have stopped anything? Probably not. He’d just do a better job of convincing me that everything was okay.

      My eyes still watered. I had so many emotions pouring through me and so many questions. Who was she? How long had this been going on? Did he love her? Was he going to leave me for her one day? Was she younger than me? Prettier? Was it someone he worked with at the office?

      Our sex life hadn’t amounted to much. I knew that didn’t help, but it wasn’t an excuse. If he was unhappy, why didn’t he just leave? I’d tried to spice it up some. The videos I bought and the sexy lingerie did nothing. I didn’t understand at the time, but now it all made sense. And I guess I lied about it doing nothing. It had done something, all right. It’d made John laugh at me and call my efforts silly, which hurt even worse now. It did explain why he cared even less about our sex life now than he had before.

      I cried for another hour straight. I picked up my phone at least a dozen times, tempted to call John and tell him what I’d found. Then I thought about Max. Should I tell him? What would he say? I still loved John, but did this mean we were getting a divorce?

      Now you should easily understand why this was the second-worst day of my life.

      Every couple has secrets that they’ve stockpiled away. Most of the time it’s something trivial: someone spends too much money; someone secretly enjoys singing at the top of their lungs when they’re driving to work each day. John spent fifteen years in the military, and I knew there were dozens of things he couldn’t tell me. Dozens of incidents that he couldn’t or wouldn’t even talk about. I understood that, and I’d never pressed him. Some things are better left unsaid. But this was different. This was lies. This was deceit. This hurt. This wasn’t Jason Bourne top secret American intel—this was old-fashioned cheating.

      I sat at the dinner table for another thirty minutes or so, trying to decide what I would do next. Then I made a choice that I guess, looking back, may not have been the best. I decided I would tell no one. Not John. Not Diane. Not my son. No one.

      I wanted to know who this woman was. I wanted to see it for myself. I needed to see it for myself.

      I picked up John’s pants and put the unused condom and the used condom wrapper back where I’d found them.

      John had called two more times, clearly nervous about what he’d left in his pockets. Bastard!

      I texted him back with a picture of my face, letting him know that I’d fallen down the stairs but that I was okay. I explained that I hadn’t started the laundry and would leave his pants as requested until tomorrow.

      I assumed he would at least call to check on me, but he didn’t. I got a text back, a simple okay, and that was it. I scrolled back through the photos on my phone and took a second look at the one I’d sent him. My battered face should have alarmed him.

      I eased back up the stairs, my back throbbing with each step I took. I tried to arrange John’s pants in the closet, just as I’d found them.

      Then I fell to the floor and cried for what seemed like an hour. How had we gotten so far apart that it had come to this? Was this all my fault? How had I changed from the sexy woman he couldn’t keep his hands off of to the woman he no longer even noticed?

      None of it mattered now.

      I stood up and looked in the mirror. Stop your damn crying and do something about it, I told myself.

      But what was I going to do? Hell, I didn’t even know who this woman was. I decided that I would go to lunch with Diane like I always did at one thirty on Wednesdays. I would attend the PTA meeting at Max’s school tonight. I would prepare dinner and leave John a plate in the microwave before I headed off to bed. I would leave him an I love you Post-it note on the fridge like I usually did too.

      Tomorrow I would find out who this woman was. And one day soon, I would kill her.
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      When my dad and I are on good terms, I usually talked to him at least once a day. And every other day, at worst.  But I hadn’t spoken to my dad in a little over a week, which was odd for me. My parents divorced when I was nine years old. The truth is, they didn’t really split; my mom left the three of us. My older sister, Jess, my dad and me. She never called or wrote us, not even on our birthdays or Christmas. I didn’t even know if the woman was still alive. We still don’t know why she left us. We know it wasn’t because of money, because we were pretty well-off.  You see, my dad’s name is Gus Jones—the Gus Jones. Owner of Calpech Oil and Rigging. The company had just gone public and was valued at almost a billion dollars. So maybe we were a little more than well-off. After high school, Jess (who is two years older than me) and I both attended Texas A&M University, which was our dad’s alma mater. We’d both also gotten chemical engineering degrees.

      When John and I first started dating, my dad hated him. And now, after almost twenty-five years together and twenty years of marriage, he still hated him. He always said I was too good for John and that he didn’t believe John loved me. Until now, I just thought my dad was jealous because I’d found someone. Now I wasn’t too sure. The other thought I had was that maybe my dad just wanted me to be more like Jess, who had never married and didn’t even have a boyfriend.

      My dad had always wanted a boy. He wouldn’t dare admit it, but my sister and I always knew that. It didn’t bother me; most guys wanted a boy to do boy things with. Dad had tried to do that stuff with Jess and me, until we got to the age where it just no longer worked. He took us fishing and hunting, even taught us how to shoot guns. He coached our Little League sports teams. And we’d played them all—even a year of Little League football. It made us tougher in a lot of ways, I think. And right now, while most women would still be feeling sorry for themselves, maybe my tough, boy-like upbringing was helping me more than ever.

      I slowly undressed and pulled myself into the shower. The water made my face sting, and I could feel more cuts and scrapes than I thought I had. As I soaped my body and felt the weight of my breasts in my hands, more tears fell from my eyes. Why had I not been enough for him? I was no longer in my twenties or even my thirties, but I was in shape. I was certain there were dozens of men who would love to jump in bed with me. Or maybe I was kidding myself. Maybe I didn’t have it anymore.

      After spending forty-five minutes digging through my closet, I finally found what I was looking for. I pulled the skintight, spaghetti-strap, extra-low-cut blouse over my head. As I stared at myself in the mirror, I had second thoughts. What the hell are you doing, Candice? Take it off. You look . . . Well, my double-D breasts filled the blouse and spilled over the top.  I didn’t know what look I was going for, but I looked good, if I said so myself. Next, I found the tightest jeans I could squeeze into. I’d been a size two when I met John, and now, all these years later, I was right on the cusp of being a size two again, thanks to my trainer, Julian. Close enough that fitting into those jeans was going to work. Barely.

      I slipped into my sexiest pair of spiked heels, grabbed my phone, snapped a selfie, and sent it to John.

      Heading out to meet Diane for lunch

      Usually he only responded back with “K”, so I was curious what today’s response would be.

      Two seconds later, my phone rang. It was John. I decided not to answer. Then, right on cue, I got a text.

      Wow you look great – can I come join you for lunch  ?

      I replied. Wow back. Surprised you noticed. And no, only girls.

      You okay?

      Fine. Never been better. About to drive ttyl.

      I felt good about letting him see me dressed this way. And now I knew he’d be wondering all day if I’d indeed attempted to wash his pants. Or at least wondering why I’d decided to dress up.

      Instead of taking the Acadia today, I decided to drive John’s “weekend car,” as he called it. It was probably what he drove around in while looking for girls like whoever he’d used that condom with. Had this been a one-time thing with some girl he didn’t care about? Or was my husband having an affair? Did he love the woman? I felt tears welling up and fought them off. I didn’t want my makeup to run.

      I pulled up to Olive Garden and backed the red BMW 440i into a spot. I shut the engine off and climbed out. As I made my way across the parking lot, a car pulled up beside me. A younger man in his late twenties or early thirties had his window down.

      “Excuse me, but have we met?” he asked as his eyes wandered over me.

      I didn’t recognize him, but he was cute and obviously interested. I must admit, it made me feel pretty damn good.

      “Umm, no I don’t believe so. Unless you’re one of my husband’s friends. And if so, I apologize.”

      “Ahh. Husband, huh? That’s too bad. I had an entire evening planned for us—the weekend too.”

      I giggled before I knew it. I could feel my face reddening. “That’s very sweet, but yes, I’m married. You have a good day.”

      As I headed for the restaurant, I listened for the car to drive away but it didn’t. I looked back and the guy was checking me out. He stared at me like I was the only woman on the planet. I couldn’t remember the last time John looked at me that way. I gave him a sheepish wave and motioned for him to leave, but he just sat there.

      “Candice!”

      I looked around to see who was calling my name. Diane stood in the doorway, waiting for me.

      “Candice! C’mon. Who the hell is that? And what the hell are you wearing? And what the hell happened to your face?”

      I glanced back over my shoulder one last time, and the man drove away.

      I frowned at Diane, who was still holding the door open. “Clothes, Diane. They’re called clothes. And I had a fight with my staircase. It’s fine.”

      “Well, no crap, Einstein. I know they’re clothes. But—”

      “But what? I felt sexy today, so I dressed like it. Is there a problem with that?”

      “No, I don’t guess so. It’s just strange. I mean, strange for you.”

      “Why is it so strange? Maybe I’m tired of keeping these things penned up?” I said, cupping both of my breasts.

      “Stop that,” Diane said, finally smiling.

      “No,” I said, squeezing them both again. “I kinda like it.”

      “What the hell has gotten into you? If John see’s you out like this . . .”

      “What? And besides, he knows already. I sent him a selfie.”

      A young waitress appeared and seated us.

      “I thought you and John weren’t even . . . you know.”

      “We’re not. Can you bring me two glasses of whatever wine it is you’re serving today?” I said to the waitress.

      “So, what’s with the—”

      “I told you already. I just felt sexy today. Can we talk about something else please?”

      “Fine. Michael is going over to check out the new country club this weekend. Is John going with him?”

      “I don’t know. More than likely.”

      My mind wandered off. Did her husband know about John’s little piece of side ass?

      “I don’t know. Michael said John’s been working a lot more lately.”

      “Well, he has. So like I said, I don’t know. Random question—you and Michael have been married for what, twenty years?”

      “Nineteen.”

      “And he was your first, right?”

      “Shhh. Yes.”

      I looked around. “Why are you shushing me? We’re both adults, right? So you’re forty years old and have only had sex with one man?”

      Diane nodded. “Well . . . I mean, yeah. I guess.”

      “Well, either you’ve had more than one penis inside you or you haven’t, Diane.”

      “What the hell is wrong with you today? Did you hit your head when you fell?” She smiled.

      “I did hit my head, but nothing’s wrong with me. Don’t you want to, like, I don’t know . . . try something else out?”

      “No, Candice, I don’t want to try something else out. Geez!” I watched her face flush as she looked away.

      “Boring.”

      “What the hell is this, some kind of midlife crisis or something?”

      I laughed. “Maybe. Or maybe I just want to try something new. Does that make me a bad person?”

      “Yes. Maybe. I don’t know. Why are we talking about this?”

      “The same reason we talk about everything, Diane. For the hell of it.”

      “Speaking of hell. . .”

      “What?”

      “Did you hear about Maxine?”

      “No, but I’m sure you’re about to tell me.”

      “The girl tried to kill herself again.”

      “You know, I never understood why someone would do that. And what does that have to do with hell, Diane?”

      “Well, me and some of the girls were arguing about whether you go to heaven or hell if you kill yourself. And lots of people suffer from depression, Candice. Geez, have a heart, will ya?”

      “Hey, I have a heart. My life hasn’t always been rosy, but you keep fighting,” I said.

      “Yeah well, maybe everyone isn’t as tough as you. So heaven or hell—what do you think?”

      “Honestly, what me or you or anyone else thinks doesn’t really matter, does it? Tell you what, when you get to heaven, if you see anybody who killed himself you’ll have your answer.”

      “Me? You’re a good Christian woman. You’ll be up there right beside me, silly.”

      “Maybe. If I don’t kill a few people first,” I said, smiling.

      Diane laughed. “Kill someone? You would never hurt a fly. We both know that.”

      Twenty-four hours ago, Diane’s assessment would have been correct. But that was then. This is now.

      We spent another hour talking about mostly nothing.

      I had about four hours until my PTA meeting, and I still had a lot of questions I needed to answer.
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      When I got home, I logged into our cell phone account. If John had been texting or calling this woman, our bill would show it. Then at least I’d have a number and from there I could possibly get a name.

      After the page finally loaded, I noticed our account settings had been changed. The detailed listing of contacted numbers on each line was gone. When had he changed that?

      I knew what I needed to do next. I reached over, grabbed my cell phone, and unlocked it. Dad answered on the second ring.

      “Surprised to hear your voice. I thought you were mad at me.”

      “Hi, Dad. And yes, I’m mad at you. You’re still my dad though, aren’t you?”

      “Either way it’s good to hear your voice. Did you call to tell me that you’re getting a divorce?”

      “Really, Dad? Can you not be totally impossible for once please?”

      “I’m sorry. Can we start over?”

      “I need a favor.”

      “What do you need?”

      “Money.”

      “Money? I thought you and John were doing well?”

      “John and I are doing fine. I just need money that . . . no, never mind the details. I really can’t talk about it.”

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      “Both. You gonna loan me the money?”

      “I won’t loan it to you, but I’ll give it to you, sure. How much do you need?”

      “Five grand or so will do.”

      “Five grand?” I could hear the strain in his voice.

      “Remember, Dad, no questions. Please. If I’m calling you and asking for five grand—”

      “Okay. You want me to wire it?”

      “No. Can I meet you in an hour and pick it up from you?”

      “Where?”

      “The park that you took us to when we were growing up.”

      “Okay.”

      “Thank you. And Dad, this is our secret, okay?”

      “Got it. You’re not in any kind of trouble are you?”

      “No. Of course not. I’m fine, Dad.”

      “Okay. I love you.”

      “Love you too.”
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      Tonight was Max’s study group night, so I wouldn’t see him until later. I’d decided to forgo the PTA meeting after all and find out who this mystery woman was tonight instead. If I’d gone to the meeting I would have just spent the entire night with my mind on her and John anyway.

      For once my dad had given me the money and hadn’t asked any questions. While it was on my mind, I sent him a text thanking him again. I planned to use the cash to move around and buy whatever I needed without John noticing.

      John hadn’t been coming home until well after eleven and sometimes as late as midnight. And once he got in, he ate, took a shower, and then came to bed. Most nights I wasn’t asleep, only lying there pretending to be. Some nights I wanted him to roll over and hug me, but most of the time I just wondered if Diane had been right all along. The more I thought about it, the more I realized I’d indeed been ignoring all the signs that pointed to infidelity—namely the lack of a sex life, even a bad one.

      I called an Uber to take me to John’s office. Fifteen minutes after I called, a baby-faced kid driving his mom’s minivan pulled up outside our gate. I climbed in and gave him the address. When we arrived, it was four thirty. Maybe John worked with this woman. And if he did, maybe their little fling was happening inside the office. He expected me to be at my PTA meeting, so he wouldn’t try to call or text. Typically I wouldn’t hear from John until he crept into the house.

      Downtown Houston was always going one hundred miles an hour. We parked a half block from the office but close enough to see John’s car if he left the parking garage. Tons of cars came and went, making this much harder than the movies portrayed. And a lot more boring.

      “Excuse me, ma’am, but are you a cop or something? We on some kind of stakeout?” the Uber driver asked.

      I smiled. “Yeah, something like that. You can’t tell anyone that you picked me up tonight, okay? It’ll be our little secret.”

      He nodded. “I won’t tell a soul.”

      “I’ll throw in an extra twenty when I pay you later tonight. We could be here awhile.”

      He pointed to the laptop in the seat next to him. “It’s okay. You can stay as long as you like. Meter’s still running.”

      Thirty minutes turned into an hour, then two, and soon it was nearing nine p.m. I hated daylight savings time. It put me in a winter funk that I’d never been able to shake my entire adult life. If it got dark on me, I’d have to move on to plan B, which was already in the works. When John did finally make it home, I would turn on his iPhone’s tracking feature.

      “Almost dark, ma’am.”

      “I know. We’ll wait another ten or fifteen minutes.”

      Two minutes later, I saw John’s look-at-me-yellow Corvette pull out of the parking garage.

      I pointed. “Okay, there’s our guy. Yellow ’vette. Don’t lose him.”

      “I’ll try. But I have to warn you; I’ve never followed anyone before.”

      “It’s okay, just go. You’ll do fine. I’ll help you.”

      I was trying to keep the kid calm, but the fact was, I’d never tailed anyone either. How hard could it be? I asked myself.

      We followed John through two lights, and then he merged onto Interstate 45 South. We were three or four cars behind and keeping up fairly well. He wasn’t driving fast or crazy, so that made it a little easier.

      John had made his way over to the left lane, and we’d been riding there for nearly twenty minutes. The exit to our house was number twenty and was approaching quickly. Could he be going home? How foolish would this all look if it was just some type of misunderstanding? If he was going home, how would I explain not being at the PTA meeting or the Uber? But why would he be going home right now? John hadn’t been home this early in nearly a year.

      I watched as John’s Corvette moved over toward the exit lane. He took exit twenty-three, and we followed him. So it hadn’t been some misunderstanding; John wasn’t going home. We U-turned under the freeway, and John stayed on the feeder. He made the first right and, a minute later, turned into the Marina Bend apartment complex.

      My heart raced. I swallowed hard. The moment you realized that your worst nightmare was actually a reality hurt. It hurt badly, despite my tomboyish upbringing. Damn you, John.

      A single tear rolled down my cheek. I quickly reached up to wipe it off and caught the Uber driver eyeing me in the rearview mirror.

      “You okay, ma’am?”

      I nodded. “I’m fine. Pull up over there.” I pointed to a spot about fifty yards away.

      We parked in an unlit area of the parking lot. John still hadn’t gotten out of his car. My cell phone buzzed.

      It was a text from John. I love you

      Tears blurred my vision. A minute later, I saw a woman walking down the sidewalk toward John’s Corvette. He got out, and the two kissed hard and long for what seemed like forever. We lived less than ten minutes from here. I couldn’t believe how brazen he’d been so close to home. I realized that I was shaking. My tears yo-yoed from angry tears to heartbroken ones.

      There they were—there she was. Maybe I should just take out my gun and end them both. It’d be called a crime of passion, and they’d let me go with no time. Or maybe I could plead temporary insanity.

      I was too far away to tell much of anything about the woman. They were under a lamppost, so I could tell she was blonde like me. And judging her height based on John’s, she was pretty close to my five foot six, give or take an inch.

      I could see the driver watching me in the rearview mirror. By now he’d probably figured out that I was no cop and this was no stakeout. He didn’t say anything to me, which I appreciated.

      When John and the mystery woman finished their little greeting, she walked over to a car—hers, I presumed—and took something from the trunk. Then they walked hand in hand out of sight, around the side of the apartment building and, I assumed, into her apartment. I couldn’t risk getting out and being seen.

      You’re probably wondering why I didn’t just confront him—her—and just get it all over with. But I wouldn’t be able to answer that question anyway.

      “I’ll be right back,” I told the driver.

      “Where are you going? What are you going to do?” he asked.

      I said nothing.

      I walked over to her car and snapped a picture of the license plate. I had a few cop friends, and I’d let them run the plates and tell me who she was.

      I pulled up the contact information for one of them and sent a text.

      Jeremy, do me a favor. Can you run that plate and tell me who it is please?

      He replied less than a minute later. They run you off the road or something? I heard you had road rage issues.

      Haha I wish. Send it when you can. Thx.

      I’m on patrol tonight and bored out of my mind. This should only take a second. Stand by.

      I’d made my way back to my ride and hopped back in.

      “Okay. I’ve seen enough here. Can you take me back home please?”

      The kid now had sadness in his eyes. He knew.

      “You gonna be okay?”

      “Yeah, I’ll be fine.”

      “So are you a PI or something, or was that your—”

      “The latter.”

      We rode in silence for the remainder of the drive.

      My phone finally buzzed again.

      Lexi Price. 25, no warrants, speeding ticket last year, lives in Marina Bend apartments

      Thank you, Jeremy. That’s what I needed.

      Care to tell me why?

      One day soon. Gotta run.

      Max got a grown woman stalker or something?

      No haha I wish. Really I gotta run.

      The car stopped at my house, and I dug in my purse to get his money.

      “It’s okay. I don’t want your money.”

      I tried handing it to him anyway. “Listen, don’t feel sorry for me. I’ll be fine. You performed a service, and you deserve to be paid. If you don’t take it, I’ll just leave it here on your seat anyway. So you really have no choice.”

      “If you insist.”

      “I do. Thank you for tonight.”
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      I went inside, cooked dinner, and ate alone. I poured another glass of wine from what was now a half-full bottle. Some of my hurt was fading and turning into anger. Maybe I wasn’t the perfect wife, but I sure as hell didn’t deserve this. I’d been sitting at the table a few minutes when I heard the screech of a car’s tires. It sounded close, like it was a car leaving my front gate. And it was loud like Max’s car, but I knew where he was tonight, so it couldn’t have been him. I got up and peered out the window, but all I could see now were taillights. I looked for a second longer, and another car made a U-turn at the gate and headed the same direction as the first car. Maybe it was some silly kids playing car tag. Who knew? I left both John and Max a plate and drew myself a bath. After I undressed and slipped into the warm water, I picked up my phone and went to my Facebook app. I clicked on John’s profile and went to his friends list to see if Lexi was one of them. She was.

      I clicked on her name and went to her page. I’d always believed that the other woman was just another victim. But suddenly I no longer felt that way. The two of them were Facebook friends which meant, at a minimum, she’d seen his page. She’d seen the pictures of the three of us. In this day and age, there was no way that she didn’t know about me and Max.

      I trolled the pictures on her page. Most were of her, bikini-clad by the pool or on a boat. So John had gone out and gotten himself a young party girl. I guess I’d gotten too old and boring for him. At least she’s pretty, I thought. So many times I’d seen guys cheat on their wives with hideous women, and I never understood that.

      Lexi and I weren’t Facebook friends, so most of her page was blocked to me. As I put my phone aside and slid deeper into the soothing water, I heard the alarm disarm downstairs.

      “Mom, I’m home!” Max yelled.

      “Okay, honey. Taking a bath. I love you,” I called back. “Food’s in the fridge.”

      “Love you too, Mom, and thanks for dinner.”

      I finished my bath and headed straight for bed. The warm water had soothed my battered body, but it did nothing to ease my aching heart. Fifteen minutes later, I jumped at the knock on my bedroom door.

      “Max?”

      “Yeah, Mom, it’s me. Food was great. I love you,” he yelled through the door.

      “I love you too, son. Good night.”

      “Dad told me you fell earlier. You okay?” he said, cracking the door open.

      “I’m fine. Just a little bruised. It’s nothing.”

      He walked over to me. “It looks like a lot more than nothing, Mom. How far up were you when you fell?”

      “About halfway. I’m fine Max. Stop worrying.”

      “Somebody has to worry about you.” When the words left his mouth, he looked away from me. A heavy silence filled the room for a minute.

      “I’m going to sleep now. Night, Mom. I love you.”

      He bent over and kissed my forehead and left.

      What a sweet boy. Max had always been a momma’s boy, which was okay by me. I was sure it drove his girlfriends crazy—which was okay by me too.

      I hadn’t thought about it before now, but if I left John, what would it do to Max? Max idolized John and this . . . this would crush him. How could John be so goddamned selfish?

      I spent the next hour planning what I would say to John when he came to bed and how I would say it.

      John, I know about Lexi, and I want a divorce.

      He’d pretend to play stupid. His face would wrinkle, and he wouldn’t answer me.

      How long has it been going on, John?

      Again he’d play stupid. Probably say something like, How long has what been going on?

      Then I’d ask, Do you love her?

      And then he’d go silent.

      When you’d been married to someone for twenty years, it wasn’t hard to play out a whole ten minutes of dialogue. And to get pretty damn close to how it would go.

      I slid out of bed and walked over to my dresser. I eased the drawer open and stared down at my 9mm pistol. I’d backed off my initial reaction, which was to kill the two of them, but only because of Max. I’d put my career on hold to raise Max and get him through school, while John had advanced his career and seemingly left me by the wayside. That made it hurt even more. My marriage was a sham, a hoax, and John and Lexi were laughing at me.

      Stupid Candice.

      No, not any more. I wanted John to hurt. I wanted Lexi to hurt. I wanted them both to hurt the way I was hurting.

      I climbed back into bed and grabbed one of the books on my nightstand. I read until I couldn’t keep my eyes open.

      I awoke with a start when the security alarm was disarmed two hours later. I heard John stumble into the house. I listened to the beeps as he tried to punch the code into the keypad to rearm the system. It took three tries before he got it right. He—no, they—had probably been drinking. I waited to hear the microwave start up but it never did.

      Finally, after ten minutes, I put my robe on and walked downstairs. When I got to the bottom of the staircase, I could see John in the kitchen, staring wide-eyed into his cell phone. I poked my head around the corner. “Still working?” I asked.

      John slammed his phone down on the counter and gave me a nonchalant look, as if he hadn’t been staring at it like a thirteen-year-old boy getting caught with his first Playboy magazine.

      “Uhh . . . yeah. Work,” he answered.

      “So late? It’s almost midnight.” I walked closer just to make him nervous, pretending to want a kiss.

      He picked the phone up and turned it off.

      “Don’t stop on account of me. Go ahead and finish. I just wanted a kiss,” I said, smiling at him.

      John bent down and planted a halfhearted kiss on my forehead. He said nothing about the noticeable bruising from my fall earlier that day.

      “No, it can wait till tomorrow. I’m going to take a quick shower before I come to bed.”

      He walked past me and headed for the staircase. It was faint, but I caught the scent of a woman’s perfume. The anger welled up in me again.

      “Have you been drinking, John? I thought you had to work,” I said, trying my best not to sound accusatory. Trying my best to avoid turning this into an argument.

      “Oh, yeah. I took a few clients out to dinner. You know how that goes,” he said over his shoulder as he continued to climb the stairs.

      “Yeah,” I said.

      He told me a bald-faced lie right to my face. I don’t know why that should surprise me, because John had been lying to me for months now.

      I turned off all the lights and then the waterworks began. John was long gone upstairs, so I wasn’t worried about him hearing me. It was clear that even if he had, the bastard didn’t care about me anyway. Why in the hell had he stayed? Maybe somewhere in all of his selfishness he actually cared about Max and how this would affect him.

      After a five-minute pity party, I dried my face and went back upstairs. John was already showered and in bed. Probably knocked out cold from whatever he and Lexi had been drinking. I walked straight to his side of the bed and stared down at him. So many emotions coursed through my veins: anger, pain, dis-trust, broken promises, regret, more pain, more anger.

      Finally, I climbed in bed and scooted as far away from him as I could get. Then I stared up at the ceiling, thinking about everything and nothing all at the same time. I wanted to tell someone, anyone. I wanted to scream. I wanted to grab Lexi by her neck and squeeze the oxygen out of her body, right up to the point where she was about to pass out and then do it again, until I was too tired to squeeze anymore.

      I lay there, looking over at the clock every thirty minutes. Three a.m. turned to four and then four to five, and finally, I knew how I would hurt them. I had a plan. On some levels, I wished it was more sinister, but it would be fun nonetheless. And by the time it was over, I’d have both of them eating out of my hands.
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      The next morning started off just like every other, despite the fact that I’d only slept about an hour and was dead tired.

      After John left for work, I anxiously waited for Max to leave so I could set my plan into motion.

      I sat at the table, waiting, and then I remembered I hadn’t even made my pot of coffee. I never forgot to make my coffee . . . ever.

      The rumbling on the staircase started, and two seconds later there was Max.

      “A few minutes early today?” I asked.

      “Yeah, well, I wanted to get a look at this face,” he said, gently touching my cheek.

      “I told you last night. I’m fine. It’s nothing, really.”

      “What happened anyway? I mean, did you just miss a step?”

      “Something fell from my hands, and I slipped on it. I’m a little sore. It hurt a lot more than it seems to in the movies.”

      We both laughed. He hugged me, kissed my forehead, and left for school. Normally I only got the kiss, so falling down the stairs had garnered me a hug too.

      I hurried upstairs and got dressed. Ten minutes later, I was on I-45 heading toward Lexi’s apartment. I parked in the same spot as the night before. Her car was still there, which was good. It meant she hadn’t left for work, which was something that had concerned me.

      While I waited for Lexi to appear, I applied for a new credit card online. Something in my own name that I could use for buying things if I needed too.

      An hour later, a blonde fitting her description came skipping around the corner of the building. I’d pulled up her Facebook page again and looked down to compare—it was her. I thought maybe seeing her again would evoke some new emotions out of me, but it didn’t. The only thing I was focused on now was carrying out my plan and watching them both suffer. The brake lights on her Toyota Camry lit up, and she opened the door and climbed in. She wasn’t dressed like I’d guessed she would be; she wore jeans and a T-shirt. I’d expected business casual. Maybe she was off today.

      She pulled out of the complex and headed toward FM 518. I followed at what I thought was a safe distance. We turned left on 518 toward Kemah, a neighboring city that was ten minutes away. Where in the hell is she going? Eight minutes later, we turned into the IHOP restaurant. Lexi drove around the back. I waited and then drove around the back of the restaurant too. Her car was parked in the staff parking lot. Was Lexi the store manager here? A waitress? I drove back around to the front of the restaurant, parked, and took out my binoculars.

      I scanned the inside of the restaurant from left to right, trying to catch a glimpse of her. Finally she came into view. I slammed back into my seat. A waitress? Lexi was a waitress at IHOP? Not that I had something against waitressing. I’d spent some time as a waitress myself during my first year of college. And if your husband decided to have an affair, I guessed it really didn’t matter what the other woman’s occupation was. But I hadn’t expected this. I pulled out the handwritten note that I’d prepared before I left my house. I hadn’t been sure if I’d slip it under her apartment door or under her windshield wiper blades. But now I knew exactly what to do with it. I held the binoculars back up and waited for her to appear again. When she disappeared into the kitchen, I got out of the car.

      It wasn’t cold but a tad chilly, which was good. The scarf, hat, and jacket I wore to disguise myself would help me fight the cool air without looking too conspicuous.

      I made a mad dash into the restaurant and waved at the first waitress I saw.

      “Excuse me, ma’am,” I called out to her.

      “Yes, ma’am, would you like a table?”

      “No. No. Could you give this to Lexi for me? We live in the same apartment complex, and this envelope got placed in my mailbox by mistake.”

      “Oh, I can just go back and get her for you.”

      “No. I’m in a hurry. Could you just give it to her for me? I’m headed out of town, and whatever it is might be important.”

      I shoved the envelope in her hand and hurried back out of the restaurant.

      Restaurants like this one tried to keep their waitstaff under forty hours so they could avoid paying them full benefits. So I imagined Lexi would work a four- to six-hour shift, which was good. It gave me ample time to make sure I was ready.
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      I showed up ten minutes later than I’d told Lexi to arrive —on purpose, of course. I wanted to make her wonder even longer who this mystery person was and exactly what they wanted.

      When Max was younger, I’d taken him to this park many times. I’d told Lexi exactly which park bench to sit on, as I knew which way it faced. As I walked across the park, I could see a blonde on the bench, her back to me, just like I’d instructed.

      She looked like a ball of nervous energy as she glanced one way and then the other, scanning the area in search of the person who had summoned her there.

      I slid beside her on the bench. I looked over at her and took off my sunglasses.

      “You’re a lot prettier than your pictures. I can see why he likes you.”

      Horror gripped her face.

      “Relax. I’m not going to kill you. I mean, don’t get me wrong . . . I thought about killing you. And I guess I could at some point change my mind, but for now, no, I’m not going to kill you.”

      “How did you . . .?”

      I laughed. “What did you and John think? That this whatever-it-is was going to go undetected forever? You can’t be that stupid. Please tell me you’re not that stupid.”

      I could tell she was afraid, which made me feel good. I knew killing her wasn’t in my plans, but what you made someone believe you were capable of was all that really mattered.

      “So how long has it been going on?”

      She said nothing.

      “How long, damn it?” I asked again, raising my voice this time.

      “Almost a year,” she whispered. “But it’s not what you think.”

      “If you are having sex with my husband, then it’s exactly what I think.” I shook my head. “Jesus! I can’t even believe I’m doing this. Do you love him?”

      “I – I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “Lexi, before right now, would you have said you love him? It’s a very simple question.”

      “Well . . . yes, ma’am. I think I love him.”

      “Don’t you ‘yes ma’am’ me like I’m sixty freakin’ years old, Lexi.”

      “Yes, ma’—I mean, okay.”

      “You ever shot a gun, Lexi?”

      “What?”

      “Good Lord, are all twenty-five-year-olds this godammned slow? Does John even hold conversations with you, or is your mouth usually filled with his . . . ? Let me try again. Have you ever shot a gun?”

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      “You’d know if you had, Lexi. Why are all of your answers so indecisive? I bet when you’re riding on my husband’s dick you aren’t second guessing then, are you?”

      She said nothing. I saw tears well up in her eyes. After a minute she finally spoke up.

      “It isn’t like that. We love each other.”

      I laughed again. “Love? You stupid whore . . . you don’t know what love is. You think he loves you? He loves putting his slimy little man-piece into you, is what he loves.”

      She got to her feet. “I don’t have to take this.”

      “Look, Lexi,” I said, pointing to the bulge in my pocket. “You see that? Sit your skinny ass down.”

      She did as she was told and covered her mouth with her hands.

      “Yeah, it’s called a gun. And you do have to take this. You’ll take it and, just like when you let my husband have his way with you, you’ll like it. Am I clear? You’ve got some nerve with your stupid little ‘I don’t have to take this’ rant.”

      She nodded.

      I reached into my jacket pocket and took out two photographs. Both had been printed from Facebook. I handed them to her.

      “Your parents and your sister and her kids. You see, I promised I wouldn’t kill you. Those people, however—”

      “No! Please don’t hurt them. I’ll go to the—”

      “To the what, the cops? I’m the president of the PTA at Clear Springs High School. I’m a member of two local chapters for chemical engineering professionals. Several members of the League City Police Department are personal friends. And what, they’re going to believe a skanky waitress who was banging my husband? Please. So, if I see a change in your routine— even one—one of them gets it. Probably start with one of the kids. So if you can take living with that the rest of your life, go ahead.” I pointed to her cell phone.

      “What do you want from me?”

      “Slow down, Lexi. We’ll get there. We all past the going-to-the-cops crap?”

      She nodded.

      “Well now, how often do you see John?”

      “A lot. Almost every day.”

      “Almost every day or every day?”

      “Every day.”

      “I want you to keep seeing him. Keep screwing him too. I’ll be able to tell if something changes by his behavior at home. You say something to John and boom . . . one of your nieces gets it. Do you understand?”

      She nodded. “You still haven’t told me what you want from me.”

      “Is John giving you money? Sure is a nice apartment complex you live in. Pretty fancy, especially for a waitress.”

      She sat there fidgeting but didn’t respond.

      I waved my hand in front of her face. “Hello, Lexi. Can we focus please?”

      “He gives me money sometimes, yes.”

      “What is sometimes, Lexi? Once a week? Once a month?”

      “Once every few weeks usually.”

      “So you just screw him and he gives you my money, huh? You’re like a high-end whore, sounds like.”

      “Your money? You don’t—”

      I got right in her face before she could finish the sentence. She leaned away from me.

      “I’m sorry. We love each other.”

      I laughed out loud. Then I reined it in before it became uncontrollable. “John did a really good job with you. You’re young, pretty, and extremely stupid if you believe that John Harstow loves you. So here’s what’s going to happen.” I reached into my purse for the burner phone I’d purchased and dangled it in front of her. “You see this phone? When it rings, you answer—no questions asked. You’re probably making what, fifteen thousand a year, if that, waiting tables? I’ll double what you’re making. Don’t take any more money from John.”

      “What do I say when he offers it to me? He’ll insist that I take it.”

      “Well, insist that you don’t need it. I’ll check the accounts too. You’re going to become seriously unavailable over the next few months. Starting tomorrow. You’re going on a vacation. Three days.”

      “I don’t have money for that. Where the hell am I supposed to go? And what about my job?”

      “Call in sick. I’ll give you money, and I don’t give a damn where you go. Just get the hell out of here.”

      I stood up and started walking away.

      “Wait! What if he, like, tries to come with me? Or won’t stop calling or texting me?”

      I turned around slowly and lowered my sunglasses just enough that she could see my eyes. “Figure it out or I’ll be visiting your niece.”

      “Hey!”

      I’d already started walking, but I stopped and looked back over my shoulder. “Something else you need to tell me?”

      “Listen, I’m sorry about all of this, but you really should just leave it alone.”

      I stared at her long and hard. Then I walked back to the park bench. How could she possibly feel like she was in any position to threaten me?

      “Excuse me?” I said, standing directly over her.

      She stood up and looked me dead in the eye.

      “I said you should go home and forget about all of this. Just leave it alone.”

      “Forget about it? And what, just pretend none of it is happening?”

      “Yes.”

      I shook my head. “You’ve got some nerve, little girl. You just remember what I said.”

      I returned to my car and made it home just in time to beat Max. I took the steps by two, and my body reminded me about my fall the day before. As I slid the gun back into my dresser, the rumbling of Max’s souped-up car let me and the rest of the neighborhood know that he was home.

      I replayed what Lexi told me over and over again in my head. Just leave it alone. Why in the hell would she think it was okay to tell me that?

      Right before the door opened, my feet hit the bottom step.

      Max jumped when he saw me. “Mom! You scared me.”

      “Who, me? Scare a big strong boy like you?” I turned my face sideways, meaning plant one right here.

      He obliged, leaning in to kiss my cheek. “How’s your face, Mom? And everything else?” he asked with a lopsided grin.

      “What did I tell you last night, huh? I’m fine. Just a little scrape. I’m about to cook dinner. Any requests?”

      He’d already made it up three steps. “Everything you cook is good, Mom.”

      I took out some chicken and turned the oven on. I sat down at the table, going over everything I’d told Lexi and everything I planned to do to John.

      I dug around in my pocket for my phone and dialed him.

      “Everything okay?” he asked, bypassing the standard greeting.

      “Everything is fine, John. You working late again tonight?”

      There was a pause on the other end. After twenty seconds or so, John answered.

      “It’s almost four, and I have a huge stack to go through still so . . .”

      “Save it for tomorrow. It’s not going anywhere, John. Come home and eat dinner with us for once, please.” I’d asked John before about forgoing work and coming home early. Each time the idea was shot down, and I’d eventually quit asking altogether.

      “I can’t, Candice. I’m sorry.”

      “Can’t or won’t, John?”

      Silence again.

      “You know what . . . ? Never mind. See you at midnight.”

      I hung up, smiling. My only goal was to get John worked up. I didn’t really want anything from him right now.

      My phone buzzed in my hands.

      I’ll make it up to you soon.

      I read his text over and over again. No, John, I’ll make it up to you.
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      John Harstow was used to getting things his way. He’d been that way since he was a boy. It was the only thing he knew. His dad had been a prominent business owner, so John had grown up with a silver spoon in his mouth. There was a substantial inheritance that he’d been set to receive when his father passed away, but he never saw a dime.

      When John was seventeen, he and his dad got into a huge argument because John got caught smoking weed. It wouldn’t have been so bad, but he was also driving drunk—strike three. The police took him home instead of arresting him, and his dad promised to take care of things. A lawyer showed up the next day and helped his dad write John out of his will. Go a year without getting into any trouble, and I’ll add you back in, his dad had told him.

      Two months later, they found the elder Harstow dead in his bed—cause of death, heart attack. John wouldn’t see a dime, not one penny. He watched as his father’s estate was divided up by the state and turned over to charity, just like his father had wished.

      John spent the next decade-plus serving in the military and left after the secrets and lies became too much for him. Thanks to the GI Bill, John was able to claw his way through college and then law school. He’d met Candice along the way and became more interested when he learned who her father was. There was a time when he thought he loved Candice, but he wasn’t really certain. How could one be certain about something so fickle? he’d thought. What he did love was the comfortable lifestyle her father had helped them afford.

      The ringer on John’s office phone was muted but the red light blinked.

      He pushed the intercom button. “What is it, Meredith?” he said to his assistant.

      “You have a four thirty with Mr. Abdookie and he’s here.”

      Damn it. He picked up the phone. “Tell him I’m tied up in another meeting, and I’ll have to reschedule.”

      “Sir, you cancelled your last meeting with him and rescheduled for today.”

      But it was too late; he’d already hung up the phone. Meredith lied to his guest as she’d been instructed to do. Then she went back to the Brad Thor book she’d been reading, as an angry Abdookie stormed out of the lobby.

      John picked up his cell phone and sent Lexi a text.

      See you in 45 min, leaving the office now

      Okay but an emergency came up. Have to leave tonight for a few days. You can go to my apartment and wait. Be there in an hour or so.

      What the hell was she talking about? An emergency? Leave town? He’d have to come up with some story for Candice, but he was going with her.

      How long will you be out of town?

      Few days. We can talk tonight.

      Coming with – let me worry about what to tell the wife.

      NO. Can we talk later please?

      This time John wouldn’t respond. What the hell kind of emergency did she have? Something with her sister, maybe? Or one of her nieces? He didn’t care. Whatever it was, he wasn’t taking no for an answer. He was going with Lexi. No one told John Harstow no.

      He dialed Candice and waited impatiently for the call to connect.

      “John? You change your mind about dinner?”

      “No. Something else just came up. I have to go out of town for a few days. I’ll explain later tonight.”

      There was silence on the line for a second, and then Candice laughed out loud.

      “What’s so funny?” an agitated John asked.

      “Nothing. So, where to, Cowboy?”

      “I’ll explain when I get home.”

      He hung up the phone before Candice could ask more questions. What a major screwup, he said to himself. He should’ve known Candice would ask where he was going.

      John reached his car and flung his laptop bag into the tiny back seat.

      What the hell was he going to tell Candice about going out of town? That is, if he was going at all, since Lexi had told him no.

      After he arrived at Lexi’s apartment, he took out two wine glasses. Next, he drew a bath for her and tossed out a few rose petals to make a path to her bed. He’d bought them a few days before and had them hidden in his office closet.

      An hour later, and still no Lexi. John was two glasses of wine in and working on a third when he heard a key in the lock.

      When the door finally opened, John sat frozen at the island bar, refusing to look up at Lexi.

      “Hey,” Lexi called out, trying to get his attention.

      John said nothing.

      Lexi set the shopping bags she was carrying on the table and made her way over to him.

      She reached under his chin and tilted his head up to meet her gaze. She glanced down at the wine glass and then over to the half-empty wine bottle.

      “Drew you a bath. It’s probably cold now,” he whimpered.

      Lexi shook her head and took the wine glass from his hand. “What are you doing, John? What are we doing?” Tears pooled in the corner of her eyes.

      John pulled away and looked at her. “What are you talking about?”

      “This. Us. You. Me,” she said, reaching for him.

      He hadn’t seen this coming. “I thought this is what you wanted? No strings attached. No labels. Just fun. Isn’t that what you told me?”

      She said nothing.

      John yanked his arm away from her. “You backing out on me now?”

      “You’re drunk. You should go home.”

      “I don’t want to go home!”

      Lexi took a step back. “Lower your voice please. I don’t understand why you’re so angry. You have a wife, for God’s sake, and a kid. None of this was supposed to happen this way. You know that.”

      John stared hard into her eyes. “Is that what this is about? My wife and kid? We both knew everything that was at stake when we started this.”

      “You know what this is about. This isn’t a game either of us can win. Goddamn it, John, you know that.”

      “I don’t know anything. You’re heading out of town all of a sudden. You told me I can’t come. We were supposed to figure it out together.”

      Lexi laughed.

      “So this is funny to you?” he asked.

      “Listen to you. You are so selfish. I don’t know how I didn’t see it before. What if I was seeing someone else? You go home to your wife every night.”

      “That’s not fair. We talked about that.”

      “No, you talked about it. I listened.”

      John reached out his hand for hers. She hesitated before taking it. “Come here. I’m sorry. I just . . . I don’t want to lose you. Can we start over?”

      Lexi said nothing.

      John leaned in close and whispered in her ear. “What will they do if I don’t see you for a few days?”

      Lexi’s eyes widened at the memories his words invoked. “I’ll deal with them,” she said, pushing him away. “I always do.”

      The burner phone that John’s wife had gotten her buzzed in Candice’s purse. At first she pretended not to hear it, but then she remembered what she’d been told about answering it when it rang. She took the new phone from her purse. Both of them stared at it. Lexi pulled away from John and tilted the phone so only she could read the text from Candice Harstow.

      Be sure he doesn’t go with you. Remember what I told you. No funny business or BANG.

      John slyly tried to lean over to peek. Lexi backed away.

      “New phone? Your weekend getaway?” John asked.

      Lexi didn’t respond.

      “On second thought, maybe I will go home.”

      He snatched his keys from the countertop and burst through the door, slamming it hard behind him.

      Lexi flopped down on her couch and cried. She spent the next forty-five minutes in the same spot. She’d gotten herself into quite a shit storm of a situation. If she wasn’t careful, her life and John’s—and the lives of everyone they cared about—would be on the line.
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      John had sent me a text saying he was on his way home. He hadn’t been home this early in at least six months. Probably longer.

      John and I had been married long enough for me to surmise what had happened with Lexi.

      She told him that he couldn’t go. He came unglued. They fought about it. And fearing for her nieces’ lives, she held firm. John wasn’t used to being told no. He left upset, and now he would be angry the rest of the evening.

      I laughed to myself. At first I thought I was laughing to mask my pain. But on second thought, no—this was funny. His text had been short and ill-tempered. He was legitimately upset that his side piece had rejected him.

      I lay on the couch reading Jodi Picoult’s latest novel and waited for John. I had a slew of questions, but I didn’t want to become so inquisitive that John would start to piece things together.

      Ten minutes later, I heard his key fumbling in the door. I trained my eyes as hard as I could on my book. How would I have reacted had I not known about Lexi?

      I looked up over my book. “Hey!” As soon as the word escaped my lips, I wanted it back. Was hey really the best I could come up with?

      “Hey,” he replied as he slammed his laptop bag down on the recliner.

      “Dinner is almost finished. I made your favorite.”

      He stared at me with a please stop talking to me look. “Okay.”

      “Okay?” I really didn’t want to fight with John. It took two to get our marriage to this point, and I’d just accepted it for a long time. I certainly didn’t want him to question why all of a sudden I was concerned about the way things had been.

      He stared at the floor without speaking.

      “Do you even remember the last time we had dinner together?” I asked.

      “Fine. We’ll do dinner.”

      John was clearly agitated. This Lexi obviously meant a lot to him. A lot more, it seemed, than a booty call. He was seeing her every day and giving her money—my money. He’d been extra short and snappy with me, and I knew when Max came down for dinner it wouldn’t change much.

      I eased up behind him and wrapped my arms around his waist. I felt his body stiffen at my touch, and he pulled away from me—not enough to break my hold, but enough that I could tell he didn’t want to be touched. No, all John wanted right now was his little Lexi.

      “Everything okay, hun?” I asked as gleefully as I could.

      “Rough day at the office. I’m fine,” he said, stepping away from me.

      “I’m sorry. You want to tell me about it?”

      He turned around and stared at me with a confused look on his face. “Not really.”

      “Okay. Well, when I have a problem it helps to talk it out. We should talk more often, John. We need to be there for each other.”

      John continued to stare at me with the most dumbfounded look I’d seen on him in quite a while. I turned away and bit my lip hard to keep from laughing. I didn’t know how long I would be able to keep up this little game of mine, but for now I was enjoying the hell out of it.

      Before I went to the kitchen to make our plates, I leaned on the banister and yelled for Max to come down for dinner.

      “What are you doing?” John asked me.

      “I’m about to make our plates. Since you’re home, I figured we could actually eat together as a family. You know . . . before you take off out of town.”

      I could hear Max thumping down the staircase.

      “Uhh, about going out of town—”

      “Hey, Dad. Who’s going out of town?” Max asked as he reached the bottom of the stairs.

      “Hey, dear. Your father is going out of town. A business trip?” I said—half question, half statement.

      “About that. I don’t think I’ll be going after all,” John muttered.

      “You just told me an hour ago you had to—”

      He raised a hand to quiet me. “Yeah, well, I was able to get the client on the phone and close the deal. So now there’s no need for the trip.”

      Max eased down at the table. I could tell he noticed the weirdness in the conversation.

      “Oh well, that’s great. Where would you have had to go?”

      John’s eyes bore through me. He hesitated before answering. “The client is in Maine.”

      “Wow, I’ve never been to Maine. Maybe if things change and you do end up having to go I could come with you. Be good for us to get away for a stretch, like a mini-vacation. Max could hold it down here for a few days without us, right, Max?”

      “Well, I am almost an adult now,” he said, laughing.

      I reached over and grabbed his chin. “Yes, my son, you are.”

      “Doesn’t matter now because, like I said, I’m not going,” John said.

      I’d just finished setting his plate on the table. I sat down and inched my chair up. “Well, let’s plan something else soon. That would make me happy.”

      John shrugged, not really agreeing with me but not disagreeing either.

      “Max, you care to bless the food?”

      The three of us endured the most awkward dinner ever. No one said much. I don’t think any of us actually knew what to say. It’d been so long since the three of us were in each other’s company that we were all, as sad as it sounded, strangers. How could dinner with your husband and son feel so unnatural?
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      John sat in the living room, nodding in and out as he pretended to watch an Astros game. I watched as he checked his phone every five to ten minutes. Pathetic. He was still waiting for a text from Lexi. I’m sure he was hoping she’d apologize, tell him she was wrong and beg him to come over. John was longing for a bout of make-up sex that I knew he wasn’t going to get. His knees bounced nervously, and he looked more uncomfortable than I’d ever seen him.

      “You okay? Seems like something’s bothering you.”

      He shook his head. “Ahh, it’s nothing.”

      “Doesn’t seem like nothing. Seems like a whole bunch of something. I’m a good listener. Give me a shot,” I said.

      “Just work stuff. You’d be bored to death.”

      I smiled. “Try me. Not much happening around here these days. I could use the excitement.”

      John stared at me. Was he on to my ruse?

      He slammed the remote down on the end table. “Going upstairs. Turning in early tonight. Got a busy day tomorrow, and I need a good night’s rest.”

      I watched John trudge up the stairs, a sad, pouty look on his face. This whole thing would be a hell of a lot easier if we didn’t have Max. Divorcing John would crush him. Besides, it would let John off way too easy.

      A tear rolled down my cheek and fell onto my book.

      “Mom?”

      I jumped.

      “You okay?”

      “Max. Yes, dear, I’m fine. Long day is all.”

      He crossed his arms and gave me a look that I’d probably given him a hundred times before. Every parent mastered it, the I know something is wrong don’t lie to me look.

      And now I probably had the look that every kid used regularly. You know it: damn I’m busted I need to come up with a lie really fast.

      Think, Candice.

      “It’s going to be okay. I just found out today that Aunt Janet’s mom is really sick,” I said. It was lame, but it was all I could come up with.

      Next, I got the c’mon mom is that the best you can do look from him. It was all quite comical to me, watching our parent-child roles reverse.

      “You sure that’s it?”

      “Yes. I mean, why would it be anything else?” I forced myself to smile.

      “I don’t know. Dad seemed kind of weird. I thought maybe you guys were fighting or something.”

      I nudged him. “Your dad is always weird, isn’t he?”

      We laughed. “Come here.” I pulled him into a tight hug. “Everything is fine.”

      “I’m going to play basketball for a few hours. I love you.”

      “I love you too. And be careful.”

      He looked back at me as he headed for the door. “I’ll text you later, but I might spend the night at Junior’s house if that’s okay.”

      “Yeah, just let me know.”

      He closed the door behind him, and I heard the lock snap into place. I felt like a prisoner being locked into a cell. My own little piece of hell.

      I spent the next thirty minutes trying to get back into my book, but it was no use. My mind wandered. I couldn’t focus.

      It had been nearly an hour since John had gone upstairs. By now he’d be fast asleep. I set the alarm, killed all the lights, and made my way upstairs to our bedroom.

      John was knocked out cold, just as I’d expected. I tiptoed to the bathroom to brush my teeth. The whirlpool tub looked enticing, but I was just too weary to bother. Instead, I washed my faced, changed into a nightgown, and crawled into bed.

      I used my hand to create a thin divide in the sheets—my line in the sand. You stay on your side, and I’ll stay on mine.

      I lay on my side, facing away from John. The moon sat high in the night sky, and a sliver of light pierced the blinds and sliced across the bed. A chill ran through my body and I shivered. I reached down and pulled the comforter up to my shoulders. I watched the next twenty-two minutes click off my alarm clock.

      No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t explain what happened next. A large, gently calloused hand landed on my shoulder. I froze.  It didn’t take long for me to snap out of it.

      “I’d rather you didn’t,” I said. The last thing I wanted right now was John’s hands anywhere on me. He was the reason all of this had happened. I couldn’t even remember the last time we’d been romantic. Regardless, it was not going to happen tonight.

      I pulled away from his hand and scooted to the edge of the bed. I could feel him inching toward me. He spooned tightly behind me. I could feel his stiffness on me, pressing into my back. I reached behind me and pushed him away. He grabbed my wrist. “Don’t pretend you don’t want to,” he whispered into my ear.

      I made one last, weak attempt to pull away from him, but it didn’t fool either of us. My body was paralyzed by my emotions. Despite everything my mind was telling me, my body just wouldn’t move.

      You don’t want this, Candice. You don’t need this.

      But there must have been a part of me that did. A jealous stupidity burned deep inside of me, knowing that, at least for tonight, John wasn’t with Lexi.  My skin crawled as John’s fingers burrowed into my panties and slid them down my thighs. I tried again to push him away, but it was no use. Two seconds later, John was pushing his way inside of me. It had been so long that John felt like a stranger to me.

      He grunted and moaned as he moved in and out of me. I felt his hand snake up my nightgown and onto my breast. He kissed and nibbled at my back. I didn’t move, but I was no longer trying to push him away. My mind had drifted off, and visions of John making love to Lexi flashed in my mind. A tear made its way down my cheek. “No! Stop.” I reached behind me and tried to push John away again.

      “What’s wrong with you? We haven’t had sex in God knows when,” John said, finally rolling away from me.

      I got out of bed and glared at him. “You’ve got some nerve,” I said. Then I hurried for the bathroom.

      “Candice? Candice!”

      I didn’t stop. I slammed the bathroom door closed and locked it behind me. I leaned against the door and slid slowly to the ground, crashing in a heap on the ceramic tile floor. I lay there and cried until tears no longer came.

      Exhausted and spent, I crawled over to the bathtub, put the plug down, and turned on the water. My skin still crawled, and I wanted to wash every trace of John off me.
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      “Mom. Mom.”

      My eyes popped open, and I saw Max standing over me.

      “Why are you out here on the couch?”

      I was barely awake and trying to get my brain to compute.

      “Uh, why am I on the couch?”

      “Seriously, Mom?” I could hear the agitation in his voice. I wasn’t sure why he seemed so angry.

      “It’s nothing, Max.”

      “C’mon, Mom. I’m not ten. If it’s nothing, why are you out here? And what does this mean?” He waved a Post-it note in my face.

      I reached up and snatched it from him.

      It was a note from John. Not sure what’s going on. We’ll figure it out. I love you, Candy.

      Candy. It was a nickname John had given me when we started dating. But he hadn’t called me that in five years, probably. Maybe longer.

      “Mom?”

      I snapped back to reality.

      “So you still gonna tell me it’s nothing?” Max said.

      I stared at the wall behind him. “Max, your father and I have been married for a long time. Sometimes you just aren’t in each other’s bubble. Like I said, it’s nothing. We’ll be fine.”

      I stood up and hugged him. When I let go, Max peered into my eyes. I could tell he was trying to figure out if he should believe me or not.

      “I promise everything is okay. You hear me?” I squeezed his cheeks between my fingers.

      Finally, he offered up a lopsided smile.

      “Now you get out of here before you’re late for school.”

      We hugged again, a little tighter and longer than usual, but he finally let me go and walked out without looking back.

      I was starting to second-guess my plan to humiliate John and Lexi. I simply didn’t know if I could hold things together long enough. Pretending not to know that your husband was having an affair wasn’t as easy as I’d told myself it would be. Max was already on high alert, and if I wasn’t careful he’d put two and two together.

      It was time for me to set the next step of my plan into action. I’d done some digging online and found a place where you could rent a vehicle for a day completely off the books. As scary as it sounded, I was convinced that with enough money, you could damn near do anything you pleased.

      It took me twenty minutes to get to the place. It definitely wasn’t in the best part of town. I’d brought my gun with me, but the area still made me nervous. I wasn’t even certain I wanted to leave my car here anymore, but following John in my vehicle wasn’t a viable option.

      I jumped as a tall, slender man knocked on my window.

      “Sorry if I scared you,” the man yelled through the window.

      “It’s okay,” I mouthed, easing my window down.

      “You here to swap out this here car of yours?” the man said, eyeing my car.

      “Uh . . . yes, I guess so.”

      The man leaned into my window. “You got some real spy shit to do or something? That’s why most people use us. What, you got you a cheating boyfriend or something? Guy sure would be mighty stupid to be fooling ’round on you,” he said, staring down my shirt.

      I hit the button on my window and he quickly jumped back. I swung the door open. “I’d rather not say, if that’s okay with you. Where’s the car?”

      He smiled and pointed. “That’s her over there.”

      I squinted at the car. “That thing? Does it even run?”

      “Look, lady, you want the car or not?”

      “Yeah, I need it. But I don’t want to get stranded somewhere either.”

      “She runs perfect. You wanted something you could blend in with, right?”

      He was right. But this car was so far gone, or so it appeared, that I still wouldn’t be doing much blending in. It looked like it belonged in a junkyard somewhere, not on the road.

      “Keys are in the car. You got the money?”

      “Yes.” I fumbled around in my purse for the five hundred in cash.

      “I’ll give you half now and half when I come back for my car,” I said.

      The man eyed me. “Wasn’t the deal, but fine. How long you gonna be gone anyways?”

      “I don’t know, a few hours. Ad says I can keep it up to six hours, right?”

      He nodded.

      “I’ll have it back by then.”

      I walked over to the clunker, popped open the door, and climbed in. I was pleasantly surprised by how nice it was on the inside: leather everything, touch screen console, electronic seats—the works. They’d definitely gone to a lot of trouble to beat up the outside of this thing. I fired her up and set off for John’s office.

      Since I’d found out about Lexi, I’d been monitoring our cell phone records. Of course, I knew Lexi was out of town, but John fielded a two-minute call from an international number that my reverse lookup couldn’t identify. The number originated somewhere in Russia, which, oddly enough, was where John had spent the lion’s share of his off-the-record military time. Phone calls that lasted two minutes weren’t wrong numbers. Telling someone they have the wrong number takes about ten seconds. So who in the hell had he been talking to? I wondered.

      When I arrived at John’s office, I decided to drive through the parking garage just to make sure he was still there. The people in his office usually went to lunch around noon, and it was a little after ten a.m. He should still be there, but under the circumstances I couldn’t be sure. I drove past his car, which sat in its usual spot, and then I parked across the street and settled in.

      Time seemed to drag, but I was there for the long haul. I glanced down at the clock on the console: four fifteen. Six hours and, so far, nothing. He’d never even left for lunch. A few restaurants had delivered lunch to the building, so I figured one of them had to have been for John.

      Before long Max would be home, and he’d surely text me to find out where I was. I didn’t know how long I’d be gone, and I hadn’t come up with a plausible story for Max.

      Another hour passed with little activity. And then everything changed.

      A white van with no markings and no plates pulled up to John’s office building. A forty-something man with slicked-back hair climbed out. It was way too hot in Houston for the three-piece suit he was wearing. Maybe he had an interview with someone. The van he emerged from didn’t scream “hire me!”

      Thirty seconds later, the front doors to the office building opened. It was John. He walked over to the man, and the two began conversing. After a few minutes of back-and-forth, the man followed John inside. Was he one of John’s clients? From what I could tell, the man looked like a real slickster.

      Eight minutes later—and yes, I was watching the clock like a hawk—the office door opened again, and out came John and the mystery man. The conversation continued, and soon I could tell it had turned south. Both men appeared animated, hands gesturing and heads bobbing as they talked. They pointed in each other’s face. I could tell, even from a distance, that their voices had elevated, though I couldn’t make out a word of what was said. What were they fighting about?

      I sat up in the seat and grabbed the binoculars I’d brought with me. The man shoved John, and he put his hands up. What the hell was this? The man pushed John toward the van. I could tell John was not going willingly. The man yelled something, and John shook his head. Suddenly, the van’s back door opened. I fumbled around in my purse for my gun. What the hell was I doing? If these guys were professionals, I didn’t stand a chance. They’d gun me down from across the street before I even got the safety off.

      I saw an arm reach out from inside the van as the slick-haired man pushed John inside. The door closed and the van sped off. I threw the gun into the seat next to me and slammed the car into drive. The tires squealed as I punched on the accelerator. What the hell was going on? What had John gotten himself mixed up in?

      Panic set in. Was this connected to the call he’d gotten? It had to be. Who in the hell were these guys? I called my cop friend and was grateful when he answered on the second ring.

      “John’s been taken.”
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      I smashed the pedal on the loaner car as hard as I could. The van had made two quick right turns when it pulled away from the curb in front of John’s office. I was losing them. This was nothing like it was depicted in the movies. Keeping up with the van would be nearly impossible in Houston rush-hour traffic.

      I realized I still had the phone up to my ear.

      “Jeremy, did you hear me? Someone took John.”

      “Candice, slow down. You’re making no sense. Who took John?”

      “Damn it!”

      “What? Damn it what?”

      I slammed on the brakes and pulled the car over to the side of the road. The van—John—was gone. A streak of fear zipped through me.

      “Someone came to John’s office. They were outside talking, and the guy pushed him into a van and sped off.”

      “Wait . . . and you just happened to see this?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Well, if you want my help, uncomplicate it for me. You called a few nights ago asking me to run a plate and now this. You aren’t leaving me much of a choice here.”

      He was right. I was talking to a cop. What had I really expected?

      “John’s been seeing a girl named Lexi. I found some things in his laundry a few days ago that made me suspicious. I followed him to her house a few nights ago. That’s whose license you ran for me the other night.”

      “God, Candice. I’m sorry. I had no—”

      “I know you didn’t. No need to apologize.”

      “So fast-forward to today. Tell me what happened. And try not to leave anything out.”

      I ran Jeremy through my morning and what my plan had been, up to the point where John was pushed into the van.

      “So there you have it. I don’t know who those men were, but it wasn’t a friendly visit. I could tell that much.”

      “I’ll put a trace on his cell phone. If these guys are professionals, I’m sure it was tossed out the window along the way. But it’s worth a shot.”

      “Thanks. This is going to sound strange, but could we keep this just between us?”

      “Candice! I have to make some noise here, or you might not see John again.”

      “No. Please. They wouldn’t have left so many loose ends if they were going to kill him. Taking him in broad daylight in front of his office building?”

      “I hear you, but it’s risky. Really risky. You’re asking me to pretend I don’t know my friend’s been kidnapped. To just sit on it. How long are you expecting me to wait, Candice?”

      “I’ll call you back.”

      I ended the call and set my cell phone on the console. I looked up to find a homeless man hobbling in my direction. When he banged on my window, I reached over and buzzed it down without thinking. Before I could speak, he lunged for me. He whipped a white rag from his pocket and smashed it over my face. I scratched his arms and tried to pry the rag from my nose, but it was no use. As my strength drained away, the man reached into the window with his other hand, grabbed the back of my head, and slammed my face into the steering wheel.
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      I woke up to the sound of unfamiliar voices speaking a language that I didn’t recognize. The lights hurt my eyes, and I quickly shut them again. My mind raced as I tried to make sense of it all. I could feel sweat pouring from my skin. Who had taken me? Would they go for Max too?

      My head pounded, and I could feel a knot on my forehead. I looked around the nearly empty room to try to figure out where the hell I was.

      As I tried to sit up, I realized that my hands were bound—my legs too. I tugged on my restraints, but it was no use.

      “She’s awake,” I heard one of the men say.

      “Who are you? And where the hell am I?” I said.

      “We’ll ask the questions here. What do you know about Klondike?”

      I shook my head, and the movement nearly made me vomit. “What?”

      “So you want to play games, Mrs. Harstow?” the man asked, waving my driver’s license.

      His accent was thick and heavy. The man was Russian.

      “I promise I’m not playing any games. I don’t know anything about Klondike—what it means, what it is, or anything else.”

      The men laughed. “You are John Harstow’s wife. After all these years, surely he has told you something, no?”

      These had to be the same men who had taken John.

      “I swear I—”

      Suddenly, the door burst open. “She doesn’t know anything,” a woman said as she barged into the room. The door was behind me, and I couldn’t turn my head far enough to see who the woman was, but I didn’t recognize the voice.

      “I told you to just go home and leave it alone, Candice.”

      I yanked hard at my restraints again as the woman—Lexi—came into view.

      “You!” I seethed.

      “I couldn’t have been any clearer, Candice. Now look at the mess you’ve gotten yourself into.”

      “Who the hell are you? And what do you want from me?”

      “I don’t want anything from you. Remember, I told you to leave it alone. We don’t have a problem with you . . . or at least we didn’t. Lou and Ricco here picked you up because you were snooping around, playing cops and robbers. They had no idea who you were.”

      “Well, excuse me for following my cheating husband to see what he was up to.”

      The men’s eyebrows raised. “What cheating is she talking about, Nika?” one of them asked.

      “I’m not sure, but none of this has anything to do with our operation. Why did you bring this woman here? Now we have no choice but to kill her.”

      Nika? I thought to myself. And she knew one hundred percent what cheating I was talking about. But I decided to keep that to myself for now. The only thing I needed to focus on was saying whatever it took to get out of this alive.

      “No.”

      “No?” Lexi said.

      “No, you can’t just kill me.”

      “Yes, we can. Take her out back and put two in her skull,” she told the men.

      The goons moved toward me. “No. I mean, I was talking to a cop when he came to my window, before they took me.”

      All three of them laughed. “Very clever, lady,” one of the men bellowed.

      “Check my phone. I’m telling the truth. One of my good friends is a cop—Jeremy Girling. I called him when you took John.”

      They stood there staring at each other, trying to decide if there could be any truth to what I’d just told them.

      “Check it out,” Lexi barked at them.

      One of the men pulled my phone from his pocket. A minute later, I heard the clicking of computer keys. Lexi eased over to me and bent down close to my face.

      “One more word about John cheating to these guys or anyone else, and the next time these guys pick you up it won’t end well. Nod if we see eye to eye.”

      I turned away from her and nodded.

      “Oh, and if John makes it back home, be sure not to mention this to him either. Got it?”

      So basically she was telling me I had no options. I was just supposed to pretend the last hour of my life had never happened.

      “This isn’t complicated, Candice.” She pulled a phone from her pocket and showed me a picture of Max from my Facebook page. “Payback’s a bitch, aint it?” she whispered to me before walking away to join the men.

      One of the men pointed to the computer monitor. “Looks like what she’s saying is true, Nika. She was talking to a goddamn cop.”

      “It’s fine. Blindfold her and drop her ass off somewhere.”

      “Where you want us to take her, boss?”

      “Damn it, Ricco, I really don’t care. Just make it a clean drop. Can you handle that?”

      Lexi winked at me and waved as she headed for the door behind me.

      “Wait. What about John?” I asked. “What are you going to do to him?”

      I heard the door open and close. Lexi had left without replying.

      “Sorry about this, but we gotta do it,” the man named Ricco said as he neared my face with another white rag in hand.
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      I felt the weight of a fat-fingered hand on my face. “Hey, lady, wake up!”

      I opened my eyes to darkness and realized I was still blindfolded and bound. Where the hell had they taken me?

      “Listen, I’m going to cut you free. You count to one hundred before you take that blindfold off, though. You hear me?”

      I nodded.

      “I ain’t playing, lady. You seem real nice, but I’ll shoot you right here.”

      I nodded again. “I understand.”

      “For Christ’s sake, Ricco. Hurry up!”

      “Shut up. You can’t rush perfection. And besides, Nika told us not to mess this up. And I really don’t want to have to shoot this nice lady.”

      He squeezed my wrists together, and I felt the binds release as he sawed them off. I rubbed my wrists to get the blood circulating again.

      “Remember what Nika said. You never seen us, talked to us, or anything . . . or we’re coming back. We know where to find you.”

      I nodded again. He dropped my phone onto my lap. Ten seconds later, I heard two car doors open and close, and the vehicle screeched away. I started counting in my head, as instructed. I had an urge to yank the blindfold off my head right there and then, but these guys seemed serious.

      Even after I finished counting to one hundred, I just sat there for several moments. The reality of it all was quickly sinking in. I wasn’t sure who Lexi—Nika—was, or Klondike, or what they were going to do to John, but it was clear we were both in deep now. And whatever it all meant was of the utmost importance to some dangerous and deadly people.

      Lexi had told me to keep my mouth shut, which meant I couldn’t even talk to John about it if they let him go. How the hell could I pretend that I hadn’t watched him get taken, that I hadn’t been drugged, abducted, and released? But Lexi had threatened Max, so my lips were sealed.

      I had way more questions than answers. Everything was a blur. John was working with the Russians. Was he a spy? Was he being coerced, forced to do things against his will in order to keep Max and me safe? Was this why he’d been spending so much time with Lexi? Was this how the affair started?

      I had no answers. I took off the blindfold and got to my feet. I was in a park somewhere. Using my phone, I pulled up my location on a map. If it was accurate, I was about a one-hour walk from the loaner car and John’s office. At the moment, I didn’t have the energy to walk that far. On top of that, my purse was missing. I wondered if it was still in the loaner car. And what about the car keys?  It was highly unlikely that the car would even still be sitting there.

      So here I was, an hour away from the car, with no money to pay for a cab or an Uber. And any friend I called right now would no doubt ask how the hell I wound up here. And why the hell I had a beat-up loaner car to begin with. And why I had a huge knot on my head . . . and, and, and.

      No choice, Candice. Suck it up and get your feet moving.

      I set off on foot toward downtown. Texas heat was unforgiving, and today’s ninety-five degree temperature was unbearable. How in the hell did Max and all those other boys play football in this? And in pads too.

      Sweat poured from my head and ran down my face. I swiped my hand across my eyes and blinked back the salty sting.

      I thought back to the last few months. Nothing stood out to me, other than John not being home, and I’d attributed that to work. It was certainly nothing new. But John was in some kind of trouble. Serious trouble. Was the military involved? Had John double-crossed the Russians? My thoughts were all over the place.

      I finally reached the spot where I’d been taken and was relieved to find the loaner car still there. I yanked the door open and slipped behind the wheel.

      I leaned over and opened the glove compartment. Much to my surprise, my purse was still there. Houston’s crime rate wasn’t as bad as some U.S. cities, but it was bad enough. This was truly a gift.

      I flipped open my wallet and counted out a few thousand dollars. The cash my dad had given me would again come in handy.

      I pulled the loaner car back into the driveway where I’d picked it up hours earlier. I killed the ignition and waited.

      The front door flew open, and the man who had loaned me the car stormed out.

      “Where the hell you been, lady?” he said. “It’s been—”

      “Long story. Here’s some cash.” I handed him a wad of money—two thousand dollars. “Do you think that’ll cover it?”

      He rifled through the stack of bills, wide-eyed, before handing me my keys.

      “Let me know if you need to borrow her again, ma’am,” he said with a toothy grin.

      “Let’s hope that won’t be necessary.”

      With that, I jumped into my car and sped away.
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      I got home forty-five minutes before Max was expected home. Enough time to start dinner and clean up some. And to have a glass of wine or two.

      As I walked past a mirror in the living room, I hesitated. I waited for a split second and then took a step back. The reflection I saw looking back at me stopped me cold in my tracks. It was like a mosaic, fractured pieces of my face, as if the mirror itself was broken. I guess my whole life was like that right now, a beautiful mess of different pieces that barely touched.

      How in the hell have you gotten into this shit, Candice?

      It wouldn’t be the last time I asked myself that question. I was sure of it. As mad as I was at John, I still feared that I might never see him again. That I may never get answers to all of my questions. The more I thought about it, I realized the John I knew had left months ago, maybe even before that. And what kind of danger were we all in?

      When people talked about their marriage falling apart or falling out of love with someone, it was never an overnight thing. As I looked back and reflected, John’s withdrawal from our marriage, from my life and Max’s, happened slowly. In the beginning he would miss dinner once a week, and then that turned into two dinners a week. We’d always had date night on Saturday nights, but that eventually stopped too. He forgot our anniversary, and he even forgot Max’s seventeenth birthday. Working late, he’d said. All things seemingly replaced by his relationship with Lexi. And loneliness was my next-best friend.

      And through it all, I stayed the course. I forgave and forgot—again and again and again. Maybe it was easier to pretend that everything was perfect. Wine and books had become mainstays. I thought I’d miss the sex, and initially I did, but eventually I didn’t miss that either.

      I plopped down on my bed and tried to decide what my next move should be. Everything inside me was telling me to at least let Jeremy know what was happening. But Lexi had made it clear that my life and Max’s were on the line. Unlike our first meeting, she’d exuded a confidence that made me believe she was more than capable of everything she’d promised.

      I heard the front door rattle open.

      “Mom? Mom, you home?” Max yelled at me from the bottom of the staircase.

      “I’m here, Max,” I hollered back to him. “I’ll be down in a few minutes. Dinner will be ready in twenty.”

      I hurried to the bathroom, grabbed a wash rag, and scrubbed the sweat and smeared makeup off my face. I took a deep breath, determined to forget about what’d happened earlier and focus on Max.

      “Mom?”

      “Coming,” I said, heading down the stairs with a fake smile on my face.

      “Mom, have you heard from Dad?” Max asked without looking up from a paper he was holding.

      I swallowed hard. “No. We haven’t spoken in a few hours. What do you need with him?”

      Max shook his head. “I’ve called and texted twenty times at least. We’ve got our first practice tonight from six to ten, and Coach wanted to go over some plays that Dad said he drew up.” He looked at me and cocked his head. “You’ve got a lump on your forehead. Did you fall again, Mom?”

      I laughed it off. “No, silly. It’s just left over from the other day. And as for your dad, he’s probably just busy in meetings. You know he wouldn’t miss your first day of practice for the world.”

      Max picked up his backpack and trudged up the stairs. He stopped midway. “I used to believe that, Mom. But the way Dad’s been acting lately, I don’t know.”

      Kids are much more perceptive than we want to give them credit for. Max had never said a word about John’s behavior, but at least now it was clear that it hadn’t gone unnoticed.

      While I cooked dinner I played everything over again and again in my head. If they hurt John, or worse, any half-witted detective would end up at John’s office. His truck was still there. They’d ask employees, who would report that he’d been missing all day. Any CCTV recordings in the area would show my chase and subsequent abduction. It would all come out.

      Just then my cell phone rang. I didn’t recognize the number.

      “Hello?”

      “Candice, it’s me. John.”

      I froze. I hadn’t been expecting a call from him, at least not so soon. I said nothing.

      “Candy?”

      “Sorry. I’m here. You okay? You sound out of breath.”

      “Me? Yeah, I’m okay. Had an off-site meeting with a customer and left my darn cell here on my desk.”

      I didn’t respond.

      “I noticed that Max texted and called a few times. Everything okay at home?”

      I could hear the stress in his voice. “First football practice is tonight. You were supposed to have—”

      “Crap! I was supposed to meet with Coach Blaslins. Damn it. What time is it? I’ve still got time. I’ll leave now.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay, John? You sound . . . I don’t know . . . worked up.”

      There was a long pause on the other end of the phone. “Rough meeting earlier today. We’re on the verge of losing a huge client. One that we can’t afford to lose.”

      I paused and then finally spoke up. “I’ll see you when you get home, John.”

      “I love you, Candice.”

      “I know, John. See you soon.”
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      Nika stared at her phone, scrolling through her Facebook page as she waited for their leader to arrive. He rarely made a trip to the States, and neither Nika nor her comrades had any idea why he was coming. He’d always told them that the risk was too high. All trips would be on an as-needed basis. So why in the hell was he needed here now?

      And why had he wanted to meet with each of them separately?

      Her phone buzzed—a text from Ricco letting her know that the boss had arrived.

      Nika waited.

      Forty-five minutes went by before the door finally opened. She hurried to her feet and rushed over to greet him.

      Alexander Prodinov was a physically imposing man who stood just a shade over six foot four. And despite being almost fifty years old, his physique was equally as impressive. Prodinov was a proclaimed fitness junky and it showed.

      He reached out his massive arms and bent down, turning each cheek for Nika to kiss. Two of his bodyguards stood behind him. He sat down and then gestured for Nika to do the same.

      Nika didn’t know why, but she was nervous. Prodinov had never traveled this far without a good reason. Being the head of the Houston chapter of Prodinov’s gunrunning operation wasn’t an easy job, especially when working part-time as a waitress as her legit cover.

      Prodinov laid two fingers on his pursed lips and studied her. “You must be wondering why I am here.”

      “Yes. I mean, a little. I thought operations were going well.”

      “For the most part, they are.”

      “What do you mean by ‘for the most part,’ Alexander? I have done everything you’ve asked. We are making a—”

      He put a hand up and smiled. “Business matters are fine, Nika. The information flow from the American has been disappointing, however.”

      They glared at each other.

      “He provided you with many details, no? Lots of good intel,” Nika countered.

      “In the beginning, yes, that is true. But lately I have seen nothing new, and this troubles me. I fear you may be losing him.”

      “Alexander, the target is still under our control. You must have faith in me. He has to obtain the information without leaving a fingerprint. The technology America uses to guard its secrets requires time and a high level of skill.”

      “Do not lecture me, Nika. I am well-aware of what Americans can do with technology. There is high risk with this operation for what has lately been little to no reward.”

      “I wasn’t lecturing, and I understand. How much time can you give me?”

      “Not long, or this contract may expire soon,” he said in a tone that made the hairs on Nika’s neck bristle.

      Nika froze. “Expire? What does that mean?”

      Again Prodinov smiled. “Some of the men believe you have lost your fire for Russia.”

      “That’s nonsense. I’ve risked my life for many years here in America.”

      He stared hard at her. For a man in his position, loyalty was of utmost importance. And he had no problem eliminating someone the instant he felt their loyalties wavering. It was how he had ascended so quickly and how he’d stayed at the top so long. If you crossed paths with Alexander “The Czar” Prodinov, you were never seen or heard from again.

      Disgust, anger, fear, and confusion all jumbled in Nika’s brain, and it showed.

      “Alexander, you know I appreciate everything you have done for me and my family.”

      “I’d like to think you have earned those things. But now I wonder. I’ve heard things, Nika. My team is looking into several of your affairs.”

      She swallowed hard. “I have nothing to hide. I would never betray you.”

      “Then you should have nothing to worry about. All of this can be ended if more info—”

      Nika’s face reddened. “More? I have spent nearly a decade providing you information. I have proven my value time and time again. How long must I continue to prove myself?”

      Prodinov smiled. “Maybe my intel was wrong. Must I remind—”

      She fell to her knees in front of him. “No. I’m sorry for speaking out.”

      “Rise and take your seat, Nika. I admire your passion. However, see to it that it is not misplaced.”

      He stood, walked toward the door, and whispered something to one of his bodyguards. The man looked up at Nika and smirked.

      After the men left, she hurriedly unlocked her cell phone and typed a text to her informant-lover.

      Trouble brewing need to meet now.
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      I heard a car door slam and rushed to the foyer to let John in. Despite everything that was going through my mind, I was still relieved that he was home.

      I could feel the color drain from my face when I saw Jeremy standing there.

      “You going to invite me in or just let me stand here?”

      “Come in, silly. I just wasn’t expecting you.”

      “Well, that couldn’t have been any clearer,” he said, reaching out for a hug.

      “I’m sorry. Things have been a bit crazy the last few days.”

      “That’s why I’m here. Mind if I sit down?” He gestured toward the couch.

      “Not sure if now is a good time,” I said, pointing upstairs.

      “Candice, if you don’t tell me what’s going on it’s hard for me to help.”

      Jeremy sat down on the couch anyway. I guess it was his way of telling me that we were indeed going to talk about it.

      “Max should be down in a second. Wait till you see how tall he’s gotten. And John should be home any minute now. I’m sure he’ll be happy to see you too.”

      “Happy to see me? Why? You know John and I aren’t anywhere close to being happy to see each other.”

      “Despite what craziness you think John may have been involved—”

      And then it hit me. Jeremy had confronted John a few months earlier, questioning what he considered sketchy activity that someone had tipped him off about. Something else that John had a quick, reasonable explanation for. Something else that I’d brushed off.

      “You were saying?” Jeremy said.

      I heard Jeremy talking to me, but I wasn’t there. He waved his hand in front of my face, “Candice?”

      “You are still Max’s godfather, and this family will always love you,” I finally offered up.

      Almost simultaneously, Max came storming down the staircase and the front door opened again. This time it was John.

      I’ve been involved in my share of awkward moments. This one was right up there with the best of them.

      Max was well-aware that John and Jeremy were at odds. He stared at John, who stared at Jeremy, who stared at me. No one said a word. We’d all been frozen by the moment.

      Finally, after what seemed like forever, I broke the ice. “Max, aren’t you going to say hi to your Uncle Jeremy?”

      He traipsed over to Jeremy to exchange a hug.

      John gaped at me. “Why is he here?” he mouthed. I shrugged and turned away from him.

      “You here to apologize, Jeremy?” John asked.

      Jeremy smiled. “And how the hell are you, John?”

      “Never been better. You didn’t answer my question. If you aren’t here to apologize, I’d like you to leave.”

      “C’mon, Dad. Can’t you two put whatever it is behind you?” Max pleaded.

      “I wish we could, son. But sometimes things are said that you just can’t get past.”

      “It’s okay, Max. I probably should have called before I showed up. You guys start football tonight, right? First practice? Just came by to wish you well and pray over your session.”

      John rolled his eyes.

      “Yes, sir. I’m glad someone remembered that today is my first practice,” Max said, cutting his eyes at his dad.

      John’s eyes burned through Jeremy and then darted over to Max.

      He managed a smile, but I could tell it was forced. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world, son. That’s why I came home early today. I’m going to ride up there with you and have that meeting with the coach.”

      “I’ve been texting you all day, Dad.”

      “I had an off-site meeting with a big customer. I ran off and left my phone on my desk. I’d never forget about something as important as this.”

      Max rolled his eyes and headed toward the staircase. “I’m going to finish getting ready, Mom. Good to see you, Uncle Jeremy.”

      After Max pounced back up the stairs, the awkwardness that had flooded the room moments before reared its head again.

      John walked over to the front door and opened it. Jeremy stared at me, waiting for me to help soften the situation. I had no words to offer.

      “Jeremy, you’re Max’s godfather, so one day, if only for his sake, I’d like to put this behind us. It’s going to take some time. The things you accused me of . . . No need to rehash it,” John said, still holding the door open.

      As Jeremy strode toward the door, the two old friends never took their eyes off each other. When he finally reached the doorway, Jeremy paused and took a glance back at me.

      And then he was gone.
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      John Harstow sure as hell hadn’t imagined that his life would end up like this. He’d spent years in the military learning about different types of espionage. He knew this lifestyle was much like being a drug dealer, meaning it could end only one of two ways—dead or in jail. The Russians had known exactly which buttons to push, and once he caved a little they pounced, driving the wedge deeper and deeper into his life.

      John didn’t know how Jeremy had found out, what had tipped him off, but he’d been right. It only made John angrier at his longtime friend.

      And now, despite everything falling apart around him, he was back at Lexi’s apartment like a lovesick puppy, waiting for her to arrive.

      He twirled the wine around in his glass and stared down into it, as if it was going to give him the answers he needed.

      The door opened and Lexi—Nika—walked in.

      They shared a long embrace and an even longer kiss, one that neither of them wanted to end—ever. Finally, John pushed her away and the pair stared into each other’s eyes.

      “Didn’t think we’d ever wind up here,” Nika said, her eyes filled with tears.

      John laughed. “You’re young. And when we started, you were even younger and more impressionable. Way too young to have been asked to come here and do what you have. But that’s why it worked too. No one suspects a fourteen- or fifteen-year-old high school girl to be working for the other side. It’s brilliant, actually. Sinister but—”

      “I did what I needed to for my family. Maybe if my brother hadn’t gotten into all of the . . . It doesn’t matter now. I was old enough to know better when things started getting serious between us. I was twenty-three. And I knew you were a married family man.”

      “I don’t even know—”

      She placed her finger on his lips. “Like I said, none of it matters now, my love.”

      “So do you really think Prodinov knows? How sure are you?”

      She stared up at him. “I’ve known him as long as I can remember. He is the smartest man I know. Traveling here from Russia is risky for a man like him. One mistake, even if he’s not the one to make it, could spell disaster. The Czar doesn’t risk coming here unless something is terribly wrong and in need of intervention. And he only gives termination orders in person.”

      “So . . . what, he traveled here to—”

      “He never orders a kill unless he can look into the person’s eyes. He says he can always tell when someone has double-crossed him. He hasn’t lasted this long without being right most of the time.”

      “But—”

      “But what, John? He’s right again. I’ve been able to fool so many people during my time here in America. I pull my low-cut shirt down a little, smile and wink, touch a man’s arm just right, and I get everything I want. With some people, a little pout of the lips and some serious eye contact is enough. Knowing what’s at stake, I don’t feel like I was able to fool The Czar.”

      John tucked a finger under Lexi’s chin and tilted her head up until their eyes locked. “Maybe you did enough.”

      “Maybe I didn’t. I think it’s time that we do something we haven’t done in a long time.”

      John’s eyes widened. She hesitated for a second and then slowly pushed him away.

      “Yeah? And what’s that?” he asked.

      “We need to figure out how we want this to end—for both of us. For God’s sake, John, you still have your wife and son to think about. I never wanted anything to happen to them.”

      John took Lexi’s hand and moved it toward him until it rested on his Glock.

      “You feel that? We’ll be fine. I’ve dealt with guys like him before.”

      Lexi shook her head. “No. You won’t be fine, and neither will your family. It’s difficult to shoot an enemy that you don’t see coming, my love. And trust me, you will never see them coming. You won’t know you’re in their crosshairs until it’s too late—if ever.”

      John stared at Lexi. Anger flashed across his face. He clenched his fists.

      “So that’s it? You’re just giving up? No fight in you? I’ve risked everything for you—for us.”

      Lexi took a step toward John.

      “You aren’t the only one who’s given something up here. What do you think they’ll do to my family back home? To me?”

      Their silence was deafening.

      “Come here,” John said, reaching out for her. For five minutes, they clung to each other, neither of them saying a word.

      “Quite the mess we have here, huh? It was fun though, wasn’t it?” he said, forcing a smile.

      Lexi’s smile was just as hollow. “Yeah, it was. I had some good times with you, John Harstow.”

      “So what now? I don’t know if I can just turn around and walk out that door.”

      “I don’t know what you want me to say. Maybe I’m wrong about why Alexander is here. If I am, and we get a second chance . . .”

      “What? If we get a second chance, what?” John asked.

      Lexi stroked John’s face with the back of her hand. “You were always a little more handsome when you were upset. I never told you that before.”

      John stepped back. “If we get a second chance, what, Lexi?”

      Lexi stared hard into John’s eyes. “If we get a second chance, we need to be smarter than we were this time.”

      “I agree. But what does that mean to you—be smarter? Be more careful of how I come and go?”

      She shook her head and took a step back. “No. If we get a second chance, there won’t be any come-and-go, John. Like I said, we need to be smarter.”

      Lexi stood on her tiptoes and kissed John on the forehead. “You’ll always have a place in my heart,” she whispered.

      A tear rolled down her face, and he gently wiped it away. Tears welled up in John’s eyes too. Without looking back, Lexi walked into her bedroom and closed the door.

      And just as quickly as it had begun so many months before, it was over.

      Deep down, John knew it was true, but he stood right where Lexi had left him, paralyzed by the finality of it all. He looked over at the door and waited. One minute, two, three . . . but the door never reopened. Finally, fifteen minutes later, he grabbed his keys and left.
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        2 weeks later…

      

      A couple weeks had gone by and things were starting to feel normal again around the house. The new normal we’d all come to accept. John was no longer “working late” or staring at his phone waiting for it to chime.

      Max’s senior year of football was full steam ahead, and we were one day away from his first scrimmage. He and John had started bonding again. They’d been lifting weights together in the garage and playing catch in the backyard, which made me smile when I spied on them from the window.

      After a few days of getting over that season of his life—our lives—John seemed at home again. And not just in the physical sense. It felt good. I hadn’t realized how much I’d truly missed him.

      We never talked about Lexi or either of our kidnappings. We both just somehow pretended that nothing had ever happened. John was smart enough to know I knew something, but he never asked and I never offered. For the sake of our relationship, we had, in a sense, let bygones be bygones.

      The back door flew open and Max bolted in. “Going for a mile run, Mom. Care to join me?” he said with a smile?

      I shook my head. “No way an old lady like me could keep up with you.”

      “C’mon, Mom. I’ll go slow.”

      I walked over to the front door and opened it for him. “I don’t think you can run that slow, son.”

      “Okay,” he said as he headed out. “Last chance.”

      I shook my head again.

      As I pushed the front door closed behind him, John strolled in through the back door. We looked up at each other and our eyes locked.

      “Feels good, doesn’t it?” he said, walking toward me.

      I still wasn’t one hundred percent over it all, and I didn’t know if I ever would be.

      Finally I offered a feeble smile. “It feels okay, I guess.”

      “Just okay?” he said, grasping my butt with both hands and picking me up.

      John hadn’t picked me up like that in years. I was a little surprised that he was still able to lift me.

      He spun us around a few times, and when we finally stopped, he kissed me. I hesitated at first, but it didn’t take long for me to give in. I felt my arms tingle with goosebumps.

      Suddenly, we heard a knock at the door. We stared at each other for a second, apprehension clouding our eyes.

      “You expecting someone?” I asked.

      He shook his head and headed over to the door.

      John opened it to find two men standing there, both wearing nice suits and serious expressions.

      “John Harstow?” one of the men said, flashing a badge.

      “Yes. Is there something wrong, sir?” John asked.

      “I’m Detective Jones, and this is my partner, Detective Porter. May we come in? This should only take a few minutes.”

      John paused for a moment, mulling it over, and then gestured for the men to come in.

      “You can take a seat there.” He pointed to the love seat.

      John and I sat on the couch. No one said a word at first; we all just stared at each other.

      “What’s going on, detectives?” I finally asked.

      “Mrs. Harstow, I presume?” Detective Jones asked.

      “Yes. You want to tell us what’s going on here?” I repeated.

      The other detective, Porter, cleared his throat. He handed John a picture. “Mr. Harstow, do you know the woman in this photo?”

      John took the picture and looked down at it. He paused for a long moment, saying nothing.

      “Well? Do you know her, Mr. Harstow?” he asked again.

      John shook his head. “Can’t say that I do, detective. I’m sorry I can’t be of more help.”

      I only looked at the picture for a second, but I saw all that I needed to see. Lexi lay dead with a bullet wound to her forehead and one to her abdomen.

      I’d never had any run-ins with the police, but I knew that lying to detectives usually didn’t end well. And there was obviously a reason why they were here asking John questions about a dead person. I can’t say that I would’ve answered any differently, but this wasn’t good. Why had someone killed her, and why did they think John had something to do with it?

      “Again, I’m sorry I can’t help you, gentlemen,” John said, handing the photograph back to the detective.

      “No, you keep that. Look at it again. We need you to be sure that you don’t know her,” Jones said.

      “I’ve taken a nice hard look, and I’m sure I don’t know the woman.”

      Jones handed John a few sheets of paper. “That’s a copy of this woman’s cell phone records. Take a look at those circled numbers. You recognize that number?”

      John looked at me and then down at the papers he was holding. He said nothing.

      Jones spoke up again. “Well, Mr. Harstow? Any explanation why a dead woman that you don’t know would’ve been blowing your phone up day after day? And notice the length of those calls. Three minutes, five minutes. Wrong number phone calls don’t last one minute. Would you care to look at this picture again?” He dangled the photo of Lexi in the air.

      “No, I don’t need to see it again. And no, I can’t explain it. It’s not my job to try and explain things that can’t be explained—that’s your job. And if you guys don’t have anything further, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

      “You seem quite upset,” Detective Porter said.

      “Well, you barge into my home and start accusing me of killing a woman and having an affair in front of my wife, so yeah, I’m a little upset.”

      “Maybe there’s a logical explanation for all of this, Mr. Harstow. That’s why we came over. We want to clear your name and move on to finding out who the killer is,” Porter said.

      “And I’d like to point out that neither of us accused you of killing this woman or having an affair with her. We simply asked if you knew her,” Jones added.

      “Well, like I said, I don’t know the woman, and I can’t help you. And I think I’d like to have my lawyer present before I answer any further questions. If I’m not under arrest, I’m asking you to leave my home.”

      Porter spoke up again. “This woman was robbed and shot twice at point-blank range. She deserves justice, don’t you think?”

      Before John could respond, the front door burst open and Max came in.

      “Mom, why are there—”

      “I’m not sure, dear, but I think they were just leaving,” I said, looking over at the men.

      “Yeah, I believe so. If we have any more questions, we’ll be in touch,” Jones said as he and Porter headed for the front door.

      Jones reached the door and turned around. “Stay in town, Mr. Harstow. We may end up having a few more questions for you.”

      John remained seated with his hands cupping his lips. I could tell he was more than a little pissed.

      “Mom, tell me what’s going on. Who the hell were those guys?”

      “You watch your mouth, young man,” John said.

      Max glared at him but said nothing. Then he whirled around and ran back out the door. Ten seconds later, I heard his car crank up. The tires squealed as he peeled out of the driveway.

      I closed the door and walked over to John.

      “Did you do it?” I asked him.

      John whipped his head around and glared at me. “Did I do what?”

      “Lexi. Did you kill her? And if you did, why?”

      John said nothing. Instead he sat motionless paralyzed by my question.

      “I know about Lexi, John. No more lies.”

      In that moment, the wall of deceit and deception crumbled around us. John stared at me and said nothing.
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      “So, did you kill her?”

      “No.”

      “Did you love her?”

      He didn’t answer, and I decided that I wasn’t going to speak again until he did. I wasn’t bailing him out of this one.

      “It’s hard to explain, Candy.”

      “No, John, it’s not. Did you love her?”

      “Well, as we both just found out, she’s dead now, so what’s it matter?”

      I wanted more answers, but right now it seemed we had more pressing issues—namely, whether or not John had a hand in killing Lexi.

      “So if you didn’t kill her, why were there cops here asking you about it?”

      “I don’t know, Candice. Trust me, I wish I did.”

      I pushed him in the chest. “John, damn it, what do you know? Do you know anything? You don’t know if you loved her. You don’t know why the cops were here. Jesus!”

      Finally all of my anger and hurt had boiled over. “Talk, John. From start to finish. I want to know it all.”

      Oftentimes, when we humans say “I want to know it all,” we really don’t mean it. Yeah, we’ve all said the words before. The anticipation feels good. This was one of those times when I wanted to know it all, though the details would probably just bring me more pain and heartache.

      “I’ll start at the beginning. I met Lexi—”

      I shook my head. “Stop. Maybe in a few days I’ll want those details. For now, just tell me why they think you’re involved with her murder.”

      John took a deep breath. “Lexi was a spy. And she was running guns for the Russians.”

      I sat in disbelief. “A spy?”

      If he’d told me that after I met Lexi the first time, I would have laughed. But after meeting her the second time, I believed it.

      He grimaced. “Yes. I didn’t know it when we first met, but I found out shortly thereafter.”

      “So you were having an affair with a Russian spy. This is unbelievable. And Jeremy?”

      “What about him?”

      “The things he was accusing you of . . . ?”

      “He was right.”

      “So were you stealing American secrets and passing them on to your piece of ass? How could you be so stupid? Did you ever once stop to think about what it could do to me? To Max? To us? Obviously not. The only thing on your mind was getting laid.”

      Saying Max’s name must have struck a chord deep inside John. He broke down, crying and begging for forgiveness. No matter the situation, watching a grown man cry always did something to me.

      I didn’t hug John or offer any words of consolation. I just waited. When he finally calmed some, I asked my next question. “So you think these people killed Lexi? The Russians that she worked for? Why would they want her dead?”

      He nodded.

      “Can you prove it? Seems like they’ve got you pegged as their bad guy.”

      “Maybe. But these guys are professionals, so maybe not.”

      “Is there a chance that they’ll come after you next? Are we safe, John, me and Max?”

      He said nothing.

      “I guess you hadn’t gotten this far in the thought process when you starting banging her.”

      He buried his head in his hands. I knew I could shoot barbs all day, but in the end that wouldn’t help us out any.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “No, don’t apologize for anything. I deserve any and all of the mean, hateful things you want to say to me. I don’t know if I could have messed this up any worse.”

      “John, you are one of the smartest men I know. Think. We need a move here. What are you going to do? What are we going to do?”
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      The sun’s rays blasted through the curtains and settled on my face. I rolled toward John and watched the peaceful rise and fall of his chest as he slept.

      It had been two days since Detectives Jones and Porter stopped by. John stayed out late both nights. He wouldn’t tell me what he was hatching—“plausible deniability,” he said—but I knew it was big. What I didn’t know was if the plan, whatever it was, would work.

      I’d noticed black Tahoes moving in and out of the neighborhood. I couldn’t tell if they were cops or Russian hit men.

      The doorbell rang, and I rolled toward the window to check the clock radio on the dresser. It was eight twenty-five. Who in the hell is ringing my doorbell this early on a Saturday morning? I wondered.

      I threw on my robe to go downstairs. John hadn’t moved, so I shook him. “John, wake up. Someone just rang the doorbell.”

      Normally, someone ringing the doorbell wouldn’t signify any type of emergency, but right now we couldn’t be too careful. He slid into his slippers and led the way downstairs.

      John opened the door, and there stood Detectives Jones and Porter and a street cop.

      “Detectives, to what do I owe the surprise?”

      “Mr. Harstow, we are going to need you to come down to the station and answer a few questions,” Jones said.

      “Why can’t I answer them right here?” he said, eyeing the three of them.

      The uniformed officer juggled the set of cuffs he was holding.

      “We need to get a few things put into this case file—officially,” Jones added.

      “Am I under arrest?”

      “Not yet,” Porter jabbed.

      John eyed him. I leaned into John’s ear. “Let’s just go.”

      We got dressed, called our lawyer to meet us downtown, and headed out.

      We found a parking spot right in front of the station.

      “I’m sorry about all of this, Candice,” John said as he turned off the ignition.

      I nodded. “I know. C’mon.”

      They put John in an interrogation room where our lawyer waited. The room I was led to was adjacent to John’s. I could see him through the window and could hear what they were saying, but he couldn’t see me.

      Jones and Porter entered the interrogation room and closed the door behind them.

      “Mr. Harstow, my name is Detective Jones. I am the lead detective assigned to Lexi Price’s murder. Please understand that this entire session is being recorded, both audio and video. Can you state your name for the record?”

      “John Michael Harstow,” he said, his voice barely more than a whisper.

      “Can you speak up, Mr. Harstow?”

      John repeated his name and glared at Jones.

      “Can you explain to us the nature of your relationship with the deceased, Ms. Price?”

      John looked over at Tom, our lawyer, who nodded.

      “We were friends.”

      Jones laughed.

      “Something funny?” John asked.

      “Friends, Mr. Harstow?”

      “Friends. You do have friends, don’t you, Mr. Jones? Or does the missus not let you have friends?”

      “I’m not going to play games with you, asshole. I know you—”

      Porter grabbed Jones’ arm.

      “Listen, detective. I’m a very busy and successful businessman. I have a full schedule, even on the weekends. I’d like to hurry this up, if we could. You asked about our relationship and I answered. Next?”

      “Were you romantically involved with Ms. Price?”

      Again John looked over at Tom who, this time, shook his head.

      “Next question. Being friends doesn’t imply romance in the least. You make of it what you want.”

      “Moving on, where were you on the night on July tenth?”

      “I’d have to take a look at my calendar and get back to you. Like I said, I’m a busy man, and that was several weeks ago. To be fair to both of us, I’d need to check my calendar.”

      “Fair enough. Next question. You ever heard of an operation called Klondike?”

      “Can’t say that I have.”

      “I want to get back to Lexi Price—your friend. Me and Detective Porter here stopped by a few days ago, and I showed you a picture. Do you recall?”

      “Yes. What about it?”

      “Well, I’m having a problem here. You see, you just told me that Lexi was your friend, but when I showed you the picture of her, you claimed you didn’t know the woman.”

      “The picture you showed me was of the bloody remains of someone who had been shot in the face. So no, I didn’t recognize her in that photograph.”

      “Boy, you are one sharp cookie, aren’t you?” Jones said. “You know what? I’m done here—for now.”

      “So I’m free to go?”

      “That’s what I said. And you better hurry before I change my mind,” Jones said, flipping off the recording devices.

      John stood up. “That a threat, detective?”

      “Listen, mister. I always get the last laugh. You’d be wise to remember that. Like I said, get the hell out of here before I change my mind.”

      Tom ushered John toward the door before he could respond.

      “You’ll be back here soon enough, don’t worry,” Jones added, a final parting shot.

      “Let it go, John,” Tom said. “It’s not worth the fight. You know that.”

      They left the interrogation room, and I met them in the hallway.

      “Candice, can you get this sharp cookie home?” Tom said, laughing.

      Despite everything that was happening, even John cracked a grin at that one.

      We headed for the car and made the drive home in silence. There was simply nothing more to say.
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      John looked down at his watch again. Prodinov’s men were supposed to be here by now. His instructions had been clear: 0900 @ Houston ship channel. He took out his binoculars and zeroed in on the area where he’d told the men he would be. Panning left one hundred yards and back to the right, he still saw no one.

      By killing Lexi, Prodinov had sent a message loud and clear to all of his men—and to John—about double-crossing him. Now it was John’s turn to send a message back equally as loud.

      But where the hell were they? Had he been stood up?

      Just then he got a message on his burner phone.

      Where are you?

      I’m here.

      We don’t see you.

      Nor do I see you.

      We are walking down now.

      You will see me when I see you – that was the agreement.

      No problem, American friend.

      Three minutes later, John saw the caravan of Russians. Prodinov’s men had told John to come alone, which meant there was no way that he would actually do it. He’d called in some favors from retired military friends who also sat hidden among the docks.

      After the caravan stopped, four men climbed out of one of the vehicles. John waited another minute, but that appeared to be it.

      We are here, still we do not see you.

      I see the four of you. Headed your way.

      John climbed down from his hiding spot. He stopped, took out his silencer, and screwed it onto his weapon.

      He took his second burner phone out and texted his team.

      Heading down, intercept in five.

      When he finally approached Prodinov’s men, two of them quickly headed his way.

      Instinctively, he pulled out his weapon and pointed it at them. Both men responded by doing the same.

      “Everyone calm,” Ricco belted out. “Let us not act in haste, friends.”

      “Why does he have a weapon?” one of the men asked.

      “I have a weapon for the same reasons that you do,” John replied. “You asked me to come alone, and you expected me not to have a weapon?”

      Ricco walked toward his men and whispered something John couldn’t hear. Slowly, the men lowered their weapons.

      “Now, friend, can you put your weapon away?” Ricco asked.

      John tucked his nine back into the waistband of his pants.

      “So we are here. What news do you have for Alexander?” Ricco asked.

      John reached into his pocket and took out an envelope. “I have a letter for you to give him.”

      “Why can’t you just tell me, friend?”

      “This way he can read the letter over and over again.”

      John walked over and handed Ricco the letter. “The envelope is sealed and for his eyes only. That going to be a problem?”

      Ricco smiled. “No problem here, boss.”

      “Good,” John said.

      “You really think whatever this letter says is going to save your life?”

      John smiled. “No, not entirely. But it’s only a small part of my message.”

      “Oh yeah?” Ricco asked, cocking his head.

      “Yeah. Let me ask you a question now.”

      “Shoot, Cowboy.”

      “You guys know everything about me, right? Or at least you think you do.”

      “Cowboy, we know everything about you. Hell, we know everything about your goddamn parents,” Ricco said, sharing a laugh with his crew.

      John laughed too. “Well, I thought so, but when I contacted you for tonight’s meeting, you accepted.”

      “And? Listen to this guy, will ya?” Ricco said, pointing at John.

      “If you knew me as well as you say you do . . . well, frankly, you would never have shown up here.”

      Ricco took three steps and stopped just inches away from John’s face.

      “And what the hell does that mean, Cowboy? You gonna take out that little gun and shoot us all one by one while the rest of us sit back and watch?”

      “See? There you go again, Ricco. You guys don’t know me if you think I would try something so idiotic.”

      “Well, you were stupid enough to have an affair with a Russian spy, weren’t you?”

      John wagged his finger. “You got me there, Ricco. But you see, that was just a lack of judgement, not a barometer of my intelligence. As it turns out, it was a very poor choice, it seems. I mean, look at me now, right?”

      Before Ricco could get another word in, John’s squadron of retired military hit men, all trained killers, had them surrounded.

      “What? What is this, man?” a startled Ricco asked.

      Two guns were pointed at Ricco from either side. The rest of his crew had Glock barrels pressed against their foreheads.

      John took a step toward Ricco. “Like I said, if you really knew me, you never would have showed up here. I was trained to kill lazy, no-good dipshits like you. I’ve hunted and trapped men way smarter than you.”

      Ricco put his hands up. “Okay, you made your point. Now, you let us go, and I won’t even tell Alexander about this.”

      John smirked. “Listen to you. You sound pathetic. Growing up, my father told me, ‘Son, if you ever point a gun at a man, you’d better shoot it.’”

      “Listen, we’ll give you anything you want. Just name your price.”

      John yanked his gun out of his waistband. He rushed Ricco and smashed the barrel into his skull. “No, asshole, you can’t bring back what I want. One of you put a bullet in the head of what I wanted. Was it you?”

      “No. No way, man. Listen, we are sorry about Nika, but you got it all wrong.”

      John waved his gun at the other men. “You think this man gives a shit about you?” he said to them.

      Then he turned back to Ricco. “It’s time for you to sing, little bird. Which one of them shot her?”

      Ricco said nothing. John chambered a round. “Last time I’ll ask, little bird. Which one of you assholes shot Lexi? That’s the one I’m going to kill first.”

      “We didn’t kill her man, I swear.”

      “You lying piece of shit. You’ll say anything to save your life, won’t you?”

      Ricco shook his head. “I’m telling—”

      The words barely left Ricco’s mouth before the first round went off. One of Prodinov’s men reached for his gun, and the battle began. Within seconds, three of the four Russian goons were down before they’d even had time to unholster their weapons. Only Ricco remained standing.

      “Harstow, listen to me,” Ricco whined.

      John snapped his wrist, connecting with Ricco’s throat. The man went down hard to his knees.

      “Shut up. Don’t say another word,” John hissed. “You’re only alive for one reason. You take this letter to Prodinov and tell him to find another kid to bully. Make it crystal-clear too, Ricco. Me and my family are off-limits. Otherwise, both you and Prodinov will end up just like the three of these bozos. Nod if you understand.”

      Ricco nodded, and just as quickly as they’d swooped in, John and his soldier friends were gone.
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      I was lying in bed reading Lee Child’s new book when I heard the door opening downstairs. It was a few minutes before midnight. This was another one of those times when I wanted to know everything but wanted to know nothing too.

      John had quite a mess on his hands. He had a lot of military buddies, even several HPD pals like Jeremy, so at least I could take comfort in knowing that whatever it was he was into, he wouldn’t be going it alone.

      I didn’t go downstairs to greet John. Not this time. I’d let him have his time to decompress from the night’s work, whatever it had been. He’d come upstairs when he was ready.

      Fifteen minutes later our bedroom door eased open.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Hey,” he called back.

      I smiled. “Don’t mind me saying this, but you look like shit.”

      He laughed. “Rough night, but for what it’s worth, I think half of our battle is over. Please don’t—”

      I waved him off. “No need to worry. No questions from me. Why don’t you hop in the shower and then come to bed. You’ve got to be drained. You’ve been going like this for days now.”

      “I’ll follow that order. But you know I’ve done fifty-hour recon missions with no sleep. This is child’s play.”

      “This is also at forty-plus and not twenty one years old,” I said with a chuckle.

      “Very keen observation.”

      “You’ll feel it tomorrow,” I added.

      John took off his shirt, and even at nearly fifty his muscles still bulged. He stripped down to his boxers, and then those came off too.

      “Something I can help you with, young lady?”

      “No, sir, there’s not,” I said, burying my head in my book again.

      “Uh-uh. Okay.”

      He headed for the shower, leaving me alone in our bedroom. Five minutes later, the bathroom door flew open, and what happened next caught even me by surprise. John, still soaking wet, marched over to the bed, bent down, and scooped me up into his arms.

      “What are you doing, John?”

      “What am I doing? I’m about to make love to my wife.”

      “And what about my clothes, John?” I said, laughing.

      “They’re just clothes. Besides, they’ve been wet before.”

      He carried me into the shower and pushed me back against the wall. It didn’t take long before my nightgown was completely soaked. John cupped my face with his hands and kissed me. I swear the kiss lasted longer than any kiss in our twenty-year relationship.

      With his lips still pressed to mine, John peeled off my gown and flung it over the shower wall.

      He put his hands on my hips and turned me around. I stretched out my arms to brace myself on the wall and arched my back, inviting John to enter me. This time I wouldn’t stop him. This time I wouldn’t say no. I needed this. He needed this. And we lost ourselves over and over again.

      The next morning when I awoke, I found myself using John for a pillow. I reached my hand under the comforter and trailed my fingers along John’s inner thigh. If he wanted to go another round, I wasn’t going to say no this time either. I couldn’t even remember the last time we’d had sex two days in a row. Probably sometime during our early twenties, which was pretty pathetic.

      “You trying to start something you won’t be able to finish, young lady?” he said.

      “What? Bring it on, mister. You don’t scare me.”

      And then, just like a few days earlier, the doorbell rang. John and I stared at each other.

      Without a word from either of us, we slipped out of bed and went down to open the door. John looked through the peephole and then back at me.

      “It’s those damn detectives again. Jones and Porter,” John said, opening the door. “Well, isn’t this getting to be fun?”

      “Not my idea of fun,” Jones muttered.

      “Or mine,” Porter added.

      “You here to arrest me? If not, I’m closing the door.”

      “May we come in?” Jones asked.

      John rolled his eyes and stepped aside, ushering them in with a sweep of his hand. “By all means, be my guest.”

      Jones and Porter took up their places on the love seat again.

      “Can I offer either of you gentlemen something to drink? Coffee? Tea?” I asked.

      “No, ma’am, we’re fine,” Jones said.

      “I don’t think we’ll be here very long, ma’am,” Porter offered up.

      “So what seems to be the problem this time, boys?” John said.

      “Well, we found out your Lexi friend was really a girl named Nika. You aware of that, Mr. Harstow?” Porter asked.

      “I don’t recall hearing that, no.”

      “You love playing those word games, don’t you?” Jones said.

      “If by word game you mean ‘I don’t recall,’ well then you’ve got me dead to rights.”

      “Your friend, as it turns out, was running guns and drugs for a powerful Russian organization. We couldn’t find a name for the group, but our initial research shows that they’re well organized,” Porter added.

      “Guns? Drugs?” John tried to act surprise. I don’t think he fooled anyone, but it was worth a shot.

      The two detectives looked at each other. “Yes, both, Mr. Harstow. We also are starting to believe these guys are the ones responsible for her murder. That isn’t confirmed, but it’s looking that way. One of the holes we have right now is motive. You know why these guys might have wanted your friend dead?” Porter asked.

      John shook his head.

      “Hmm. You ever heard of Alexander Prodinov, Mr. Harstow?”

      Again John shook his head.

      “Well, we find it extremely odd that your friend was murdered and then, a few nights later, the men we think killed her wind up dead. Don’t you find that odd, John?” Jones asked.

      “I’m uncertain as to what you’re trying to say here.”

      “Where were you last night, Mr. Harstow?” Porter asked.

      “Home. I was here.”

      “All night? Can anyone corroborate that?” Porter asked.

      “Yes. All night. Well, I take that back. I took Max to the airport. He’s attending a football camp at a university he’s interested in.”

      “So can we talk to him?” Porter asked.

      “He’ll be back in a few days. You can talk to him then.”

      “We’ll do that. Is it possible that you could have forgotten about the drive to the ship channel to get some payback on Prodinov for killing your . . . friend? Or maybe you’re just not able to recall?” Jones asked.

      John laughed.

      “Glad you think this is amusing. When the big boys have you grabbing those ankles, you won’t find it so funny,” Jones said. “And we’ve done some research on this guy. Not sure he’s someone you want to piss off,” he added.

      “You do realize you went from one murder rap to at least three?” Porter said.

      “I realize that every time someone winds up dead, you come knocking on my door. No proof, no evidence, no witnesses. I don’t know . . . seems like harassment to me. Maybe even abuse of power.”

      “Oh there’s evidence,” Jones said, smirking.

      “There can’t be any evidence linking me to a crime I didn’t commit. Unless it’s planted or something you guys have drummed up. Cops have been known to do that when they really want to stick it to someone.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 23

        

      

    

    
      Twenty minutes later, they were still grilling John, hoping for anything that conflicted with what he’d already told them.

      The muffled buzzing of a cell phone caught the men off guard, but they ignored it until it stopped.  A few seconds later, it began again. All three men pulled their phones from their pockets. Only John’s was vibrating.

      “Must be a wrong number,” he said as he rejected the call.

      “Do you know who it could be?” Porter said, pointing to the phone.

      John shook his head. “No. I don’t recognize the number.”

      “But I didn’t ask you if you recognized the number. I asked if you knew who it could be,” Porter countered.

      John shrugged and shook his head again. As he tucked his phone back in his pocket, my phone started buzzing. I hit the ignore button and showed John the screen. It was a strange international number. Who the hell could it be?

      Five seconds later, Detective Porter’s phone buzzed in his hand. He stared down at it, gave Jones a worried look, and answered it.

      “Detective Porter. Who am I speaking to?”

      “Hello?” the man said in a thick, raspy, Russian accent.

      “Uhh . . . hello. Can I help you, mister . . .?”

      Porter put the phone on speaker and muted the line for a second.

      “How the hell did he get our phone numbers? And how did he know we were all here right now?” Porter asked.

      Jones crawled over to the window and peered out. He shook his head to indicate he’d seen nothing.

      “Mr. Prodinov. And yes, you can help me. Could you start by giving the phone to John, please?”

      We all stared blankly at each other.

      “I’m afraid not. Listen, we’re kind of busy right now. Maybe John will give you a shout-out after we leave,” Porter added.

      “No, Mr. Porter, this cannot wait any longer. You see, I have a pressing issue with John.”

      “Listen, it can and will wait.”

      “Porter, you seem like a nice guy. But arguing with me is a quick way to make a lifetime enemy, and that isn’t something you want.”

      Jones reached out and muted the phone again.

      “Porter, let’s play nice and see what he gives us,” Jones said. Porter agreed and unmuted the phone.

      “Okay, so here’s the deal. We will turn the phone over to John, but the speakerphone will be turned on,” Porter said. “Oh, and how about you not threaten me again?”

      “I’m not in the business of making deals. And your voice hurts my ears, Mr. Porter,” Prodinov added. “And I don’t make threats that I can’t carry out.”

      “You’ve got some nerve. I usually take a little longer to decide that I don’t like a guy,” Porter said.

      “I need to teach you a lesson in manners. I asked you nicely, and yet you still refuse. Remember that we had this talk,” Prodinov said. “And as for you, Mr. Harstow . . . would you care to explain how three of my men died last night at your hand, and why?”

      Jones and Porter stared hard at John now.

      “Why does everyone think I’m just going around murdering people?” John asked no one in particular.

      “You will pay with your life, Mr. Harstow, and the lives of your family!” Prodinov growled.

      The call ended and for a minute no one said a word.

      “Well now, it seems like we aren’t the only ones curious about your whereabouts last night,” Jones said.

      “Here in America, evidence gets convictions. Not little hairs on the back of your neck or some crazy theory you or someone else might think makes sense,” John said.

      “We’ll get the evidence. Don’t worry about that,” Porter added.

      Both detectives stood up. “Like we told you a few days back, don’t leave town,” Jones said.

      I walked over and opened the door to let them out. Everything inside of me wanted to ask John what’d happened, but I knew better.

      “I’m scared, John,” I said, watching from the window as the detectives pulled out of the driveway and sped away.

      “Come here. Nothing is going to happen to you or Max. You’re going to be fine. I promise.”

      I stared up at him but said nothing.

      “I know right now my promises don’t mean very much,” John said.

      “I signed up for richer or poorer, better or worse,” I said.

      John smiled. “Well, I think we can agree this is definitely not the better end of the deal.”

      I couldn’t even manage a smile.
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      It should be clear now why the day that I found the condoms in John’s pocket had been the second-worst day of my life. And the burning question—what could possibly be worse?—continued to be answered, day after day after miserable day. That one day had set off a series of events that could easily be described as hell. Sometimes when we’re in the middle of a bad situation there’s a “Jolly Jody” in our lives who spouts out something like, “It could always be worse.” Well, this time she was right.

      After we received the call from Prodinov, we were all on high alert. A few of John’s old military friends were patrolling the house, rotating on twenty-four-hour shifts.

      The past few days I’d caught myself peeking out the window every five to ten minutes. Not like it was going to help, but I really didn’t know what else to do.

      “Candice?” I heard John call me from the staircase.

      I turned around. “Yes?”

      “Max’s plane lands in twenty minutes. We should get a move on.”

      I hated involving Max, but the detectives wanted to see if his story matched what John had told them. At this point, with so much time gone by, it seemed a little silly to me. We’d obviously had days to tell Max exactly what we wanted him to say. John told me that they probably weren’t concerned about that, because their advanced interrogation techniques could sniff out that type of thing.

      After we arrived at the airport, I waited in the car while John went inside to meet Max. Thirty minutes later, the two of them finally appeared.

      “Hey, Mom,” Max said as he slid into the back seat.

      “Hey, Max. How was the trip? Did you like the campus?”

      “I loved it. I believe I’ll be calling SMU home next football season.”

      “You sure have made your mom and me proud, Max,” John said as we merged into highway traffic. “I’ll be the first one to say I don’t like getting you involved with this . . . other stuff, but we have to get it over with.”

      Max stared out the window and said nothing. I wondered if their relationship would ever heal.

      “Max, this shouldn’t take long, okay?” I said as John parked the car in front of the police station. “The detectives should only have a few questions for you.”

      “It’s okay, Mom. Let’s just get it over with. I’m ready to be home.”

      “I know you are, dear.”

      We’d called ahead, and even though it was after eight p.m., both Jones and Porter were waiting for us.

      The three of us were escorted back to one of the interrogation rooms. This time, because they were interviewing Max, who was still a minor, both John and I were allowed to stay in the room with him.

      We waited, alone, for at least ten minutes.

      “Mom, what’s taking so long?” Max finally asked.

      “They know we’re here. They’re just playing mind games with you, son. Trying to make you nervous. It’s okay. You’ll do fine,” John said.

      Another five minutes went by before the door finally opened.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Harstow, so good to see you. And you must be Max,” Jones said.

      “Yes, sir. Nice to meet you.”

      “Big, good looking kid. How tall are you, son? Six three, six four?”

      “Actually, I’m six five,” Max answered.

      “Wow! Impressive,” Porter said before introducing himself. “And your dad’s what, six two maybe? Not many six-foot-five guys running around,” he added.

      “So Mr. and Mrs. Harstow, we wanted to bring Max in and ask him a few questions about the other night. And maybe he can fill us in on his dad’s behavior the past few months,” Jones said.

      “You told me you wanted to ask him to corroborate my story,” John said.

      “Well, we did say that, but this is an ongoing investigation, and over the past three days . . . well, we’ve continued to investigate. I mean, that is what we do. Just a few more questions we came up with is all,” Jones said.

      “You okay with that, Max?” Porter asked him.

      Max shrugged. This must have been one of their techniques—along with freezing us out. It couldn’t have been more than sixty degrees in there. All in an effort to make the three of us uncomfortable.

      “I’ll be asking all the questions from here on out, Max, to make it easy for you,” Jones said.

      Max said nothing.

      “So tell me, in your own words, the last few months . . . how have they been for you?”

      “Fine, I guess. I’m not sure what you mean, really.”

      “I mean just in general—school, home, socially.”

      “School’s been okay, and my social life is great.”

      Jones looked up from his clipboard and stared at Max. “And home?”

      Max glanced at John and me. “Home’s been a challenge at times.”

      “Care to talk about it?”

      John interrupted. “What is this, a therapy season or an investigation?”

      “Mr. Harstow, I’d hate to have to ask you to leave the room. We’re trying to do our jobs. Please.” He turned his attention back to Max. “I’m sorry, Max. You were about to tell us about your home life?” Jones said.

      “Well, it’s been tough at times. We don’t really talk about it much—or at all, really.”

      “I’m sorry, Max. I don’t want to make any assumptions here. When you say ‘we don’t talk about it much,’ what exactly is the ‘it’ you’re referring to?”

      Max cracked his knuckles and fidgeted in his seat but said nothing.

      “We’re all friends here, Max. You can say whatever it is you need to,” Jones said.

      Max stared at John. “The ‘it’ was my dad never being home. Mom and I are there for each other, so it’s okay.”

      A single tear rolled down John’s face.

      “Well, I’m sorry to hear that, Max. I’m certain that couldn’t have made you or your mom too happy.”

      Jones pulled three pictures from a file folder and slid them across the table.

      “We told you some new evidence had been uncovered during the last three days, Mr. Harstow. These are pictures of the man who we believe killed Lexi Price.”

      John leaned up to the table and took one of the pictures in his hand. I moved closer to the table to get a look at them too.

      “Why do I need to see these?” John asked. “None of them are me. I told you guys I didn’t do it.”

      “Well, Mr. Harstow, the pictures are a little too grainy to make out facial features.”

      Jones took out two more pictures and slid them across the table.

      “Okay, and what are we looking at here?” John asked.

      “Same man. The photos came from a bank ATM about a mile away from Lexi Price’s murder scene.”

      “So?” John slid the photos back to Jones.

      “Whoever did this was smart, Mr. Harstow. It was dark out, so the pictures don’t really help much with identification. And the assailant wore dark-colored clothes to help blend in even more. But there are a few things that he can’t change,” Porter said.

      “You want to tell us again where you were that night, Mr. Harstow?”

      “Not really. I’ve already given an official statement you can refer to. My answers haven’t changed,” John said.

      “What about you, Max?”

      Max looked dumbfounded by the question. “What about me?”

      “The night of July second. Can you tell us where you were?”

      “Max was at study hall that night, so he couldn’t tell you where John was . . . if that’s your next question,” I quickly interrupted.

      Jones picked up one of the pictures. “We had a forensic scientist look over the pictures. He couldn’t make a positive ID, because it was simply too dark. But what he could nail down was height and build. Using the surrounding objects as reference points, he deducted that our guy was . . . what, Detective Porter?”

      Porter rifled through some papers on the table in front of him. “Let’s see . . . approximately six four or six five,” he said.

      Suddenly, the air in the room got heavy. I grabbed my chest, because it felt like the next breath wasn’t coming.  A shot of adrenaline jolted through my veins. What the hell was this man saying? I looked over at Max. His eyes instantly filled with a rage that I had never seen before.

      “Mrs. Harstow, are you okay?” Jones asked.

      “I’ll be fine. Max? Baby?”

      Max turned to John. “She deserved it. If I would have found out who she was sooner I—”

      John slammed his hand on the table. “What are you talking about, Max? Stop this foolish talk right now! Don’t you say another word.”

      “No, Dad. It’s too late now. It’s over—football, school, my future. You have to live with this! I’m glad your little tramp girlfriend is dead!”

      “No, Max!” I yelled.

      “Yes, Mom. Every night I watched you sit all alone. I saw the pain in your eyes, the hurt. I wanted to make him pay for hurting you. I wanted to make her pay too, and I did!”

      “Max, son, these guys will use everything you say against you. Stop please. Give yourself a chance.”

      Max stood and towered over John. “A chance? Give myself a chance? I had a godammned chance. I had two loving parents and a good home. I was athletic enough to play big-time college football. And I had a hypocritical dad who couldn’t keep his dick in his pants.”

      “Are you saying that you killed Lexi Price, Max?” Jones asked.

      My body heaved as tears poured from my eyes. Max was seventeen, which meant they’d try him as an adult. And here in Texas we had the death penalty, which would probably be on the table. My marriage—hell, my life—was effectively over. What was left, other than watching Max go to trial and plead guilty to murder, divorcing John, and watching Max turn old on death row until finally they gave him the needle? In an instant, everything I’d built and dreamed of was gone.

      If you couldn’t get up each day with something to look forward to, why would you keep getting up?

      Think, Candice.

      I jumped across the table, and before Jones could react, I knocked his service weapon onto the ground. I dove on top of it, put the gun to my head, and pulled the—
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      John Harstow watched as they lowered his wife’s coffin into the ground. He could see Candice’s dad, Gus, and her sister as they consoled each other. John was, by his estimate, two hundred and fifty yards away from the service, which he hoped was far enough to avoid being seen. Gus had never fancied John, and now, after everything that’d happened, he didn’t want to add to their grief by showing up.

      Max hadn’t been granted leave to attend his mother’s funeral. And he hadn’t accepted any of John’s visits to see him. The prosecution was throwing the book at Max, charging him with premeditated first-degree murder and seeking the death penalty. John had used all of their savings and hired the best defense lawyer in the state of Texas, Olivia Donavan, but so far Max had declined all of her visits as well. John pulled a few favors and had Max on suicide watch.

      After the service John headed back to his house—their house. Back to nothing and no one. Everything and everyone he’d loved—Candice, Max, even Lexi—was gone.

      He opened the door and threw his keys onto the table by the front door. He wandered into the kitchen and opened Candice’s wine cabinet. He turned several bottles around to read the labels. He was looking for the oldest and most expensive bottle he could find.

      Finally he found what he was looking for, a 1941 bottle of Inglenook Cabernet Sauvignon that’d been given to Candice as a gift. The bottle had been worth over twenty thousand dollars a few years earlier. And he wanted to know what a twenty-thousand-dollar bottle of wine tasted like.

      He found the opener and popped the cork on the expensive bottle. One of Candice’s wine glasses sat a few feet in front of him on the counter. He grabbed it and poured a full glass. After he set the bottle down, he swirled the wine around in the glass.

      As he sat down at the bar, he felt the cold barrel of a gun on the back of his head.

      “You always knew Mr. Prodinov was going to win, right?”

      John nodded. “It’s easy to win though, when you’re the only one playing the game.”

      “You tried the wine yet?”

      John shook his head. “Not yet. I figured I had a little more time.”

      “Funeral’s over, right?”

      John nodded.

      “I’ll make you a deal, Harstow. If you don’t try any funny business, I’ll let you finish the glass.”

      John held the glass in the air. “I’ll take you up on that offer. Pour yourself a glass, if you’d like. It’s not every day you get to pop open a bottle of wine worth twenty thousand dollars.”

      “Thanks, but no thanks,” the man said.

      John never turned around. He didn’t need to see the killer’s face.

      He took a sip of the wine. “Didn’t think there’d be much of a difference, but I must say it’s good.” He turned the glass up, finishing the rest of the wine in one gulp.

      He stared up at a family picture that hung in the living room. A tear rolled down his cheek.

      “You ready?” the man asked.

      He nodded. “Can you do me a favor?” John said, reaching into his shirt pocket. “Can you drop this in the mail for me? I was going to take it on my way to the funeral, but I forgot. It’s for my son, Max. Last seven words he’ll hear from me.”

      “Sure. But why seven words?”

      “The number seven is used all throughout the Bible. Seven is a holy number, they say. But this just so happened to be seven words. It wasn’t a plan or anything. Really, it’s all I got left. Hell, maybe it is a holy number after all.”

      “Makes sense in a weird way, I guess. Time’s a-tickin’. Let’s do this, Harstow.”

      John took a deep breath and closed his eyes.

      The big man pressed the barrel of the gun to the back of John’s head and squeezed. Harstow was gone now, and curiosity got the best of the killer. He tore open the envelope that Harstow had given him:

      You didn’t deserve this – I love you.

      The man set the letter on the bar and left.

      

      
        THE END
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        Meet Mitch Herron: unstoppable assassin and biological nightmare.

      

      Herron’s business is death and business is good. Though he’s an assassin without equal, his latest job is no walk in the park. Fanatics hell-bent on cleansing the planet ambush Herron and turn him into a walking bioweapon.

      With only days before he’s used to spread the most lethal contagion in human history, Herron can surrender himself to quarantine or hunt down the fanatics, knowing he might be the only person who can.

      The clock is ticking…
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      "138."

      Mitch Herron’s voice was a whisper on the wind as his target’s blood sprayed the forest floor and his camouflaged body dropped to the ground.

      Herron scanned the outskirts of the woods, searching for his next kill. The dense terrain sloped away from him, the trees thinning gradually the closer they got to the compound that housed his targets. He'd scouted the forest and outskirts of the compound, so he knew exactly where his prey would be found.

      Forty seconds later – right on schedule – he spotted the final sentry walking through the trees, cradling a shotgun and chewing on tobacco. He stopped to spit and Herron fired a short burst from his silenced submachine gun. Each shot made a sound like a nail gun and the guard dropped, leaving a spray of pink mist in his wake. With the last sentry down the compound was exposed to predators.

      Predators like Herron.

      "139." He added the dead man to his tally, a career’s worth of corpses he’d left littered behind him. The number would grow before the night was done.

      Death was Herron's business and business was good. He was a scalpel, used by the U.S. Government to slice out cancers like these fanatics. Four days from now, on World Environment Day, they planned to unleash a biological weapon. U.S. Government assets had validated the threat and passed the job over to Herron's handler with full clearance to wipe the fanatics out.

      There were six more to go.

      Herron stalked toward the compound, using the forest and shadow to mask his movements, and stopped at the tree line. The compound was made up of four square buildings, cheaply built in the middle of nowhere and with no security except for the guards. The fanatics were relying on their isolation to keep them safe. That mistake would cost them everything.

      Herron spotted his next victim on a path that skirted the perimeter of the compound, only a few yards from the forest’s edge. Whereas the guards had been heavily camouflaged, this man wore casual clothes and strolled unarmed, smoking a cigarette. The forest and the compound were almost silent, but Herron was confident he'd be able to sneak up behind the man without making a sound. He let his SMG hang from its strap, drew his combat knife and moved in.

      When he was close enough, he struck in one explosive motion, placing his left hand over the man's mouth and pulling his head closer. Simultaneously, he thrust the point of the blade into the base of his skull. The knife severed the man’s spinal cord, causing an immediate loss of primary body functions — breathing and heartbeat.

      Herron pulled the man’s head back and ran the blade across his throat. Blood sprayed the path and Herron heard the last air he’d ever breathe escape from his severed windpipe. In two swift strikes, Herron had rendered his body useless — unable to function or warn others. Herron let go of the man and he flopped to the ground. He’d be dead in seconds.

      140.

      He didn’t bother hiding the body. There was too much blood for that. Instead, he continued through the compound to deal quickly with the five remaining targets. He sheathed his knife, gripped the SMG and made for the nearest wall. He inched along it, paused when he reached the end and peeked around the corner. A man was leaning against the wall about halfway down its length.

      Herron took a second to scan his broader surroundings. The compound was large and sparsely populated. There was no one else around, and the only sound Herron could hear was the man as he whistled softly to himself. He was good to go. After a deep breath, he turned the corner, aimed his weapon at the man’s head and fired a quick burst. The target got a few rounds between the eyes and dropped.

      141.

      Herron kept the SMG raised as he moved in to confirm his target was dead. While the SMG was relatively quiet, the trade-off was that it fired small caliber rounds that didn’t always kill. He kicked the man to confirm it – he was a lifeless hunk of meat – then, after taking a second to swap out his magazine, Herron prepared to move again.

      “Haven’t you caused enough trouble?”

      The voice surprised Herron and he turned, his SMG searching for the speaker. Two shotguns were pointing at him, held by separate assailants – one wearing a suit and the other a giant of a man. Though he'd been almost silent, they’d somehow been alerted to his presence. Herron considered firing, but from this range the shotguns would tear him in half. The odds were abysmal.

      “Drop your weapon.” It was the same man who’d spoken before. The shotgun he was sporting was at odds with his well-cut suit. “I won’t ask twice.”

      Herron tossed the SMG on the ground. Then he felt a flash of pain and everything went black.
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      "Oomph." The blow to his stomach forced all the air from Herron’s lungs. He coughed and grimaced. "About time you guys showed up."

      Nobody answered and all he could hear was footsteps. The hood over his head prevented him from seeing anything and he couldn't move. His captors had sat him in a chair and cable-tied his wrists to its armrests and his ankles to its legs. Worse, a thick rope had been cinched around his waist and he had a splitting headache from where he’d been hit on the back of the skull.

      All up, his day had gone to shit.

      "What now?" Herron coughed one more time. "I'm not a bad guy, you know? Can't we just talk about this?"

      He could have been blindfolded for hours for all he knew, halfway between asleep and awake. While he needed to stay alert, his body wanted the opposite, so he’d been forced to use all his best tricks to stay awake. In his head, he’d counted to a thousand, run through the steps to clean all his favorite weapons and ranked his favorite sexual partners. Then he’d done it all again in reverse.

      All the while, the deadline for the release of the fanatics' pandemic drew closer. By now they'd have found the bodies of the dead sentries. They were seven men down, but Herron doubted that would compromise their agenda enough to stop them. All he'd achieved was to warn them that the authorities knew about their plan.

      The hood was pulled from his head and Herron's eyes were flooded with searing light that forced them closed. He opened them again, blinking rapidly to adjust. The same fanatics who’d captured him stood in front of him. One was the mountain of a man, equal parts fat and muscle, while the other was the suited man who'd spoken to him earlier. He worried Herron more than the brute.

      Herron's surroundings were much as he would have predicted – a concrete floor and plaster walls with no decoration or distinguishing features. The only things in the room were the chair Herron was sitting on and a small table off to the side with a cloth covering it. This wasn’t a hardened room designed to hold captives, it was a storage room that had been converted into a makeshift jail.

      Hopefully, his jailers were as amateur as their jail.

      Herron ignored the brute and looked straight at the suited man, sure he was the fanatic leader. "Mike Freeman, I assume?"

      "You got me. And quite a few of my men, it seems." Amusement twinkled in Freeman's eyes. He was smug, thought he'd won. “Care to tell me who you are?”

      Herron didn’t respond. Eventually Freeman sighed and the brute stepped forward, fist cocked to strike. This time, Herron was ready and braced his body as the blow landed on his chin. It rattled him but didn't have the same impact as the first shot he'd taken. The large man grunted, dissatisfied, and prepared for another shot at him.

      Freeman cleared his throat. The man-mountain turned to face him and Freeman shook his head. “Leave him.”

      Herron hocked and spat blood on the floor, never taking his eyes off Freeman. “You’re wasting everyone’s time.”

      “You got somewhere better to be?” Freeman scoffed. “I want to know who you are and who sent you.”

      “There’s a lot of things I’d like to know, too.” Herron gave a grim smile. “Starting with which of you would prefer to die first.”

      The thug snarled and started forward, but Freeman held out a hand and ordered him back, a tiny smile creasing the edge of his mouth. Herron had hoped to get them angry and force a mistake, knowing it was the easiest way to get free, but clearly Freeman was too smart for that. The fanatic leader wasn’t in the mistake business.

      “You’re full of pep, aren’t you?” Freeman leaned in close to Herron. “You’ve done nothing to compromise our years of work. None of the damage you’ve done will be lasting.”

      Herron shrugged as much as his restraints would allow. "Why World Environment Day? Surely there are more worthy occasions?"

      Freeman seemed slightly taken aback that Herron knew the date of release, but the brief flash of shock was quickly covered over. "None more perfect for making humanity pay for the environmental destruction it has wrought or restoring balance to the planet. Now, let's try again. Who're you?"

      “Daenerys of the House Targaryen, the First of Her Name, The Unburnt, Queen of the Andals, the Rhoynar and the First Men…” Herron spat more blood. “Want me to continue?”

      Freeman sighed and walked over to the table against the wall. He removed the cloth that was covering it, revealing a basic set of torture objects — kitchen knives and garage tools. Herron almost laughed at the thought of him raiding kitchen drawers and tool boxes to find some items for his hulk to work with. Almost. Even basic tools could damage the human body. It didn't even take much skill.

      "Last chance." Freeman raised an eyebrow. "The easy way or the hard way?"

      “My mother told me never to trust anyone who took the easy way out.” Herron smiled.

      “Suit yourself. Tell my man when you’re ready to talk.” Freeman exited the makeshift prison without looking back.

      “Just you and me, big guy.” Herron locked his eyes on the brute. “Let’s see if you’ve got enough muscles and brains to get what you need.”
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      Herron clenched his teeth so hard his jaw hurt, adding to his pounding headache. He tried to keep silent as his torturer attacked his left thumbnail with a pair of pliers, but a guttural growl eventually escaped his throat. The ogre pulled and fire burned through Herron’s hand as the nail finally popped loose. He closed his eyes and rode out the pain, just as he’d done several times over the last few hours.

      When he opened his eyes again, the brute was holding his thumbnail up as a trophy, using the pliers to rotate it so they could both see. The big man smiled, the first sign of emotion Herron had seen from him. He hadn’t said a word, no matter how much Herron tried to coax a reaction out of him, to prompt a mistake or a human interaction that he could exploit.

      “Harder than in the movies, isn’t it?” Herron smiled, teeth bloody from the repeated head shots he’d taken. “I’ll save myself the trouble when it’s my turn and take your fingers off with bolt cutters.”

      The towering sadist didn't respond, just tossed the pliers back onto the table and perused his collection of rudimentary torture implements. It only took him a second to pick up the same long chef's knife that he'd used several times before. Despite the pain he'd suffered, Herron knew it could be worse. His captor was either incompetent or holding back.

      His torturer moved closer, bringing the blade slowly towards Herron’s cheek. Herron sat up straight in the chair and smiled. If he were doing the torturing, he'd have taken a hammer to every movable joint and then used the knife to work on the extremities and squishy bits — toes, fingers, penis, eyes, tongue. He was glad he hadn't received that sort of treatment yet.

      Herron gritted his teeth again as the blade sliced his right cheek, adding more blood to the slick already covering his face, his naked torso and the floor. He’d tried threatening the thug with no effect, so it was time to press another button. As soon as the cutting stopped, he spoke.

      "Is this the best you can do? Did Freeman order you to keep me alive or are you too stupid to know where to cut?"

      The brute’s eyes flashed and Herron knew he’d hit a nerve. Stepping back, the gorilla shifted his grip so that the blade was facing down and raised the weapon to strike. Herron braced for the blow as the knife flashed down.

      “Enough!”

      The shouted order was too late to stop the brute, but in time to ensure he pulled the blow. The blade bit into Herron’s thigh, but not as deeply as it might have done. The pain was still immense and Herron cried out, throwing curses at his torturer.

      Freeman stepped into the room and placed a hand on his enforcer's shoulder, but his eyes were locked onto Herron. . The big man rubbed a hand over his face.

      “What’d you say to Copernicus to get him so angry?” Freeman’s eyes twinkled in curiosity.

      “Copernicus?” Herron gritted his teeth against the pain.

      Freeman smiled thinly and turned to the brute. “Has he said he’s willing to talk yet?”

      Copernicus shook his head.

      Freeman sighed and reached into his pocket for a small, plastic container about the size of a spectacles case. He opened it to reveal a syringe and a small glass vial of clear liquid. Herron’s eyes widened. He could recover from a beating and some cuts, but the mystery substance was far more concerning. Freeman removed both items from the case, penetrated the vial with the syringe and drew back on the plunger.

      Freeman put the case on the table and held up the syringe for Herron to see. “Are you going to stop wasting my time?”

      Herron shrugged. “I have a cover story, but we both know it’s bullshit. All I’m prepared to tell you is that I’m going to shove that case up your ass.”

      Freeman smiled and gestured Copernicus in Herron's direction. The goon moved toward the chair and clamped his hands down on Herron's right arm, pinning it in place. Herron struggled, but it was futile. Freeman stalked closer with the syringe, his evil smile broadening. Having people under his control was clearly something he enjoyed.

      “There’s no use resisting.” Freeman slipped the needle into Herron’s arm and pressed down on the plunger. “There."

      “What the fuck did you just put in me?” Herron shouted.

      “Oh, you’ll find out.” Freeman stepped back and nodded at Copernicus. “Leave him and the other prisoner. The rest of us are leaving. You clean up and follow as soon as you can.”

      Herron’s ears pricked up. The other prisoner?

      Copernicus nodded and began whistling a tune as Freeman left the room. The big man returned to the table, covered the torture implements with the cloth and placed the hood over Herron's head. A second later, the sound of his retreating footsteps seemed to confirm that the torture was at an end. Though he was glad the pain would stop, Herron was far more worried about whatever Freeman had jabbed in him and that his mission hadn’t been completed.

      Herron had failed.
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      Herron listened for the sound of Copernicus returning but there was only silence. He started to rock back and forth on the chair and it took only a few moments to build enough momentum to topple it. As he fell back, he kept his head forward and tensed his core. The chair struck the ground, Herron grunted in pain and then smiled. The right arm of the old wooden chair had come away with the impact. Though it was still cable-tied to his wrist and the other arm of the chair remained connected to the frame, the fall had done the seat enough damage to give Herron a chance.

      It was still going to be a pain in the ass to get free, though.

      He struggled over to the table in a crouching wriggle, dragging the detritus of the chair in his wake, and removed the cloth covering Copernicus’s tools. Some of the implements were slicked with his blood, but Herron’s mind was focused on one simple task: finding a tool to cut the cable ties. He settled on the pliers that had removed his thumbnail, which also had a wire cutter. As he started, from outside came the rumble of several engines starting. Herron paused to listen. It sounded like…

      Are they leaving?

      Herron raced to cut himself loose from the remains of the chair, before he lost his targets forever. He had to force himself to concentrate, but it didn’t take long. At last, when his four limbs were free of the cable ties, he used the chef’s knife to cut through the rope that bound his waist to the chair.

      He took a second to assess his injuries: he had a pounding headache, a deep cut in his thigh, some smaller cuts, a missing thumbnail and a lot of bruises.

      Taking a knife to the cloth from the table, he cut one thin strip and one larger section, which he folded into a makeshift pad for the deep cut on his thigh. He placed the pad over the wound, wrapped the thinner strip of cloth around his thigh and tied it tightly. It wasn't pretty but it would stop the bleeding and keep him going.

      Herron gripped the knife and slipped from his cell. As he'd suspected, it was simply an empty room in a compound not filled with crazies. He walked gingerly down the corridor, limping from the cut in his thigh and sore from his beating. The other rooms in this building were similarly empty, so he made for the heavy steel door that led outside.

      It was dark and as best Herron could figure it was the early hours of the morning. The compound was deserted. Everyone really had gone, with the possible exception of Copernicus and the second prisoner Freeman had referred to. His overriding goal now was to find information that would tell him where the fanatics were going.

      The compound had four buildings, counting the empty one he'd just left. Made of gray concrete, with no decoration or adornment, they were laid out in a two-by-two square. Each had a single door inside, the perfect spot for an ambush, but Herron was relaxed given Copernicus was the only one who might be left to spring it.

      The second of the four buildings was unused, like the first, presumably to provide plenty of space the fanatics could expand into if they wanted. Outside of it he found dozens of steel military-style gas cans filled to the brim with far more gas than the fanatics would need to keep their vehicles topped up, but Herron ignored them and kept moving.

      The third building was Freeman’s quarters – just one large room, furnished on the cheap. It was cluttered and Herron wondered why Freeman had just abandoned it. Perhaps that’s why he’d told Copernicus to clean up. Herron made his way through the room, emptying drawers and upending furniture until he came to a large hardwood desk. The drawer was locked.

      Hoping it was sturdy enough, Herron slipped the blade of the kitchen knife into the gap and forced the lock. It gave with a splintering crunch. Inside the drawer, he found all that remained of his gear – his combat knife and his bump keys, which would cater to most any lock he cared to try. Herron pocketed them and tossed the kitchen knife onto the floor, preferring his own blade. Herron also pocketed a screwdriver and wad of cash, figuring both might be useful.

      Most interesting of all the drawer’s contents was a manila folder stuffed full of paper files. A flick through the papers revealed a list of names, which might well be a list of the fanatics. The rest of the files were a mystery to him, because he couldn’t make sense of chemical formulas and research reports. From what he could understand, it was almost certain that the folder contained some of the answers he needed.

      He’d found a lead. He smiled. “Jackpot.”

      Herron searched the office for something to carry the files and settled on a small backpack. A moment after he’d stuffed them inside, he heard a woman scream from somewhere nearby. Herron's cheer was doused like a candle hit by a firehose. It had to be the other prisoner. And if she was screaming, it was a safe bet it was Copernicus.

      Herron was keen to resume their chat. Once again, he was the predator.
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      Herron didn’t have to look far for answers – a whimpering noise from behind a closed door soon told him he’d found the right place. With the screwdriver in one hand and the knife in the other, he eased the door open. The source of the whimpering was a woman, half undressed and cowering as Copernicus stood over her, brandishing a cleaver.

      “Decided on a little recreation?” Herron smiled as Copernicus spun towards him. “Everyone else has gone without you.”

      Confusion and anger flashed across the brute’s face. "How—"

      “He speaks!” Herron laughed and changed his grip on the knife, so that he was holding it underhand. “You should have left with the others.”

      Herron looked down at the woman. She was a mess. Near her, two of the military gas cans stood in the corner. His eyes widened. Copernicus hadn’t just been tasked with cleaning up the compound. He’d planned to use the gas inside the cans to burn the place to the ground.

      Herron stalked forward, knife ready. Copernicus tensed and gripped the cleaver tighter; he moved slowly, but with his hips, which meant his strikes would be powerful. It didn’t matter that Herron was skilled. All it would take was a lucky cut to an artery and he’d be finished. He needed to be careful.

      In the movies, someone with a knife would wave it around, slashing at the target’s body of a target and giving them the chance to react, but Herron knew better. His knife sliced straight at the brute’s neck, aiming for the artery. Copernicus held his hands up to defend his neck.

      It gave Herron the opening he’d wanted.

      With his left hand, Herron thrust the concealed screwdriver into the giant’s side, piercing the bigger man’s body. Herron landed three quick strikes before he could react, piercing his stomach and leaving him open for an attack with Herron’s right hand. He stabbed at the artery in the brute’s neck.

      “Had enough?” Herron retreated as blood spewed from the brute’s artery. The last thing he wanted was blood in the eye.

      The other man howled in pain and took a swing. In his weakened state, Herron was moving a split-second too slow and it rang his bell. He stumbled to one knee. Needing to take down Copernicus for good, he reached around the back his feet and slashed at his left Achilles tendon.

      The other man let out a blood-curdling howl as his left leg buckled and he fell. Herron climbed to his feet, knowing it was over. The other man gripped his neck, trying to stop the bleeding. It was hopeless. Blood spewed between his trembling fingers and he stopped moving.

      “142.” Herron stared at the brute a second, then switched his attention back to the woman.

      She was crying, her eyes on his knife as she sobbed, “Please, don’t hurt me!”

      He looked at her with hard eyes. She was obviously the other prisoner. She clutched the shreds of her t-shirt over her bra and chest. “Who are you and why are you here?”

      Another sob escaped her throat, but she was fighting hard to regain some composure. She climbed unsteadily to her feet and stood face-to-face with him, a posture that seemed important to her but was utterly meaningless to him.

      “I’m Erica Kearns.” Her voice wavered as she pushed her tangled mess of hair behind her ears. “They kidnapped me.”

      “Why?”

      “I work for the CDC, I'm a specialist in highly contagious pathogens and synthetic, slow acting viruses. They snatched me from my home and forced me to run tests on a virus.”

      Herron tensed. “What kind of tests?”

      “They demanded I look at a small part of the virus’ biological makeup. I never got to see the whole thing, but what they did show me was synthetic. They wanted me to confirm it would act slowly. I told them it would and they left me to rot. Until…”

      “Until Romeo here showed up.” Herron glanced down at Copernicus, then looked back at Kearns. “Did you ever meet their leader?”

      “No.”

      Herron removed his backpack, pulled out the folder he’d found and handed it to her. “What do you make of this?”

      She took the papers and started to flick through them, her brow creased in concentration. “This is a lot more than they showed me before.”

      Herron asked a question that’d determine whether he left her here or took her with him. “These guys injected me with something. Can you tell me what it is?”

      “Maybe. There might be a record in here. Or, failing that, if I can get you to a lab I can run a few tests and…” Her voice trailed off. She was looking at the piece of paper in her hand like it was a bomb.

      “What is it?”

      “It can’t be.” She looked up at him. The color had drained from her face. Then she looked back at the paper. “It’s just an urban legend.”

      “What is?”

      “The Omega Strain.”

      “What’s that?” Herron asked, impatient. “I don’t speak Greek.”

      “It might well mean the end of the world.”
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      Herron coaxed every ounce of performance out of the old Chevrolet sedan as he steered down the rural roads away from the fanatics' Georgia compound. He and Kearns had pilfered fresh clothes from the gear the fanatics had abandoned in the rush to leave, then he’d used his bump keys to steal the car. Now they were speeding towards the CDC in Atlanta to get some answers, and the sense of purpose should have made Herron feel better. Instead, he couldn’t shake the bitter taste of failure.

      At last Kearns broke the silence. “So, what’s your name? I don’t usually climb into cars with strange men.”

      Herron took his eyes off the road for only a second to glance at her. He didn’t like company and was already wondering if bringing her along was the right decision. “Mitch.”

      “Mitch… You don’t seem like a Mitch to me. What’s your full name?”

      “Just Mitch.” Herron shut down that line of questioning before it really got started. “Tell me more about the Omega Strain.”

      “It’s a CDC urban legend, a viral pathogen that makes Ebola look like a head cold. If it’s real, though…”

      Herron nodded. The implications were clear, though he didn’t understand the science. That was the only reason Kearns was sitting in the passenger seat. He preferred working alone, but without Kearns he'd have no clue about what to do next. He didn't know where the fanatics had gone, how they were planning to release their virus, what the virus was and what the substance was inside him. The only thing he knew was that in three days, on World Environment Day, it would be too late. Having Kearns along for the ride at least gave him the chance to answer some of those questions.

      "Your lab at the CDC… you think they might be able to figure out what's inside me?"

      “Maybe, I…” She paused, clearly thinking better of whatever she was going to say.

      “What?” Herron’s eyes narrowed.

      “Nothing.” She yawned and closed her eyes.

      Herron was tired himself, but he had no time to rest. If Kearns wasn’t going to give him any answers until they reached Atlanta, he’d just have to get them there as fast as he could. After that, he could ditch her. He shuffled in his seat and got comfortable for the long drive ahead. Or as comfortable as he could be with multiple wounds, anyway.

      Four hours out from Atlanta, the fuel light flashed red. By then the morning sun was bright and Herron had long since got them onto a highway, so he knew it wouldn’t be too hard to find a gas station. Sure enough, he soon spotted a small station up ahead – just two pumps and a convenience store, but it was open. He pulled in and brought the car to a stop.

      Herron cleared his throat loudly and Kearns was roused from sleep. “We’re stopping for five. Use the bathroom if you need to.”

      He didn’t wait for her to respond. He took coins from the console, opened the door and got out. As he pumped the gas, he watched Kearns through the window. She stretched out full in her seat and tied her brown hair into a mess of a ponytail, before she too climbed out of the car.

      "Pay for the gas and get us some supplies." Herron dug through his pocket and fished out a small wad of bills. "High-calorie junk food and some water."

      Her eyes still heavy with sleep, she shrugged, took the cash and then moved in the direction of the convenience store. A moment later Herron finished filling the car and placed the gas pump back in its cradle. He’d spotted a pay phone near the road as he’d pulled in and now he wandered over to it and inserted some coins. The number he dialed he knew by memory.

      The call connected and Herron spoke. “Five. One. Seven. Three. Nine. Two. One. Seven. Nine.”

      “Code confirmed.” An electronically distorted voice greeted him. “Hello.”

      Herron smiled. Though he’d never met the person on the other end of the line, it was strangely comforting to speak to his handler. “I was unsuccessful. I killed several of the targets and then I was captured. They interrogated me and injected me with an unknown agent. Three are still alive and escaped before I could free myself.”

      There was a pause. “I’ll task other assets to finish the job. Abort your mission and remain on standby.”

      “I can finish—”

      The receiver beeped in his ear. Herron slammed the handset back into its cradle with as much force as he could muster, exited the phone booth and returned to the car. He couldn’t believe his handler would allocate other operatives to complete his mission, but orders or not, that didn’t change anything.

      Now he had a score to settle and a reputation to protect.
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      Herron didn't like Atlanta. It was the home of Coca Cola — a former addiction of his — and it held too many memories of an ex-girlfriend he'd rather forget. Unfortunately, it was also home to the Center for Disease Control, so it couldn't be avoided. He just hoped that the visit to this facility with Kearns was worth the trip.

      “Ready?” Herron looked at Kearns, weighing up again whether he could trust her.

      She nodded. “As I’ll ever be.”

      Together they crossed the street towards the impressive-looking building and entered the lobby. There were plenty of people around, the same as any corporate lobby around lunchtime, though a significant security presence isolated the heart of the facility from the public. A checkpoint and gates requiring staff passes were the most visible deterrents.

      “Fuck.” Kearns stopped walking and stared at the security gate. “I don’t have my staff pass. They took it from me when they kidnapped me.”

      Herron stared at her. He couldn’t believe they’d driven five hours on the promise of a breakthrough and couldn’t get inside the building. He’d have to wing it. “We’ll talk our way in.”

      He headed towards the security desk. Kearns fell in next to him and as they approached the desk Herron tucked his left hand into his pocket. He couldn’t let anyone see his mutilated thumb, although there was nothing he could do about the cuts and bruises to his face. Behind the desk sat an overweight guard with his arms crossed.

      “Good afternoon.” Herron smiled. “I’m in from UC Berkeley. Dr Kearns is going to give me a tour.”

      The guard scratched his salt-and-pepper mustache and scrutinized Herron’s battered visage. “Having a bad day, sir?”

      “Never get on the wrong side of a fellow professor with an outdated theory.” Herron broadened his smile.

      "Sure." The guard uncrossed his arms, revealing the name on his name tag – Murray. Then he looked at Kearns. “Dr Kearns, you know how to sign him in and take him through."

      "Ah, yes. There's the problem." There was a note of caution in Kearns' voice, like she’d had run-ins with this guy before. "I left my pass at home.”

      “Again?” Murray sighed. “I’ll make you out another temporary pass. But you can’t take your friend through. No pass, no entry. Same rules for everyone.”

      Kearns threw up her hands. “But you know who I—”

      “But I don’t know your friend.” Murray looked at Herron. “I missed your name before.”

      “Professor Sebastian Long.” Herron didn’t hesitate. “As I said, I work out in California and Erica kindly agreed to host me while I’m in town.”

      Murray grunted and looked down at his computer. His hands danced across the keyboard and he concentrated hard on the screen for a few moments, glancing up at Herron and then back down at the screen. Herron kept his face neutral as they waited, although Kearns was struggling to hide her confusion.

      As Murray worked the computer, Herron looked around, feigning disinterest. He scanned the other people walking through the lobby. Then, his eyes settled on a commemorative plaque mounted on the wall near the elevator bay. It said something about the building being re-opened by the CDC Director, George Haskell, after refurbishment a year ago.

      Herron smiled and played the averages. “Is this going to take much longer? Director Haskell didn’t tell me it’d be so much effort to get inside.”

      Murray glanced up at him, eyes wide. Then he grunted, reached into a drawer to grab two small plastic cards and held them out. “Sorry for the misunderstanding, Professor Long. These will give you both access to the facility. I hope you won’t report this misunderstanding to the Director.”

      “Oh, no problem at all!” Herron clapped his hands together, took the pass and then turned to face Kearns. “Erica, I think you know the way from here?”

      Kearns forced a smile and took her pass. "Sure do. Thanks again for understanding and giving me a break, Murray."

      The guard gave them a half-assed wave goodbye and they walked to the security barriers, swiped their cards and then went through. An elevator was just arriving and when the crowd of hungry staff had disembarked, Herron and Kearns stepped inside. Kearns pressed the button for her floor, the doors closed and they were alone.

      “How do you know Seb Long?” Kearns blurted out the words as soon as the elevator doors had closed.

      Herron shrugged. “His name was on one of the reports in that folder. He was also mentioned in the pre-briefing for my mission.”

      She scoffed. “Professor Long is one of the world’s leading experts in immunovirology. He's a genius. But he's also a terrible recluse.”

      “I know.” Herron smiled. “There are about five photos of him in existence. I knew they wouldn't be able to find any pictures of him online."

      “And what about Haskell?” Kearns raised an eyebrow. “How did you know the security staff are all shit scared of him?”

      “Oh, that was just luck.”

      Kearns shook her head in disbelief and they rode up in silence. Herron wasn’t often required to talk his way into tight places to complete his missions, but he was more than capable of it. The fact that he’d been with a CDC employee had lowered Murray’s guard, so all Herron had had to do was give him a bit more of a nudge. Name dropping his boss had worked and the rent-a-cop had folded.

      The elevator came to a stop and the doors opened. Herron followed Kearns out and into the corridors of her workplace. It was like a mix of hospital and spaceship, a temple of high technology dedicated to keeping humanity safe from threats of accident, nature or deliberate intent. Seeing it, Herron was more confident that Kearns could help him find the next lead amidst the information he’d found and from the tests she was going to run.

      They reached Kearns' office. It was large, with a desk and meeting table that could seat eight, but few personal effects. They didn’t linger in the office long. He followed Kearns across the room to a door and waited as she punched a six-digit code into a keypad, her body shielding the combination from his sight. The door clicked open, and she gestured Herron into the large room beyond – a fully equipped lab.

      “Undress to your underwear and sit over there.” Kearns pointed at a simple plastic chair in the corner of the lab. “I’ll dress your wounds and then see what I can find out.”

      Herron hesitated. He’d probably be able to do a better job of tending his own wounds. He’d had more practice. “Do you know what you’re doing?”

      She smirked slightly, the first time he’d seen her smile. “Of course I do. You think I usually ask strangers to undress without good reason?”

      Herron nodded and removed the clothes he’d stolen from the compound. Kearns located a first aid kit before setting to work spreading disinfectant gel over his smaller cuts and dressing them with sticking plaster. If he winced then, that pain was nothing compared to the agony of her cleaning the blood crusted around the bed of his thumbnail. He inhaled sharply as she applied basic adhesive bandages to the digit, then dressed the wound in his thigh.

      "That's the best I can do." She tossed bloodied gauze into the trash can in the corner. "You should get checked out by a doctor."

      “I’ll be fine.” Herron sat in a chair. “Don’t waste any more time worrying about me, just figure out what we’re dealing with.”

      Kearns nodded and started to work. She organized the papers Herron had found into neat stacks, then began to use her computer. Her hands moved fast across the keyboard as her eyes darted between the screen and the plethora of documents. Herron knew interrupting would do little good and Kearns would get to her answers faster without distraction, so he let her work.

      The time and effort spent at the compound and the long drive to Atlanta had taken it out of him. He’d learned from his time in the Special Forces to get sleep whenever it was on offer, and if the fanatics' timetable for the release of their pandemic was still on track, he wouldn’t get many more chances. While she worked, he made himself comfortable and closed his eyes.

      Sometime later, something tapped him on the shoulder. His eyes shot open to see a hand holding a syringe. He struck like a cobra, gripping the wrist and yanking it back hard. A woman cried out in pain and as Herron shot to his feet, his mind caught up with his physical reactions. He was in Kearns’ lab and he was twisting her wrist.

      “What the hell?” Kearns pulled her hand away as his grip slackened. “I was just trying to wake you to take a blood sample!”

      “Muscle memory.” He let go entirely and blinked a few times. She was lucky she hadn’t been seriously hurt. “You need to be more careful.”

      “Clearly.” Kearns rubbed her wrist. “I deal with deadly pathogens every day and I’ve never been hurt in my lab until I met you.”

      Herron gestured for her to take the sample. “I killed the last person who tried to stick something in me.”

      “That’s why you need a safe word.” She gave a nervous laugh as she pulled back on the plunger, drawing his blood. “Now, let’s see what we can find.”
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      When next Herron opened his eyes, Kearns was calling his name from across the room. He couldn’t blame her for keeping some distance, given what had happened the last time she’d woken him. He rubbed his eyes, feeling like he’d only slept for thirty seconds, but knowing he’d be much better for the rest.

      “You’ve been busy.” He glanced around the office. There was paper strewn around the bench and a whole lot of equipment had been used. “How long have I been asleep?”

      “A few more hours.” She stepped closer, clutching a single sheet of paper. “It’s early in the evening.”

      “So, what’s the diagnosis, Doc?”

      Her expression darkened. "I've got bad news, Mitch. You've been injected with something hazardous."

      “I didn’t think it was rainbows and candy.”

      She held out the paper. “This is the blood report. I’ve also studied the files you captured and done some lab work of my own. They were very thorough with their record keeping, which was helpful. I need to run some more tests, but it looks like they’ve injected you with the same thing they’re intending to spread — weaponized smallpox.”

      Herron frowned. “Didn’t they eradicate smallpox in the 1970s or 1980s?”

      “Sure, but...” Her voice trailed off. “Look, the original virus had two strains. The least serious had a five per cent mortality rate. The other was far more lethal and about a third of those who were infected died. But a vaccine was developed and both strains were eradicated. The last known case was in the 1980s”

      “Go on.”

      "This strain they’ve given you has four fundamental differences from the original strains. It’s more virulent, more lethal and far slower to act."

      Herron raised an eyebrow. “That’s only three.”

      “The normal smallpox vaccine is ineffective on it.” Kearns’ voice was grave. “I’m going to need to put you into quarantine until we figure out what to do.”

      “That’s not going to happen, Erica.” Herron shook his head. “Just tell me how they plan to spread it.”

      “Don’t you get it? It spreads through people like you! They’ve turned you into a biological weapon!” She paused and took a breath. “They’ve timed the virus to spread from the day of their choosing. Almost nothing will happen until that point and the carriers aren’t contagious, but after it activates it will spread like wildfire.”

      “How does that even work?”

      She sighed. “It is dormant – latent. There’s a whole lot of big words and phrases to explain it, but it basically lies dormant inside of your cells until it activates. Then it goes crazy. Think about it like Herpes. You can have it for life, but it might only activate a few times. There’s plenty of other examples, like HIV and influenza, but this will ruin the planet.”

      Herron clenched his teeth as the final piece fell into place. “And they’ve designed it to trigger on a particular day.”

      She nodded. “Yes. There’s plenty of references to that in their documentation and I can see it in the lab tests, but I just don’t know when.”

      “I do.” Herron stood. “World Environment Day – three days from now. Their leader told me so. On that day – their ‘reckoning’ – it goes full throttle and I’ll start to spread it?”

      “You and anyone else who’s carrying it.” Kearns paused. “I’ve no way of knowing the exact effects, but I think it’ll take over your body quickly and then get to work spreading. It will tear through the population in a few days. This is the Omega Strain: lethal, easily spreadable, unstoppable. It’s a doomsday weapon.”

      “You’re sure it’s synthetic?”

      "Mostly.”

      “How many people could make it?”

      Kearns thought. “Only two or three people on the planet could develop something this complex."

      “You know their names?”

      “Sure, but –”

      “Okay.” Herron moved for the door then stopped suddenly. “I’ll need the code to get out.”

      Kearns looked at him in disbelief. “Excuse me?”

      “The guy who developed this is the first step to finding Freeman. So I have to find him.”

      "Mitch, I need you to submit to CDC quarantine. This is a high-priority threat, I can get a lot of brilliant people working on it. We might crack it in time, but I—”

      “If you crack it, it won’t be in time to protect the broader population. Not without eradicating Freeman and the other carriers.” Herron shook his head. “This isn’t a debate. Give me the names and give me the door code and you’ll give me a greater chance of finding Freeman.”

      If she didn’t tell him, he'd have to use other means to track down those capable of designing such a bioweapon. Assuming he could get out of the room.

      Conflict played out on Kearns’ face. Finally, she let out a long sigh, walked to the keypad, punched in five digits and then turned to Herron with a defiant look on her face. “One condition.”

      “Seriously?” Herron glared at her. He was losing patience.

      “If you won’t submit to quarantine, you’ll need constant observation to limit the risk of outbreak. For that, you’ll need a qualified doctor. You also have no idea what you’re looking for. I solve both of those problems.” Her eyes went unfocused for a second, as if her career was flashing before them. “If you want the last number, take me with you.”

      Herron smirked. “I know five out of six numbers now, that only leaves ten possibilities to try.”

      “And after the second failed attempt the whole building goes into lockdown.” She tilted her head and raised her eyebrows, sporting a smirk of her own. “Take. Me. With. You.”

      Herron clenched his jaw. Like it or not, he was out of his depth here. He needed a guide to this world of scientific formulas and synthetic viruses. “Fine. Now give me the names and open the door.”

      “Professor Fabian Bouchard would be my first guess.” Her face clouded with emotion. “He works for the CDC and he’s been on extended leave lately. I also recognize his work – the documents you gave me have his fingerprints all over them.”

      “You know him?” She nodded. “Okay. Time to pay him a visit.”

      “He lives close to me.” Kearns punched the final code button.

      That’s when the alarms started.
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      Herron looked at Kearns. “You said we had two wrong attempts.”

      “It was the right code.” She pushed the door and it swung open. “I think they might have figured out you’re not Sebastian Long.”

      “That took them… a long time. Let’s get out of here. I don’t want to have to deal with an army of security.”

      They made for the elevator bank they’d arrived in, the alarm blaring every few seconds. Several of Kearns’ colleagues were also working late, it seemed, because a few people poked their head out of a lab or office. No one else was attempting to leave. Once they reached the elevator, Kearns pressed the call button.

      Herron saw her hand was shaking. “This is probably your last chance to walk away. Go back to your lab.”

      She seemed tempted by his offer for a second, then clenched her fists and stood a little taller. “Not a chance, I—”

      The elevator pinged and Herron looked to the doors as they opened. The car was full of four armed security personal sporting grim expressions. They spilled out and cast a hard eye at Herron and Kearns. Though he might be able to take a few of them down, he didn’t like his chances against all four of them.

      “The building is in lockdown.” One of the guards scowled at them. “Back to your office!”

      Herron smiled and nodded at the guard as they pushed on down the corridor, headed for Kearns’ office. Herron didn’t waste a second. He raced to the stairwell entrance, opened the door and started taking the stairs down two at a time. Kearns was on his heels, breathing heavily. She didn’t seem overly fit, despite her lean frame. Herron tried to slow down for the rest of the way.

      “Where are we going?” Kearns’ voice had an edge of stress and fear. “They said the whole building was in lockdown.”

      “Parking garage. I’ve never seen a boom gate I can’t drive through.”

      They reached the basement and jogged down the corridor, following the signs to the carpark. Then, just ahead of them, two security guards rounded the corner. The first was an athletic-looking man who looked like he could handle himself. The second was Murray, the guard who’d signed them into the building.

      “Dr Kearns, Professor Long.” Murray raised a hand in greeting. “Can we talk with you for just a second?”

      “Of course, but we’ll need to be quick.” Kearns halted and looked at Herron. “I was just getting Professor Long on his way. We got talking and lost track of time.”

      “That must have been some conversation.” The other guard stepped edged closer to them. His nametag identified him as Lavery. “There’s a matter we need to clear up.”

      Murray nodded. “Thing is, we just spoke to someone at UC Berkeley Campus. He was calling to talk to someone up on nine. Said his name was Professor Long..."

      Murray’s hand drifted down to his weapon and Herron tensed. He didn’t want to have to kill these men. They were just doing their job. But he didn’t have time to mess around either. Herron stepped forward and, at the same time, Lavery raised his hand and palm outward in a ‘stop’ gesture. That was his mistake.

      Herron gripped Lavery’s wrist with his left hand and pulled on it. The guard stumbled forward and Herron delivered a right jab to the man’s stomach. Lavery grunted as the wind was driven out of him, but Herron gave him no time to recover. He placed his foot behind the guard’s ankle and gave him a firm shove. Lavery fell and his head struck the floor.

      Herron locked eyes with Murray, who’d taken a step back and was struggling to unbutton his holster and draw his weapon. Herron had banked on exactly that. He knew security personnel practiced so infrequently with their weapons that, under stress, a holster retention button might as well be the Gordian knot.

      Herron had no such trouble. He crouched down, unholstered Lavery’s weapon and leveled it at Murray. “Calm down.”

      “Hey, buddy, I don’t want trouble.” Murray dropped his hands to his side. “We’re just doing our job, you know?”

      Herron kept his pistol trained on Murray as he held out a hand. “Give me your weapon. Move slowly.”

      “There’s no way you’ll get out of this facility.” Murray finally managed to unholster his weapon and handed it over. “The police are on their way.”

      Herron stuffed the spare pistol into his belt. “Cuff yourself to your partner and shut up if you want to walk away from this.”

      Murray looked like he might resist, but after a second he reached down to his belt and drew a pair of handcuffs from their pouch. He tethered his wrist to that of his partner, who was still stunned on the floor. Herron stepped closer and took possession of Lavery's cuffs. They'd come in handy, he was sure. The last thing he did was toss their radios down the hall.

      “Go.” Herron gestured for Kearns to move in the direction of the carpark, while he backed away from the guards slowly and never took his pistol of them. They didn't move.

      Herron backed away after her. Kearns pushed through a door at the end of the passage and Herron followed into the parking garage. As soon as the door swung closed he broke into a run, looking for any vehicle he knew could be easily hot-wired. Unfortunately, it seemed the scientists at the CDC mostly drove expensive Japanese and European cars, which were much harder to steal.

      “Uh, Mitch?” Kearns spoke from behind him.

      “What?”

      “I was on my lunch break when they kidnapped me.” She pointed at a new model Audi.

      He squinted at her. “That’s yours?”

      She nodded. "And I keep a spare key taped to the back of one of the rims."

      Herron smiled. “I’m driving.”
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      Herron smiled as he finally cast eyes on Lyndon Pratt, an arms dealer who’d grown too big and resisted all Government attempts to make him retire or relocate quietly. The arms dealer had supplied heavy artillery to most of the street gangs and the drug runners on the Eastern Seaboard, making life hell for the authorities. But now Herron had him in the sights of his silenced SMG.

      After a slow breath, Herron squeezed the trigger. A burst of fire ripped into Pratt's head, causing him to stumble…but he kept his feet. Herron’s target turned and looked in his direction. How could he take a full burst to the head and remain standing? Herron fired another burst, then another. Each round tore bloody chunks of flesh from Pratt's face, but somehow the gun runner stayed upright.

      Herron snarled and unloaded the full magazine into him. The SMG kicked into his shoulder and shots sprayed all over Pratt’s upper torso, but still they didn’t stop him. The SMG ran dry. Herron tossed it to the ground and drew his pistol. That, too, was fired until empty and to no better effect. Pratt closed to within ten yards and Herron unsheathed his combat knife with a guttural scream...

      The scream continued as Herron opened his eyes. The digital alarm clock on the bedside table bled pale yellow light into the otherwise dark motel room. It was 2:03 AM. He lay there for another few moments, thankful his nightmares were over for another night. He’d always assumed they were part of the business, although working alone meant there was no one he could ask.

      It hadn’t taken long for him and Kearns to arrive at Fabian Bouchard's house in Alpharetta – a leafy and quiet neighborhood north of Atlanta – but when they’d driven past they’d discovered Bouchard was throwing a party. Herron couldn’t just walk in with so many potential witnesses, so he'd had to leave him alone for the night. Herron had turned the car around, found a motel and paid cash for two rooms.

      With a sigh, Herron climbed out of bed and walked to the small bathroom. He showered, gasping as the water stung his wounds, but his mind was elsewhere. He had bigger things to worry about, like a weapon of mass destruction ticking away inside him and a lot of people he needed to kill in very little time.

      He dressed in his clothes from the previous day and pocketed the wad of cash he’d found at the compound, then stuffed the better of the two pistols he’d taken from the CDC security guards down the back of his jeans, covering it with the t-shirt and jacket. The other weapon he stashed in the backpack that contained the folder full of files.

      Herron left the room, paused briefly to check nothing was amiss and then moved to Kearns’ room. He knocked on her door, loudly enough that she’d wake up but not so loud as to rouse anyone else in the motel. At check in, the receptionist had asked if they wanted a room together. Kearns had laughed and Herron had shaken his head. If only she knew the truth.

      Eventually, Kearns answered the door, wrapped in a complementary motel robe. Her brown hair was a tousled mess and she looked unimpressed. “It’s the middle of the night.”

      He couldn’t have cared less. He pushed into the room and closed the door behind him. “We’re leaving in fifteen minutes. Go have a shower.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and stared at him. “Mitch, do you know what time it is?”

      “It’s 2:16 AM. Now we’re leaving in fourteen minutes.”

      “I’ll need more time than that. I need to wash my hair. And we should at least get something to eat...” Her voice died when she saw the look on his face.

      He waited impassively as she huffed, turned and walked to the bathroom. After the door had slammed and the shower was running, he collapsed onto the two-seater sofa. It was the only feature of the room except for the bed, a coffee table, and a TV. He assessed the food situation – a mix of junk Kearns had scattered on the coffee table – and chose a chocolate bar.

      As he munched on the candy, he reached for the TV remote and turned on the news. An ambulance had driven off the side of a mountain, some politician or other had been exposed as corrupt… nothing very interesting. Herron grew bored, opened the backpack and started to flick through the files. He hadn’t finished searching them earlier and, though most were scientific gibberish, some provided useful information about the fanatics.

      He was taken aback when he read one of the last sheets of paper in the folder. His eyes widened and he looked at it for a long time, not quite believing what he was seeing. A broad smile broke out across his face, until he overheard the next story on the news and his smile turned into a grimace. The cutaway box in the top of the screen showed the CDC headquarters in Atlanta as the anchor looked earnestly into the camera and read from his autocue.

      “Police are still no closer to identifying the armed man who took a senior scientist hostage and evaded arrest at the Center for Disease Control headquarters in Atlanta. He was last seen driving an Audi A7, license plate DAE252. Anyone with information should contact police, who stress that the man is armed and is not to be approached.”

      “Fuck.” Herron turned off the TV and tossed the remote on the table. He sat with his eyes closed and rubbed his temples with his forefingers. He couldn’t get a break.

      “What?” Kearns called out from the bathroom. The door was now open and the shower had stopped.

      “Seems I’m a fugitive and you’re my prisoner.” He opened his eyes again and stood. “They’ve identified your car, so I’ll have to find us another. I’ll meet you out front.”

      "Well, you're the second worst jailer I've had in the last few days." Kearns’ voice dripped with sarcasm.

      Herron folded the piece of paper and put it in his pocket. Then he picked up his backpack, opened the door and stepped outside. He scanned the car park, searching for a suitable vehicle and anyone who'd get in the way of him taking it. The motel was small and less than half full, so Herron's options were limited. He settled on an old Hyundai. It was a downgrade from Kearns' Audi, but he needed something he could lift easily.

      Herron dug in the backpack for his bump keys, crossed the car park and crouched down next to the driver’s door. The low-quality lock on the old Hyundai surrendered in less than thirty seconds. He opened the door, tossed the backpack into the rear seat and climbed inside. The bump keys started the vehicle as easily as they had opened it.

      Only moments after the car was running there was a knock on the passenger-side window. Herron leaned over to unlock the door. Kearns opened it and climbed inside. Herron could instantly smell the scent of the hotel shampoo, some flower or another. It took slightly longer to realize that she was radiating fury.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “You ate the Snickers.” Her voice was full of indignation. “I was saving that.”
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      Herron parked across the street and a half-dozen houses down from Bouchard's place. Normally he’d have felt exposed, given the street was full of expensive cars that made the old Hyundai look out of place. But it was almost 3.00 AM, the time most people were at the low point of individual readiness, and the street was quiet. Herron would be done long before the neighbors stirred.

      They watched the house for a quarter hour, to make sure there was nothing amiss. Usually, Herron would stake out a target for days, but he didn't have time. It probably wouldn't matter, because except for dim light bleeding from one room the house seemed dark and peaceful. He was probably passed out drunk after the party.

      "Wait here." Herron glanced at Kearns. “This shouldn’t take long.”

      He unbuckled his seatbelt and got out of the vehicle. After checking his pistol was still in place down the back of his jeans, Herron crossed the street. Bouchard’s place was the best house on the street, suggesting he had done well out of the disease business or that he had another earner on the side...

      Herron walked down the side of the house, hoping the crunching of his footfalls on the gravel path wouldn’t wake anyone. He unlatched the side gate and let himself into the backyard. It was a mess. The wooden deck was littered with empty wine bottles and plates of half-eaten food that were attracting bugs.

      By the looks of it, Bouchard’s party had been a blast, but it would pale next to the experience Herron had in store for him. Herron tried the sliding glass door and smiled when he found it unlocked. Waiting for the end of the party had cost him a few precious hours, but it meant the drunk homeowner had left himself more vulnerable to predators.

      Herron entered the house with his pistol raised and moved through the open-plan living area. Though he expected to find Bouchard in bed, there was no telling who else might be in the house. He rounded the corner into the kitchen, which was where the light had been coming from. The stove was on, though nothing sat atop the burner flame. Herron became more alert.

      “Get out of my house!” A man leaped out of the walk-in pantry. He wore nothing but his underwear and was holding a pot, which he tossed at Herron.

      Hot liquid splashed over Herron, giving Bouchard the chance to run past him. Herron gritted his teeth against the spike of pain. The soup that had splashed over him was hot, not scalding, and nowhere near as dangerous as if the scientist escaped from the house. Bouchard was screaming and risked rousing the neighbors. He cursed and chased after the scientist. 

      He gained on the Bouchard with each step, but his target still almost made it to the door before Herron crash-tackled him. He landed hard on top of Bouchard, losing his grip on the pistol as they sprawled to the ground. Bouchard struggled, throwing weak punches and thrashing his body to dislodge Herron, but none of it did any good. Herron needed to end this.

      He fended off the scientist's blows with his left hand and reached down to grip Bouchard's arm with his right. Using his knee as leverage, he positioned the other man's arm just so, then hissed loudly, "If you don't stop fighting I'm going to break your arm."

      Bouchard ignored him and kept struggling. With no further warning, Herron pulled back on Bouchard’s arm and the force of his knee pressing into it broke his ulna with a sickening crack. Bouchard howled and used his intact arm to cradle his broken one. As the scientist dealt with his new problem, Herron stumbled off him, found his pistol and aimed it at Bouchard.

      Herron climbed to his feet, gun leveled at Bouchard. "Let's try this again. If you move an inch, I’ll shoot you."

      "You broke my arm!" Bouchard's voice was full of panic and accusation. "You broke my fucking arm!”

      “I told you to stop resisting.” Herron was tired of this man. “If you try anything else, things will get worse.”

      All fight disappeared from Bouchard and he sagged. “Take whatever you want, please, just don't hurt me."

      Herron sighed. If only all this were as simple as a robbery. Keeping Bouchard covered with one hand, he searched through his pocket with the other, removing the handcuffs he'd taken from Murray the security guard. He tossed them on the floor next to Bouchard. The scientist looked down at them but remained still. Herron looked around for something to cuff Bouchard to and settled on the decorative metalwork of the dining table.

      Herron spoke slowly, aware that Bouchard might be in shock and struggling to understand instruction. "Cuff your left hand to the inside frame of your dining table."

      Bouchard followed the instructions, cursing and crying out in pain the whole time. He fumbled with the cuffs, moaning in pain, but eventually succeeded in tethering his broken arm to the table. Herron was satisfied he was secure – any movement would lead to torturous pain and any attempt to escape would force Bouchard to drag the whole table with him.

      “Is there anyone else in the house?” Herron took a step closer to Bouchard and pressed the pistol against his temple. “If you lie to me, they die.”

      “No.” Bouchard sobbed loudly. “Please, don’t hurt me. Why are you here? What do you want from me?”

      Herron ignored the questions and looked down at his stained t-shirt. “Who eats soup at this time of night?”
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      “Get him to confirm what we’re dealing with.” Herron spoke quietly to Kearns, whom he’d fetched from the car. “We need to know who he gave it to.”

      “Can I put his arm in a sling first?” Kearns regarded Bouchard with the pity she might reserve for a stray dog. “It’ll only take me a moment.”

      Herron was inclined to deny her request, but didn’t want an argument. And there was some logic in her request. Bouchard was now seated at the dining table without cuffs, on the understanding that if he moved an inch his other arm would be broken too. That knowledge, combined with a sling, would make him less likely to act out.

      “Fine.” He nodded at Kearns and crossed his arms. “But don’t take too long.”

      Kearns rigged a sling out of a kitchen towel and a splint out of two wooden spoons. Bouchard was thankful, though he did cry out in pain, earning a glare of warning from Herron. It was time to get to down to business. He’d searched the rest of the house before bringing Kearns in from the car and now he didn’t want to be here any longer than necessary.

      Herron picked up the folder full of files, walked over to the dining table and slammed them down. “I've been injected with a highly virulent smallpox strain that’s resistant to the vaccine. It will take over my body and make me a carrier in three days.”

      Bouchard stared at him, open-mouthed, then broke into nervous laughter. "You're joking. We wiped out smallpox decades ago."

      “You know, I once went to a zoo in Texas.” Herron switched his tone to light, chatty. “It only had one animal, a little dog.”

      Bouchard’s face was a picture of confusion. “What?”

      “It was a shit zoo.” Herron’s face changed, dark with menace. He leaned in close, voice barely a whisper. “That was me joking. Just so you know the difference.”

      Bouchard closed his eyes and shook his head. “I know nothing about—”

      Herron pulled the pistol out and put it on the table. “That same virus inside me is being carried by several other men, who’re aiming to unleash it in less than three days. The document trail tells me that much. What I want to know from you is your role in designing the virus and who you gave it to.”

      “I’ll talk.” Bouchard sagged. “But only to her.”

      “All right. But you try anything…” Herron picked up the pistol.

      Kearns moved to the table and the two scientists began rustling through the papers. Herron took little interest in their chatter as they flicked through the papers, but he did watch them closely. After a few minutes, Bouchard’s face turned pale – Herron would even go as far as to say terrified.

      “What is it?” Herron broke up their conversation.

      “I… This isn’t my design.” Bouchard sounded like a grieving man struggling to come to terms with his loss. “It’s been modified.”

      “How?” Kearns’ voice had an insistence in it that Herron hadn’t heard before.

      "I designed weaponized smallpox that’s resistant to the vaccine, but otherwise like other strands." Bouchard was clearly afraid. "But that was like finger-painting. This is the Mona Lisa."

      Fear twisted in the pit of Herron’s stomach. If the man who’d brought the threat of smallpox back to the world was this scared by the Omega Strain, then it was an even more terrifying proposition than he’d first thought. “Can it be stopped?”

      “No. I told you, my design rendered the vaccine useless.” Bouchard shook his head. “This strain is even more dangerous. Someone vastly more talented than me has modified it. It will stay latent, but if it reaches maturity in the hosts’ bodies it will spread and devastate the general population. It will be more lethal than any outbreak in human history.”

      “Who’d you sell the virus to?”

      “It’s not that simple.” Bouchard seemed to sense the conversation was getting to its pointy end. "Science is a shared endeavor and I can't claim to—"

      Herron raised the pistol and aimed it at Bouchard’s head. “I’m losing patience. Who’d you sell the virus to?”

      Bouchard nodded frantically. “His name was Kyle Glennon. He belongs to a group that claimed they were environmentalists. That’s all I know.”

      Herron paused, then smiled like a hyena and dug into his pocket. He pulled out the sheet of paper he’d pocketed at the motel, which he’d removed from Freeman’s folder. The sheet had a list of names and Glennon’s name was on it. He was sure the name of every fanatic was. But, without being able to match the names to a physical description, he couldn’t figure out which of them he’d already killed at the compound or narrow down the search to find them.

      Herron held out the cell phone he’d confiscated from Bouchard. "Call Glennon. Tell him you need to meet at noon, at the usual place, wherever that is. If you try to warn him, you die."

      Bouchard took the phone, dialed and put it to his ear. Herron snatched it away, switched it to speaker and placed it on the table. He wanted to hear every word and be ready to intervene if Bouchard tried anything. The phone rang for a long time and Herron was just starting to doubt it would be answered when someone picked up.

      For a second there was only breathing, then a man spoke. “What do you want? I was sleeping, Fabian. Our business is done.”

      Bouchard hesitated. “There’s a problem. We need to meet.”

      “Our business is done.” Glennon’s tone suggested his position was final.

      “If you want to use my… product… in a few days then you’ll meet with me and listen to what I have to say.” Bouchard paused. “It’s a matter of life and death.”

      On the other end of the line, Glennon sighed. “If you’re wasting my time, it’ll be on your head. I paid you to deliver a product and then forget I ever existed. 11:00 AM at the usual place.”

      The line went dead and Herron lowered the pistol. Bouchard sagged with relief and started to cry. Fabian Bouchard was a smart man, not a hard one. He wasn't trained or conditioned to withstand this sort of treatment. He'd done something foolish and probably made a lot of money, but it had cost him everything.

      "Write down the address of the meeting point for me." Herron barked at Bouchard and then turned to Kearns. "Pack up. We're leaving. We'll meet you in the car."

      “Okay.” Relief swept over her face as she swallowed his lie. She quickly gathered up the paperwork and left.

      Herron waited until Kearns had departed, then spoke again. “I want you to write down the address of the normal meeting place.”

      Bouchard scribbled it down and Herron scooped up the paper. He walked behind the broken scientist, heading for the door. “Goodbye, Professor.”

      Bouchard nodded without looking round. If he had turned, he would’ve seen the pistol pointed at the back of his head. “I’m very sorry.”

      Herron pulled the trigger and Bouchard slumped forward in his chair. He paused only long enough to say one word. “143.”
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      Herron climbed inside the Hyundai, buckled his seatbelt and looked over at Kearns. She was clutching the folder of files like a life raft and tears streaked down her face as she stared out the windshield. He didn’t have time for hysterics. If she’d heard the gunshot, every neighbor within a block would’ve too, and the police would be on their way.

      With a shrug, Herron started the car and pulled away. He drove at the speed limit and got them on to the highway. He was excited by the prospect of finding the next link in the chain, so he dug into his pocket for the cell phone he’d taken from Bouchard and the piece of paper with the address of the meeting point.

      He held them both out to Kearns using the same hand. "I need directions. Can you pull up a map?"

      He glanced at her a few times, but Kearns made no move to take the phone and just kept staring straight ahead. Herron sighed. He’d lied to her at the house to keep things moving, but surely she’d known Bouchard’s fate was sealed when he admitted his role in designing the virus? He gave up, held down the button on the phone and told the virtual assistant to pull up the address.

      They drove on in silence. He was pleased to have his first firm link back to the fanatics since he’d screwed up at the compound. If he could crack Glennon he might be able to deal with Freeman and his followers before the Omega Strain could be unleashed. Right now, though, they had time to kill, and they had to eat at some point…

      He pulled into the first diner he saw, parked and looked over at Kearns. “I need you to pull yourself together.”

      “He gave you what you wanted.” Kearns’ voice was laced with pure disdain. “You didn’t have to kill him.”

      “He helped to develop the virus. He had to die.”

      Kearns recoiled like she’d been slapped. “You can’t just go around killing everyone who’s involved in this! It’s evil!”

      “I never said I wasn’t evil.” Herron shrugged. “I’m going to wipe out Freeman and everyone else who is on that list. They’re all linked to this. It’s that simple.”

      “Men like you—”

      “Men like me get our hands dirty so you don’t have to.” Herron lost his patience and snapped. “Men like me keep people like you safe.”

      “It’s wrong. There has to be a less bloody solution.”

      “Do you think I care about your opinion?” He stared at her. “This virus could wipe out millions and it’s my job to stop it. Now, do you want to eat something or not?”

      Herron kept his face impassive as Kearns stared back at him hard, then nodded. They exited the car, walked into the diner and Herron led them to the booth furthest from the door. He sat with his back to the wall, which gave him the best view of the door and his surroundings. It was an old habit that'd served him well over the years.

      A waitress arrived at their table 20 seconds after they’d sat down. “You guys after some food? Or just coffee?”

      “Both, please. Coffee, eggs, tomato, bacon and toast…” Herron glanced at Kearns. She nodded coldly. He looked back at the waitress and smiled. “For both of us. Thanks.”

      “No problem.” She scribbled their order on her notepad, seemingly accustomed to feuding couples stopping by for breakfast. “It shouldn’t take long.”

      Herron kept his smile until the waitress departed, then settled into silence. Kearns could give him the cold shoulder if she liked. She’d either deal with his way of working or she wouldn’t, but he didn’t see any sense in wasting time on it. He simply stared out the window and made a mental checklist of all the other things he did have to worry about.

      Soon after their coffee arrived, one of those things rolled into the diner’s parking lot. A Georgia State Police cruiser pulled in and parked next to the old Hyundai. Herron drained his coffee, his eyes locked onto the cruiser and the two cops who climbed out of it. Their gaze settled on his Hyundai for a second and then they headed for the diner.

      “What is it?” Kearns had tension in her voice.

      “Two cops just parked next to our car and paid it too much attention for my liking.” Herron put his cup down as the diner door opened, the chime sounded and the cops walked in. They wandered over to the waitress and made a show of talking casually to her. “Wait here. If they come over, don’t say or do anything.”

      Herron slid along the booth seat and stood. He needed to test if the cops were here for more than coffee, he so headed in the direction of the bathroom. He could sense the eyes of the cops boring into him. He wanted to provoke a reaction from them. If they pursued him or cornered Kearns, he’d have to act. If they didn’t, he and Kearns could eat their meal in peace.

      Once inside the bathroom, he unzipped his jeans and used the urinal. A few seconds later, the larger of the two cops entered. Herron glanced at him. “Morning.”

      “Morning to you.” The cop whistled as he stood at the urinal next to him and unzipped. “How’re you today?”

      Herron looked straight ahead at the white wall tiles. He still wasn’t sure if the cops had a particular interest in him, or just a passing one. He’d find out. He finished, flushed and walked to the washbasin. He was halfway through washing his hands when the cop appeared alongside him. He had only stood at the urinal for a moment, barely long enough to use it.

      “All yours.” Herron gestured at the basin, smiled at the officer and headed for the exit. He was reaching for the door handle when the cop placed a hand on his shoulder.

      “Just hold up a second, sir.” The cop removed his hand. “I wanted to ask you a few questions, away from the lady out there.”

      Herron sighed and turned. The policeman had one hand on his holster. There was a lot of ways he could play this, but only one that wouldn’t deprive him of the time he needed to stop Freeman and his people. He made his decision.

      “You should wash your hands.” Herron lashed an elbow at the cop’s head and the lawman was out before he hit the ground. “Sorry.”

      Herron cuffed him to a drainpipe and headed back to the booth, where two things had happened: their food had arrived and the second officer had started talking to Kearns. He was a smaller man than his partner and to the untrained eye he’d look relaxed, but Herron knew better. The moment he’d seen Herron emerge from the bathroom ahead of his partner, the cop had tensed for action.

      “I think your partner ate a bad burrito.” Herron smiled at the cop and then turned to Kearns, wondering if she was still pissed enough at him to have spoken to the cop. “Ready?”

      The cop placed a hand on his holster and locked eyes with Herron. “You haven’t eaten your food, sir.”

      “Not hungry.” Herron shrugged. “I—”

      The crackle of the officer’s radio receiver interrupted him. “All units, update on blue Hyundai, license plate FBA744. Occupants now believed to be connected to a homicide.”

      Herron shoved the cop square in the chest – knocking him to the floor – then planted a kick in his midriff. The cop cried out in pain and curled up as Herron grabbed Kearns’ hand and pulled her out of the booth. Then they were running, past the squealing waitress and gaping customers, headed for the car park.

      They raced to the Hyundai and as he popped open the doors Herron caught sight of Kearns’ face, pale with shock. He smiled at her thinly. “Buckle up. Things are about to get wild.”
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      The Hyundai's rear window shattered as the cop fired several shots into it. Kearns squealed and Herron flinched, but he didn’t stop. He fishtailed the vehicle out of the carpark and onto the road. The Hyundai moved as slow as a glacier, struggling up to its top speed, but gradually putting distance between them and the shooter.

      Herron glanced at Kearns. “Check you’re not hit.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Do it.”

      She scowled and started to pat herself down.

      One hand on the wheel, Herron reached for his pistol. Though he was prepared for a shootout, evasion was his preference. He didn’t want to kill innocent people who were just doing their job, but he wouldn’t let himself be arrested either. He pulled onto the highway and floored the accelerator. The engine screamed and the Hyundai handled like a mule.

      “What now, Einstein?” Kearns’ voice was sharp. “I told you killing Bouchard was a mistake. Now they’re onto us.”

      "They were onto us before that." Herron flicked his eyes to the rear-view mirror. "I appreciate you not selling me out."

      “Maybe I should have. You’d be on your way back to quarantine now.”

      “And Freeman would be all clear to wipe out a fair slice of humanity.”

      “I…” Kearns thought better of talking, closed her mouth and stared ahead.

      Three police cruisers had appeared behind them and were gaining fast, their engines far more powerful than the one in the Hyundai. The flashing of their light bars and the noise of their sirens drew ever closer. In a decent car, he’d outrun them, but no amount of fancy driving in the shit heap Hyundai would see them off. Herron needed another a plan.

      Gripping the pistol in one hand and the wheel in the other, he looked over to Kearns. “I need you to climb over me and take the wheel.”

      “What?” Kearns’ eyes went wide.

      “I can’t lose them.” Herron unbuckled his seatbelt. “If you want to stop the bloodshed, this is how.”

      Kearns hesitated for an instant, then nodded and unbuckled her seatbelt. Herron steadied the wheel until she was crouched on her seat and then he nodded at her, removed his foot from the gas and pushed himself clear. As quickly as he could, he wriggled into the back of the car while Kearns filled the space he’d vacated.

      The changeover had taken only four seconds, but the car had slowed and the cops were now close enough that Herron could see the determination in the eyes of the officer driving the nearest vehicle – the short guy from the diner. The look changed to fear as Herron knelt in the back seat and aimed his pistol through the shattered rear window.

      Herron’s first shot took out the front left tire, his second shredded the front right and his third went through the windshield. He’d aimed at the empty passenger seat, but the shot caused the driver to flinch, jerking the wheel enough to take the car off its line. A split-second later, the vehicle rammed into the metal side rail that rimmed the highway, out of the game.

      The cops in the remaining two cars had drawn their weapons and Herron had to deal with them before they could return fire, preferably without killing them. He fired at the wheels of the next car, trying to repeat the trick. Two shots; both missed. Herron gritted his teeth. He was going to run out of rounds before he could neutralize the remaining police cruisers.

      "Duck!" He dropped flat as the first of the return shots bit into the Hyundai. "You okay?"

      “I’m not dead!” Kearns’ voice was filled with panic.

      He had to end this. Peering over the back seat, he saw one of the cop cars was still on his tail, but the other had changed lane and was using its superior acceleration to push up closer. The only thing stopping it from drawing alongside was a Ford pickup running parallel to the Hyundai, blocking its path. In the cruiser’s passenger seat, a cop was waving frantically at the driver ahead to pull out of the way.

      “They’ll try to sideswipe you.” Herron was starting to get worried. If the cop car nudged Kearns, he wasn't sure she had the skill behind the wheel to deal with it. “Keep calm.”

      “I am calm!”

      Herron didn’t argue. Instead, he popped up and fired several rounds out of the left-side window. His shots hit the tires of the Ford, blowing one out. Its driver fought the wheel as he lost control, braking and swerving, but Herron had already shifted his aim to the right-hand window. He fired again, taking out the tires of a Toyota in the next lane over. Suddenly, the police cruiser that was speeding to flank them was faced with two rapidly slowing cars and nowhere to go.

      “Yes!” Kearns shouted as the cop car slammed into the rear of the Ford.

      Herron checked his load. “I’m out! The bag with the other pistol is in the trunk!”

      Herron eased his head up over the back seat again. The third and final cop car was glued to their tail, but this one had only one officer inside. Herron had used most of his tricks, but one last one was forming in his mind. It was risky, but he was out of options. He used the pistol to clear away the broken glass left in the back window and then eased himself through it.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Kearns yelled.

      “Just drive straight, and when I tell you, tap the brakes.” Herron made it halfway out of the car now and ready to rock. "Now!"

      Herron had hoped for a soft tap on the brakes to bring the two vehicles together. Instead he got what he’d feared. Kearns slammed them hard and Herron slid out the back of the Hyundai as the police cruiser smashed into, crunching steel and shattering glass. Herron grunted, landing hard on the hood of the police cruiser and sliding up it.

      The world spun like a tumble dryer as Herron rolled over the windshield and onto the roof. He needed both hands to grab something — anything — to stop himself from falling onto the road, so he released the pistol and it bounced away behind the cars. As the two vehicles separated again, Herron gripped the flashing light bar on the roof and used it to right himself.

      The cop swerved, trying to dislodge him, cutting back and forth sharply. Herron held on and slid on the roof, fighting the momentum shifts of the car. When he could, he cautiously crawled forward, aimed his right boot at the shattered windshield and kicked. The cop stopped redoubled his effort to dislodged Herron, but the glass gave way on the third try.

      Herron maneuvered into the passenger seat and pulled the handbrake. The car lurched and started to lose speed as the cop lashed out with a fist. Herron blocked it, and delivered his own blow to the man’s head, dazing him. As the officer lost his grip on the wheel. Herron seized control of the car and took the cop’s pistol from its holster.

      Herron aimed at the cop as the vehicle slowed to a stop. A hundred yards ahead, Kearns had brought the Hyundai to a halt. “If you move before I’m a speck in the distance, you die.”

      Herron kept the pistol trained on the cop as he stole his cuffs, pulled out the car keys and tossed them out the window. Then he took possession of the cop’s cell phone and portable radio. Finally, he tore the handset from the car’s fixed radio. The cop was smart. He didn’t say a word or move an inch. When he was done, Herron exited the car and ran to the Hyundai.

      He climbed inside and slammed the door. “Told you things were going to get a little wild.”

      “A little wild?” Kearns put her foot to the floor. “We could be dead!”

      Herron shrugged and gave a tiny smile. “Mostly because of your driving.”
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      “We’ve still got time to spare.” Herron smiled at Kearns as she pulled the car to a stop, about a block away from where they were scheduled to meet Glennon.

      “Want me to stay here?” There was some warmth in her voice, whereas an hour ago she’d had nothing but venom and vitriol for him.

      “No. Take the bag and walk five blocks that way.” Herron pointed. “I’ll pick you up there when I’m done. “This won’t take long.”

      “Okay. I’ll meet you down there.” She hesitated. “Thanks for not killing those cops back there, too.”

      “Sure.” Herron shrugged. He held up the cop’s pistol, ejected the clip and then slammed it home again. He pulled back the slide and chambered a round. “They didn’t deserve it.”

      Herron exited the vehicle, stuffed the pistol down the back of his jeans and walked at a brisk pace to the meeting location. Every ache and pain from the last few days throbbed through him. Though he only had a couple of days left to live, Herron wasn’t sure he’d make it that far if things continued as they were. He was used to planning a job in immaculate detail and then executing it flawlessly. The freewheeling approach of the past few days had hurt.

      Bouchard had chosen an old industrial area for the meet and the streets were deserted. Most of the properties were abandoned and rusting, with fences collapsing in disrepair and weeds growing freely. Herron was glad for the isolation. He was confident he wouldn’t be disturbed, but after the run-in with the cops he wasn’t taking anything for granted. He wouldn’t relax until he had the names he wanted from Glennon.

      After a quick look to make sure he was alone, Herron leaned against a lamppost and crossed his arms, waiting. His nerves were bothering him more than usual, partly because of the police attention but mainly because of his total reliance on Glennon. Failure to squeeze the information out of him would effectively end Herron’s mission and his life.

      Glennon came right on time and Herron smiled when he spotted the car he was driving. It was a newer model Mercedes. He’d planned to swipe Glennon and the car, but hadn’t expected such a nice one. The beat-up Hyundai was too damaged and hot to take any further, so this slice of luck was too good to pass up.

      Herron pushed himself off the lamppost as the Mercedes stopped. He raised his left hand in greeting and kept his right by his side. Glennon kept the engine running as he opened the door and climbed out. He wore jeans, a t-shirt and a very nasty looking scowl. He was obviously angry at encountering a stranger instead of his expected contact.

      "Mr Glennon!" Herron smiled broadly to counter Glennon’s anger.

      “Who the fuck are you, pal? Where’s Bouchard?”

      Herron gave a small chuckle. "Fabian is indisposed. You can deal with me instead."

      Glennon’s eyes widened as he realized the danger he was in. He moved twice as fast as Herron would’ve expected, but about half as fast as he needed to. Before Glennon could even reach his piece, Herron had drawn his pistol and was aiming it at him. Glennon froze, his eyes darting back to his car and clearly weighing up whether he should surrender, fight or flee.

      Herron smiled. “Only one choice ends without a bullet inside of you.”

      “Look, pal. I don’t want trouble.” Glennon didn’t choose right away. “What do you want?”

      “Your car.” Herron moved closer, reached into his pocket and pulled out the cuffs.

      “Take it.” Glennon shrugged, his gaze fixed the cuffs. “What’re those for?”

      “Insurance.” Herron did a spinning gesture with his finger. “Turn around, put your hands behind your back and keep your eyes forward. Any movement, you die. Any resistance, you die. Okay?”

      "Whatever you want." Glennon was compliant now, apparently concerned with nothing but survival. "What'd you do to Fabian?"

      Herron used one hand to keep the pistol trained on Glennon and the other to cuff him. Only then did he speak. “He told me about the virus he sold to you and your fellow crazies.”

      Glennon tensed. “You don’t know anything. Just take the car and stay out of this or you’ll live to regret it.”

      “I don’t have many days of regrets left.” Herron snarled. “I’ll be in the ground with Bouchard within a few days, but I’m going to wipe you pricks out first.”

      “You’re the guy that shot up the compound?” Glennon’s voice dripped with fear and anxiety as the realization set in.

      "The guy who got injected with the stuff Bouchard sold you." Herron pressed the barrel of the pistol against the back of Glennon's head.

      “Well, we improved it prior to injecting ourselves with it.” Glennon tensed. “But if you found Bouchard, you already know that.”

      “I sure do.” Herron smiled. “And you’re going to tell me exactly who’s carrying it and what they look like.”

      “I’m not going to tell you shit.”

      Herron pistol whipped Glennon, who fell hard, unable to brace himself with his hands cuffed behind his back. It was fun to pound on the man who’d delivered the virus to the fanatics, but he needed him alive. Only Glennon could give him the physical descriptions of the names on the list. It’d help him strike out those he’d already killed and narrow down the search for those who were still alive from the dozens of men with the same names across America.

      Herron spat on Glennon, walked to the Mercedes and opened the trunk. “Stand and get in the trunk. Or I keep kicking you.”

      Glennon mumbled something resembling acceptance and struggled to his feet. Perhaps he hoped that by being passive and compliant he might live. He couldn't be more wrong. His cooperation might achieve less pain on the way through, but the result was inevitable. Glennon climbed inside the trunk and curled into a ball.

      Herron took the pistol from Glennon's waistband and slammed the trunk. With his prey in the bag, he inspected the weapon then tossed it into a drain. It was useless, a relic carried to look tough. The Mercedes was another proposition entirely, a finely designed and engineered machine he was very much looking forward to driving. He climbed inside.

      It was time to talk.
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      Herron smiled as he gave the Mercedes one last burst of acceleration, enjoying its performance as he powered hard out of a turn and onto a quiet street. He turned to Kearns. “Are we close?”

      “It’s up on the left.” Kearns pointed at a warehouse ahead of them, just one among many on the street. “I never thought a super assassin would get a hard on for a fast car.”

      “It sure beats trying to outrun the cops in a Hyundai.” Herron smiled. “It really is unfair that a scumbag like Glennon gets around in a car like this.”

      She laughed as he pulled the car into the warehouse driveway, took it around back and parked. Kearns had found an ad for the place in a newspaper, while Herron had been busy with Glennon. It’d been for sale for years, so they were unlikely to be disturbed in the short time he planned to spend inside. He’d picked her up in the Mercedes and driven straight there.

      “Wait here.” He cut the engine. “This mightn’t be pretty.”

      He was surprised when she nodded and left it at that. She clearly understood he needed to crack Glennon open to get to the secrets inside him. And, unlike when he’d been tortured by the brute at the compound, Herron knew exactly how to extract everything he needed from a person. He’d be disappointed if he didn’t have the names he wanted in a few hours.

      Herron exited the car and considered the rear of the warehouse. A large roller door dominated the front and there was a much smaller wooden door beside it. There appeared to be no security cameras or alarms, but that didn’t mean much. Plenty of security measures could be hidden and if he had the time he’d have conducted a proper reconnaissance. He didn’t have that luxury in this instance and brute force would have to do.

      In Herron’s experience, security was always flawed and a weak point could always be found. In this case, it was a good bet the warehouse owners would’ve secured the main roller door to prevent anyone making off with the warehouse contents. He doubted it they’d have been so diligent with the rest of the building. He reached the wooden door, took out his bump keys and the cheap lock opened with no trouble.

      Herron drew his pistol and walked inside. The warehouse was a giant, cavernous space with two doors leading off it. Whatever had been stored here had required four walls, a roof and not much else. Now it was empty. Herron checked the doors – one a janitor’s closet, the other a bathroom, both unoccupied – then returned to the door he’d forced open, exited the building and walked to the car. Kearns was still in the car and she wound down the window as Herron approached.

      “Stay here and keep an eye out.” Herron took one last look around, to make sure they were alone. “I’ll get our boy and head inside.”

      Herron walked to the back of the car and popped the trunk. From inside, Glennon peered out with red, frightened eyes. Herron couldn’t blame him. He’d started the day on top of the world and ended it shoved into the trunk of his own car, with the prospect of the viral Armageddon that he and his co-conspirators had worked for at risk.

      “Let’s go.” Herron waved the pistol so Glennon could see. “Climb out, slowly.”

      “What’re we doing here?” Glennon’s voice wavered.

      Herron aimed the pistol directly at Glennon’s head. “I’m not going to ask again.”

      Despite being handcuffed, Glennon managed to wrest himself out of the trunk. Once his feet were on the ground, Herron moved behind him and poked the pistol into his back. Glennon got the hint and they made their way inside. Herron forced him to sit on the concrete floor in the middle of the warehouse.

      “I’m going to make this very simple.” Herron crouched down to Glennon’s level, but keeping enough distance between them to react if the other man lunged. “I know you bought smallpox from Fabian Bouchard and planned to infect the general population on World Environment Day. You and your collaborators injected yourselves with it. I want their names.”

      Glennon shook his head. “I’d rather die. The reckoning will proceed with or without me. Besides, you’re not allowed to torture me on US soil.”

      Herron laughed and leaned in so that his face was only an inch from Glennon’s. “Oh, those rules don’t apply to me. I’m a sole contractor.”
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      Herron gripped the rope tightly with both hands and pulled on it, grunting as Glennon’s weight dragged on the other end. Glennon was already stripped to the waist and he screamed as he was raised feet first, until he suspended in mid-air with his head about three feet off the ground. Herron’s makeshift winch wasn’t perfect, but it had done the job. Herron had Glennon right where he wanted him

      “There you go.” Herron tied the rope off through the steel handle for the roller door and then stepped back to consider his handiwork. “Ready to talk?”

      “Fuck yourself!” Glennon’s face was already flushed red and the vitriol he’d been spewing at Herron while he worked had only made it worse.

      Herron shrugged. It was time for him to go to work. As well as a length of rope strong enough to hold Glennon’s weight, he’d also found a broom, a bucket and a selection of cleaning chemicals in the janitor’s closet. Herron started his prep, snapping the broom so he could use the handle as a weapon and filling the bucket with bleach. He hefted the broomstick and pushed the bucket closer to Glennon with his foot.

      Without another word, Herron gripped the length of broom handle and swung it as hard as he could at Glennon’s torso. The hanging man screamed in pain as the wood connected with his naked chest, but Herron didn’t let up. He pounded Glennon over and over, taking his frustration out on the other man’s upper body. Though he knew this was just the warmup, he hit the places that’d cause the most pain and zeroed in on the spots that guaranteed the loudest screams.

      “Give me the names!” Herron shouted as he pounded Glennon, like a baseball hitter practicing his swing. “Give me the fucking names!”

      Herron’s efforts elicited shrieks and pleas, but no names. He took a step back and tossed the broom handle to the floor in disgust. Each second he spent here was time wasted. He poked the bucket with his toe, making sure it was lined up exactly under Glennon’s head, then walked to where he’d tied off the rope. He untied the knot, braced himself to take Glennon’s weight and then lowered his captive’s head towards the bucket full of chemicals.

      “No!” Glennon screamed and thrashed. “No!”

      “Last chance!” Herron paused the descent, but when Glennon didn’t spill he kept going.

      Glennon let out a curdling scream as his head descended into the bucket full of chemicals, followed by coughing and spluttering as his nose was submerged. Herron kept Glennon’s mouth out of the liquid, so that he could speak if he needed to, but that was the only hint of mercy. He left the top half of Glennon’s head submerged for about 20 seconds, then pulled on the rope and raised him out of the chemicals.

      “Again?” Herron gritted his teeth against the strain of holding up Glennon’s weight. “It can still get a whole lot worse.”

      “Go and fuck yourself!” Glennon hissed at him. His eyes were squeezed tightly shut and his face was bright red.

      Herron sighed. In his experience, most people without training break incredibly quickly once the torture starts, but Glennon might well be a different beast. He lowered Glennon’s head into the bucket again, earning more screams and energetic thrashing. He repeated the process four more times, but it proved useless.

      Herron pulled on the rope and secured Glennon in place. His prisoner was still sputtering and his eyes were streaming, the pain likely overwhelming. After resting for a moment, Herron wiped his brow with the back of his forearm and then gripped Glennon’s left pinkie finger and snapped it back violently. Glennon screamed loudly as it broke, denying Herron the satisfaction of hearing the crack.

      Herron took a step back. “There are 206 bones in your body. I’m going to break one every 30 seconds until you tell me what I need to know. That’s 103 minutes of the purest agony.”

      Glennon cursed some more, but Herron still didn’t hear any names. He counted down from thirty and then repeated the process on Glennon’s right pinkie. This time his prisoner tried to resist, clenching his fingers into a fist, but a swift punch in the balls got his hands loose again. Herron didn’t talk any more. He simply worked on Glennon’s fingers, counting down for each. Then he started on the toes.

      When Herron was on the third toe of the left foot, Glennon finally broke and started to rattle off names. Despite thinking he’d triumphed, after only a moment Herron let out a long sigh. The problem with torture is that the victim will say anything to stop the pain, and there was often no way to tell the difference between truth and lie. Often, but not always.

      Herron leaned in close to Glennon, his eyes narrow. “I know when you’re lying and when you’re telling the truth. Now, the real names, please.”

      Glennon sobbed as Herron resumed his work. Glennon screamed the same names — the lies — all the way through the rest of the toes on the left foot and half of the toes on the right. Herron didn’t really plan to break all Glennon’s bones. It would take too much effort. He had another idea in mind. He finished on the right foot, then took a step back.

      “You’re really going to make me do something I don’t want to do, aren’t you?”

      Glennon was broken in so many ways, but he still wasn’t giving up the names. “What?”

      Herron dug into his pocket and pulled out Glennon’s cell phone. He’d taken a moment earlier to scan through the text messages and learn that Glennon had a girlfriend – a woman named Michelle. From reading their last few messages, it was clear she planned to fly out of the country in less than a day. Glennon had probably orchestrated her departure to save her from the virus.

      Herron typed a message into the phone, reading it aloud as he did so. “Hi, Michelle. I’ve had a car accident. Can you come pick me up? I—”

      “What are you doing?” Glennon’s voice had an edge of panic. “You leave her alone! She’s done nothing to you!”

      Herron stopped typing and fixed Glennon with a hard gaze. “You won’t answer my question, so I’m getting your lovely lady along to help me.”

      “You leave her alone!”

      “Heard you the first time.” Herron went back to typing, but kept talking to Glennon as he did. “While she’s on her way, I’ll finish breaking your bones. Then I’ll start on hers. You’ll watch.”

      Glennon cracked like an egg. He spewed the names faster than Herron could check them off against the list from the compound, but he confirmed each and every one of them. Then, when Herron asked for physical descriptions, Glennon provided them. By the time he was done, Herron knew which fanatics he’d killed and, more importantly, which ones still needed killing and what they looked like.

      From the hundreds of men in America with their names, he’d be able to narrow it down and find the ones who needed killing: Timothy Samuels, Shannon Mitchell and Mike Freeman.

      “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” Herron smiled. “If you’d been honest with me from the start, you’d be in a lot less pain right now.”

      “You’ll leave Michelle alone now?” Glennon choked back tears, a man who’d totally betrayed his cause.

      “Sure. It’s time for you to go, though.”

      Herron turned his back on Glennon, walked to where the rope was tied and started to lower Glennon into the bucket. For a man intent on spreading viral Armageddon and killing millions, Glennon was very opposed to the prospect of dying. Herron watched impassively as he screamed and thrashed, but once his head was submerged it was over quickly.

      “144.”

      Herron finally let go of the rope and flexed his fingers, which were sore after having to hold the Glennon’s weight for so long. Glennon’s body slammed into the concrete and contorted unnaturally, its head still in the bucket.

      Whistling a soft tune, Herron turned and exited the warehouse, his latest kill already out of his mind and replaced with considerations for tracking down the next threats. Killing Bouchard had ensured the supplier of the Omega Strain was unable to sell it again and now Herron had started to work on the carriers. Now he needed to find the rest of them.

      Outside, Kearns was leaning against the Mercedes with her arms crossed over her chest and with a small plastic gas can sitting at her feet. “Well?”

      “Time to go.” Herron smiled at her, hoping there wouldn’t be a repeat of the argument after he’d offed Bouchard. “No lecture about killing him?”

      “He was going to die anyway.” Kearns picked up the gas can and held it out to him. “You need to burn the body.”

      Herron frowned, looked down at the gas can and then back at her face. If she was telling him to burn the body, there must be a scientific reason for it. “Where’d you get the gas?”

      “I went to the gas station.”

      Herron hesitated. He wanted to criticize her for going out in public without him, risking attention from the authorities, but he left it. Things between them had only just been repaired and he didn’t have the time to waste arguing with her. If the bodies did need to be burned, then this part of his job wasn’t done yet.

      He took the gas can from her and walked back inside.
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      Herron parked the Mercedes at the same motel they’d stayed at the night before, just as dusk was settling in. Even after he killed the engine, Herron remained behind the wheel, gripping it so tightly his knuckles went white. Since the ambush at the compound, Herron had only had time to act, not think. Now he had a list of confirmed targets, he needed to work smarter. Only when Kearns cleared her throat next to him was he roused from his thoughts.

      He turned to her. “What?”

      She has a concerned look on her face. “Are you sure it’s safe to come back here?”

      “Safer than trying to book another motel with our details in circulation.”

      She still looked worried, but she nodded and they exited the car. Herron collected the backpack and followed Kearns to the same pair of motel rooms, already booked for several days using a fake name. Kearns was right in thinking that returning here after two homicides and a police chase was a risk, but given they’d only be here for a few quick hours of sleep, Herron was willing to chance it. It was the last opportunity they’d have to sleep. Tomorrow, he’d win. Then, he’d die.

      Once he was inside his room, Herron put the backpack, car keys and pistol on the coffee table; his coins he left in his pocket. All he wanted to do was climb into bed and sleep, but he still had work to do. He did take a moment to stretch, though. His body was aching from a combination of physical exertion, the damage he’d taken at the hands of Copernicus and a lack of sleep. The few minutes of stretching did little for his aching muscles, but plenty for his mind. He began to formulate a plan.

      He climbed up off the ground, stuffed the pistol down the back of his jeans and made sure he still had his room key in his pocket. He didn’t relish what he was about to do, but he had no choice. He left his room, locked up and knocked softly on Kearns’ door. It felt like a repeat of the morning, when he’d bashed on her door prior to them departing to take out Bouchard. He hoped she was still awake, but even if she wasn’t he was going inside.

      A few moments after he’d knocked, she eased the door open and peeked out. Only her face and eyes were visible. “What is it? I need to get some sleep.”

      “I need to come in for a moment.” Herron took a half-step forward, making it clear that he wasn’t going away. “We need to talk.”

      Her eyes flashed with suspicion. For a moment, Herron thought she might refuse his request, and he reached behind his back for the pistol. After a second or two, however, Kearns relented and opened the door. He let his hand fall to his side and stepped inside.

      Kearns was still dressed, but she’d let her hair out and the lights were off except for the bedside lamp. It was clear she’d been about to climb into bed. Herron leaned against the wall while she closed the door and sat on the sofa.

      He spoke once she was settled. “What you said about the virus back at the warehouse got me thinking. I need to know what happens to me once the time comes.”

      She looked at him strangely for a moment, then curled up and hugged her knees. “It’s not going to be great.”

      “I need to know exactly what’ll happen. I’m planning to end the threat by killing the three carriers. I’m a fourth, though, and I need to figure out what to do.”

      She nodded. “You’ll get a rash on your body and in your mouth and throat. It’ll worsen and turn into fluid-filled blisters. The blisters will be small at first. As they grow, it’ll get worse.”

      “Regular smallpox does that. I need to know what’s different between this strain and the traditional ones. I need to know how long I’ll have before I’m infectious.”

      She blinked a few times, confused. “You’re fine in the prodromal stage — that’s now — but from the time the rash appears you’re going to be highly contagious. This strain will also have a more damaging effect on the body and be spread more easily. Anyone close to you after the rash appears is vulnerable.”

      “So this needs to be wrapped up before then?” Herron pushed himself off the wall. “I need to eradicate the carriers before the blisters appear and then kill myself?”

      She shook her head. “Smallpox can live on in a corpse, that’s why you needed to burn Glennon. Of all the viruses that stay around in the body after death, smallpox is one of the most viable. You need to burn it or freeze it to stop continued contagion. If you don’t, you’ll just ensure the poor schmuck who finds the bodies catches it.”

      “So I’m better off killing myself with fire.” Herron reached behind his back and drew the pistol. “Thanks. That’s all I need to know.”

      “What the fuck?” Kearns’ eyes widened and she pushed herself back into the sofa.

      Herron flipped the pistol in his hand and held it out to her by the barrel. “Take this.”

      Kearns’ fear was replaced by confusion. “What are you doing?”

      “Preparing you. You need to be ready to take the necessary action if the rash appears.”

      Fear flashed back across her face. “How did you—”

      “How did I what?”

      “Nothing.” Her look changed instantly and she grabbed the pistol. “Won’t you need this?”

      Herron shrugged. “I’ve a spare. Now get some sleep. We’re leaving early.”

      He left Kearns on the sofa cradling the pistol. Though she’d be able to sleep for a while, he wasn’t ready to. Outside, he crossed the street and walked until he found a pay phone, about four blocks away. He dug in his pocket for enough coins to feed it, then dialed a number he’d committed to memory a decade ago – the number of a man whose life he’d spared.

      “Hello?” The voice that answered the phone sounded tired and cautious.

      “It’s your old friend from Hong Kong.” It was a phrase they’d agreed to a long time ago.

      There was a long pause, which Herron had expected. It wasn’t every day that an assassin who’d saved you a lifetime ago called and asked for a favor. Usually Herron could use the assets of his handler to get what he needed, but that door was closed. Now, he had to rely on secret supports he’d built up in a profession where life could end and friends could become foes at any moment.

      He was speaking to the most valuable support of all. “I’ve some names and physical descriptions. I need you to find them.”
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      Herron pushed the door to the small internet café open, a chime sounding his arrival. The bored teen seated behind the counter didn’t even look up from his cellphone. He was probably earning five bucks an hour working the graveyard shift when only gamers, stoners and those who couldn’t afford a Verizon plan entered his world.

      Kearns was dozing in the car. Once again, he’d knocked on her door at 2:00 AM and, once again, she hadn’t been impressed. While she’d showered, he’d called his contact. The man had located two of the three targets Herron had asked him to find – Timothy Samuels and Shannon Mitchell. They matched the description and both were in Texas. His third target, Mike Freeman, had yet to be located. Herron would worry about him after the others were dead.

      Herron and Kearns had started driving at 2:30 AM, taking Glennon’s Mercedes on its last journey. They were six hours into the drive – in Birmingham Alabama – before Herron had pulled up outside the 24-hour internet café. There was one thing he had to take care of before he reached Samuels’ location in Houston and it’d take some time to set up online.

      Herron approached the counter and placed twenty bucks on it. “Will this cover me for a half-hour or so?”

      The attendant nodded, took the twenty and placed an access card on the counter. “Clean up after yourself.”

      “I won’t need to do that.” Herron laughed. “Say, do you have a USB I could have? I’ll let you keep the change.”

      The cashier reached under the counter and pulled out a plastic tub filled with old USBs. Herron thanked him, selected one in the shape of a bikini-clad woman and made straight for the machine furthest from the café’s entrance. Though there was nobody else in the place, he wanted to be sure there’d be no attention on him. He sat at the machine, inserted the access card and waited as the computer unlocked and granted him access

      Before he could hunt the rest of the fanatics, he needed more firepower. It’d been easy to crack Bouchard and Glennon using nothing except the pistols he’d stolen from the CDC security guards, but there was every chance the others would be tougher nuts to crack. They’d be alert, suspicious and armed. Given Herron couldn’t just walk into a gun store and buy a weapon, the internet café would help him take a less traditional route to acquisition.

      Herron opened a browser window, navigated to armslist.com and skimmed the pages. Under normal circumstances, he’d contact his handler if he needed any gear. That wasn’t possible now. He had his own stashes of cash, weapons and ID across the country, but no time to divert to the nearest one. Thankfully, finding a firearm in America was the easiest thing in the world, so long as he was creative.

      He refined the thousands of weapons available on the site to a few hundred that fit his search terms: suppressed pistols made by manufacturers he trusted. Then he created a bogus profile and fired off messages to the best options. Once he’d finished, he’d sent messages to 230 potential sellers. In each, he asked if the gun was available immediately and where they were located.

      The response wasn’t instant, so Herron busied himself with his next job. He logged into an email account that’d his contact had set up a few hours ago. When they’d spoken on the phone, Herron had been forced to remember the login and password and promise not to write it down. That was easy enough. He punched in the details, opened the inbox and smiled when he saw only one email sitting in the drafts folder.

      He clicked it open and his mission stared back at him.

      His contact had provided detailed bios and photos of the two fanatics he’d managed to track down, Timothy Samuels and Shannon Mitchell. Both were in Texas and now Herron had head shots for both. He plugged the USB into the computer and downloaded the information from the draft email onto it. He ejected the device, deleted the email, logged out of the account and went back to the gun site.

      By now, he had a few dozen responses from sellers. He filtered through them, removing any sellers that said their weapons weren’t available immediately and any that seemed crazy or too much trouble. It shrank the list down considerably. Herron tapped his foot impatiently. Though it was early in the morning, there was a steady stream of replies until he landed on one that fit the bill perfectly.

      “Jackpot.” Herron smiled. The seller was based just outside Houston and a silenced pistol that would fit the bill.

      After chatting with him for a few minutes, Herron agreed to the purchase and told the man he’d be there in nine hours or so. He scribbled down the details, closed the web browser and stood. Buying the gun wouldn’t require a huge detour, but he knew he had barely had any time to spare. He pocketed the USB and left the café, without bothering to acknowledge the cashier on his way out.

      He reached the car and climbed inside. Kearns was still sleeping soundly and didn’t stir when he started the vehicle and got them back on the road.
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      Herron eased his foot off the accelerator, checked his mirrors and pulled off Texas State Highway 288 headed for Sunnyside. It was a shame to have to slow the Mercedes down after he’d spent several hours enjoying its performance on the highways between Atlanta and Houston, but he had business to conduct. If all went to plan, he’d get one more shot at a long, fast drive before he had to dump the car.

      He slowed the vehicle as he drove along the exit, then he took a left onto Reed Road and a right at Scott Street. Just like that, he was in one of the most dangerous neighborhoods in Houston, where citizens had around a 10 per cent chance of being the victim of violent crime each year. It was just the place for Herron to arm himself and was right on the way to where Samuels was located.

      He drove down Scott Street. As he passed derelict houses and shops covered in boards or graffiti, anyone he saw stopped what they were doing and stared at the car. They would be thinking he was an idiot for driving the Mercedes into this part of town and wondering how long it’d take for him to be carjacked. Herron laughed at the thought and parked right outside the Baptist Church his seller had told him to watch out for.

      He killed the engine, unbuckled his seatbelt and glanced over to Kearns. “Wait here. I won’t be gone for long.”

      Her eyes were wide as she looked around. A group of tough-looking kids was hanging out the front of the church and eyeing off their car. “Is it safe?”

      “Safer than where I’m going.” Herron gestured with his chin toward the glove compartment. “The pistol I gave you is in there. Wave it around if they try anything.”

      She still didn’t look convinced as she nodded, pulled the pistol out of the glove compartment and put it in her lap. “Don’t take too long.”

      Herron got out of the car. A glance at the group of kids was all it took to send them a warning, but he had no idea if they’d heed it or not. They’d be stupid not to. He put his hands in his pocket, crossed the street and walked a hundred yards down Barberry Drive to the Kings Row apartments.

      The apartment buildings were double-story, though each apartment only took up a single level. Inside one, his seller waited. Herron cut across the grass, walked up the stairs and found apartment six. He pounded on the door several times, stood back and waited. Several heavy-duty bolts were thrown from the other side. Dean Hatfield – the seller – was serious about his security.

      Finally, the door opened and a large revolver pointed out. It was the sort of gun that’d burst Herron’s head like a watermelon hit by a bazooka. Behind it, a man smiled. “What?”

      Herron looked up from the barrel and into the eyes of the man holding it. He looked somewhere between a pimp and a biker. “Hatfield? I’m your buyer.”

      “You got it.” Hatfield smiled. His gold tooth gleamed as he raised the revolver, stepped back from the door and gestured for Herron to enter. “Welcome to my store.”

      Herron nodded, stepped inside and waited as Hatfield locked the door behind them. A quick look around the one-bedroom apartment confirmed they were alone. The place was filthy, filled with junk and a musty smell, just the sort of place Herron had hoped he’d find. Hatfield directed him to the small, two-person dining table and he sat.

      “Ground rules.” Hatfield dropped into a chair opposite Herron and put the big revolver on the table. “Money first. Gun second. No questions third. No cops fourth. Clear?”

      “Suits me.” Herron smiled. “I’m here because I need it to be quiet. Do you have the piece we agreed on?”

      Hatfield picked up his revolver, walked to the sofa and hefted a large duffel bag. He returned to the dining table, slammed the bag down and unzipped it. It was full of pistols and revolvers, dozens of them. All were pieces of junk and none of them were what Herron had discussed with Hatfield online.

      Hatfield pulled out a snub-nosed revolver and held it out. “This thing is just the ticket for a guy like you.”

      Herron took it. It was old, rusted and he wasn’t sure it’d work at all. He struggled to hide his disdain. “This isn’t what we agreed on.”

      Hatfield cracked a smile as he aimed his own revolver at Herron. It was a much larger, nastier piece than the snub nose. And it was loaded. “It’s what you’re buying, though.”

      Herron sighed. He was insulted Hatfield would try to screw him. It was a wonder some other customer hadn’t blown him away yet, given the shit he was trying to pull. “How much?”

      “A thousand bucks.” Hatfield’s gold tooth caught the light and gleamed. “Plus, an additional five hundred bucks in tax so you get out of here safely.”

      Herron nodded. “My cash is in my back pocket. Can I stand and get it without you getting jumpy?”

      “Slowly.” Hatfield nodded. “Then you can take your new best friend, fuck off and kill whoever you plan to.”

      Herron stood, reached into his pocket and pulled out the wad of bills. He counted out the amount Hatfield had demanded and held it out. The dealer’s smile grew wider as he reached out and grabbed the cash. Once it was safely stowed, he delved into the bag and then tossed a zip-lock bag of bullets onto the table. Inside were half a dozen rounds that’d fit the revolver.

      “Thanks.” Herron pocketed the bullets and the snub-nosed revolver. “Can I get out of here now?”

      “Sure.” Hatfield held out a filthy hand, letting his large revolver hang slack by his side. He was relaxed now he had his cash. “Remember my terms?”

      Herron nodded and gripped Hatfield’s hand. He squeezed tight and applied as much force downward as he could. Hatfield snarled and stepped into the pain, trying to resist as he brought his pistol up. Herron ignored the gun as he crouched low, pulled Hatfield toward him and then delivered a brutal head-butt to Hatfield’s jaw. The top of his head struck perfectly.

      “Prick.” Herron took a step back and kept clear as Hatfield collapsed to the ground, out cold. The big revolver clattered to the ground beside him and blood dribbled from his mouth.

      Herron took Hatfield’s revolver, emptied the bullets and threw the gun to the other side of the room. It was an impressive weapon, but no use to him. Too big and too loud. He wanted what he’d come here for and nothing else would do. He returned to the duffel bag and rummaged through it, but all it held was the same kind of old, rusted weapons as Hatfield had tried to sell him.

      Herron looked around, trying to locate where Hatfield would stash his good stuff. Though the apartment was full of junk, it was small and sparsely furnished. There weren’t many places to hide a small arsenal. He tossed the whole house and came up empty. There wasn’t a gun to be found that wasn’t in the duffel bag.

      Hatfield groaned – he was coming around. Herron ignored him and kept surveying the apartment. His eyes narrowed. There was enough plastic take out containers scattered around the apartment to build a wall, which told him Hatfield didn’t cook much. Herron smiled and glanced at the small oven. It had a tinted-glass door that revealed little on the other side.

      He opened the oven and his smile grew wider. Inside there were a half-dozen excellent pistols, two of them with silencers. This was obviously Hatfield’s premium product. The weapons inside the oven were like a brand-new Ferrari when compared to the shit inside the duffel bag. He took a silenced pistol and a few clips and tossed the snub-nosed revolver.

      Herron gave Hatfield one more kick, then stepped over him and left the apartment.
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      “A trailer park?” Herron’s gaze lingered on the row of identical letterboxes at the edge of the road. A sign above them read: Houston Mobile Home Community.

      “This is the address.” Kearns held out the piece of paper on which he’d scribbled Samuels’ location.

      “Shit.” Herron had been hoping he’d find the first of his three targets in a house in a quiet suburban neighborhood. This was going to be more difficult.

      He’d returned to the car after beating up Hatfield to find Kearns safe in the Mercedes. The thugs he’d eyed off at the church hadn’t moved an inch and he hadn’t had to waste more time messing them up. It had been barely a ten-minute drive to the trailer park in the southern suburbs of Houston. Now he was looking at it, if there was a less ideal place for one of his targets to be hiding, he couldn’t think of one.

      He pulled the Mercedes off the side of the road and turned into the park’s driveway. If the number of letterboxes was any indication it was a small facility, but there were still way too many eyes and ears around for his liking. Samuels clearly planned to stay cooped up until it was time for the reckoning, at which point he’d go out into the community and become a walking biological nightmare.

      Herron drove past the reception building. It was the middle of the morning and there was one member of staff inside, but they paid him no heed. The deeper he got into the park, the more run down the place looked and Samuels’ address put him right at the back of it. Herron parked the Mercedes a few trailers down from the target one, gripped the silenced pistol and shared a long glance with Kearns.

      “Be careful.” She gripped his arm. “There’s no point barging in there like Superman if you just end up dead.”

      Herron nodded. He didn’t have the time to explain to her that it was all part of the job and that the job got everyone killed sooner or later. For him, it’d be sooner; less than a day. He popped the car door, climbed out, stuffed the pistol down the back of his jeans and walked the short distance to Samuels’ trailer. There was an old Ford pickup out front that Herron recalled seeing at the compound. That probably meant Samuels was home.

      The trailer was a small, with just one way in and one way out, rendering any form of surprise entry almost impossible. Instead, Herron climbed the single step and pounded on the door, keeping the other hand gripping the pistol behind his back. There was no sound from inside and nobody answered the door. Herron’s eyes narrowed a little as the curtain over one of the few windows twitched.

      He jumped off the step.

      A single rifle shot boomed from inside the trailer as Herron hit the lawn and rolled. He came up quickly, aiming at the door to the trailer. It now had a hole in it, right where he’d been standing a moment ago, but it was still closed and there was no further sound from inside. Samuels was buttoned up tight, daring Herron to force the door knowing there was a rifle waiting to ruin his day on the other side.

      Herron retreated to the Mercedes, never taking his pistol or his eyes off the trailer. He was outgunned and didn’t have time for a siege. Already, other residents were peering out of windows or poking their heads outside, looking for the source of the gunshot. He opened the door, climbed inside and with the door still ajar he started the car.

      “What’re you doing?” Kearns asked, confused.

      Herron smiled. “Get out and walk to the front of the park. I’ll meet you near reception in five.”

      She nodded, got out and hid her pistol in the waistband of her jeans. The instant the door slammed shut, Herron shifted to drive and put his foot to the floor. Three hundred horsepower of German engineering propelled the car like a rocket ship. Herron didn’t even have to steer. The car was pointed straight at Samuels’ trailer and as it hit 60MPH, Herron dived out the open door.

      He hit the ground hard and rolled as the sedan smashed into the trailer with a tortured squeal of metal on metal. The smash was followed by shouts and cries for help from around the park. By his estimation, Herron had maybe thirty seconds before things started to get problematic with the other residents.

      He came up to one knee, his pistol already drawn and scanning the trailer for any sign of Samuels and his rifle. The speeding Mercedes had smashed into the trailer’s chassis, bending it around the front of the car and tearing a gaping hole in the mobile home’s aluminum wall. The force of the impact had even moved the trailer a little, gouging the dirt where its wheels had shifted.

      With the siege broken by his impromptu torpedo, Herron advanced on the trailer. The door was now ajar and he fired three silenced rounds into it. The slight popping sound of the pistol was pitiful compared to the carnage he’d just unleashed, but the important thing was that no rifle shot boomed in response. Herron gripped the door and yanked on it. Its shitty lock gave way first time.

      A strip of aluminum had penetrated Samuels’ stomach and pinned him to the cheap velour seat he’d been sitting in. At least one of Herron’s shots through the door had also hit him. He was still holding the rifle, but it was slack in one hand. When Herron entered, Samuels tried to move, but all he managed was a cry of pain and a dribble of blood.

      Herron fired a pair of rounds into Samuels’ head. “145.”

      He glanced around the trailer. With Samuels dead, he needed something to take care of the body. He picked up a green plastic stove lighter and set fire to the musty old curtains, the tablecloth, Samuels’ clothes and the shattered pieces of wood veneer that the crash had dislodged. Once he’d lit a dozen different parts of the trailer, he tossed the lighter onto the ground and walked away.

      Back in the open air, a crowd of residents milled about. Herron scanned them for threats, but nobody challenged him. As soon as they saw him and his pistol, the people just got out of his way. He walked to Samuels’ Ford pickup, never taking his eyes off the gawkers as he used his bump key to open the door and start the vehicle.

      Only when the trailer was burning out of control did he climb inside and drive away.
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      Herron passed the cashier a Bruce Springsteen cap. “I’ll take this one.”

      The teenager scanned the label and looked at Herron for the first time. “$39.99.”

      “No bag, I want to wear it now.” Herron handed over the cash.

      The teenager grunted, took the cash and handed back the change, which Herron stuffed into his pocket. Then he donned the cap, turned from the merchandise booth and fell into line with a horde of other Springsteen fans streaming into Cowboys Stadium. In less than an hour The Boss would take the stage. Herron had been surprised that his contact had tracked Mitchell here, but here he was. It made for another difficult kill.

      As he approached the stadium entrance, Herron hoped the cap would hide his face from security cameras. Though he doubted his facial profile would be loaded into the stadium’s facial recognition system, he didn’t want to take any chances. He’d killed enough people and stolen enough vehicles in the past few days that anything was possible. Usually he’d never leave such a trail of destruction, but with a job to do and no time to do it, pragmatic had replaced careful.

      He’d lifted a ticket from the back pocket of a fan amidst the crush and now joined the line to enter the stadium through the gate printed on the stub. He shuffled forward, through the security barrier and metal detector, which didn’t make a sound. He’d had to leave his pistol with Kearns, knowing there was no chance of getting it inside. Past security, he scanned his ticket scanned and entered the stadium. At no point did he so much as look at a member of staff.

      He was properly alone now for the first time since the compound. He’d left Kearns at a diner and told her to relax for a few hours. With so many people around and no cellphones, the risk of losing her was too great. The two of them had driven in Samuels’ Ford pickup from Houston to Dallas, and upon arriving, a quick payphone call to his contact had told Herron where his next target would be that evening. Now he just had to find the man.

      A glance around got him started. At any other time, Herron would’ve appreciated the sheer scale of Cowboys Stadium, but right now he was interested only in the security guard he spotted patrolling the main concourse. Herron followed him, dodging around other fans and keeping far enough back to arouse the suspicions of neither the guard he was stalking nor any colleagues who might be watching the stadium security cameras.

      Herron followed the guard until he paused at a door, scanned his access pass and pushed through it into a restricted stairwell. Herron managed to catch the door before it closed, slipped through and shut it behind him. Instantly, the bustle of the stadium and its thousands of noisy fans vanished, replaced by the sound of a single pair of boots walking slowly upstairs. Herron chased after the guard, calling out until the security man turned and faced him.

      “Hey, buddy, I think I took a wrong turn.” Herron tried his best impression of a meathead fan. “Can you help me?”

      The guard frowned and pointed back the way they’d come. “You’re not supposed to be in here. Head back down and out the first door you hit.”

      “Umm.” Herron took a few steps up toward the guard, dug through his pocket and pulled out his ticket. He held it out to show the guard. “My ticket says I’m on level three.”

      “I don’t care if you’re in the owner’s box, pal, you can’t be in here.” The guard leaned in to look at Herron’s ticket. “You need to—”

      Herron delivered a sharp blow to his stomach, causing him to double over. He followed up with a firm shove and the guard fell back. “Where’s the camera room?”

      “Fuck yourself, pal.” The guard growled through gritted teeth.

      Herron gave him a hard slap to his cheek. He didn’t want to hurt him too badly, but this guy needed to play ball. “Where’s the camera room? Tell me and I’ll leave you alone.”

      “Up these stairs. Two more flights.” The guard’s voice was strained. “It’s no good to you though, its locked from the inside.”

      “I’ll worry about that.” Herron slowly eased the pressure on the man’s throat. “Now, I’m going to climb off you and you’re going to remove your uniform, okay?”

      The guard looked like he might resist again, until Herron raised a fist. “Okay, okay. Just take it easy, man. What the fuck kind of crazy are you, anyway?”

      “The best kind.” Herron climbed up off the guard and readied himself in case the guard tried to do something stupid.

      The second the guard was out of his blue shirt and black pants, Herron socked him in the jaw. He dropped, but Herron made sure to catch him as he fell. He eased the security guard to the ground, then he dug around in the man’s pockets for his access pass. He found it, along with some plasticuffs, which he used to bind the guard’s wrists behind his back. Then he removed his own t-shirt and used that to bind the guard’s feet together.

      Herron put on the stolen uniform – the clothes were a little big, but would do the job – then ran up two flights of steps in almost no time. At the top was a steel door with a security scanner and no other features. He had no real way of knowing if the guard had lied to him, except to see what was on the other side. Barging into the police staging area or something equally inconvenient would really put a dampener on his day.

      He held the access card to the reader and the light on it flashed red. Rather than try again, he pounded on the door and gripped its handle. While he waited, he plastered on a smile, hoping the combination of friendliness and the stolen uniform would reassure whoever was inside that he belonged inside as well. There was a peep hole on the door, but Herron was sure he was also being watched on camera.

      A few seconds later the handle turned in his loose grip. Herron tightened his grasp as soon as the door started to open inwards and gave it a sharp push, using all his strength. There was a cry of alarm from the other side and the resistance on the door slackened. Herron kept moving forward, until the door was open fully and he was standing over the guard who’d opened it.

      He leaned down and took possession of the guard’s pistol, while he was still stunned, then held the weapon on the man. The guard was small and didn’t look like he was interested in a fight, unlike his colleague. Herron could work with that. He glances around the room proper. A bank of monitors acted as the command center for every security camera in the stadium.

      Herron pushed the door closed. It was time to get to work.
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      “Come on, baby.” Herron’s eyes narrowed as he scanned the screens.

      He’d used the bikini-woman USB to load the photo of Mitchell into the stadium’s facial recognition system and now the cameras were searching for just one person in a stadium filled to bursting. They would scan each seat and every walkway, leaving very few areas untouched as they scoured the stadium for their assigned target. It was frighteningly easy.

      He sat back and crossed his arms. He’d only been running the search for a minute, but it felt like a lifetime. Herron knew it was only a matter of time before Mitchell popped up, but time was something he was very short on. At any second, stadium security could find the guard he’d left bound in the stairwell or realize their surveillance center had been captured. If that happened, he’d have dozens of cops and security giving him a hard time and no obvious way out. There was no choice, though. This was the most efficient way to find Mitchell in such a huge crowd

      Herron laughed at the thought of Mitchell sitting somewhere in the stadium, preparing to watch the concert with a beer in hand, his last pleasure before he spread the virus that he thought was his little secret. If he knew that a dangerous assassin was using hundreds of cameras to close in on him he’d probably shit his pants.

      “Hey, pal!” The guard Herron had knocked over had finally built up the bravery to speak. “You need to think about what you’re doing here. You’re breaking all sorts of laws.”

      Herron swiveled in his office chair and looked at him. He had bound the guard’s hands with his own plasticuffs, but otherwise left him be. The room was restraint enough and Herron had made sure of that by using the console to lock the door completely. “I know exactly what I’m doing. Keep calm and you’ll live.”

      The guard shrugged. He was no hero. “I’m getting seven bucks an hour to sit in this concrete box. You can do whatever the hell you like.”

      Herron grinned. “I was hoping you’d say something like that. Is there some way I can speed up the system search?”

      The guard looked up at the monitors and then back at Herron. “Did you tell it to leave out the gender you’re not looking for?”

      “It can do that?” Herron frowned. “Show me. I’m looking for a man.”

      The guard nodded, climbed to his feet and walked to the keyboard that drove the system. Though his hands were bound in front of him he could still type and Herron kept a close eye on him lest he alert his colleagues or somehow lock the system. The guard appeared willing to cooperate. After a few moments, he hit enter and took a step back. Herron glanced up at the screen and smiled when he saw everything moving much faster.

      “It found your man.” The guard gestured at the screen a moment later. “Not far from here.”

      Mitchell was up on the screen, smiling like an idiot while he chewed on some peanuts. Herron scribbled down the seat and section number on a piece of paper, then looked at the guard. “That man is a threat to everyone living in Dallas. I’m here to stop him. Will you keep quiet?”

      “If you leave me alone, I’ll cut myself loose with some scissors and pretend you were never here. What do I care about some asshole you’re after?”

      Herron stared at him for a moment. Unlike his colleague outside, this guard hadn’t tried to resist. If he could save himself a few seconds by leaving this man standing, it was worth the gamble. He nodded, moved to the console and unlocked the door. With one last look at the guard, he turned and made his way out of the surveillance room, pausing only to scoop up a spare set of plasticuffs and hoping the trust he’d placed in the guard wouldn’t backfire.

      Herron ran as fast as he could down the stairwell and through a door to the third-level concourse. He paused only briefly, to check the seat and section he’d written down against the stadium signs. Mitchell would be three rows around from him and it took Herron less than a minute to find the right section. He took the steps down the aisle two at a time, until he found Mitchell’s seat.

      Slowing to a walk, he leaned in to catch Mitchell’s attention, ignoring any patrons who expressed concern about having a security guard appear. “Sir?”

      Mitchell looked up, a little surprised. “Yes?”

      “I’m pleased to tell you you’ve won a pre-concert meet and greet with Mr Springsteen.” Herron was all smiles as he gestured to the concourse. “If you’d like to come with me...”

      “Stop talking shit, pal.” Mitchell scoffed. “I never entered any competition.”

      Herron’s smile broadened. “Everyone who bought a ticket was entered into the draw. Your seat was selected as the winner.”

      Mitchell frowned, his natural suspicion clearly in a battle with his desire to meet Bruce Springsteen before he died. This was one complicated fanatic, that was for sure. If he didn’t take the bait, the alternative would be much messier and much noisier. Finally, with a shake of his head, Mitchell climbed to his feet. Herron wasted no time, walking back up the aisle to the concourse with Mitchell on his heels.

      His face turned away from Mitchell, he allowed himself a smile.
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      Herron fumbled for his stolen security pass, waved it against the card reader and opened the door. He gestured for Mitchell to follow him through. The secure staff walkway beyond ringed the entire stadium, connecting the food stores, bars and storerooms that served a hundred thousand people. Admittance to this private area was enough that all the fanatic’s remaining doubts dissipated.

      As he strode around the concourse, leading Mitchell to his fake meeting with The Boss, Herron tried to figure out the best place to dispose of Mitchell’s body. As his eyes darted around and read the signs on each door they passed, he gazed at one and an idea formed in his head. He wasn’t sure he’d find what he needed on the other side, but it seemed like his best shot.

      Herron turned and smiled at Mitchell. “Are you ready?”

      Mitchell frowned. “This is a kitchen.”

      Herron’s left fist was flying before Mitchell finished speaking. The punch connected with the fanatic’s jaw, jerking his head around. Herron’s fist exploded with pain, but the shot had the desired effect. Mitchell hadn’t been expecting the blow, and his eyes went glassy and his knees went weak. As he fell, Herron caught his weight and dragged him through the kitchen’s swing doors.

      The kitchen was empty. He’d noticed signs on the doors along the utility walkway that indicated which kitchens and retail outlets were in use, and for some reason this small concession stand was closed for the concert. All it contained now was the apparatus to keep a stadium full of people in sodas and fried food. That suited Herron just fine – he didn’t have to worry about being interrupted.

      Fire and heat were Herron’s first thoughts for dealing with Mitchell. He looked around and spotted the deep fryer, but it was switched off. He eased Mitchell’s unconscious bulk onto the floor and inspected the fryer, but soon ruled it out. It would take too long to get hot and there were practical issues with placing a grown man inside a fryer, anyway. It didn’t matter, because his eyes soon settled on another option.

      A much larger, cooler option.

      Herron hauled Mitchell in the direction of the large freezer that ran off the kitchen. The stunned man was beginning to stir, but it was easy enough for Herron to slide the door open and drag him inside, right to the back. Herron dumped him on the ground, then dug in his pockets for the spare plasticuffs from the security room. Once Mitchell’s wrists were bound together behind his back, Herron hit him hard with a bag of frozen French fries, making sure he didn’t come to in the next minute or so.

      Now he had time to do the job properly. Herron returned to the kitchen, picked out a knife, returned to the freezer and eased the door closed behind him. The easiest thing in the world would have been to stab Mitchell, but given Herron couldn’t get his body out of the stadium, he didn’t want to risk spreading the man’s contaminated blood.

      Instead, he gripped the knife and used it to cut Mitchell’s clothes off. His sweater, t-shirt and pants parted under to the sharp chef’s blade and when Mitchell was in nothing but underwear, Herron tossed the knife onto the ground. He picked up the remains of Mitchell’s t-shirt and used it as a gag, just in case the infected terrorist regained consciousness before he died. Then, quickly, he returned to the kitchen, found a notepad and pen, and scrawled a few words in large letters.

      Back in the freezer, he admired his handiwork: he was quite proud of this one. The penultimate carrier was bound, stripped and unconscious in a commercial freezer. Kearns had said freezing the virus would work as well as burning it and Mitchell would freeze to death in almost no time. If his body was hidden well enough, the virus could be kept on ice indefinitely.

      Gradually Mitchell was coming around and mumbling through the gag. “Mmmm!”

      “This is what happens to assholes who try to wipe out humanity.” Herron sneered at Mitchell as he dropped the note he’d written on the floor: Biohazard. Contact the Center for Disease Control.

      After that, it only took a few minutes to surround Mitchell with enough boxes of frozen food that his body wouldn’t be found for a week. Satisfied the fanatic was well hidden, Herron closed the door to the freezer room. The door was lockable, and the key still in place, so Herron turned it and then snapped it off. Anyone who wanted to open it would need a locksmith and a fair bit of time.

      The last thing he did was turn the temperature down to -20 degrees. Now nothing could stop Mitchell freezing to death inside his dark tomb.

      “146.”

      Herron returned to the walkway, one hand resting on the pistol stuffed into the waistband of his pants. He walked half the circumference of the stadium, knowing exactly where he had to exit and planning only to return to the general concourse when he was near the right spot. A few staff members saw him as they headed in one direction or another, but ignored him. A man in uniform was invisible where people expected to see them.

      A man wearing black pants, a polo shirt and a name badge smiled as he headed towards Herron from the opposite direction. Dimly, Herron recognized his face…

      Then he drew his pistol and leveled at the man in black, just as the other man did the same to him.
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      “Walk away.” Herron’s aim was locked on and he had the trigger half-squeezed. If the man in black made the slightest movement, he’d fire.

      His name badge identified him as Walter and though he was dressed like a food attendant, he was nothing of the sort. He was a contractor. “You were told to give up on this job.”

      Herron swallowed hard. He had no answer. There was a code among the best professional killers, the few men who could do any job and take out any target. Herron had long lived by that code and he knew the deal: you don’t piss in another contractor’s patch. Except, in this case, he knew he was doing just that. He’d kept going when his handler had told him to stop and now he was preventing one of his colleagues from completing a job he’d been assigned.

      “I won’t ask you again.” Walter’s voice was calm and reasonable. “You’re interfering in a matter that no longer concerns you. I have it in hand.”

      Herron was at a red line moment. If he did anything except lower his weapon and walk away he’d be expelled from the ranks of his profession. He’d knowingly pushed his luck, backing himself to stay one step ahead of whoever his handler assigned to take care of the fanatics, but now that man had caught up with him. Walter was a wall that stood between him and completion of the job. He had to deal with it.

      “It’s my mission.” Herron snarled. “Tell me where to find Freeman and leave it to me. You can tell our mutual friend you couldn’t find him.”

      “That’d be a lie. I have found him. I’ll be on my way to his house as soon as I find where you’ve stashed Mitchell.”

      “So we both have information the other needs. If we team up, we can do this with a lot less bloodshed.”

      “You know it doesn’t work like that.” Walter shrugged. “All right. No weapons and the first man to drop gives the other the answers he needs?”

      Herron nodded, tossed his pistol aside, raised his fists and stalked forward. His opponent mirrored his actions. Each of them was more than a match for any other person on Earth, but against one another? Herron didn’t know if he could beat Walter, but the opportunity to find Freeman meant he had to try. Walter would certainly talk if he lost, as would Herron, but their code meant the loser would also have to die, leaving the winner to continue with the mission.

      They approached one another with their guards raised. Two trained killers with no time to lose… Herron was tired, hadn’t eaten properly and was carrying other injuries, while Walter looked fresh. This had to be over quick, or else Herron was done for. He threw a series of quick, sharp jabs, all of which were blocked easily. He was searching for an opening, probing his foe, who responded with similar feints.

      Then Herron found a way through. Walter lowered his guard slightly, a sloppy mistake from a confident fighter. Herron took a chance, aiming a shallow strike at Walter’s head. It didn’t land. Walter adjusted his guard faster than Herron had ever seen, deflected the shot and delivered a hard chop to the ear. Herron staggered and Walter didn’t let up. Herron did his best to fend him off, but an elbow struck his temple and he staggered back a step.

      Though he’d promised to tell the truth and abide his fate if he lost, he hadn’t promised to fight fair. As Walter stalked forward for the kill, Herron lunged at him. With his right hand he feigned high, easily blocked. With his left, he grabbed Walter’s testicles and squeezed. Walter gave a high-pitched whine and struck out, trying to get him to release his grip, but now Herron had an advantage he wasn’t going to let up.

      Herron took the small opening, knowing it might be the only one he got. He balled his fist and slammed it into the assassin’s face. Walter let out a grunt as his nose was smashed, but Herron cursed as well when a bone in the mashed organ cut his hand. But the pain was irrelevant: he had the opportunity to win. He struck again, hurting his own hand even more but sending his opponent to the ground.

      Herron wasted no time. He rushed over to his pistol, picked it up off the ground and aimed it at Walter. He then took possession of Walter’s silenced pistol. “Where’s Freeman?”

      “Nowhere.” Walter pushed himself up to a sitting position. He let out a laugh and shrugged. “He doesn’t exist. It’s a fake name.”

      “Bullshit.” Herron hissed the words, outraged the other man would go back on his word. He knew Freeman existed. He’d met the man. “Where is he?”

      “You’re looking for a man named George Haskell. He’s in Atlanta, back where all this started to go to shit for you.” Walter shrugged. “Good luck with it.”

      Herron wanted to push him further, but he had the only answer he was going to get. Walter could be lying, but the name Haskell did ring a bell... and, if it was a dead end, there was always his contact who’d tracked down the other fanatics and might still do the same for Freeman. Herron had enough to go on with, so there was no point waiting around. Before he could proceed, though, there was one more thing to take care of.

      As Herron looked down at him, Walter smiled up at him, teeth bloody but with no fear or hatred in his eyes. He knew he’d been bested and it was the end of the line, a point most people in their business reached sooner or later. Herron didn’t say anything, he didn’t need to. Two men couldn’t work the same job and failure wasn’t an option. Herron raised the silenced pistol and fired. Walter’s body slumped to the floor.

      “147.”
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      Herron pushed open the door to the diner, wishing he had time to stop and drink a gallon of coffee and eat a dozen sandwiches. The place was deserted except for Kearns, sitting alone in the window booth furthest from the door where she could see everyone coming and going long before they could reach her. She’d learned something from him. She was smart.

      If she was even smarter, she wouldn’t be there at all. Herron had expected her to bail or call the cops, but it looked like she’d done neither. It proved to him that she might have a role to play in the end game. He made his way over, sat opposite her and ordered a coffee from a hovering waitress who made no comment about his bloody and bruised appearance.

      Kearns wasn’t so polite. She waited until the waitress left, then looked him up and down. “You look like shit.”

      Herron shrugged and leaned forward, speaking softly and choosing his words carefully. “The package is in a freezer. He should be dead by now. Will that do?”

      Kearns nodded. It surprised Herron how quickly she had got used to the talk of death. “It’s not ideal, but the virus won’t be able to activate and spread while it’s frozen.”

      “Good enough.” Herron paused. He didn’t want to tell her about the other assassin. “It was the best I could do.”

      “I should call in the CDC to deal with that one or else someone will eventually find it and this will all have been for nothing.”

      “Do it.” He’d expected and planned for her to do exactly that when he’d stashed Mitchell in the freezer. “I need to make a call myself.”

      He explained where to find the freezer and the body inside it, then they stood and walked to the bank of payphones at the back of the diner. Herron took the phone as far as possible from Kearns, fed it some coins, dialed a number and held the receiver to his ear. At the end of this phone call, he’d either have the final piece of information he needed to destroy the Omega Strain or he’d have failed.

      Finally, the call was answered. “Hello?”

      Herron sighed with relief. “It’s me. I assume you didn’t find Freeman?”

      “No…” The voice trailed off. “How’d you know?”

      Herron cursed. It meant Walter had told the truth. “He doesn’t exist.”

      “Nope. There’s no man named Mike Freeman alive who matches your description.”

      “Okay. Find George Haskell for me instead. I’ll call back in an hour.”

      Herron hung up the phone and took a second to compose himself. All this time chasing after Freeman and now his target had changed. It wasn’t an ideal situation. The reckoning was close but now Herron wasn’t sure who it would be with. Still, the name George Haskell nagged at him, like having a word on the tip of his tongue or hearing a song he knew well but couldn’t name.

      He returned to his table and sat with his head in his hands, chewing over the name in his head. The waitress placed a coffee cup in front of him, but he left the beverage untouched. He kept an eye out for Kearns, keen to be off as soon as she was done but without knowing where he needed to go. She took another five minutes on the phone and then returned to where they were seated.

      “I’ve told the CDC about the body.” She smiled. “It’s all good. They’ll take care of it as soon as they can get a team in place.”

      “Great.” Herron forced a smile, but couldn’t pull it off. “Freeman doesn’t exist. We’re after another man. His name is familiar, but I can’t place it. George Haskell…”

      “What?” Kearns’ expression wouldn’t have been much different if Herron had slapped her. Her eyes went as wide as dinner plates.

      In the last few days Herron had seen her handle dead bodies, car chases and a terrorist plot with less reaction than this single name had just caused her. “What?”

      “I was just on the phone to him.” Her voice was barely above a whisper. “Haskell is the head of the Center for Disease Control.”

      “Motherfucker.” It fell into place. Herron knew exactly where he’d seen the name now: on a plaque in the lobby of the CDC building in Atlanta.

      There’d been no way he would ever have linked the name to Freeman. Until now.

      “You need to call someone else you trust at the CDC and get them to clear the body, Erica.” Herron paused. “I think your boss has other things on his mind.”
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      Herron winced as he pulled the plain black jacket on over a white t-shirt, both of which still had their tags attached. He looked at himself in the mirror and shrugged. Back at the diner he’d used the public bathroom to tidy himself up, washing the blood off his hands and cleaning his face, but the uniform he’d stolen from the security guard had been too damaged to wear any longer.

      With Kearns, he’d climbed inside their stolen Ford pickup and driven straight into Downtown Dallas. Herron had parked outside a bank, sent Kearns to buy a burner phone and walked right into the bargain clothing store a few doors down. The new threads up top combined with the new jeans down below wouldn’t win any fashion awards, but they were better than his old clothes.

      “How are you for sizes in there, sir?” The cheery sales assistant on the other side of the change-room curtain had flitted around him since he’d entered the store.

      “Fine.” Herron switched his possessions into the pockets of his new jeans, then stuffed the pistol down the back of them and opened the curtain. “How much?”

      “An even thirty dollars, sir.” The sales assistant spoke earnestly. Given the state he’d been when he’d walked in, she probably though he was a hobo.

      Herron dug in his pocket and pulled out a small wad of notes, the last of the cash he’d picked up along the way. He held a fifty out and the woman’s look changed. “Keep the rest.”

      From entering the store to leaving it had taken less than six minutes.

      The sky outside was gloomy and threatening rain. He walked towards where the truck was parked, but seeing Kearns still wasn’t back yet, he continued into the bank. If there was a contrast to the no-frills clothing store he’d just been in, the opulence of a big city bank was it. The place stank of money.

      In his fresh, cheap clothes Herron approached the information counter and waited in the line. There were dozens of customers either finishing their business ahead of him or joining the queue behind, but it wasn’t long before he was at the front of the line. One of the three staff behind the information counter finally smiled at Herron, signaling he should step forward.

      “Good afternoon sir, how can I help you today?” The bank employee’s hands hovered over his keyboard.

      “I was mugged earlier and had my wallet and identification stolen.” The lies rolled off Herron’s tongue easily. “I need access to my deposit box. My name is Mitch Daniels.”

      “I see.” The banker was slightly taken aback, as if in shock at the thought of someone dressed so cheaply being able to afford a deposit box. “Let me check for you, Mr Daniels.”

      Herron waited while the banker entered the name into the computer and wasn’t surprised at all when the other man’s smile grew from professionally polite to seriously delighted. Having a few million dollars in cold, hard cash deposited in the bank tended to have that effect on its staff. The employee looked up at Herron and then down at the computer once more, no doubt checking his photo.

      “Please accept my apologies that you had to wait in line, Mr Daniels.” The banker nodded once. “I’ll hand you off to my branch manager now. Have a good day.”

      “Have a good day yourself.” Herron switched his attention to the man’s boss, an older woman. “Howdy.”

      “Nice to meet you, Mr Daniels. We’ll take care of you right away.” The bank manager was prim and proper, but seemed less inclined to smile. “Follow me.”

      Herron nodded and followed her through the public areas of the bank and into the much more secluded area where rich people kept rich people things. Given he’d been handed off to her by a member of staff, the bank manager did nothing so crass as to ask him for identification. Though his fake name and photo might have got him past the first gate, only one thing mattered deeper into the bank.

      “Wait here a moment, please.” The bank manager continued a few steps forward, entered a code into a keypad, pushed a heavy steel door open and glanced at Herron. “This way, sir.”

      Herron walked after her and once inside took a moment to survey the room. Apart from a very large hardwood table in the middle of it, the only other feature was hundreds of steel safety deposit boxes lining the walls. They were a range of sizes, the one Herron owned being in the middle of the range. It was about the size of a hardcover novel.

      “I have box 381,” Herron said.

      “Very well.”

      She pulled back a panel on the ornate hardwood table, revealing a touchscreen, then punched in Herron’s three-digit box number. She took a step back, allowing Herron to lean in and enter a ten digit code of his own. The screen went green.

      “Excellent.” The bank manager entered another ten digits. “I shall leave you to your box. Just come out when you’re done.”

      “Thanks.” Herron while she exited, leaving him alone with nothing but his thoughts and the accumulated wealth of Dallas’ rich and famous.

      He walked to the small door behind which his box was housed. It was now unlocked, and he opened it, removed the metal box and returned to the table. He spun the small dial on the box to the correct combination and opened the lid. Inside the box was a smorgasbord of the finest items a contract killer would need for a life on the run.

      Without delay, he pocketed his fake ID and wads of rolled-up cash. He left the pistol, the bulk of the money and a USB drive in the box and then closed the lid, locked the box and returned it to its place behind the security door. In little more than a minute after the bank manager had left him alone in the room, he was ready to follow her out.

      Ready for the final act.
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      Herron drove well below the speed limit as he approached Haskell’s house. The late afternoon sun was shining bright but the trees lining both sides of the road ensured there was plenty of shade for the expensive European cars parked underneath. Herron’s old, stolen sedan was out of place, but that wasn’t an issue. Once he parked the vehicle he never intended to return to it.

      After Kearns had returned to the pickup truck with the phone, Herron had driven it and dumped it at Dallas Executive Airport, a small regional airport 10 miles out of the city. It handled small passenger planes, private planes and cargo aircraft. During the drive, he’d called ahead, booking two seats on a charter from Dallas to Atlanta.

      His fake ID had worked to get him aboard, while a wad of cash on top of the ticket price had been good enough to get Kearns aboard with no questions. Herron had told the pilot that she was his mistress and there needed to be no paper trail. The man had understood completely, welcomed them aboard and even rustled up a bottle of champagne from when he’d had Cher as a passenger a week earlier. The pilot hadn’t even put them through a security screen, letting him take his pistol aboard.

      They’d landed at a small airport just outside of Atlanta, as per the pilot’s original flight plan. After thanking the pilot and giving him another wad of cash to ensure his silence, Herron and Kearns had left the airport, stolen a sedan and hit the road. It had been less than an hour’s drive to Haskell’s home, directed by Kearns, who’d visited her boss there once before.

      “Looks quiet.” Herron gazed at the house. It had looked the same the last three times they’d driven past – a modest home for a man of Haskell’s position, a simple red brick house with a nice lawn. Herron couldn’t see any security features, which was strange for a fanatic intent on unleashing a pandemic on the world.

      Kearns said nothing. She was still in shock that her boss was the mastermind of the Omega Strain and had been withdrawn during both the flight to Atlanta and the drive that followed. Herron didn’t push the issue. Instead, he parked half a mile down the street and prepared to strike. Though he didn’t like that it was broad daylight, he didn’t have time to wait for darkness before making their move.

      The virus could start to act at any moment.

      He turned to face her. “You stay here.”

      She shook her head. “Not a chance. I haven’t come this far to sit in the car for the end.”

      She had a point. Haskell’s goons had kidnapped her and their work was a direct insult to hers. Herron respected the choice she’d made to follow him into danger one final time. She wouldn’t be dead weight, either; her scientific knowledge might prove useful and she’d already agreed to take Herron out if the virus became active and he was incapacitated.

      “Let me secure Haskell first, then I’ll come get you. That okay?”

      “Fine.” She nodded.

      He got out of the car, reached into the vehicle for his pistol and stuffed it down the back of his jeans. Then he walked in the direction of Haskell’s house. It felt strange to be walking to the site of his final kill, the last mission Herron would finish before his own death, but he filed the thoughts away. He couldn’t afford a hint of distraction or emotion.

      He paused when he reached the house two down from Haskell’s place, then turned and walked up the driveway, taking the side path to the back of the house. He scaled the fence and dropped into the backyard, and was halfway across the yard when his luck ran out. A deep growl made him wince and he looked around to find its source – a large German Shepherd standing on its dog bed.

      Herron ran. The second he moved, the dog let out a loud and aggressive bark. Herron sprinted for the fence, reached it in ten long strides and jumped, pulling himself up and drawing his legs in close to his torso. It wasn’t enough. The dog jumped at him, clamping its jaws down on his left leg. Herron winced and it took all his willpower to swallow the pain and not cry out.

      He kicked out at the dog. The beast’s weight dragged him down from the fence, and he kicked out with his right foot multiple times. Each blow seemed to make the dog more determined to hang on. With a growl of his own, Herron let go of the fence and let his bodyweight fall on top of the dog. It wasn’t graceful, but it was effective. He landed hard. The dog let out a yelp of pain and its jaw unlocked.

      Herron seized his chance, scrambling to his feet and up onto the fence again. This time the dog was too slow to move and Herron was up and over the fence before it could bite him. He made dropped down onto the grass in the backyard of Haskell’s house, glad the dog hadn’t slowed him down too much.

      At Haskell’s back door, drew his pistol and eased the door open. He couldn’t see anyone, but there were muffled voices coming from the front of the house. He stepped inside, moving quietly through the house, taking the time to check each room, pistol probing wherever his eyes looked. As he moved forward, the voices grew louder.

      “…it’s wonderful to see you safe after being kidnapped by that madman.” Haskell’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “You were stupid to come here.”

      “Please, put the gun away!” Kearns’ voice was filled with panic. “I just came here to warn you about a virus I’ve found!”

      Herron’s eyes widened. He had no idea why Kearns was in the house, but everything had just got harder. He rushed to the front of the house, bypassing rooms on the way – it was sloppy practice, but he had to get to Kearns quickly. He turned the corner with his pistol raised, but things had already gone to shit. Haskell had a pistol to Kearns’ head and his forearm wrapped around her throat.

      “Mitch! I’m sorry! He grabbed me from the car!” There was fear in her eyes, unmistakable. “Shoot him!”

      Herron was confident he could make the shot, but he couldn’t risk a reflex action from Haskell killing Kearns. “Put it down, Haskell. It’s over. Your carriers are dead.”

      “Au contraire.” Haskell laughed. “There are four carriers in this house, not just you and I.”

      Herron frowned. Who else?

      Herron grunted as something hit him hard in the back of the head. The pistol fell from his hand and he dropped to one knee, trying to turn and face his new attacker. A woman stood there, meat-tenderizing mallet raised to strike him again. He must have missed her when he rushed to the front of the house.

      As the closest physical threat, this woman had to be dealt with before he could help Kearns. He lunged and tackled her, his shoulder driving into her midsection as he took her to the ground. She grunted and the wind escaped her, the mallet clattering to the wooden floorboards. They struggled for a moment, but it was no contest. Herron had the training, the strength and the leverage to best her.

      Herron rolled on top of her, half expecting Haskell to shoot him at any moment. But the sounds of a struggle behind him told him Kearns was keeping her captor busy, buying him time. He reared up and lashed out with his fist, catching the woman in the jaw. She fell to the ground and her head hit the floorboards hard.

      “Mitch!”

      Herron turned towards the cry. Haskell had tightened his chokehold on Kearns and was pointing his pistol at Herron. Pressing his attack on the mystery woman would mean sacrificing Kearns, and even then Herron wouldn’t be able to deal with Haskell before the man simply shot him. He was outgunned, out of position and out of time.

      He’d failed.

      “You’re out of luck.” Haskell seemed to read his mind. “Get off my wife, lay face down on the ground and put your hands behind your head.”

      Herron knew he was fucked. He’d lost the pistol in the struggle and Haskell had the advantage. All he could do was comply and hope there was another chance to strike later. He did as Haskell instructed and climbed off the woman, who was out cold, blood trickling from her mouth. That was little consolation to Herron as he lay face down, locked his fingers behind his head and waited.

      Kearns cried out in pain, but Herron kept still. If he was going to get another chance, he needed to pick his moment. Haskell stalked closer, his footfalls heavy on the wooden floor. Herron listened hard, waiting for precisely the right moment. He didn’t even move when Haskell kicked him hard in the midriff or when Kearns started to cry – the realization that they’d lost must have finally hit her.

      Herron was about to spring into action and strike when a blow hit him square in the jaw. Herron grunted as his head snapped around. The last thing he heard before he blacked out was Erica Kearns calling his name, desperation in her voice.
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      “You killed my wife, you know?”

      Herron blinked and focused. He was in some sort of home lab. Science equipment lined the stainless-steel benches and Herron wondered how much of the work to develop the Omega Strain had occurred here. Haskell stood nearby, wearing the smile of a man who knew he’d won, and Herron could understand why. He was in bad shape and his right hand was bound to the leg of a camp stretcher. He glanced at Kearns and she was also restrained and looking dejected.

      Herron looked back at Haskell. “You don’t seem upset about it.”

      Haskell shrugged. “She was going to die in a few days anyway. Same as you and me.”

      “You infected her as well?” Herron shook his head.

      “Everyone has to make sacrifices, my family included. My wife was as committed as I.”

      “You’re a monster.” Herron had no family, but even if he did he couldn’t imagine injecting them with a death sentence.

      Haskell shrugged and returned to his work. The conversation seemingly over, Herron took the opportunity to test out his restraints – though the bed was light, just canvas over an aluminum frame, he couldn’t achieve much by dragging it across the room by his wrist. Kearns would be no help either, just sitting there staring into space. There was only one way out of this mess: Haskell himself.

      “Nice lab you’ve got here.” Herron tried again, but this time he was speaking to Haskell’s back. “Looks expensive.”

      Haskell laughed and kept working. “You’d be amazed at how much high-end gear the CDC throws away and how easy it is to divert deliveries from the dump to another location. Every piece of gear in here would’ve gone to landfill, when they’re perfectly good. It is just another example of the environmental destruction we’re responsible for.”

      “So you spend your days working to prevent the spread of contagions and your nights working to develop and spread the most dangerous one on the planet?”

      “Yes, yes.” Haskell waved a hand as he leaned over a microscope. “We keep nature from attacking humanity with its viruses and diseases. In return, humanity rapes and exploits and pillages nature, never content with what it has and always wanting more. I’ve spent my life at the crossroads of these things and when I realized the problem I had to act.”

      Herron tuned out Haskell’s rant and tested his restraints again. The thin cord that’d been used to bind his wrist to the camp bed was tight, although it did have some give. With time, he might be able to free himself, but time was running out. At any moment the virus could go from being latent to active.

      “I wouldn’t bother trying to escape.” Haskell’s turned from the microscope to face him. “Even if you get free of your restraints, we’re sealed in here. Nobody gets out unless I say so.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure. You said the same thing at the compound, yet here I am.” Herron gave his restraints one last jerk.

      Haskell laughed. “I could have killed you there, but instead I left you alive and made you into a carrier. Your presence here is completely immaterial. You didn’t think I’d simply be waiting in my house, like a plump chicken ready to be slaughtered? I know you’ve taken out my other carriers, which isn’t ideal, but it hasn’t really impacted my plans.”

      Herron scoffed. “I took out your designer and your lemmings. There’s no way to get the spread you need.”

      “You’re wrong. I only ever needed one carrier…” Haskell walked over to Herron and leaned in close. “Me.”

      Herron jerked forward and tried to head-butt Haskell, but the scientist backed away. Herron grinned. “Close.”

      “Not close enough.” Haskell took another step back. “The virus is so fucking beautiful that one point of infection will more than do the job. More carriers were always a bonus and the three of us here are more than enough to spread the virus and cleanse the stain of humanity from the Earth.”

      Herron frowned. “Three?”

      Haskell’s face clouded over with confusion. Then realization set in. “Oh, you poor fool. She hasn’t told you?”

      Herron’s eyes shot to Kearns. She stared back at him emptily. Herron clenched his teeth hard. He’d been played for a fool. Though he’d rescued Kearns from the compound, he’d never spent much time discussing her captivity. There’d been a few hints, but he’d never put it together that she was carrying the virus. He’d been racing to kill all the carriers and then end himself, when a carrier had been beside him the whole time.

      Kearns spoke after a moment. “They injected me at the compound, too. Why’d you think I was so keen to stay on this ride with you? I wanted to help you end it.”

      “Well, I guess we’re screwed then.” Herron kept his eyes on her for a long second, but kept his face impassive when she winked. Then he jerked forward again, dragging the camp bed and lunging at Haskell. “I’m going to fucking kill you.”

      Haskell sighed as he grabbed a pistol from the counter and aimed it at him. “Didn’t you listen? You’re dead either way and there’s no way out.”

      Herron closed his eyes, ready for the end if it came, but hoping his gamble had paid off. He could see the barrel of the pistol trembling in Haskell’s hand, which gave him some hope that he’d distracted Haskell enough. He was playing Russian Roulette and every chamber of the gun was loaded.

      Herron winced as the pistol fired, the explosion blasting his ears, then he snapped into action. He jumped to his feet and dragged the bed towards Haskell, who was struggling with Kearns on the floor. She’d freed herself and tackled Haskell as he fired, causing the shot to miss. They’d gone to ground and now he was laying punches into her.

      Herron joined the fray, though he only had one free hand and the bed was dragging behind him. Haskell grunted as Herron landed on him, but then managed to shuffle away from the confrontation. Herron kicked out at him and connected firmly with his chest. Though the scientist cried out in pain, it wasn’t enough. Haskell increased the distance between them in seconds. Kearns was still recovering from the hits she’d taken and Herron was ineffective now.

      “You’re both wasting your time!” Haskell hissed as he scurried over to the metal bench and grabbed the silenced pistol he’d taken from Herron, his own still on the floor.

      Herron watched, unable to do anything as Haskell turned and aimed the pistol at him at the same moment as Kearns reached for the pistol on the ground and aimed it at Haskell.

      “It’s over.” Kearns’ voice had an edge that Herron hadn’t heard before. “We’re going to all sit down, calmly, while I figure out how to contain the virus in this room.”

      “Contain it?” Haskell hissed. “I’ve put years of work into this exact moment and you’re not going to fuck it up.”

      “Please!” Kearns begged, a last attempt at persuasion before she’d have to take him down. “Think about all the innocent people!”

      “Nobody is innocent!” Haskell scoffed. “I was going to sit here with you until it was time to go into the city to finish my work, but now I think I’ll just kill you both.”

      Herron flinched as Haskell fired again and grunted as the round hit him. His shoulder exploded in pain, then a second shot drew his eyes to Kearns. She’d fired at Haskell and her shot had been better. As Herron clenched his teeth against the agony in his shoulder, Haskell fell to the floor with a bloody mess where his face used to be.

      “How the fuck did you get free?” Herron winced. Already blood from his wound had soaked his t-shirt and the pain was overwhelming. “Not that I’m complaining.”

      “I’ve always been able to dislocate my wrist. A bit of pressure and it pops right out. I used it to get out of the restraints.” Kearns smiled briefly, then her eyes narrowed. “Now, given I just saved your life, can I trust you to give me time to sort out your wound and try to figure this out?”

      “Sure.” Herron lied. He needed to kill Kearns and then himself. If he could do it all inside the house, the virus wouldn’t be eradicated, but its spread would be isolated. He could call the CDC before he put a gun to his own head, trusting they’d clean it up.

      Kearns nodded, walked to the bench and returned with a scalpel. She cut at the restraints, sawing through them with the sharp blade. As soon as she was done, she backed away a little, her expression concerned. “It looks like you’ve got a pus—”

      Herron struck like a viper. Despite the wound in his shoulder searing with pain, he lunged forward and gripped the pistol Kearns had placed on the floor after shooting Haskell. She let out a squeal as he aimed at her and picked up the other pistol off the ground. Less than three seconds after Kearns had freed him, he had a pair of weapons on her.

      “You’re an asshole!” Kearns sneered and her eyes filled with hatred. “I was trying to tell you that there’s a pustule above the neckline of your t-shirt. The virus is starting to act.”

      “Then it’s time for us all to die.” Herron’s voice was cold and detached. He’d already mentally untethered himself from Kearns and his own life.

      “Listen to me!” Kearns held her hand out, gesturing at Haskell’s body. “This is the lab of the man who planned all of this! Let me dress your wound and then call in the CDC.”

      Herron hesitated. Normally he’d have ended the threat already. Given he’d fought so hard and come so close to failing so many times, his reluctance to kill Erica Kearns surprised him. It spoke to how much she’d affected him in the past few days and how valuable her help had been that he was considering her request at all. Anyone else would be dead on the ground already.

      “Please, Mitch, give me a chance.” Kearns’ voice cracked. “If we call in the CDC, we might be able to figure out another way.”

      “There’s no other way.” Herron half squeezed the trigger of the pistol and watched her eyes close…

      A loud beep and a hiss came from behind him. Herron eased off on the trigger, but kept one pistol trained on Kearns as he half turned and aimed the other at the door. It opened automatically to reveal a little girl of about five. She was standing in her pyjamas and clutching a worn stuffed bunny, a look of tired confusion on her face.

      “Daddy?” The girl’s soft voice quivered as she locked eyes on her father’s body, lying still, blood pooled around it. Her mouth fell open and she clutched the bunny tighter.

      “Shit.” Herron lowered the pistol and stepped between the girl and Haskell’s corpse, blocking her view of her dead father. He turned to Kearns. “Look after her for a minute.”

      Herron and Kearns moved in unison, the scientist moving to take care of the girl while Herron grabbed a few blankets from one of the camp beds. He threw the covers over Haskell’s body, arranging them with his toe so that his body was concealed and the blood soaked up. He’d missed the girl when he’d been searching the house and now she needed to die too; that didn’t mean he should make it any more traumatic than he had to.

      Satisfied he’d done the best he could to obscure the body, he turned back to Kearns and the girl, gripping the pistol tight. “It’s time, Erica.”

      “Mitch, wait, look at her. She doesn’t have pustules like us.” Kearns hugged the girl tight. “I don’t think she’s infected. There might be a chance.”
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      Herron still had a pistol aimed at Kearns. She’d dressed his wound and he was leaning against the wall, feeling weaker with each passing minute and unable to keep his thoughts straight. “Explain it to me one more time, Erica. Nice and simple.”

      “I don’t think the girl is infected. If I’m right, either Haskell didn’t inject her or there’s a way to stop it.” Kearns’ was whispering. She clearly didn’t want to upset the girl, who was seated on the other camp bed and clutching the bunny tight. “I just need ten minutes to figure out which.”

      Herron glanced at the clock on the wall and decided there was reason enough to give her that. He nodded and she got straight to work. He let her lance one of his lesions and extract the fluid inside, keeping the pistol trained on her the entire time. Then she did the same to one of her own lesions and walked both samples over to the lab equipment. It took her a few minutes to examine both samples, after which she looked at him and nodded.

      “Both of us?” He raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Yes.” Her voice was grave. “Now I need to see if she has it or not.”

      “And if she does?”

      She shrugged. “If she does, nothing has changed, you do… what you have to do. But if she doesn’t…”

      Herron nodded and watched Kearns work. She crouched down to the girl and whispered in her ear reassuringly as she took a blood sample. Then he glanced at the clock. Though he’d relented and given her a chance to crack the virus, he wouldn’t give her a second more than the allocation of time they’d agreed.

      “Five minutes down, Erica.” His voice was laced with warning. “If you’ve got any genies to pull out of a bottle, I suggest you do it soon.”

      She didn’t even acknowledge his words as she walked the girl’s blood sample over to the lab equipment. A rash had formed on Kearns’ body, more extensively than on his, another sign the virus was working faster than expected and there wasn’t long to go. As far as he could see, there were still none on Haskell’s daughter.

      The seconds ticked by and Herron grew weaker. He was determined to give Kearns the exactly amount of time they’d agreed to, but he was deteriorating and he wasn’t sure he’d last another five seconds, let alone five minutes. Though he wouldn’t breach his commitment, he regretted relenting to her request at all. If he hadn’t, both his life and his mission would be over by now.

      Each second felt like a lifetime. Each minute felt like eternity.

      Five minutes… Herron’s right arm slumped again. He let it fall, but made sure he kept his grip on the pistol.

      Four minutes…

      Three minutes… his eyes closed and he drifted off for a few seconds. It took all his willpower to open them again. The girl was staring at him. Kearns was still working hard.

      Two minutes…

      One minute… Herron’s chin dipped to his chest. Lifting it again was the hardest thing he’d ever done.

      Herron opened his eyes and stared at Kearns. The clock had ticked past the promised ten minutes. “Erica, it’s time. I can’t risk waiting any longer.”

      “No! Please!” Though her voice was desperate, she didn’t look up from the equipment she was using. “I just confirmed she doesn’t have it. Let me figure this out.”

      “There’s nothing to crack.” Herron glanced over at the girl, who looked at him with wide eyes, clutching her bunny tight. “I’m sorry.”

      Herron pushed himself off the wall, keeping one pistol on Kearns and attempting to aim the other at the girl. His left arm didn’t respond. Instead, he slumped to one knee. He blinked, nausea crashing over him in waves, desperately trying to regain his bearings and finish the job.

      He forced himself to his feet, which only made things worse. He stumbled and collapsed to the ground entirely, then pushed himself up onto his side and raised his pistol at Kearns, who had left the equipment and was approaching him. She backed off, although the fear in her eyes had been replaced by utter pity.

      “Mitch, you can’t even stand.” She stepped forward and helped him up onto the edge of the camp bed.

      “This…changes…nothing.”

      “I’m going back to work. Shoot me if you want, but I’m going to figure this out.” Kearns turned her back on him and walked back to the bench.

      Herron gritted his teeth and lifted the pistol, but he couldn’t bring himself to pull the trigger. He wouldn’t shoot her in the back. Somehow, he’d keep going for another few minutes and give her the time to do her work.

      She walked to the fridge and rummaged around inside. Then she gasped.

      Herron could see right inside the fridge from where he was sitting, but the beakers, stoppered test tubes and plastic bags full of blood that filled the appliance didn’t excite him nearly as much as they did Kearns. The scientist stood back for a moment, as if in a trance, then she shook her head and started sorting through the contents of the fridge.

      “It’s here, Mitch!” After another second, she turned, clutching a test tube. “I’d bet my life.”

      “You’re doing exactly that.”

      Kearns gripped the test tube and leaned down to the girl. “Can you tell me your name?” “Lucy.”

      “Yes!” Kearns punched the sky, then she turned to Herron and held out the test tube: Lucy was written on it. “Haskell made a vaccine for her! He didn’t want his daughter to die!”

      Herron hesitated. Of all the things he’d expected her to say, that wasn’t one of them. “You said the Omega Strain couldn’t be vaccinated against. Bouchard said it, too.”

      “We were wrong and he lied. Lucy has already been vaccinated, I’m sure of it. There’s no other way she could avoid infection.” She held up the vial. “This was his insurance policy.”

      “I can understand him wanting her to remain alive after others die.” Herron frowned. “But I can’t understand why he’d have another dose in the fridge. A vaccine after infection is useless.”

      “Not always.” She shrugged. “Some pathogens can be combatted by a vaccine, even after infection. Rabies is the most well-known one. The only reason he’d have a second dose is if the Omega Strain is the same.”

      “It’s a backup dose in case she somehow got infected?”

      “Yep!” She beamed. “Hell, if it works, we’re actually in a better position than if we simply eradicate all traces of the Omega Strain. It’ll mean it can be stopped cold.”

      “Oka…” Herron’s voice trailed off. “Exactly how many doses do you have in that test tube?”

      “One dose. It’s nearly empty.” Kearns paused. “I might be able to stretch it to two. I think I can save both of us.”

      “Think.” Herron repeated the word. “Is it risky, splitting the doses?”

      Kearns shrugged. “The risk is worth it.”

      “Too great a chance…” Herron’s voice trailed off. “Don’t...”

      “I can do it. It’s—”

      He cut her off with a shake of his head. “Get the girl out of here and vaccinate yourself.”

      Tears streaked down Kearns’ cheeks and she hesitated for several moments. The only way he could accept her plan was if he was certain that she would be saved, and any dilution of the vaccine to provide for him would risk neither dose working. His mission would fail.

      It wasn’t until she reached down and kissed him on the forehead that he finally smiled at her. He knew that she’d do what needed to be done. She understood.

      Herron kept his eyes open long enough to watch Kearns prepare the shot and jab herself in the deltoid muscle. Then she walked over to the little girl and held out a hand. The girl took it, fear and uncertainty in her eyes. Herron smiled at her and gave Kearns a nod. She nodded back… then they were gone and he was once again sealed in the lab. No doubt they’d be in quarantine within the hour, until they were sure Lucy didn’t have the virus and Kearns was properly vaccinated.

      Herron’s mission was complete. He closed his eyes and smiled.

      “149.”

      

      
        The End
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        Continue the Mitch Herron series by pre-ordering THE SHADOW ENCLAVE:

        stevepvincent.com/the-shadow-enclave-mitch-herron-2

      

      [image: ]

      
        Start the Jack Emery series for FREE by signing up to Steve’s newsletter:

        stevepvincent.com/free
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      She’s captured the attention of a serial killer, who is after more than just blood, but justice.

      Alexandria "Xandy" Caras was charged with murder--a mass murder.

      The charges were dropped; the case dismissed.

      Or was it?

      A serial killer with a "Moses Complex" is out for blood--Xandy's blood--and the blood of those who have sinned against the Ten Commandments. The bodies are piling up, and he's getting closer to his number one target: Xandy. Only her death will make it all stop, silencing the deranged killer who thirsts for far more than just revenge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Prologue

        

      

    

    
      
        One Year Ago

      

      Gray clouds hovered over Richmond, Virginia. A cold wind blew, chilling Alexandria “Xandy” Caras to the core. Bundled in her tan wool overcoat, she hastened from the police station to the historical mansion that housed The Law Offices of Hines, Gilbert & Woodstein.

      Bypassing the office gaiety, she hurried onward, ignoring the office abuzz with its usual noises.

      Dark shadows hung under her eyes, and remembering the mocking smirk of the officer at the police station did nothing to calm her.

      The gun lay heavy in her purse; even heavier than the responsibility she carried on her shoulders.

      Anxious, she dashed to Thornton’s office.

      Her Thornton.

      Finding it empty, she slipped into his large wardrobe.

      Tears streamed down her face. Tears for what could have been and what never would be.

      Gripping the gun between her palms, she waited.
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        April 18

      

      Her ankles ached.

      The courtroom was filled to capacity. Xandy sat next to her attorney, Tom Doaks, at the defendant’s table. Her once ruddy complexion was now pale. She stared straight ahead; her dowdy black hair masked her features. Wrinkled clothes draped her small frame and the too-often worn shackles chafed against her skin. Shivers of angst slid down her spine from the hostile glares boring into her back. She’d spent the last year in a cell, as continuance after continuance shoved the court date to another month.

      “All rise,” announced the uniformed bailiff.

      Xandy sprang up with as much energy she could muster. Her heart galloped.

      “Oyez, oyez,” continued the bailiff, “the Circuit Court is now in session. The Honorable Judge David Nathaniel Henderson Scott, III, presiding. All those with suits to prosecute and claims come forth and you shall be heard. God save this Commonwealth and this Honorable Court. You may be seated.”

      “Madam Clerk, if you’ll read the indictment,” Judge Scott said. He turned toward the older woman to his left, seated behind an array of folders.

      Xandy remained standing behind the defense table. She stared ahead at the clerk, bracing herself. Drawing in a ragged breath, she trembled. Sweat ran down her back, pooling at the base of her board-straight spine. She clenched her hands together.

      “The grand jury charges the accused, Alexandria Caras, did murder by willful, deliberate and premeditated killing of Thornton Aaron Gage. Virginia Code Section 18.2-32. How do you plead?” asked the clerk.

      “Not guilty,” Xandy muttered.

      “You’re going to have to speak up, Ms. Caras,” said Judge Scott. His southern cadence echoed throughout the courtroom. “Can you repeat yourself?”

      With strength she did not feel, she raised her chin and said, “Not guilty!”

      The gathered crowd erupted at that news. Judge Scott’s gavel slammed repeatedly against the dark wood until the buzzing ceased.

      “Now listen, folks,” the judge bellowed. “I don’t know how they do things in other courtrooms, but here in my small kingdom, when I speak, you are to be quiet. Should you disregard my rules, I’m sure the jail has enough space to house you all.”

      “Your Honor, we would waive the reading of the additional firearm charge in order to expedite this matter,” Tom said.

      “This is in reference to the one count of use of a firearm in the commission of a felony?” Judge Scott asked.

      “Yes, your Honor.”

      “How do you then plead to this charge, Ms. Caras?

      “Not guilty,” Xandy said.

      “Your honor if I may approach the bench for a side bar?” asked Gary Allen, the Assistant Commonwealth’s Attorney. He walked forward, fresh-faced and astute, in his gray tailored suit.

      “It’s going to be okay, Xandy,” said Tom. But his words brought her little comfort. He stepped from behind the table and stood next to the Assistant Commonwealth’s Attorney.

      The taste of bile rising from her queasy stomach increased as she heard their hushed tones and watched the judge’s glances. Xandy tapped her foot. She tried to be still, but looking at the judge, who held her fate, garbed in his black robe, she felt the air being sucked out of her lungs.

      Just as quick as the conference began, the discussion ended and the attorneys returned to their tables.

      “Mr. Allen, I understand that you have a motion to present in reference to this matter,” the judge said.

      “Yes, your Honor. We move to nolle pros the charges against Ms. Caras at this time,” Allen said.

      Xandy gasped. The misery of the last 373 days came crashing out in tears on the well-worn carpet. She heaved and sobbed in relief. Today she could walk away free.

      “Do you have any objections, Mr. Doaks?” asked Judge Scott.

      “Not at all, sir,” Tom said. His mouth cracked into a grin.

      “Then, Ms. Caras, I would say you are free to go,” Judge Scott said. Turning to the clerk, he then asked, “What’s next on the docket?”

      Tom turned to Xandy. “It is not a complete dismissal. It came down to the last minute to pound this deal out.  Unless new and compelling evidence comes up against you, they are not going to bring the charges back up.”

      As Tom spoke those words, Xandy felt the world spinning on its axis. For though she was free, nothing would be the same. There would be no more ‘I love yous’ uttered from Thornton’s lips. All of her hopes and dreams had been dashed by gunshots. Her freedom was tainted by the horrendous crime that would forever hang over her head.

      Suddenly an incensed shout erupted from the back of the courtroom, followed by a booming male voice. “You’ll pay for this!”

      “I warned you all,” shouted Judge Scott over the uproar, scanning the courtroom. “Who said that?”

      Xandy’s body continued to shake; her stomach churned. Her legs gave way. She collapsed back in her seat and stared stupefied at her hands.

      The hands capable of murder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      
        October 10

      

      Sister Hannah Salem exited the car in front of the hotel. The cold air whipped around her, heavy with the smell of exhaust. Her thinning brown hair was pulled back in a messy bun. The colorful frock hung on her petite frame. Chilled, she pulled her jacket around her.

      “Hans, what time are we to start tonight?” Hannah asked. Her voice was strained. She turned toward the man at her elbow.

      “Service starts at 7:00, but we need to be there by 6:30,” Hans said. Gripping his cane in his liver spotted hand, he shuffled forward.

      “Humph,” she snorted, “I guess I have to be quick about this then,” she said while she walked toward her office. She had no desire to head out tonight, wanting to only curl up with a good book and get some much needed sleep, but the money wouldn’t let her do it. With Pastor Byrd and through his congregation, she had a grand following, which meant money to fuel her smugness. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

      “Do you need any help with anything?” Hans persisted.

      “No,” she shooed him away with the flick of her wrist.  After primping, she picked up her phone and dialed the telephone number to confirm her after service engagement. Hearing the voicemail’s beep on the line, she said, “I just wanted to confirm that we are on for tonight. I should be done around eleven. I look forward to meeting you then.” The thought of meeting someone new excited her.

      Hans and Sister Hannah drove up East Broad Street into the historic Church Hill district. The picturesque St. John’s Church, with its black window shutters and high steeple, lay in the distance.

      They hurried the short distance to the meeting room for the night’s service, at Pastor Byrd’s historic home. Walking up the red brick stairs, they entered the Victorian row house.

      The renovated home resembled more of a small church with its folding chairs and make-shift stage. The sounds of the organ and hymns being sung greeted them. Rushing toward the stage, Sister Hannah grabbed the mic.

      “It is befitting for us to meet in the shadow of St. John’s, to declare our desire to be free,” Sister Hannah said standing in the pulpit before the filled seats. “Patrick Henry stood in this same building and proclaimed what we, as a people, and individually want. To be free.”

      As she stood before them, preaching from the Gospel of Mark, Hannah stared out at the crowd. A diverse group gathered from poor to well off. Taking the Bible in her hand, she bellowed, “How hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God!”

      Sobbing, moaning and clapping reverberated throughout the room. Then one lone soul raced to the front and tossed his bejeweled chain on to the platform. One after the other came forward, tossing money, cell phones, and jewelry.

      The service lasted for four hours. It was a mélange of praise, worship, clapping, yelling, sweating, and tears. As the music died down from the thunderous, rousing gospel music to a solemn hymn, and after the altar call, the crowd slowly dispersed. Hannah and some of her faithful started to repack the needed equipment for their next stop tomorrow evening on their travel circuit.

      Having noticed a Rolex that was tossed on the stage, Hannah walked over to Pastor Byrd.  “Pastor, do you mind if I keep that Rolex? It is such a lovely watch,” Hannah said.

      “Matter of fact, I had the inclination to give it to you myself. Let me ask the man who owned it though. He’s still there in the back praying.” Pastor Byrd walked to the back, as Hans walked over to Hannah’s side.

      “Are you coming, Hannah?” Hans asked. “I thought we’d go ahead and get a good night’s rest and then be nice and fresh for our stay in King George County.”

      “Sister Hannah,” Pastor Byrd interjected. “Praise God, I spoke with the gentleman, and he is fine with such a servant like you keeping his gift to God. He would be honored.”

      Hannah reached into the offering bucket and snatched the Rolex out of it.

      “Hans, go ahead without me. I’ll meet you back at the hotel. I just need some time alone.” Hannah turned back to the pastor, dismissing Hans, who scurried away.

      “Well, sister, thank you for participating in this special event. We were blessed by your words and hope you were blessed having been able to spend some time with us, as well.”

      “It was a pleasure being here,” said Hannah with a simper.

      “Well, I am going to close up shop here. Are you going to be okay, or is there anywhere I can take you?” asked Pastor Byrd.

      “A friend of mine is waiting outside for me. Thank you again, Pastor, for having us.” She offered him a dispassionate embrace and stepped out into the boisterous city with a smile on her wrinkled red lips.
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      Tonight she was a star.

      He’d taped her perfidious mouth and silenced her deafening scream. Her once comely bun now frayed. Her makeup streaked, her perfection soiled.

      On stage, he knew she felt at home. But not tonight. No, tonight, she lay petrified on the hard and dusty platform of the Mosque Theatre. Pancuronium coursed through her body, paralyzing her. He could almost imagine her throat constricting, her breathing lessening.

      Silent and trapped in her own skin, tonight was her final act.

      With a scowl, he loomed over her. Gripping his hunting knife, he lowered it to her warm soft flesh and carved into her delicate skin.

      Groping, with gloved fingers, he pried the edges of the flayed skin apart, placing a cloth tag into the opening. The threaded needle punctured the taut skin surrounding the wound. The thick golden thread created a neat row of stitches.

      He rose from her side, reached into his duffle bag and retrieved one of the large rocks he’d brought for the occasion. Palming it, he yelled, “Thou shall not” and swung his arm back. His voice echoed off of the rafters. He slammed the rock over and over into her skull until her brown hair was stained red and his arm was tired.

      Waves of pleasure rippled through him with each hit. The sound of stone breaking bone was its own melody.

      With a bloodied hand, he yanked the crimson-spattered watch from her lifeless arm and broke its dial as he had her skull. Placing the timepiece in a blue crushed velvet box, he cast one last careless glance at his scene and tossed the postcard depicting the Greek goddess Nemesis on the stage.

      Let her bleed, let her die.

      No one listened nowadays.
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      October 11

      People hurried along the streets of downtown, bundled up in thick winter coats, scarves and gloves under the stabbing frigidity. It was only October; usually summer’s warmth held firm against the cold until January. Instead of the sun’s kiss, the dogwoods flailed and the wind howled. A storm was approaching, bringing with it snow, sleet and ice.

      Xandy was one of those rushing. Her job as a file clerk for her trial attorney required it. The familiar chill of uncertainty crashed upon her, as she hurried out of the cold into the John Marshall Courts Building. Each time she entered the building, she remembered the faces of the deputies, their snide remarks, and taunts. Now, she stood in line with those that awaited their judicial destiny.

      Xandy placed her small card holding wallet in the designated brown plastic bin. Today, Deputy Harlan Jacobs was doing the pat downs. The yelling of the lanky Deputy waving his metal-detector wand and its beeping vibrated throughout the old red brick and marble hall. He enjoyed taking the wand and holding it a little too long and too close to women’s chests, she thought. But Xandy wasn’t there to cause problems. All she needed was to pick up a file from the Commonwealth’s Attorney Office, the very office that tried to place her in prison for an extended stay of five to forty years.

      “I can’t believe you have the nerve to be in this building,” said Deputy Jacobs in a low growl, waiting for Xandy to pass through the line.

      Xandy ignored his comments. He had told her repeatedly when being transported from the city jail a year ago that she deserved to fry for her transgression. It was the only thing that she might have agreed with the Deputy on, to fry for Thornton’s death. To those in law enforcement, Thornton was a deity. He was a defense attorney with a prosecutor’s heart and considered one of their own.

      “You can ignore me all you want, but I know who you are, even if you try to hide,” Deputy Jacobs called after her as she walked through security.

      It was the usual day, Xandy thought. Each time she entered that building, someone reminded her that she wasn’t welcome there, unless in handcuffs.
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      Detective Peter Lazarus’s gut clenched as he saw Xandy scurrying down the brick stairs. She was guilty, but the goddamn Commonwealth had let her go. The evidence was there. He just had to find it.

      Lazarus flashed his badge, and bypassed courthouse security. He strode to Constance Felmetzger’s cubicle, his latest contact in the clerk’s office. The telephones rang around him, as the array of assistants spoke in low tones. Locating the desired cubicle, he hung over the bluish half-cubicle wall.

      “What do you have for me today, precious?” He asked.

      “You are so sweet,” Constance said with a half-giggle. She stood to greet him. Her freeze-curls bounced as she bent forward, flashing him with her deep cleavage. Her sweet perfume enveloped him like the arms of a long lost lover. Leaning over a little too long, she picked up a sticky note from her desk. Her eyes darted around the room. “I received a call today from someone asking about the Virginia Slayer Statute. I couldn’t help but poke around a little bit while on the phone,” she whispered.

      “You called me down here for that?” Every time he came down here, it was a waste of time. Constance thought that helping him would make her more desirable to him. He could tell by her behavior that she liked him, but in this relationship, she only had one purpose: information.

      “The caller mentioned the Caras case.” She batted her eyelashes.

      “Now we’re getting somewhere. I guess I owe you dinner for that little tidbit.”

      “I also got her phone number for you, just in case you want to check it out,” she cooed. She offered it to him.

      Taking the sticky-note, he flashed a perfect smile. “I’ll call you,” he said before he turned and strutted away.
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      The courts building always did it to her, Xandy thought as she dashed through the metal and glass doors out the building. Snow flurries and the abrasive wind slowed her pace. The panic was choking, but she’d learned how to hide it over the days and months. She fought to calm down. Her car, safety, and freedom were only a few feet away.

      Reaching her car, she threw open the car door and collapsed into the leather seat. She closed her eyes and concentrated on her breathing. Inhale and exhale. Minutes ticked by as she grappled with her sanity. She knew the rhythm, just as she knew the fear, anxiety and angst.

      For a moment, she thought of Thornton. She could almost catch a whiff of his cologne. She wished for moments that could never be, a time that they could never share. She wiped her hand over her dampened face, wiping away the tears she didn’t know she’d shed. Reaching into her glove compartment, she retrieved her emergency bottle of Valium. Tossing one back in her mouth, she thought of other times, happier times.

      Calmer now, Xandy turned the key in the ignition. She had one final stop, and then she could head home before the streets became impassable. Staring out the windshield, she saw a small sheet of paper between her wiper and the glass. Not another ticket, she hoped. Reaching out, she grabbed it. It was still crisp. She read the words scrawled in black ink: WHERE IS MY MONEY? Blackwell.

      Xandy gulped. Her day had gone from lousy to plain rotten. She knew it wouldn’t be too long until he came looking for what Thornton took. Blackwell was a drug kingpin that believed in atonement and now he wanted his stolen money back; money he thought she had.

      Back at her office with the needed documents in hand, she called Tom for further instructions.

      “How was everything at John Marshall? Do you still think you’re being followed?”

      Xandy doodled on her yellow legal pad. “I know that I am. When I was leaving, I saw Lazarus walking up toward the court. Unless there’s a recurring coincidence, he’s everywhere I am 95 percent of the time...”

      “Have you spoken to Captain Hawthorne about that yet?”

      “No. Not yet. I can’t seem to make that move. I don’t want to ruin my friendship with him because of Lazarus.”

      “Right now, you have a huge boulder hanging over your head. You need to take care of that before something happens.”

      “I know…”

      “Do you want me to give him a call?”

      “No,” Xandy almost shouted. The one word rushed out, expelled like a breaking dam. “This is my problem, and I have to take care of it.”

      “Then I suggest you do that.”

      Now the question was how to get rid of a cop who only wanted to see her behind bars.

      

      October 11

      Jocelyn Tal looked at her watch. She paced the plush carpet in Brennan Tal’s study, his recovery room. With her cell phone gripped in her freshly manicured hands, she cast a scathing gaze at its display. Still nothing. She’d been calling Brennan non-stop. Dialing his number again, it went straight to voicemail and his mailbox was full. They’d been separated for months, and her options were vanishing. It was now after 8:00 p.m. and she’d not heard a peep from him.

      Jocelyn dialed Emily’s number. Emily, her sister-in-law, was the only one who would still speak with her, and being the only female in a family of men, she was Jocelyn’s best chance of getting a hold of Brennan.

      “Hi, Joss. Are you coming to my party? You received your invitation, right?”

      Emily was so innocent, so naïve, Jocelyn thought, “I’d love to, but if he’s there, then I don’t think it would be a good idea.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m not even sure Brennan will be there. At least that is what Aden said. He seems like he’s having fun being … away.”

      Jocelyn sneered. “I’m sure he is. Well, if you speak to your brother –”

      “Which one? You’re sleeping with both of them.”

      “That is awfully rude of you, Emily.”

      “I’m not being rude, just honest.”

      Jocelyn didn’t want to ruin the only friendship in the family that she had left due to her own bitterness. Exhaling, she said, “When you speak with Brennan, please tell him to give me a call. I’d hate to have to keep coming to our house –”

      “His house!”

      “Thank you for the correction. I’d hate to have to keep coming to his home to speak with him, when it could all be resolved with a simple conversation. I’d hate to pop up when he doesn’t want me to, you know what I mean?”

      “I don’t think you have to worry about him hooking up with anyone soon. It seems like you’ve turned him off women for a while. He hasn’t been with anyone since you two separated, and in spite of everyone trying to get him over you –”

      “You’re saying I might still have a chance with him?”

      “Jocelyn ... I’m only eighteen, so what do I know? But since you asked, I don’t think so. What about Aden? I thought you two were into each other.”

      “Things are complicated, Emily, very complicated. I would love to tell you everything, but I don’t think it’s meant for your ears.”

      “You are not a prude. I said I’m eighteen, not dumb. I knew, just like everyone else, even Brennan, that something was going on between you and Aden. But why couldn’t you two have done something about that without hurting him? He treasured both of you and now … now he has no one but me.”

      “You’re not no one.”

      “I don’t mean it like that … but you both could’ve saved us a lot of problems if you’d just run off before getting Brennan involved in this.”

      “Emily, we are very close, but I am not going to explain it to you.”

      “You just did. I got to run. I’ll let them both know about you, though.”

      “Only Brennan, not–” Before Jocelyn could continue her sentence, the line went dead.

      Damn it to hell. Jocelyn snatched up her coat and left. She didn’t want to see any of the Tals at the moment. Thinking about them was enough.
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      Lazarus stared at the yellow sticky note with the name and number scrawled across it in thick black ink. His gaze drifted to the parking deck and the Mini Cooper in spot 97. From his position on the street, and in spite of the wintry weather mix that was falling, he waited for her to come out. His gut was always correct, but for some reason no one could see behind those doe eyes. She mesmerized them or something, but not him. For him, she was Judas’s child. She’d made a deal with the devil and killed his friend.

      She was still at work.

      Lazarus should have been running down other leads for other cases, but he couldn’t. Nothing else mattered but getting that bitch where she belonged. He clenched his fist.

      Everyone who knew Thornton knew what sort of man he was. Cut from the cloth of honor, and straight as a nail. With the smoking gun still in her hands, and a lousy excuse, she’d wiggled out of the charges, but not this time. This time he’d make every single letter stick to her lily ass.

      The squawking of his radio told him to return to the station. Finally back at the precinct, Lazarus could only stare at his reflection in his small mirror in his locker. His spinet was military neat. Everything had its place. It was only the essentials: an extra change of clothes, toiletries and that one clipping.

      The clipping showed her face in black and white under the headline which read, Woman Arrested and Charged with Attorney’s Murder.

      Murder.

      It was a long shot of a charge then; Lazarus knew when the paperwork was filed. But since Thornton had been so prominent, the Commonwealth knew charges were going to have to be filed. Shame that Xandy had killed him while defending herself, supposedly. But then again, Lazarus knew that her mask of vulnerability was only that, a mask.  She wasn’t a sniper, a former cop or even military, true. But she knew her way around a gun.

      He rubbed his temples. Lazarus pulled out the folded piece of paper from his left front pocket and removed a copy of a wrinkled receipt for a Lady Smith purchased by Xandy only a couple of months before the shooting. If luck was on his side, he might have found something that could prove that Xandy was no novice.  He’d find out, as soon as he paid the local shooting range a visit.

      “Lazarus, the Captain wants to see you,” Bob, the desk officer, called out to Lazarus.

      It wasn’t what Lazarus wanted to do. He was supposed to meet with the manager in another forty-five minutes, but it looked like his fun would have to wait for later.

      With a strut, Lazarus made his way to Captain Victor Hawthorne’s office. The middle-sized office was a luxury, positioned off the large open area of the Major Crimes division. The office, decorated in fine dark fabrics with accolades posted, gave the air of intimidation, just like the man seated behind the large, solid desk. Lazarus imagined that was what his captain was going for – intimidation in every way.

      “I’m going to recommend a little time off for you, Peter. I’ve been reviewing your performance over the last few months, and I believe you can use the time to get over your obsession with the Caras case.”

      “Did she call you?”

      “No. I know you are still actively following her, although you are supposed to be working on other cases. The Caras matter is closed,” Victor said. He leaned his brawny frame forward.  His almost omniscient gaze bore into Lazarus.

      “But, Captain,” Lazarus said, “she’s hiding something, I tell you, and the Commonwealth said they’d bring the charges back up if we got any new information. That’s what I’m doing, trying not to make this case go away,”

      “We’ve spoken about this,” Victor said. “Hell, I’ve even ordered you not to do exactly what you’re doing. You’ve already been on desk duty because of your actions. Do you want me to suspend your ass based on a hunch?”

      “I’ll admit I’m pushing the boundaries here, but something is there,” Lazarus said. He squinted as if he were trying to solve a difficult math problem.

      “You’ve been following her for six months. What do you have?” Victor asked as he leaned further forward.

      “You’re sort of putting me on the spot. She’d purchased a gun before the murder and I’m on my way to find out more from a contact I have at the shooting range. What I really need is to get into her apartment. I think I’ll find something, a journal or whatnot that could substantiate my belief. She’s been too perfect while she’s out. Always blending in, or at least trying to, but I know, I know …,” he rambled.

      “You want to violate her constitutional rights?”

      “I see what you’re doing, Captain. You’re a liability. This isn’t about me, but you! Everyone knows that you fucked her, and that’s why she got off. You’re trying to say that you’re concerned about due process, but you’re just trying to protect your whore.”

      Ever since the case had been dismissed, Lazarus had been unwell. Victor had heard of suspects saying in lockup that Lazarus had even planted evidence on them, charges which had to be dismissed. This was the last of it. Victor could not continue to hold the hand of a man-child who had the right to shoot in the name of the police.

      “Well, even if I had considered your buffoonery, that, in and of itself, is enough. I’m suspending you for ten days, pending an investigation and disposition by IA!” Victor shoved the written notice toward Lazarus.

      “You’ve grown weak, if you’re taking the word of a killer over your own officer!”

      “Detective, I am also admonishing you to stay away from Ms. Caras.”

      “I’m going to take this up with Internal Affairs and the Chief.”

      “Do what you have to do, but in the meantime, hand over your badge and gun.”

      Removing his gun, Lazarus slammed it on Victor’s desk, while tossing his badge on the wood. With one last cold look, he turned and stomped away, leaving Victor with more than an impression that a hell-storm was brewing.
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      It was the end of an already long day. Seated in his office in front of the computer, Brennan Tal read the email assigning him to another investigation. He paused. He was to head the internal affairs investigation regarding another insubordinate officer. Although far from his liking, checks and balances were necessary. Being in Internal Affairs was often divisive between him and the other men on the force. Not too many wanted to be friends with the one policing them.

      He needed a break for the night, but going home to a cold house wasn’t an option. Instead, with phony ebullience, he strode through the precinct, greeting his comrades in blue. The atmosphere was its usual cacophony, with women weeping, telephones ringing, people shouting, and dispatch squawking. He walked to Major Crimes Division and poked his head into Victor’s office.

      “Taking a break and thought I’d stop by,” Brennan said.

      “Not trying to head home again, I take it,” Victor said, as he stared at Brennan. After a moment’s pause, Victor continued, "I know you’re in IA now, but do you want to do a little police work with me tonight?”

      "What do you have in mind?" Brennan asked with a grin.

      Victor chuckled, slapping Brennan on the back. "Come on. Let me take you down to the morgue. We just got a body in. She was discovered at the Mosque Theatre.”

      If Brennan hadn’t taken human anatomy and been around dead bodies for years, then the sight of the woman lying on the stainless steel table would have caused him to vomit. The white surgical mask did nothing to dilute the stench of death. It smelled like two-day-old road kill on a hot Virginia day. The suffocating stink permeated the room.

      The sight of the recently found woman proved evil existed.  The face was unrecognizable. Bone showed through the deeper depressions of the cranial wounds.

      “What do we have here, Doc?” Victor asked.

      Brennan glanced at the medical examiner, Ashley Reynolds.  Holding a clipboard in his aging hands, Dr. Reynolds raised an eyebrow at Victor’s question. “Have you come to the dungeon to observe me for the next five hours, Captain?” Dr. Reynolds asked. Making a notation on the chart, he continued, “I heard about your promotion, Detective Tal,” Ashley said. “Didn’t think I’d find IA down here so quickly though.”

      “Me neither,” Brennan confessed.

      “It’s by my invitation,” Victor said. “The case has yet to be assigned to the new guy and I thought it might be good for our old friend to have a look.”

      In a voice that belied no emotion, Dr. Reynolds said, “From what I can tell you at this point, the deceased died from multiple depressed skull fractures. This is of course preliminary until I am able to perform the autopsy.”

      “You mean she was bludgeoned to death?” Brennan asked.

      “That is still to be determined, but from a cursory exam, I would say that is the case.”

      “Have we been able to identify her yet?”

      Dr. Reynolds glanced at his preliminary paperwork. “Yes. Her name is Diane Smith aka Hannah Salem.”

      “Let me know as soon as you’re done about your findings,” Victor said.

      “Yes sir.”

      Taking one last glance at the motionless body, Brennan couldn’t help but wonder about the criminal mind behind the deadly and bloody crime.
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      “Excuse me. Is Victor Hawthorne in?” Xandy asked for what seemed like the trillionth time. She stood in front of the police precinct’s help desk, self-conscious as several men and women in uniform turned and stared her way. They recognized her, Xandy thought.

      Breathing, she tried to concentrate on the man in front of her, and not those dawdling by. She was there to stop an overzealous cop from following her. That was it, nothing else, and when it was all over, she’d be able to walk out, still free.

      If she were the old Xandy, she could have sauntered over to the officer at the nearest desk with a provocative swing of her hips, tossed her hair over her shoulder, and slid into the unoccupied seat, dazzling him with a radiant smile. Setting his coffee cup to the side, the officer’s slouching form would have straightened as he ogled her.

      But that was then.

      “I’m waiting to see Captain Hawthorne. Is he in?” Xandy’s face reddened as her anger grew. “I’d like to speak with him.”

      The officer leered at her, sending a chill of fear down her spine. Don’t show your weakness, she thought. His badge gave her his name and number. She’d complain about Officer Thomas, too, if she had to. What is one cop over another?

      “What’s your name?” he asked as he reached for his pen.

      “Alexandria Caras,” she sputtered. Her name always brought up animosity, especially since hers had been the only case to use the precinct’s Captain to rebut grand jury testimony and eventually helped in the negotiations to get her charges dropped; something that not even a desk cop could forgive.

      “Caras…Caras…why does that name sound familiar?” Seeing Xandy’s flushing face, he averted his glance back to his papers. “I guess you were lucky.” Turning on his swivel desk chair, he then yelled, “Hey Captain, you got a visitor.”
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      “Let me see what Bob wants, Brennan, before he yells my name again across the station instead of using the goddamn phone,” Victor said loud enough for Bob to hear.

      Rising from their chairs, they walked toward Victor’s door to exit.

      “That’s my cue. We’ll have to get together for beer next time. Thanks for the evening.” Brennan ducked out of Victor’s office.

      Victor turned his attention toward the woman with the dark brown eyes he would never forget.

      After impatiently waiting, Xandy finally took a seat on the couch in Victor’s office. Wringing her hands, she tried to calm her knotted stomach.

      “I take it from the pissed-off look on your face, you’re not here this time for pleasantries?” Victor asked, falling into the seat next to her.

      “I wish I were, and I know that I said I would let Lazarus calm down, but he’s still following me. Ever since the verdict was announced, he’s been my constant companion. I hate to ask for this, but I need it to stop.” Breaking eye contact, she looked down at her hands.

      “Has he done anything?”

      “No, but I can’t continue like this. He’s the shadow that is always behind me. I’ve been cleared of the criminal charges! I can’t keep dealing with his issues...”

      “I know that, Xandy. I’ll take care of it.”

      “Just make it stop, please.”

      “I will. Things will get better.” Victor placed his arm around Xandy’s shoulder and pulled her closer. She leaned into him. He smelled of musk and citrus with a hint of wood. It felt perfect. If she could’ve, she would’ve bottled that one moment up to reopen on rainy days.

      “I hate to see you so nervous,” Victor continued, “I think you need a good distraction. It’ll help the situation. I need you to do something for me.”

      Xandy batted her eyelashes at him and beamed. “Victor, after all that we’ve been through, I think you could ask me anything.”

      “I know you may be reluctant to the idea, but I have this buddy of mine who I think you should meet.”

      She pulled away. “You’re starting to sound like Tom.”

      “I know, but he’s a great guy!”

      “Does he know?” she asked, rising. She turned away and glanced at the busy officers, who kept glaring at Victor’s door.

      “Know what?”

      “My history.”

      “That shouldn’t matter.”

      “It always does,” she whispered.
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      Xandy drove westward down snow-sprinkled Monument Avenue. Traffic crept by the Stonewall Jackson monument. All she wanted to do was take a hot bath and soak away the worries of the day.  Maybe she could even try to get some sleep tonight. She yawned. The insomnia left her exhausted. When she did sleep, it was always the same dream. She heard angry voices and gunshots.

      She saw Thornton’s face: first his joy, his pain, and then his last breath. Nothing made it better. Distraction could never ease her sorrow. She chased ghosts, caught in between the way things had been then and the way things were now.

      Her gaze kept sliding to her rearview mirror to see if she was being followed. Since leaving that courtroom, she kept watch, waiting for the promised revenge. Now agitated, the usual thirty minute drive home took ninety minutes, as traffic lights flashed yellow and careless drivers clogged up the intersections.

      Finally pulling in to her parking lot, she spotted her roommate’s car. Jonathan was one of the few bright spots in her life at the moment. They’d been living together since her return to civilization. Although the apartment was the same that she used to share with Thornton, he was welcomed companionship. His warmth, flattery and wit appealed to her. It made her ache for life again.

      Soft music played as Xandy entered their apartment. Her cat, Amarillo, greeted her at the door with a meow and rubbed against her. Xandy placed her things to the side and picked up the striped orange tabby cat, holding her tightly to her. After a couple of seconds, the cat jumped down and switched away.

      The scent of roses hovered in the air, along with a hint of cheap perfume. Looking down, she saw a trail of pink rose petals on the carpeted floor. Her favorite. Candles cast a warm glow about the apartment.

      Had Jonathan finally realized through her maddened little world that she still wanted to want him?

      But couldn’t.

      This was what their evenings used to be like, she thought, as she removed her heavy overcoat and snow-covered boots.

      She walked farther into the apartment. Xandy heard voices. She rounded the corner, following the path of petals, only to find two bodies intertwined on the chaise she’d picked out.

      Xandy waited for one of them to notice her standing there, gawking. As their moans of pleasure increased, she knew she could not just stand there like a fool. But she couldn’t tear herself away. Envy coiled like a snake ready to strike. Jonathan’s lips and hands moved along the blonde’s bosom; she leaned into his caress and moaned.

      Xandy’s vision was seared by the scene of their bodies, naked flesh on naked flesh. The sounds of lovemaking grew ever louder. She forced herself to turn away. But before she could make a graceful exit, she heard the woman say, “Johnnie, it looks like we have company.”

      Reddening, Xandy turned back to face them again and stared into the hateful gaze of Lauren Donovan, a blonde beauty with whom she shared a history of animosity They had similar interests in men and lifestyles, even with Thornton. Until him, she and Lauren were two sides of the same coin. Thornton changed her, and in lieu of the girl looking for only a good time, she became a woman in love with a man who loved her. Xandy stared at the woman who’d been a constant pain in her backside. She’d continued to play, while Xandy chose to quit the game.

      “Don’t pay me any mind…I’m just heading to my room,” Xandy said.

      Hearing Xandy’s voice, Jonathan unburied his face from Lauren’s cleavage. He stared wide-eyed, and jaw gaping, jumped up and bumped into the lamp next to the chaise. His erection, which was wrapped in a condom, was pointed her way.

      “Oh.” Ashamed, he tried to shield his member from her sight with his hand. “I…I didn’t think you would be home now. I…I wasn’t expecting you to be here so soon.”

      Forcing a smile, Xandy said, “Don’t worry about it. I’ll go and give you both some time alone…just next time, remember to let me know when…you know.” She nodded at his waning salute.

      Turning to leave, throwing back a glance, she saw Lauren’s smirk. Xandy rolled her eyes and shook her head in disbelief as she fled to her Mini Cooper. Her mind warred with her yearnings. Seeing them together made her miss Thornton even more.

      Maybe he was the only one who would ever love her… the only one who would ever care for her. Thoughts that she couldn’t control whirled like a ravenous tornado. Her embarrassment had turned into self-pity and self-doubt twinged with a little self-hate.

      The day had gone to hell in a gasoline doused hand basket, Xandy thought as she tried to speed away in the slow traffic. Beethoven played in the background to calm her; however, in such a frenzy of frustration, it did little. All she wanted to do was escape.
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      A fire roared in the large marble fireplace, warming the two story library with its mahogany book shelves and vaulted ceilings. The library’s picturesque window overlooked the grounds of Brennan’s estate, as well as the James River.

      Brennan sat behind his massive desk unable to concentrate on the papers before him. They could have been a treatise on world peace for all its relevance and interest. He’d read the same sentence at least five times and had gotten no further.

      Brennan heard his younger brother, Aden, approach before he saw him. Brennan felt his gut somersault, his jaw tighten. He wanted to beat the shit out of him, be a man of action and fists. Only his dead mother’s memory stopped him from doing it.

      “Why does it seem I constantly have to clean up after your messes?” Brennan asked as he flung papers across his desk.

      Irritation oozed throughout him. Once again, his brother’s carelessness had caused more than a couple of problems. He’d have to be more decisive in his dealings with Aden or take the risk of losing everything due to his nonchalance.

      “I finished reviewing the company’s books for the last quarter,” Brennan continued. “And I am not impressed by how much has been wasted, due to your hobbies.” Brennan picked up the ledger, shaking it in his hand. “Can you explain these charges?” He could feel his temperature rising; the testosterone pumping through his already tense body.

      “I don’t know what you’re complaining about.” Aden said matter-of-factly with his ever present smug smile. “The figures are solid and we’re experiencing exponential growth. I reviewed them with the accountant. I may like to play, but I am also quite capable of pulling my weight in this family. The firm is doing well. With your main focus being charity cases or rather down at the station, you need to let me do my job!” Aden paused. “In all honesty, I think you need to go out, meet someone and have some fun.” He tilted his head slightly and adjusted his tie.

      “Checks and balances are the key to a successful business.” Disgust tinged Brennan’s words. “This is all coming from my hard work, energy and time, not yours.”

      “You’re a workaholic. I’ve told you this before.”

      “Have you forgotten that no matter what, you work for me? And I pay you handsomely for your expertise. But don’t forget that you’re here because I want you to be.”

      “I need you to trust me.”

      “Trust is not given, but earned, or rather in your case re-earned.” Brennan stared back at the stack of papers he still needed to review. He’d wasted enough time on his childish brother and only half-heard Aden sulk away.

      Now alone, Brennan huffed. Things were perfect, as always, under Aden’s careful eye. Yet his betrayal was unforgivable. If it weren’t for their united monies, he would have let his brother rot. Brennan pulled the stopper from the Scotch decanter and poured himself a liberal glass.

      No apology could ever undo what Aden did. The image of his and Jocelyn’s tangled bodies in the guest bedroom flashed before Brennan. His marriage to Jocelyn ended because of the fulfilled smile he watched form on his wife’s face; a smile he’d never been privy too.

      It still made Brennan want to cut off Aden’s head and shove it down his fucking throat. His knuckles turned white as he continued to clench the glass in his hand, tighter and tighter.

      That night, he’d walked upstairs, pulled out Jocelyn’s suitcase, and began throwing her things into it.

      Wrapped in a sheet and still smelling like a mixture of sex and his brother, Jocelyn followed him. “I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you. We can get over this. Don’t do this!”

      Brennan stared at her unkempt hair, flushed cheeks and bruised lips. He’d been fooling himself all along. She didn’t love him. For her, he surmised, he was just a walking meal ticket.  “He’s my brother,” he said.

      “It was his doing,” she simpered.

      He whirled toward her. She pouted her lips and tried to appear sorrowful, he knew, but to him she looked like a deer about to be struck by a Mack truck. “It takes two to fuck,” he shouted.

      She blanched. “At least he knows what he is doing,” she said. He watched her shoulders straighten as she tightened the sheet around her. Her scowl disappeared and her lips turned up into a haughty smile.

      He felt as if she had hacked into him, cutting him open. Every emotion was raw. Snapping her suitcase shut, he said, “You have fifteen minutes to get all of your shit out of my house.”

      “If I don’t, then what? You’re not man enough, Brennan. You never were. You’re not half the man your brother is.”

      He tossed the suitcase to her. “You now have fourteen minutes.”
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      Dr. Reynolds raced into Victor’s office. His usual neat appearance was disheveled, his eyes bloodshot. “Captain, I wanted to get this to you as soon as I could. In reference to the Hannah Salem autopsy, my first impressions were correct. She died from penetrating trauma, but before that, she had been badly bruised. Contusions covered her body, varying in size. I discovered something interesting in her mouth. The victim had a two inch laceration on her tongue that had been stitched closed. I was able to retrieve a piece of cloth. It’s been sent to the lab.”

      Victor stared at the autopsy report with its sketch. His mouth went dry as he tallied up the number of black and blue marks. “Anything else?”

      “I sent the blood work to the lab, as well. I did locate what appeared to be a needle mark on her neck, which could have been used to inject her with something to immobilize her. There was not any bruising on her arms to suggest that she was restrained or on her hands suggesting that she fought back.”

      Victor cleared his throat. “Did this piece of cloth have anything on it?” Victor asked.

      “Yes. ‘Thou shall not 2023’.”
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      Flipping open the dossier he’d received from Victor, Detective Benjamin Monroe pulled out the NCIC criminal record for the itinerant preacher, Hannah Salem, also known as Diane Smith. Her fingerprints came back with a match in the AFIS database.

      Monroe sat at his desk across from his new partner, Detective Ed Hobbes, inundated with work at his desk. Monroe was new in the city and to the department, having moved to the area from Houston, Texas.

      Things were a little slower here, at least he’d been told so when he had applied. The move was to make it easier on his wife, so she could sleep a little better at night, but that was the least of his immediate problems. Even with all his experience from the academy and active time, he needed to make some friends soon or risk being ostracized. Many within the department had been hoping for his position before he stepped off the plane.

      Still, Monroe knew the city. Years ago, it was called the ‘Murder Capital of the World’. With the new sheriff, police chief, and the reorganization of the housing projects, crime had gone down. But now, from the snippets he’d picked up on so far, the newest body caused waves.

      Scouring the page, he read Sister Hannah’s list of convictions, which included fraud, petty larceny and several warrants for failure to appear on her court dates. Monroe shook his head. She had been released seven years ago from the Department of Corrections. Having satisfied the conditions of her probation, she then rechristened herself to her stage name. Until 2007, she’d stayed out of trouble.

      Thumbing through the papers, he found the police report for her most recent charge of felony embezzlement, which was recently dismissed. He perused its contents. Monroe flinched as he read how Ms. Salem promoted herself as a deity and provided miracles for money, promising healing for worship. Monroe wasn’t sure how deification could be used in an embezzlement case, but for the Commonwealth’s Attorney’s Office to step in, there had to be some evidence, physical or circumstantial, to the alleged crime.

      Monroe typed up a note to give the prosecutor a call in the morning to find out why the charges were dismissed. He shook his head, as he thought of her recidivism. She’d changed her name, but not her lifestyle. He still needed to piece together the shards of her last twenty-four hours. Maybe then, he’d be able to come up with a suspect and not just some circumstantial bull.

      It’s one thing to kill someone, another to tag ‘em like cattle, he thought. He heard the shuffling of heavy feet thudding toward his desk. Glancing up from his paperwork, he regarded a man with deep wrinkles etched into a sunburned face; thinning white hair covered his head.

      “Are you the detective working on the case with the evangelist?” the mystery man asked.

      “Yes, I am one of them. I’m Detective Monroe.” Monroe ushered the gentleman down in the seat across from him and formally introduced himself. “How may I help you, sir?”

      “When Sister Hannah didn’t show up, I knew something had to be wrong,” said Hans Kampf. His tenor voice trembled. “She was always diligent about her prayer time and the congregations’ needs, you know.”

      Detective Monroe arched an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, last week, we received a call about a camp meeting, and usually we don’t entertain last-minute changes, but Pastor Byrd, one of her faithful followers, wanted to have a cleansing, for his flock to become more ascetic, like Martin Luther. He wanted to be rid of the trappings of this world–that’s not my term for it, but his.”

      “And what usually happens at these services?” Monroe asked.

      “It’s a time of praise and worship followed by Sister Hannah’s teaching on getting rid of worldly trappings. Often people will then give things away and the service can last several hours, depending on how the Spirit moves.”

      “Was there anything unusual that happened during the service?”

      Hans’s face twisted. “No, not really. It was wonderful, and there were so many signs of God’s presence there. Many were saved…everything happened like usual.

      “Like what?” Monroe asked, trying to understand what could have possessed someone to kill a preacher.

      “There was a part of the service when the congregants decided to throw away the things that held them back – things that they thought were their idols and what kept them from worshipping God completely.”

      “Well, you had some throwing cigarettes, jewelry, money, you name it. After Sister Hannah saw a watch that was thrown, she asked for it after the service, and if it would be okay for her to have it. The only reason this stands out is because it wasn’t the normal type of thing for someone to get rid of – neither for God or country, from my experience. I’m not an expert, but it had to be worth thousands.”

      “Where would the things go once tossed on stage?” Monroe asked.

      “They would go to the sponsoring church and they would then provide us with a check to cover our fee. I’m not sure what Pastor Byrd did with all the items. Sister Hannah asked for the watch though.”

      “Did anyone have a problem with that?”

      “I really don’t know, but no one seemed to have a problem with how it happened. Whatever was given was for the glory of God and His ministry.”

      “Who tossed it on the stage?” Hobbes asked.

      “I really don’t know,” Hans said, as he looked down at his hands and back to Monroe and Hobbes. “A man.”

      “Can you describe him?”

      “Lanky – well to do, I guess, with brown hair, maybe around sixty or so. He seemed ill though from what I remember. He coughed a lot. He was just one of the congregants there. Pastor Byrd would know. I can give you his telephone number.” After giving Monroe the telephone number, he continued. “Afterwards, she put it on and glowed. She was like an angel and a lovely woman.”

      “And what was your relationship with her?” Monroe asked.

      “I was her mentor, and friend,” Hans said, his words heavy with meaning.

      “I take it you also loved her,” Hobbes said.

      “Of course I did, but she loved God more. I couldn’t help but respect that choice.”

      “Do you know what the watch looked like?” Monroe asked.

      “Of course I do. As my young niece told me, I needed to become tech savvy, so I took a picture with my cell phone. I wanted to send it to everyone.” Hans then retrieved his phone from his coat pocket and passed it to Detective Monroe. “If you’d like, I can have my niece email it to you.”

      “That would be nice. And when was the last time you saw or heard from Sister Hannah?” Monroe asked.

      “After the service, she told me to head back to the hotel because she had to meet someone. She never said who it was, though.”

      “Was it normal for her to stay away from her group so long without getting in contact?”

      “Normally no, but with this benefactor, things were different.”

      “Benefactor?” Hobbes asked.

      “About a month ago, someone had gotten in contact with Sister Hannah. Information regarding this person and all details about their meetings, contact, and calls were not shared with me, but I can guess that for her to change her calendar so abruptly, that whoever was willing to pay handsomely to make sure she was in Richmond.”

      “Was she not supposed to be here for the camp meeting?” Hobbes asked.

      “Initially no. But around that time, during our morning planning session, she told me that we were now heading to Richmond, a city she usually avoided.”

      “When she didn’t show up, why didn’t you notify the police she was missing?” Hobbes asked.

      Hans shook his head. “I don’t know. I kept waiting for her to show up. We were supposed to check out of the hotel this morning, and there have been times before when she’d shut herself away to prepare, but I never thought it could be something like this.” His eyes then started to well up with unshed tears. “I’d like to see her now if you don’t mind. She doesn’t have any family. She was really a great woman.”

      Detective Monroe recognized that pain too well. He’d seen it with so many people left behind as their loved one went on.

      Hans stood and stared at Monroe. “Just make sure you find out who did this to her.”

      Monroe glanced at the picture of the watch, when he noticed Hobbes hovering over his shoulder.

      “Texas,” Hobbes said watching Hans’ retreat, “next time someone comes in to make a witness statement, you make sure that I am the one asking the questions and not you. Don’t forget your place around here. Until you learn this city, it belongs to me.”

      Monroe stayed still. He wasn’t going to be backed into a corner just because the cop who wanted his pay grade didn’t get it. “Let’s get this straight. I am the lead investigator on this case and you are my partner. If you don’t like it, then take it up with the Captain.”

      Monroe flipped open the Salem crime scene file, the taste of bile thick on his tongue. Before he’d left Houston, the last case he worked on dealt with the victim’s being branded. That sick prick had worked methodically like their current perp. He shook his head. They’d caught that guy, but not before he’d gotten too close to his family. He had no reason to assume that this case could be the same. He shook his head to escape the mental cobwebs trying to fester.

      Monroe scanned the list of items recovered until he read the words woman’s wristwatch. From what Hans had said, a man tossed the watch in question on stage.

      It didn’t take long for Monroe’s inbox to receive the promised picture from Hans. He downloaded the photo the old man had sent to him and printed one for the file. With a quick click of his mouse, he pulled up the crime scene pictures. He zoomed in on the broken-faced watch on the decedent’s wrist. It didn’t match what he’d been emailed. Instead, it looked like a bargain store watch –cheap.

      Studying his notes, Monroe circled two words: watch and benefactor. Where was the watch, and who was the benefactor?

      The meeting left him with more questions and few leads.

      [image: ]

      Suspended or not, it didn’t make a difference to Lazarus. He walked through the gun store’s glass door and wiped his feet on the black mat. The dinging bell signaled his arrival, but with the number of people present in the showroom, no one paid him any attention. The glass cases displayed everything from ammunition to hand-held pistols, while on the walls hung the larger rifles and shotguns. Peeping at the schedule hanging on the wall, he knew why the place was so busy. He’d chosen the time for one of the handgun training classes.

      With a strut to the counter, catching the eye of one of the salesmen, he asked for the manager.

      “You must be Detective Lazarus. I’m Keith. We spoke over the phone.” Tall with silver hair, a round belly, and suspender pants, Keith stretched out his large hand and clasped Lazarus’s in a warm greeting. “Well, come on back to my office. We’ll have a little more privacy there.”

      “Awfully neat back here,” Lazarus said. Keith’s office was pristine, more so than any office he had ever seen. Everything had its place. Even the pin board with all the latest class offerings hung neatly, as if premeasured.

      “Yeah. My wife has a tic. Woman comes in and makes sure that I can find everything,” Keith said with a grin.

      At the mention of a wife, Lazarus’s gaze fell upon the silver frame on his desk. The stilted department store pose of Keith and his misses in Hawaiian shirts stared back at him.

      “Please have a seat. After we spoke, I pulled up all the information I could find about Ms. Caras from my records.” He opened a manila folder on his desk. “She had a range pass here, and did all of the classes, particularly the handgun retrain.” He passed the folder over to Lazarus.

      “What can you remember about Ms. Caras?” Lazarus asked.

      “She’s a lovely woman. I’m not sure how she was introduced to bull’s-eye shooting, but she had the talent of a high master. With a ninety-seven percent accuracy, she could outshoot a lot of our regulars.”

      “What was her caliber of choice?”

      “For target practice, she always chose a Buck Mark .22, but I think she owned a Lady Smith .357. At least I know I always tried to sell her one.”

      “How long and often did she regularly come here?”

      Keith leaned back in his chair and rubbed his chin. “Now, I don’t keep records like that, but she was a regular. Now, what is this all about?”

      “Her name came up in an investigation and I˗”

      “You don’t have to worry about her. She’s a great shot and tested with a handgun, rifle, shotgun, you name it. I always joke that I’d have liked to see her face off with good ol’ Annie Oakley with a Gun.” Keith chuckled at that.

      “Well, thanks for your time. If I have any more questions˗”

      “Maybe you’ll make it back out here. On Wednesdays, we have our law enforcement night, and you guys get to use the range for free. Our way of saying thank you for all of your service to this community.” Keith patted Lazarus on the back and shook his hand.

      “Thanks again. One last question before I go. Did she ever hesitate when shooting?”

      “Ms. Caras didn’t know the meaning of hesitating. If it was a good shot, she took it.”
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      The passing scenery blurred as tears fell down Xandy’s face. She beat the wheel, honked when drivers were too slow to react; she changed the radio station looking for a song, just as she was looking for herself. Right was left and left was right. She found herself pulling up in front of a familiar building. She needed to feel something. Anything. She needed to feel alive!

      Pulling into the parking garage, she found a guest parking spot. Her head hung low. Sobs racked her body.

      Xandy wasn’t sure if he was home, but she had to at least try. She had to jump over her shadow, she knew. Opening the car door, she allowed the cold air to force her to focus on her goal–why she was there.

      Taking the elevator to the ninth floor, she found Victor’s apartment and knocked.
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      Victor ran harder on the treadmill. Xandy’s perfume was stuck in his nose; the scent of lavender kissed skin. It beckoned him. Only a cold shower was going to ease his rising discomfort.

      Stopping the treadmill, he swung the sweaty towel around his neck. His day had been long at the station, and instead of working twelve hours, he’d been there for fifteen hours, making sure to get the new detective up to speed. He padded toward the bathroom, when he heard a knock.

      “Who is it?” Victor asked. Interestingly enough, the concierge hadn’t buzzed him about someone coming up.

      “It’s Xandy,” he heard muttered through the door.

      Peeking through the peephole, he saw her standing there, and his heart skipped a beat.

      “Hey Xandy. Is everything all right?” Victor asked opening the door.

      “I come bearing gifts,” she said lifting up the smiley-face plastic bag. “Dave saw me on my way up, and since your food had just arrived, I told him I’d bring it to you.”

      He backed up and let Xandy pass. The open floor plan gave her an overview of his apartment with its large living room picture window that overlooked the city below. Sparsely decorated, except for a black leather sofa with matching glass tables, matching lamps and a flat screen TV that hung over the fireplace, everything had its place. No pictures hung on the white walls.

      “Hope you don’t mind me stopping by without calling. I sort of ended up here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Jonathan had company, and I didn’t want to stay there for that, so I sort of got in my car and ended up here.”

      “I’m fine with that. Let me clean up. I’m a little sweaty.”

      Xandy leaned forward and took a whiff. “I don’t mind. You smell like a man should.”

      “You don’t have to flirt with me to get part of my eggroll,” he said with a laugh.

      “But I do, if I want duck sauce on it.”

      “Let me freshen up and you make yourself at home. You know where everything is.”

      “You mean nothing has changed since I was here last time?”

      “Besides a refrigerator filled with beer, not much. I’ll be right back.”
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      Victor turned the knob to hot, allowing the building steam and soothing water to flow over his tight muscles.

      Humming under the water’s cascade, Victor closed his eyes: Xandy’s hands gently touched him. She leaned into him, placed her hands on each side of his face and pressed her lips to his. Creating a trail of kisses down his neck to his broad chest, she continued downward until she knelt before him. Then taking his–

      The lights in the bathroom suddenly flickered and then went completely out.

      He quickly turned off the water and wrapped his towel around his waist.

      He heard Xandy calling his name from the living room, but having not even a smidgen of light to help, he fumbled through the bathroom, back to his bedroom, until he saw her holding a small penlight.

      “I’m fine, Xandy, let me get my flashlight and then some candles lit,” he said. He padded to the kitchen and retrieved his flashlight out of the cupboard, as well as several candles.
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      With the candles lit, and the room once again illuminated, Xandy’s gaze fell on Victor wearing only his towel. She watched his muscles flex. His broad shoulders and v-shaped torso were bare and his biceps bulged with every small movement. He was chiseled, but not bulky like the pumped up gym type of beefcake, but from years of hard-work.

      Her eyes were drawn to the sex lines that disappeared beneath the fluffy towel.

      She cleared her throat. “I should … should go ahead and set the table.” Making her way to the kitchen, she removed two glasses, flatware and plates while Victor disappeared back to his room. After only a couple of seconds passed, she heard the rustle of clothes, followed by the sound of wood being placed in the fireplace.

      “With the lights off, it is going to get cold in here fast,” Victor said. His nakedness was now covered. In spite of the potential coldness, she would’ve liked for him to walk around the way he was before– but of course, that made no sense. Following her own thoughts, she shook her head, mentally wrestling with the idea of what did she do now.

      Chickening out on her original plan wasn’t palatable, but no matter how much she wanted to seduce him, she wasn’t the type of woman to storm into a man’s apartment, bare her body and soul to his rejection, and ask him to pounce on her.

      No. not even a sudden blackout with a handsome man was going to convince her that now was the best time to jump over her shadow.

      “I…I should be going,” Xandy said.

      “Like hell you are! The city just went dark and you want to head out there. Wait until the lights come back on. I’m not going to bite.”

      Unless I want you to, she thought.

      With the warm fire lit before them, she brought over the Chinese food and drinks. “I saw you had some beer in the fridge and thought you might like one.” She instead sipped on cold sparkling mineral water.

      Seated and with the wood crackling and popping, they ate in silence.

      “Okay, what’s going on?” Victor asked.

      “I told you. I…I just thought I’d stop by since Jonathan was occupied. He and his girlfriend were a little too loud and busy in my living room.”

      “Why not head to Rebecca’s? I thought you two were inseparable?”

      “Sometimes we are, but tonight I preferred your company.”

      “There is not a lot of entertainment I can provide though, since the power is out.”

      “We’ve never had problems, and I don’t think tonight will be any different. Even if we end up playing the question game, we’ll have something to talk about.”

      “I haven’t played that in over twenty years.”

      “You’re not that old, Captain! You’re only what, thirty-nine, and if I remember correctly, one of the youngest captains in the department.”

      “You’re going to make me blush,” Victor said. “Okay, since you brought up the question game, I’ll bite. What’s your favorite location, beach or mountains?”

      “Hmmm, I think it would have to be the beach. When I was younger, we used to head to the beach, play in the sand, build sandcastles and run along the surf. I loved the feel of the sand between my toes. You?”

      “I love water too, but my all-time favorite was whitewater rafting in West Virginia.”

      “I’d love to do that. Guess I should put it on my list.”

      “We should go when it gets warmer. I’ve wanted to do it again.” Victor took a swig of his beer. “Okay, now it’s your turn.”

      “Well, since you are stuck with me here, I can’t help but ask. If you could be anywhere now, where would it be?” Xandy knew her answer. If she had enough courage, she’d already be seated on his lap, but she wasn’t sure how to make any sort of move to move from friendship to friendship with benefits.

      “I’ve always wanted to take a vacation and head to the Caribbean for a month or two. Someplace where I can relax near the water, maybe on a boat and watch the night sky. You?”

      “I’m happy right here with you,” Xandy whispered, not looking at him but staring into the red and orange flames.

      Xandy moved into the crook of his arm. She tilted back her head and gazed into his beautiful honey eyes. Raising her hand, she gently touched his face, leaned in and kissed him.

      With each lingering taste, electricity rushed through her. Her heart pounded in her ear. With one move, he gathered her into his strong arms and dipped his head down to her neck. Her skin tingled from his warm breath as his fingers caressed her, inching down her back.

      The only sounds heard were their panting between hot kisses and the crackling fire. She wanted to crawl into his skin to be closer. Her hands roamed until she felt his arousal.

      Suddenly, emotions slammed into her. She saw Thornton’s face–his love then betrayal. Hesitation popped up like a cork out of a champagne bottle; it foamed and overflowed, leaving behind a sticky residue of doubt. No matter how much she wanted Victor, she couldn’t continue.

      Xandy pulled away. “I don’t think I can do this?” she whispered.

      “What’s going on…Buttercup?” Victor asked.

      I’m scared. I’m scared of getting hurt by you. I’m scared of giving you me and being disregarded…I’m scared! She wanted to scream those words at him; for him to see and hear what she couldn’t utter. Instead, she rose from her spot on his lap and moved back to the cushion beside him.

      “I’m fine… but you have to explain the Buttercup pet name,” she said. It was easier to focus on that then the polka-dot elephant in the room: what they’d almost done and how it could change everything.

      “Because when I look at you, I see a beautiful wild woman.” He reached out and stroked her back.

      She smiled.

      It was a grin that to the less informed spoke of silent promises. She’d learned to read his smiles, but he couldn’t read hers. For behind it lay the complicated and convoluted.

      Her heart was playing Russian roulette and his words had just pulled the trigger.
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        Metro News

        Early this morning, police released the identity of the body found at the Mosque Theatre as evangelist Hannah Salem of Proverbs Global Ministries. The cause of death has not been released at this time. If you have any information, please contact...
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      The light pierced Xandy’s skull. She winced in pain. Her head ached. With her forearm covering her eyes to dull the incoming light, she sighed and stretched out. Her hand came in contact with warm flesh and masculine muscles. Alarm rose. She grabbed the covers, pulled them over her clothed body and discovered his body hidden under the sheets.

      Seeing Victor’s sleeping form, she wanted to leave, but her heart lurched. The idea that she could even entertain wanting anything more from him horrified her.

      Thornton had taught her well: there was no room for fairytale endings.

      Xandy eased out of bed and glanced at Victor’s sleeping form in the disarrayed sheets. Some things were better not dealt with, especially questions that contained the word ‘us.’

      Closer to the front door, her exit in sight, the sight of a woman’s picture on the front page of the newspaper caught her attention. She knew her. In large letters, the headline screamed, Evangelist murdered.

      The pages crinkled as she snapped it open. With each passing word she read, her mouth grew dryer, her palms sweated, and her heart smacked harder against her ribs.

      She knew Sister Hannah. Her hand flew to her mouth – for she knew her intimately.

      Together they were a part of her cellblock family.

      A family better forgotten.
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      Victor heard Xandy leave, but what could he say? Don’t go or better yet, we need to talk. He couldn’t do it. What had he almost done with her? If she hadn’t pulled the plug… He shouldn’t get involved with her, he knew, but he’d desired just a small taste of her since their friendship had started, all those months ago, and last night that low burning flame had almost engulfed him.

      He didn’t know what had come over her yesterday to make her throw herself into his arms, and sure, he didn’t mind being there to pick up the pieces, but it wasn’t enough. Touching her once made him want to do it all over again, every day and every way.

      Now having a taste of her, he had a craving to know her even better. And that scared him worse than just desiring her. Sex he could find anywhere, but a woman who somehow made him wish for more. She’d kissed him and in that one move, she’d broken down his ice cold shell.

      Rising from his bed, shortly after her departure, he padded around his apartment searching for clarity. The city was still asleep at four in the morning and he had another twelve hours before his shift started.

      His cell phone lay heavy in his hand. Finding Xandy’s telephone number, he stared at their picture together. She beamed. He remembered their joking around; her leaning in to him and snapping the picture.

      “Damn. How am I supposed to be just her friend?” Victor said aloud. Staring at the picture he sighed.

      “Every woman likes flowers, might as well send some,” he said. As soon as the words were uttered his cell phone rang. It was dispatch.

      “Captain, you’re needed at the station.”

      Responsibility called, which meant his personal pining would have to wait.
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      Lazarus hesitated before making the call. After hearing the feminine twang on the other end of the line, he identified himself as a private investigator and asked about Ms. Caras.

      “It’s about time someone called me about her,” said the anonymous woman. Anger laced her voice. “I just received word that she was the beneficiary of Mr. Gage’s life insurance policy, which gives her motive. The Virginia Slayer Statute determined that if one was involved in murder then they should not profit. Ms. Caras profited from it.”

      “Ma’am, she was cleared of that.”

      “Yes, but there are things about Ms. Caras I know that you don’t.”

      “Like what?” Lazarus asked.

      “If you’re interested, I’d like to hire you. I’ll give you more dirt than you can handle. Let’s meet to discuss the details.”

      Intrigued, Lazarus wrote down the woman’s address. “And what should I call you… Miss…?”

      “Donovan. Lauren Donovan,” she said.
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      Pulling up to the office complex, Xandy parked her car. The hair on the back of her neck rose. She scanned the corner parking lot and the nearby road.

      She gripped the steering wheel. Her muscles tensed. Her eyes danced from left to right, searching for a threat. Taking one final look around, she spotted Lazarus’s blue Chevy Impala parking behind her.

      Grabbing her purse, Xandy hurried into the warm, plush doctor’s office. The scent of lavender overpowered her senses. It was supposed to calm her, but instead, she thought of Lazarus outside.

      Grabbing a magazine off the oak coffee table, she tried to distract herself. The words blurred. The pictures of models parading around in the latest fashions seemed irrelevant to her life. Self-conscious, she wrapped her right hand around her left wrist, remembering the feel of the cold handcuffs that Lazarus had put on her, the sound of the cell door slamming behind her, and the smell of human waste.

      Xandy closed her eyes. She strained to hear every noise, to hear her own heartbeat. She could hear the leaves of the plants rustling from the heat, soft music playing in the distance, and a man nervously tapping his foot on the hardwood floor. She heard magazine pages being ripped out, the crinkling of the paper as it was shoved away, and all the while the telephone rang and the water cooler blub-blubbered. It was the usual office visit, with the usual noises. It was what she was used to, no surprises awaiting her, nothing but the normal doctor’s appointment.

      As the door opened, Xandy opened her eyes. A small auburn-haired woman plodded out of the doctor’s office; her shoulders slumped as she held a Kleenex to her tear-stained face.

      “Ms. Caras, the doctor will see you now,” the receptionist said.

      Composed, Xandy sat across from Dr. Irvin Edwards. His dark hair was combed back, and parted to the side; glasses framed his penetrating gaze. She could smell his sweet pipe tobacco emanating from his tweed-patched elbow jacket.

      “How are you doing, Xandy? How was your week?” Dr. Edwards asked.

      “Okay,” Xandy said. She didn’t want to tell him about the scene back at the apartment or her reaction to it.

      “Well, we both know that is not a good answer to my question,” Dr. Edwards said. “So how is everything?”

      “Things are difficult at the moment.” She sighed. “I need to see something different. I’m frustrated and I feel stagnant. Cursed to relive what I can’t change,” Xandy said. It was not what she wanted to say.

      “During our last visit, we established a plan for you to move forward. Are you ready?”

      She’d been in counseling since the day she’d overcome her undiagnosed agoraphobia, which was almost six months ago. Here he sat across from her in his tweed jacket with patched elbows, safe in the confines of his office. He had no idea what it felt like to deal with life–her life. She needed to feel safe.

      Instead, each morning she awoke with the thought of inmate counting about to happen and the threat that the other person in her cell was more likely to carve her with a shiv, than to speak of pleasantries. Even the thought of her still sent chills up her spine – as well as a wave of shame.

      “What do I think? I think that it would be better to just bury me six feet deep and forget about me…there is no more me. I just… I can’t get over what happened. Neither the meds nor the sessions are helping me. I can’t sleep, eat, read...the only thing I can still do is run. I’m good at it. I can still do it, but I’m no good at living now!” She looked down at her fisted hands.

      “Thornton would want you to live your life,” Dr. Edwards said.

      “How would you know that?”

      “Because he loved you.”

      She couldn’t respond. Thornton didn’t love her; love didn’t plot to destroy the object of one’s affection. He’d only used her. Tears of frustration trickled down her face. Sobs tore through her.

      “You have to remember that. For next week, I want you to tell me something positive about your life. Let’s not concentrate on Thornton, but on the good that he must have seen in you. Do you think you can do that?”

      Xandy slowly nodded.

      Xandy walked away from her appointment with her head low, and her shoulders sunken.
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      Lazarus waited in his car for Xandy to come out. He’d been sitting there for the last hour. It was doctor visit number fifty or so since he’d been following her. He was starting to lose count.  She’d gone daily and now it was down to once a week. It didn’t matter. She was seeing a quack seeking peace after what she did.

      His cell phone interrupted the monotony.

      “I have the Caras file you wanted a copy of. I’ll give it to you when I see you tonight,” Constance said, “but I also did some more digging during my break yesterday.  I spoke with one of the secretaries in the Commonwealth’s Attorney’s office and was told that this Caras lady started working for attorney Doaks right after her charges were dismissed.”

      “What’s your point?”

      “Well, I was just wondering, if this woman has been through so much, why would she continue to put herself through all that? I mean, from the rumors going around, no one likes her, and even I can’t understand it.”

      Lazarus chuckled. “Maybe she’s trying to improve her reputation or gather information to keep the charges from coming back up, for all I know.”

      “Sounds like you have a personal vendetta against her, though.”

      “No. In this line of work, when one of us takes a bullet, we all do. I’m going to figure it out and make sure she ends up as close to hell as she can get.”
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      Dr. D. James, police psychologist, sat on one side of the desk, tapping her Lamy pen against the latest issue of Psychology Today. With her hair in tight pencil curls, her almond brown eyes glazed over in tedium.

      According to her calendar, she had an appointment with Detective Lazarus. It was to be her first officer session with the detective, but as of yet, she was dealing with a no-show.

      She’d reviewed Peter Lazarus’s dossier last night after the other things that required her attention, sleep not being one of them. Lazarus was a decorated officer until 2007. After seven years on the force, he’d moved up to detective and now with fifteen years under his belt, he was considered one of the toughest young cops in the precinct. His reputation was well deserved, and he’d accomplished a lot and was only 35. His file was loaded with accolades, Medal of Merit receiver, Mayoral citations, and commendations from the public and senior officers. If he continued on that route, he’d one day even be a lieutenant, if not captain or major.

      After thirty minutes of waiting, Dr. James heard a knock on her office door. Lazarus stepped reluctantly into the room, his shoulders straight and his back rigid. He resembled someone headed more toward the electric chair than to a simple counseling session. She wondered what he wished to hide.

      “You’re late,” Dr. James snapped. Her octave voiced her dislike. She stared at the decorated officer like a hawk did a squirrel that it was about to swoop down and have for lunch.

      “What a greeting. Traffic.” Lazarus pulled out the chair and plopped into the seat.

      “Let’s make something clear. These sessions are required for you to return to your post. Until I am satisfied that you are indeed fit for duty, you’ll be on suspension. As you are aware, Internal Affairs has set a date for your review as well. Captain Hawthorne stepped in, though, and asked them to wait until these sessions are completed before they comment.”

      “Why is that? Is he scared that I’ll tell them every damn thing that I know about him and that girl?” Lazarus slid down in his chair.

      “We’re not here to talk about Captain Hawthorne, but about you.”

      “Captain Hawthorne is crooked, and that is why I’m here. If you IA ball sacks could get your heads out of each other’s asses, you’d see it. She got off with all the evidence against her by one of our own going to the Commonwealth and vouching for her–”

      “You are not here to discuss that. You are here for me to determine if you are fit for duty. You’re here because of insubordination! The FFD test will decide if you are fit for duty or not. The recommendations that I can provide will either be that you will need counseling and then reevaluation at a later date; or that you are not in need of counseling; or that you cannot be reined in, or remediated.”

      “Sounds like you’ve already decided,” said Lazarus.

      Dr. James pulled out the stack of papers. She handed Lazarus the testing materials.

      “Let’s get started.”
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      Xandy pulled up to Rebecca Quijada’s house. Despite the chill in the air, Rebecca sat bundled up on her porch.

      Checking her reflection, Xandy saw the pale streaks that stretched down her cheeks toward her lips, and her unruly hair. She dabbed her face with a tissue and took a pensive breath. She tried to muster up a smile, a grin, a bit of cheerfulness, but it wouldn’t stay.

      Her mask was slipping.

      “Come on in,” Rebecca said. She stood and pulled her orange wool sweater tighter around her. “I just made some tea.”

      With a subtle smile, Xandy followed her inside. They headed to the living room, decorated in a warm and relaxing terracotta.

      “Why don’t you run?” Rebecca said after a few moments of silence.

      With a warm cup of chamomile tea between her palms, Xandy watched the steam rise. In the silence she waited to find her voice – to explain. Clearing her throat she took a sip.

      “It depends how you mean it,” Xandy said. She gripped the mug’s handle.

      “Get out of here.”

      “And go where? I can hardly pay my bills.”

      “Didn’t you receive Thornton’s insurance money?” Rebecca asked.

      Xandy’s brow furrowed. “No, his parents did. They gave me his car, though, and some of his personal effects that I couldn’t bear to part with. I was just his fiancé. If I had money, I would not have needed to get a roommate and…” A blush rushed up her neck to her face, casting it in a bright red. Xandy looked away and took a sip of her tea.

      “What happened between you and Jonathan? Did he hit on you or something?”

      “No,” she sputtered, coughing up the hot brew. “He had someone over and I caught them… together, you know.”

      “Well, at least you saw him naked, right?” Rebecca snickered.

      Xandy picked up the pillow next to her on the couch and threw it at Rebecca, missing.

      “I’ll take that as a yes. I was trying to make you laugh a little.”

      “Doing a horrible job of it,” Xandy replied with a short giggle.

      “You aren’t really into him, are you?”

      “No… I don’t know. He’s male and offers me some attention at a–”

      “Distance. That is what you like about him. He lets you believe there could be more, and there is no pressure of it becoming more,” Rebecca said.

      “That’s not my issue though. I did something last night that I’m not sure if I’m going to regret.”

      “I’m all ears.” Rebecca leaned forward.

      Taking a deep breath, Xandy squeaked, “I made out with Victor.”

      “What?” Rebecca giggled. “You tongue wrestled with the Captain? I knew that was going to happen sooner or later as much as you gush over him with your Victor this…Victor that. Has he called you?”

      “No. I don’t know what I’d say if he did call.”

      “How was it?”

      “That I am not telling,” Xandy feigned zipping her lips.

      “Are you going to call him?”

      “That is his role. I’ll hear from him.”

      “And if not?”

      “Then I’ll have to remind him why he should like having me around,” Xandy laughed. All the thoughts of Thornton and the shed tears were erased by the hope of something new and fresh blooming.

      “Sounds like we need to go shopping for some nice lingerie then,” Rebecca chuckled.

      “I think a yoga class would be better,” Xandy said. She then rose from her spot on the couch. “I should really head home.”

      “Are you sure? You can stay here tonight.”

      “Thanks for the offer, but I can’t just leave Amarillo home alone again.” Amarillo, her cat and sometimes confidant, would be waiting.

      “You and that cat, I’ll never understand.”

      “Thanks again. I needed this,” Xandy said, giving Rebecca a hug.

      “That is what friends are for.”
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      Watching the questions session with Dr. James and Lazarus through the video feed, Brennan sat back and took notes on any points of contention and possible leads for his IA investigation. Although there were a million other ways he could imagine spending a work day than watching the banter between a doctor and a reluctant cop, it came with the job.  He was only halfway through the expected six-hour testing and questions session, when his cell phone rang. Before he could consider who he was speaking to, he’d answered her call.

      “You’re such a know-it-all and you really don’t know a damn thing,” Jocelyn screamed at Brennan over the phone. From her shrieking in his ear, Brennan knew she’d read the divorce complaint.

      “If you have anything else to say, have your attorney contact mine,” Brennan said.

      “Is this your way of getting back at me? By dissolving our marriage like this?”

      “If I were caught up on revenge, I would have figured out something worse than this. We’ve been separated for the last six months. For years, you’ve shown narcissistic tendencies– “

      “Don’t try to analyze me, Brennan. Don’t you dare think you have the right to even think you know me!”

      Before he could respond the line went dead. Looking at his cell phone’s display, Brennan could only chuckle. The best way to end a conversation with Jocelyn was to make her end it first. It always proved his point.
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      Twenty-four hours gone, and Monroe’s case was going nowhere fast, until Pastor Byrd called him to ask for a meeting at the gym around the corner.

      The stench of sweat and chlorine from the gym’s pool permeated the air. Men and women pranced around in their exercise clothes, and the sound of pop music, grunting and metal hitting metal from the weight machines intermingled to create its own chorus. Having located the indoor basketball court, Monroe saw that it was almost empty, except for two guys playing one-on-one.

      “What time was he supposed to arrive?” Hobbes asked. He leaned against the white wall staring at the men at play.

      Monroe could almost smell Hobbes’s irritation. It was like a bad case of halitosis – always there when he opened his mouth. But then again, it was the only emotion Hobbes ever showed. Monroe could only hope to not get stung while dancing with a hornet’s nest.

      Monroe recognized the tall clergyman from his description. He was carrying a large duffle bag and garbed in a purple and gold jersey with matching shorts. With his bald head and chestnut complexion, he resembled a shorter Kareem Abdul Jabaar.

      “Sorry about making you come here to meet with me, but the boys that I mentor are scheduled to show up soon. From what you said, it seemed important to do this today, and from my guess, in person,” Pastor Byrd said.

      “Thanks for agreeing to meet with us,” Monroe said. “We wanted to talk to you about Hannah Salem.” He took out his small note pad from his coat pocket.

      “Yes. Her death … but God’s plans are not our own. How can I assist you?” Pastor Byrd asked.

      “I just have a few questions. Do you mind telling me how you knew Ms. Salem?” Monroe asked.

      Pastor Byrd chuckled. “Until recently, I had no idea who she was. Through word of mouth, I was introduced to her ministry and her movement to return to a less commercially driven society. Asceticism leads to increased spirituality. I felt the message she could impart would be beneficial to my flock.”

      “And the part of the service where those in attendance threw their belongings on stage?” Hobbes interjected.

      “I’ve seen a lot over the years, but the zeal she was able to impart such truth with was amazing. People were breaking free, and that is what I knew God needed her there for.”

      “And the watch and other items that were retrieved after the service?” Monroe asked.

      “In reference to the watch, it belonged to a man who I had never seen before. I saw him place it on the stage during the service though. The other items were retained by my church, and we cut a check to cover the costs of the guest speaker.”

      “Do you remember anything about the gentleman with the watch?” Monroe asked.

      “There was something a little odd about him. He walked with an exaggerated limp. He had bottle-top thick wire framed spectacles and shaggy black hair. He was a little shorter than me. About average build.” Pastor Byrd said.

      “What happened after that?” Monroe asked.

      “I asked Hannah if she needed a ride, and she informed me that someone was coming to pick her up.”

      “Do you know who?” Monroe asked.

      “No,” Pastor Byrd said. “I never got to see the individual or the vehicle. I had wanted to ask her one additional thing after she’d said her goodbye and I walked out after her. But it was almost like she exited the house and then vanished.

      Just then the gym door opened up, and two teenage boys entered wearing their basketball gear. “Hey Pastor,” one called.

      “What did you want to ask her?” Hobbes asked.

      “Oh, nothing really, just if she was interested in receiving additional support for her ministry. Prior to showing up, Hans, one of the men in her party, was asking about sponsorship and if my church was interested. I wanted to discuss it with her though.”

      “Did you ask Hans about that before she’d left?” Monroe asked.

      “Yes. He said he’d speak with her about it. I did see them talking and whatever she said didn’t go over too well since he sort of sulked away.”

      “Did he come back to talk to you?” Monroe asked.

      “Not about that.”

      “Do you know what they were discussing?” Monroe asked.

      “She informed me that she had plans with someone and Hans was going to return to the hotel. I guess he didn’t agree with her going out alone.”

      “What did he do after she left?” Hobbes asked.

      “Hans, some from the congregation and me headed to Denny’s for a late dinner. We stayed there until around midnight, and then we all went our separate ways.”

      “How’d you hear about Sister Hannah?” Monroe asked.

      “Hmmm. I received an email about her ministry. I remember it being a mass email– almost spam-like. Not sure how we were contacted or put on her mailing list, but it worked out.”

      “Do you still have the email?” Monroe asked.

      “I believe so. Give me your email address and I’ll forward it to you.” Pastor Byrd retrieved his Blackberry and with the punching of a few buttons, he said, “You should have it by the time you return to your office. I just emailed it to you.” He then shoved his phone back into the gym bag.

      “Well, thanks for your help. If you remember anything else, please let us know.”

      Pastor Byrd nodded his head. He then walked over to the two kids and grabbed his basketball.
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      Unlocking her front door, Xandy’s gaze cut across her apartment. A grimace marred her face. Her stare rested on Jonathan’s door. She could only think of the woman he chose to spend his time with; anger slapped against her like stormy waves on a beach. Jonathan had to know what Lauren was attempting to do to her. He knew her situation and he still chose to bring that bimbo to her house!

      Of all the women in the world, it had to be the splinter in her heel. Lauren was like a fatal disease– sucking the life out of anyone she called a friend. Maybe it was the exaggerated way she found them together, but maybe, just maybe, Lauren’s dealings with Jonathan had nothing to do with him, but her? Lauren was calculating, manipulative, and did everything for one sole purpose – herself. The filing of Lauren’s frivolous lawsuit against her was evidence enough of that, Xandy knew. Still the question of Lauren taunted her. What could she be after? At that thought, Xandy fingered the gold locket around her neck.

      Xandy entered the kitchen. She snatched her mail off the counter and sorted through it. A glossy postcard from the Mosque Theatre stood out in the stack of bills and sales papers. Picking it from the stack, she turned it over. Loveliness is to be held was scrawled across the back.

      Panic slapped her. She already knew the answer. Releasing the postcard, it floated to the ground. She wasn’t crazy or paranoid– instead someone really was following her. Retrieving her cell phone, she punched in the number on speed dial.
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      Seeing Xandy’s photo pop up made him think about their night together again, Victor hesitated. They’d crossed into new territory. In a perfect world, he’d be able to drive by her place, calm any fears. Yet, the more he analyzed their current situation, he couldn’t figure out a good way for it to end. But that didn’t keep him from desiring to have her beside him again, for him to be able to touch her again.

      There was more there though than just physical attraction, he knew. He wanted more than just a good lay. He felt as if he’d waited so long for her to come along.

      “Everything okay, Xandy?” Victor asked.

      “No. Maybe I shouldn’t have called, but I just got a strange piece of mail.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean someone just sent me something that is giving me the heebie-jeebies.”

      Victor could hear the panic in her voice.

      “Are you home alone?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, I’m going to send an officer over to you to take your statement and for you to file a report.”

      “You can’t come?”

      “Work called me in earlier, but I’ll try to come by after work, if that’s okay. I think we need to talk.”

      “Uh-oh. Talk?” Xandy was quiet for a moment. “I guess I have to understand that. Then I’ll see you tonight.”

      Waiting for the officer, Xandy curled up with a thick comforter, but was unable to calm down. Only one thing would help: she needed to hit the pavement and feel the cold air propel her forward. With a loud sigh and much effort, she kicked the thick comforter to the side and got up from the couch.

      Splashing water on her face, she caught a glimpse of her reflection in the bathroom mirror. Her face was pale. She didn’t recognize the haggard woman staring back at her. Distressed, she slipped on her running clothes, laced up her Nikes, and rushed out of the door. The worst of the storm had passed, leaving only masses of melting brown snow in its wake and puddles of murky water. Xandy needed to run.

      Not jog, but run.

      She wanted to exhaust herself. She wanted to be free. She wanted to be herself again. Just for a moment.

      As Xandy’s feet battered the blacktop, her heart thrashed in her chest. Her lungs forced air in and wind out, whooshing. The sound of her soles against the asphalt was her melody, the tune she followed.

      She ran until it hurt. Then she ran some more. The stench of the city blasted her nostrils. The odor brought her out of her comatose state. As her feet slowed, she found herself alone as traffic bustled by, and college students hurried to class. The sun’s rays shone brighter, making the darkness and cold of yesterday a distant memory.

      She glanced at the homeless man on the park bench, the new burial plot being dug out, and the couple arguing with their newborn resting in its quasi-new stroller. Her demons gave chase.

      The images somersaulted over and over in her mind. She stopped running and walked back to her apartment.

      Others lived. She too had to move forward and away from the guilt of Thornton.

      There were no more tears left to cry, instead her shoulders straightened.
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      Ilene Kernbach yawned as she put the final touches on the painting, her forged Michelino. She’d been staying late at the museum for the last few weeks to get access to the biblical painting on loan from Florence, without the glaring lights. With the ploy that the original binding needed restoration, she’d been able to move it to her studio in the building.

      Setting the brush aside, Ilene stepped back and scrutinized her work. After getting the composition perfect, she’d worked on the colors and textures. The hues were too bright, still wet. With a skillful hand and painstaking detail, she’d come as close as ever to pulling off her greatest forgery.

      With a smile plastered on her face, she removed her soiled apron and tossed it next to her workbench. There was still a small detail that needed to be changed, she noticed. Her eyes burned, but then again it was time for her scheduled break.

      Opening her studio door, she stepped out into the hallway, pressing the button for the elevator. Like every night, the need for caffeine drove her to plunder the director’s stash.

      As the elevator door opened, she came face-to-face with the man she wasn’t scheduled to meet until tomorrow, for he was to buy her newest piece.

      “What are you doing here?” She asked the man standing in front of her, taking a step inside.

      His dark-clothed arm reached out and seized her, pulling her toward him. He turned her around and covered her mouth, silencing her rising scream. She tried to kick him, claw at his gloved hands, his face, but he was quicker.

      Feeling a slight prick in her neck, paralysis slowly began.

      The dark shoes walked the carpet of the museum toward the Paolo Veronese exhibit, which was undergoing renovation. The security cameras had been disabled and the clear plastic tarps made for a great hiding place.

      Now, he carried his cargo, hog-tied and gagged toward the painting he determined best for the scene. As the killer snuck up the corridor, locating the painting, endorphins rushed; synapses fired; and excitement built to a point of orgasmic frenzy. Her labored breathing echoed in his ears.

      Anticipation was building.

      Just like with the prior victim, death needed to linger, life fading minute by minute, precious drop by precious drop. Hope would seep away as the wounds bled.

      Setting her carelessly on the new carpet, he saw her cat eyes staring at him. Incapacitated, she could do nothing– not even scream.

      He grabbed her unwilling hand with his left hand, and with a scalpel gripped in his right, he pressed it to her upturned palm. The scalpel cut deeply into its meaty flesh. Parting the edges of the fresh incision, the killer eased the tract into the newly formed folds. The needle pierced her palm. He pulled the suture until her skin puckered.

      Towering again over her small frame, with crocodile tears, he ogled her. He watched her chest rise and fall and could almost imagine her sobs. Removing his homemade hand-held spear from his pack, he raised it above his head.

      With a forceful thrust, he plunged it into her beating heart.
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      Monroe was overcurious. Murders didn’t usually happen in art studios or museums. It didn’t fit the normal motives or patterns. Instead murderers usually chose to hide their victims and not display them.

      Kernbach’s studio smelled of oil and acrylic paint, combined with a hint of turpentine, lemon cleanser, and a pungent scent he couldn’t place. The studio was organized, for an artist’s space. Her desk was separate from her easels, brushes and array of paints. Dry paint splotches covered the floor in blue, red and yellow hues, and what once was a white smock hung over the back of a wooden stool placed in front of two paintings that looked, initially, the same, except one was unfinished.

      Monroe stared at the paintings on the easels. It stood beside an identical painting, which appeared aged, dry and the original, he surmised. From the skills shown on the canvas of the replicated image, he knew what they were dealing with, an art forger. He wouldn’t be surprised to find out that she’d done it before. People usually continued what they were good at.

      With his notebook in hand, he walked over to Kernbach’s desk. It was littered with papers and all organization seemed to be lacking. From what he could tell, Kernbach would have written down everything, and maybe even a viable clue could be somewhere in that mess.

      With a gloved hand, he flipped over paper after paper until he discovered Kernbach’s datebook. Turning through the pages, he discovered that she had been scheduled to meet with a Johannes Mensch today. A telephone number was written down beside the name in a flowery penmanship. He quickly scribbled down the name and telephone number. Maybe this Mr. Mensch would be able to provide a clue or two.

      “Detective, sorry for interrupting, but the night guard would like to talk to you,” said officer responding to the scene.

      The guard walked forward, still wearing his black slacks and matching black sweater with a white business shirt popping forth. His timid gait told Monroe what he already knew. The poor kid was working and studying full-time, probably using the down time to listen to a lecture through a podcast.

      “So tell me,” Monroe said, with pronounced authority. “What happened? You discovered the body?”

      “Yes, sir. I was on my rounds around three this morning and discovered Ms. Kernbach. But I didn’t see anything on my cameras. As soon as I found her, I called 911.”

      “It wasn’t odd for her to be here so late?”

      “No. For the past few weeks, at least during my shifts, she’d been holed up in her studio. She would usually leave between three and four, and then, from what I’ve heard, come in first thing in the morning when the museum opened.”

      “Did you see anyone enter the building or walking around after hours?”

      “I come in around eleven and leave at seven. I saw only the normal faces, and they all work here,” he said, pointing at the floor.

      “There was nothing suspicious about their behavior?” Monroe asked.

      “It was the usual night, except for this,” he said.

      “Is there anything that stands out to you about the last time you saw her?”

      “She seemed hurried.” The guard looked around, down as he tried to remember. “She’d been down in her studio and rushed by with three large coffees. She looked exhausted too, but she’d been working for the last few weeks late, until 3:00 a.m. I kept to myself though. She always let me know that I was just the security guard and was to stay out of her business.”

      “What do you mean?” Monroe asked. His brow furrowed as he continued to scrutinize the guard’s twitching, eye movements and gesturing.

      “One time, I went to check on her. My relief had come in, and while making my last round, I dropped by to see if she was alright around seven or so. She told me to mind my business. That’s what I’ve done ever since.”

      “Was there anything odd or suspicious about her?”

      “She always smelled like turpentine,” he said.

      That could account for her working on pieces for the museum, restorations, or working on her own forgeries. That would make sense, thought Monroe.

      “Thanks,” Monroe said. “If we have any more questions, we’ll be in contact.”

      “Monroe, come here, I might have something for you,” called Hobbes.

      Those were the friendliest words he’d heard since his inception in the force, Monroe thought, as he excused himself and headed to Hobbes’s side.

      “This is Robert Lee. He lives out back in the bushes. He’s been kind enough to tell us about what he saw.”

      In the former Capital of the Confederacy, where heroes of antebellum Virginia are still celebrated, meeting a man by such a name wasn’t much of a coincidence. It was just as common as seeing the Confederate flag.

      Robert Lee was nothing more than a dirty vagabond who stank of feces, alcohol and sweat. As the scruffy-haired man’s muddy eyes darted back and forth between him and Hobbes, Monroe tried not to breathe.

      “Ah seen him too!” he shouted. He flailed his arms up and down. “Ah know what he looks like.”

      “Describe him,” Monroe said. He took out his pad again.

      “He was lahk a devil on ho’seback. Pure evil if you ask me. Ah tell you, he was it.”
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      Aden glimpsed at the evidence of his betrayal. The candles still flickered, the bottle of champagne sat empty in the silver bucket, and two flutes rested on the bedside table. The sheets lay in disarray, evidence of their sex-capade. He could smell Jocelyn on his skin, still taste her hot Delilah kisses.

      He watched Jocelyn’s reflection in the glass pane of the penthouse window as she dressed. She wasn’t supposed to be there. They were never to see each other again. The price of their deceit was grinding his conscience. He had sunk deep. How was he ever to get back into the graces of his brother? He sighed. He’d messed up again, allowing his penis to decide his course of action.

      “I’m leaving,” Jocelyn called to him as she headed toward the door.

      Aden continued to stare out at the city, refusing to look at Jocelyn. “Joss, I can’t do this anymore. I can’t keep doing this to my brother. He’s all I got.”

      “You’re being melodramatic.”

      Silence was his reply.

      “You desired me, Aden, remember? You wanted to know what it was like to lay beside me, hold, kiss and caress me. What now? Having second thoughts?”

      “I don’t know what I want...”

      “You made me lose everything to be with you and now… now you’re getting rid of me?”

      Pain shot through him, but he didn’t know what else to do. He could hear the exasperation in Jocelyn’s angelic voice and everything she said was correct, but now having her, he wasn’t sure if he wanted her.

      “What did you expect? You screwed over one brother for another. You’re tainted. I can’t have something with you, even if I wished to.”

      “Don’t call me again!” Jocelyn snatched up her purse. “You always were a goddamned prick.” Jocelyn picked up the crystal vase on the table nearest her and threw it at his head. “Fuck you, Aden!”

      The crystal crashed into the wall next to him. It shattered. The brilliant shards reflected the candlelight.

      “You already did,” he responded, turning away. He didn’t want to see her go, but as the door slammed, he did nothing to stop her.
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      Dr. Reynolds snapped on his white plastic gloves as his diener, Daniel, rolled the newest body into the white and stainless steel room. The body bag’s contents were always a surprise – sort of like the toy in a Happy Meal. Dr. Reynolds unzipped the black bag to reveal the almost peaceful looking face of a young woman. As the opening revealed more, he saw the wooden spear-like object stuck in her chest, surrounded by reddish-brown blood, which had soaked through her once-white blouse.

      “What do we have here?” Dr. Reynolds asked.

      “This is the body they recovered from the museum.” Daniel grinned. His jet-black hair and alabaster pallor sometimes seemed to be more at home in these walls. Gothic and obsessed with death, his work was exceptional, thought Dr. Reynolds.

      “Well, let’s get started. They are going to want the report of whatever we find.” Turning her hands up, Dr. Reynolds spotted the fresh cut across the meaty-part of her palm. Sticking out from the neatly sewn stitches he noted the tag. Grabbing his forceps, he straightened it and stared at the typed print, ‘Thou Shall Not 58’.

      [image: ]

      The transcript was thick. What they’d missed then, Lazarus knew was between those pages. A hint of it. He flipped through until he reached the testimony of Lauren Donovan. She’d hired him, but he also wanted to find out who she was. Her name was more than familiar. Since then he’d had tons of cases, many days in court, but reading her words, it was almost as if he were there again.

      One line sprang out to him: “Thornton was to meet me in Hawaii. We were lovers, and together. I knew once she found out about us, that she’d kill him. He was her way into high society – upper middle class living. She killed him for what he had. She killed him for the money.”

      Lazarus pulled out Xandy’s bank statements. He checked each of her three accounts. There was nothing odd about them; no strange purchases or anything that stood out, but what did one person need three accounts for?

      A knock interrupted him. She was at least punctual.

      “I hope you’ve been doing your homework,” Lauren said spotting the paperwork on his table. “I want her to pay for what she did.”

      “What are you trying to find out?”

      “I’ve filed the wrongful death suit and I need the information to prove she was behind his death,” Lauren responded. “Time is running out.”

      “When did you do that? I haven’t heard about it through the press or anything.”

      “On October 1st. You see, before Thornton died, he told me about a safe deposit box that he had. And if anything should happen to him, then I needed to open it.”

      “What about the safe deposit box then?”

      “I don’t have any information about it.”

      “Huh?” First she was told to get the box, but she didn’t have anything.

      “It’s simple. He told me about it one night after too much wine. Before he died, he was paranoid about her finding out about us. He babbled a lot. He gave me a key, though.”

      “A key?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why haven’t you been there yourself?”

      “I don’t know where the safe deposit box is. I need you to find that out for me.” She removed a white envelope from her cashmere coat pocket. “Let me know what you find out. Since this is not an active investigation, I expect that my hiring your services means that what you find in that box comes to me…and only to me.”

      Lazarus smelled a snake and sneered. She knew where the box was. She just couldn’t get into it.
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      Detective Monroe could not come to terms with the investigation. The bodies were adding up, but none of the facts. The recent crime scene at the museum left a lot of evidence to be shuffled through. He wasn’t sure how long it would take to build a reliable case. With the pressure coming down from above, he needed something.

      The witness called himself Robert Lee Jefferson Davis. Maybe it was because of his love of the South, but if they had to build a case on this guy’s statement, the case was beyond screwed. Monroe had questioned him several times, and each time he came up with a different tale. There was nothing concrete about anything he said, besides that the person they were looking for was male. Out of a city with a population of over one hundred ninety thousand, forty-nine percent were male. They needed more to bring to the grand jury.

      The killer wouldn’t be so easily caught, Monroe knew. Was there anything that connected the two homicides? These crimes weren’t your typical holdups or carjackings. They didn’t seem to be drug-related or the result of robberies. These two women didn’t appear to have anything in common. The only things linking the murders, besides the mutilation, were the broken watches, tags and the line: Thou Shall Not, followed by a number.

      In fact, the evidence collected included a postcard depicting the Greek goddess Nemesis from the first murder, along with the numerous rocks and blood spatter samples, and now the painting of Cephalus and Procris. The body was posed, right under that painting. It too had to be connected in some way. He had to wait for it to be processed to see what the technicians could get off of it. The murder weapon had nothing on it that could be traced. It was simply a hand-made oak and steel hand-held spear.

      With Dr. Reynolds’s report, they’d figured out that the perpetrator would debilitate the victim with a “roofie” of some sort; toxicology was still trying to figure out exactly what. Then, the individual would be killed in a dramatic manner. The scene was bloody, but only the victim’s blood. There was no additional DNA residue under the victim’s nails, no videotape surveillance.

      Nothing.

      They knew about two murders so far. The first had been discovered roughly two days ago. The first victim was estimated to have died approximately one day before she was found, due to the state of rigor mortis, and the second one just last night. Monroe’s gut churned. This had serial killer written all over it.

      No kill was perfect. Better yet, no killer was perfect and although the best crime was committed alone, these victims told a tale. Everything was there. They just needed to read the signs.

      Monroe flipped open the file and queried Ms. Kernbach’s NCIC criminal record. Mere seconds passed by until his suspicions were confirmed, for she had been previously convicted of art forgery. He wasn’t sure how she’d gotten the job at the museum with such a criminal history, but he did note that the most current charge was recently adjudicated. Doing a cross check, he found her case file.

      He perused the report and called Hobbes over.

      “I may have found something, maybe even a motive,” Monroe said. He watched as Hobbes came and stood straight at his side with his chest puffed out like a robin on a spring day.

      “What do you have?” Hobbes asked.

      “I just finished reading Kernbach’s prior case file. Do you remember a story a few months ago about the Berkley family?”

      Hobbes scratched his bald head. “They claimed that the museum stole their painting and exchanged it for a new one, why?”

      “It’s the same artist that was being copied last night,” Monroe said. “The Berkley Michelino was brought to America by her great-great-grandfather after the Franco-Prussian War in 1871. When it was appraised for a new insurance policy, it was determined to be a fake, after having been authenticated just months before.”

      “You think the victim was doing the same thing?”

      “The prominent Berkley family had filed a criminal complaint only eighteen months ago, and the charges dropped six months before she died. Not only do I think it, but since Kernbach’s charges were dismissed due to lack of evidence, and she continued to work for the museum, maybe someone was trying to set her up.”

      “There was lack of evidence for a million-dollar painting? That could be motive for murder,” Hobbes said.

      “I’ll get the car. I think we need to see what Ms. Berkley has to say.”
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      The killer’s predatory gaze watched as the final stragglers headed out for fall break, leaving the professor alone. The once-rambunctious students and their joyful screams had dissipated, leaving behind silence, the crackling of the lights. The only thing left was an unattended housekeeping cart with its strong ammonia-like smell.

      Hiding behind Professor Walker Gentry’s cracked office door, the killer watched each steady step toward him. His hungry stare never faltered as she sashayed down the dark hall of the history department. She clutched the written exams to her ample bosom while her sandy brown extensions fell into her oval face with its hint of mischief. A mischief he knew about. With slender fingers and a puff of air, she swept her hair forcefully away.

      Only a few steps from her office, Gentry’s cell phone rang. She cradled it to her right ear.

      “Conrad, fall break can now begin!” she said.

      The killer was acquainted with Conrad, even though he couldn’t hear his responses. He was Gentry’s student assistant who’d just turned eighteen last month. Gentry had the reputation for hiring based on peens and pecs.

      “If you’ve graded all of my papers, we can now go on the trip,” Gentry said. “I’ll bring the new ones from the late class with me. We just finished.” After a pause, she continued, “No, it was not meant for anyone else, just you.”

      The killer could hear Gentry’s vulgar cackle, as it caused a wave of excitement to wash over him. Alone with her, he’d have time to play with his feral cat.

      “You are such a good stud...I can’t wait to see how you let me ride,” she whispered as she pushed against her cracked office door, opening it. “Let me go, and I’ll give you a call as soon as I’m on my way. It’ll just be the two of us.”

      Putting the cell phone back in her pocket, Professor Gentry entered her office. She flicked on the light switch. Nothing happened.

      Gentry reached over to turn on the lamp on her desk. She set the exams on the light wood. The killer reached around her neck, pumping the pompous professor with his poison.

      The professor fell to the carpeted floor. The killer could almost see the word ‘scream’ on the professor’s face as she stared up at him, her pupils dilating. Her heart’s bump bump was almost loud enough to detect. He watched her hands’ nervous tremble and quickly stuffed a cloth into her mouth. Removing cable ties from his pocket, he restrained her arms.

      It would take up to five minutes for the paralytic to work.

      The killer hurried to close the door. He turned his attention back toward his goal for the night. He heard her moans and turned his head to the side as if seeing someone else, as if trying to understand, solve the puzzle set before him. All he wanted was to rip out Gentry’s beating heart and shove it down the sick bitch’s throat, but that wouldn’t serve his purpose well.

      It was even worse than the killer thought it could ever be. Instead of saving others from her, he’d made the mistake of reacting too late, and now, someone else bore his burden. The killer usually saved his violence, never allowing the scene to possess him, to take the lead, but having overheard her conversation, it made him want to hurt her even more.

      “Tell me your sins and receive forgiveness,” he said.

      Silence.

      “Then death is your reward,” the killer whispered.

      Gentry’s eyes glazed over as if looking into the distance.

      The killer switched on the lamp and turned to the professor’s bookshelf and removed the Works of Seneca. Flipping to the Tragedy of Phaedra, he ripped the pages from the leather binding, and then carefully placed all except the first sheet into the professor’s balmy hand.

      The whole campus knew what was happening in Professor Gentry’s lecture hall, but no one did anything.

      Until now.

      Kneeling next to her immobilized body, the killer placed a satchel on the carpet. He removed the required tools for the job and laid them on a dark, crushed velvet cloth.

      With scissors he cut along the seam of the professor’s garments, revealing hairless and aged skin. Setting the scissors to the side, he grabbed his preferred tool. The scalpel now light in his hand, the killer carved into the professor’s flesh, making a large, deep vertical incision into the professor’s womanly mound with his surgical steel. Digging into her pubis, the killer excised the bean-like clitoris with his blade.

      The killer looked into her pain-filled eyes with pure satisfaction.

      And smiled.

      Using dissecting forceps to force the folds of the skin apart, the killer placed the tag into the wound. With expert precision and steady hands, he moved the needle in and out of her skin, sewing it neatly shut.

      He picked up the scalpel again, slicing into the professor’s arms vertically. His blade followed the blue line, tearing open the arteries, veins and the plastic ties. Blood splashed upon her diamond-encased timepiece.

      Waves of anger crashed against him. He grabbed the scissors off Gentry’s desk and thrust the black-handled scissors into the professor’s chest.

      And twisted.

      He waited for her last breath as she stared back, gasping. Then he removed her watch and placed it in a plastic bag, and swung it against the door frame, breaking the glass’s face, marking the time of the kill. Removing the other timepiece from his satchel, he snapped it on her opened wrist and pocketed the cut ties.

      With his hat pulled low over his face, he yanked the locked door shut behind him and walked away, leaving only his offering for atonement and a commandment.

      Thou shall not 519.
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        October 14

      

      The morning arrived before Xandy wanted it to. She spied the white glow of the DVD’s clock. The officer had come and gone, but no Victor. Instead of the moonlight of last night, bright sunlight streamed into her living room.

      “Why did the morning have to come so soon?” Xandy asked Amarillo, who perked up her orange striped ears and sat purring. Retrieving her cell phone from the coffee table she read Victor’s message, which he’d sent sometime during the night:

      Sorry, swamped. Can you come down to the station during your break?

      The idea of airing out their relationship at the station made her queasy. But if she had to do it there, then she was going to be as presentable as possible. Taking extra care, she found the one business outfit that gave her style and made her feel like a woman. The matching two piece pants suit was tailored to fit her slim frame. The notched collar of the jacket accented her long neck. The Italian material felt nice against her skin. Primping, she rubbed perfume behind her ears and put in the pearls from her mother. She pulled her long wavy hair back into a French twist. Lastly, she applied red lipstick to her plump lips.

      Today, her plan was to show him what he was missing.
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      “Brennan,” Victor said standing over Brennan’s desk, “I have someone coming by in the next few minutes and I know you’re in IA, but can you meet with her?

      “Meet with her?” Brennan asked. His brow wrinkled at the question.

      “Yeah, issues about a potential stalker. She’s already filed a report. Could you give her some insight as a personal favor to me?”

      “I do have an appointment with Dr. James in thirty minutes, but I might be able to squeeze her in.”

      “Just make the introductions and then you can head to your meeting. Since this is on the private side.”

      Brennan wasn’t sure what to make of the issue. Bells and whistles were blowing for him. Victor wanted him to use his time to do him a favor? Sure, it wasn’t anything criminal, just a talk about stalkers, and since he’d done more than his share before IA, he understood the reasoning behind it, but still, he didn’t know Victor to ask a personal favor from anyone.

      “We can meet in my office then. What’s her name?” Brennan asked.

      “Alexandria Caras. I’ll let her know to meet us here.”

      That name was coming up too often and with Lazarus’ allegations, it piqued Brennan’s curiosity. Who was she and why were two good officers involved with her?
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      Taking the first break available, Xandy grabbed her jacket and purse and rushed out of her office. She was only one of the many crowding the streets, as other women in business suits and tennis shoes bustled alongside those who sashayed as if on the catwalk.

      Xandy entered the station, with a dry mouth. Her heels click-clacked against the gray tile floor. It echoed the sound of her anxious heart. She entered the elevator and was whipped along to her destination, as the numbers of the floors beeped by in rapid succession.

      When the doors parted, she was greeted by the hearty receptionist. “May I help you?”

      “Yes, I’m here to see Captain Hawthorne. He left word for me to meet him here,” Xandy said, taking a seat. The waiting area was inviting with its décor, dark floor and warm colors, nothing like the sterile area she was used to around the bull pen. She didn’t want to be there, but she also didn’t want to walk away. However, there was only so much comfort to be had considering the reason for her presence.

      Removing a pen from her purse, Xandy started to doodle. It always helped for brain storming.

      Her doodles morphed into a name: Blackwell. He had caused her a great deal of pain, although she had no proof, besides suspect journal entries. Blackwell didn’t work that way. Someone was harassing her, maybe even following her. If Blackwell could arrange for an office massacre, he could also get rid of the lone woman who survived it all.

      But why now, she wondered. The criminal charges had been dismissed. Nothing about Blackwell had come out since then, and maybe he wanted to make sure it stayed that way. Maybe she had the possibility of causing collateral damage, especially if he thought she knew more about his and Thornton’s illegal activities– money laundering, buying public officials, and fraud. A list full of maybes!

      Her breath caught. Should she tell Victor what she thought, or hold this new revelation close to her chest? Was Blackwell’s wrath coming hell-bent upon her? Xandy flinched at the thought.

      Setting down her pen, she saw Victor in the distance.

      She stared dumbfounded at him rounding the corner, taking in his swagger, his muscular build. When he came closer, Xandy caught a whiff of the scent of his cologne, a woody fragrance, combined with the man wearing it. He wasn’t alone though. Another man followed.

      “Xandy, thanks for coming,” Victor said, clasping her hand in his. “I’m sorry that I won’t be able to meet with you, but my associate here will gladly speak with you to discuss your safety concerns.”

      “Ms. Caras,” Brennan said, extending his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Xandy attempted to regain her composure at hearing Victor pass her over to someone else as if she were a used rag. “Well, please call me Xandy.” She tried to smile, but found it difficult.

      “I’m sure you’re in capable hands and Detective Tal will take great care of you. We’ll talk later,” Victor said. Not waiting for her response, she noticed, he retreated out of her view.

      “Any friend of Victor is a friend of mine,” Brennan said, leading her to his office.

      Taking a seat behind his massive desk, Brennan looked down at his watch, knowing he had better things to do. She eased into the chair across from him, crossing her legs.

      Victor had been too eager to arrange her coming in, in order for her to alleviate her anxiety. They’d discussed it in detail. Yet Brennan was hesitant at best and more than skeptical at her stalking suspicions. He’d promised Victor he’d give her a minute and in spite of his attraction to her, it was almost up.

      “So how can I help you?” Brennan asked.

      “Did Victor tell you anything about me?”

      Catching his sigh, he said, “He mentioned that you feel you’re being stalked, but I’d like to hear the details from you.”

      After listening to her story, he asked, “Did anything precede these events?”

      “I’ve been receiving strange mail … from nice and supportive to threatening Bible thumpers. It all just depends on the day of the week and the moon’s alignment. The crazies seem to come out during the full moon.”

      “And I understand you live with someone,” Brennan asked.

      “He hasn’t been home in a couple of days.”

      “Oh, the foreboding quasi end of a relationship can be hard. How long were you together?”

      “It’s not such a relationship.” Her voice dropped. “That’s why I asked if Victor told you how he knew me.”

      “Victor is my friend and all, but I don’t dig into his personal life. Just out of curiosity. How does Detective Lazarus fit into this?”

      Brennan watched her every movement as she looked down at her feet, at the rug, and then back at him. “It’s very difficult for me to talk about this, but...almost two years ago, my fiancé died.”

      His face softened at that piece of knowledge. He had heard bits about it around the station, but it was different hearing it from her. This was too much personal drama for him to deal with, and her answers weren’t getting him any closer to figuring out who could be after her. He snuck a glance at his watch.

      “But he didn’t just die; he was killed and I was charged with it.” Her voice lowered to a whisper.

      He leaned forward and looked at her as if understanding. “How are you coping?”

      Tears gathered in her eyes, “I’ve been cleared of everything, but Detective Lazarus is not making my recovery any easier, to say the least–”

      The ringing of Brennan’s office telephone interrupted her before she could answer. “I’m sorry, Detective Tal, but your appointment has arrived,” the receptionist said through the speaker.

      “I’ll be right with her. Thank you,” Brennan said. “Sorry about that. Please go on.”

      “Since my charges were dismissed, Detective Lazarus has been following me. To me, it borders on harassment.”

      “Do you think he is the one who sent you the letter?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t dismiss it though.”

      Brennan half-smiled. This was all Victor’s ploy in setting him up ever since he’d said something at the station. He didn’t have time for Victor’s shenanigans.

      “With everything you’ve been through, with a high-profile case like yours, it is easy to think that people are after you. It’s been my experience that some backlash from the public is to be expected. I don’t know the details of your case, and the fact that many believe you got away with murder is not helping in your progress. If you want my advice, toughen up. Your uber-paranoia is creating a sense of dread, drama and circumstances that are only imaginary.” He stood to usher her out of his office.

      Xandy stared at him, her mouth hanging open.

      “I hate to be abrupt, but I do have someone waiting.” He paused looking at her. He didn’t know why, but maybe at least giving her his card would be enough to get her out of his office and maybe even get Victor to find someone else that could deal with her baggage. “Ms. Car—Xandy, I promised Victor I would help. Please take my card and give me a call should you need someone to talk to, okay?”

      Brennan sat back down at his desk. He watched her stomp briskly away. His next appointment was waiting, but he needed a moment. He’d been an ass to her. He’d never treated someone like that in a professional environment, who just wanted to talk to him about something that seemed so real to them. His life didn’t afford him the time and room to deal with another set of issues. He had more than enough with what life had vomited on him.

      The insistent buzzing broke through his cloud of contemplation, like a child bursting from the forest with poison ivy; now, he was free of the leaves and darkness, but stuck with the itch.
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      Dr. James floated into Brennan‘s office and took a seat. “I wasn’t too sure how long you were going to keep me waiting out there, especially since I’m squeezing this meeting in.”

      “A last minute appointment, sorry about that. Let’s discuss Detective Lazarus. He’s officially being charged with insubordination.”

      “After reviewing his personnel file, I think we can only take issue with the order from Captain Hawthorne. However, Captain Hawthorne did follow protocol, and he did give Detective Lazarus several warnings regarding his actions. I’m almost surprised the suspension didn’t come earlier.”

      “What is your recommendation?”

      “I feel that the suspension is warranted, but I believe he has received too many days. His actions are at the most a Class B offense for his repeated failure to follow a direct order. At the most, he should receive five days.”

      “Thanks. I’ll take your recommendation into consideration before I forward anything to the Chief.”

      “Off the record, I think Detective Lazarus needs some serious counseling. He’s still grieving the loss of what he called his friend, and I believe he is acting out, looking for a scapegoat where none really exist.”

      “If counseling is something that could make him a better officer, then it is something I will include in the final recommendation, as well.”

      Dr. James glanced at her watch. “I hate to cut this short, but I need to get going.”

      “No offense taken. We’ll be in touch,” Brennan said rising.

      Brennan knew he still had one last piece to fit together before he could close Lazarus’ file. What was it about the Caras criminal case that made him obsess over it?
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      Victor flopped back into his office chair. He groaned. The audible sound did nothing to lessen the feeling of being a dog running away with its tail between his legs. He’d seen the disappointment as it passed over Xandy’s lovely face; her lip’s slight pucker and her eyes squinting. But work called. He’d have to make it right later on, but right now, the investigation required his full attention and not the woman who was distracting him from his first love.

      He turned to his computer to type up his notes from his last session. Victor stared at the screen and an email alert he’d received from Detective Monroe. Opening the email, he read the short summary of an impromptu witness interview and clicked on the picture attachment. The image of Hannah Salem, all smiles, caused her dead face to boomerang in his head. To see what she looked like alive and then remembering her dead body on the slab was a brutal reality. Knowing Monroe was out of the precinct, he dialed Monroe’s cell number.

      “The watch belonged to a Donald Higgins. I contacted him and he told me that he gave it to Sister Hannah. We need the watch.”

      “We find the watch, we find the killer,” Victor said. “Do you have a preliminary profile as of yet?”

      “Although the circumstances surrounding their deaths are similar, there is a difference in the rage exhibited. I am unsure if this is significant enough, or not. I’ll jump on it though and see what I can get to you as soon as possible.

      “We’ll get this bastard off the street before it gets any worse,” Monroe continued. “Every killer makes a mistake sooner or later.”

      “For this city’s sake, let’s hope it’s sooner than later.”
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      Attorney Randall Grimes waited for Detective Monroe to arrive. He couldn’t help but check the time. The precinct’s clamor, combined with the late hour caused his head to hurt more than it had already. With cotton mouth, he craved another swig of something strong to get him through the night. Even though he was on retainer with the Berkley family, to be called out in the middle of the night to inform a detective to cease in the questioning of his client was bothersome. His hands shook, red and splotched. He needed to head back to the hospital to check on Marie, his wife, and not this. Not this, not now. He couldn’t afford to play babysitter over a dismissed criminal case with a dead defendant.

      “May I help you?” Randall looked up. The cop across from him looked even worse than he did. His eyes were bloodshot, and he couldn’t even stifle his own yawn.

      “Yes. I’m here on behalf of the Berkley family. And I am here to remind you that they have an attorney. Any questions that you may have will need to go through me.” Randall stood, allowing his 6-foot-7-inch frame to tower over the 6-foot officer.

      “This is an investigation, not an interrogation.” Monroe said, setting his large cup of coffee down on his desk.

      “Quite frankly, I don’t care what you’re trying to do. If you have any questions, then you contact me and only me!” Randall’s voice hardened.

      Monroe stared at the man across from him. He stank of old alcohol, worse than a back-alley wino, and there he was making demands. “Let’s cut to the chase. I am investigating a string of murders. Should your clients fail to cooperate in this investigation, I will arrest them personally for obstruction. If you want to be present, then do so, but I really don’t care what you have to do. I want them here first thing tomorrow. If they don’t show up, I’ll make sure to have the patrol car waiting to bring them in.”

      “I see I need to speak with someone with experience here. You don’t know who the Berkleys are, I take it.”

      “I guess they are not the Kennedys. If you want to complain about the way I am handling this investigation, the Captain’s office is straight back.” Monroe turned away and leaned back in his chair. He could only hear Randall’s sigh.
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      “There has to be more information than this,” Monroe said. His voice rose, as he spoke to the customer service agent on the phone. His day was going downhill. First, Ms. Berkley called her attorney on him, and now he was being blocked by someone in a call center on the other side of the world.

      “I’m sorry, sir, but this is all the information available for this number. As I’ve said, the number you provided is from a prepaid phone, and there isn’t a contact name or address.”

      “Thanks,” Monroe muttered. He slammed down the phone. It would have been too easy just to get what he needed. Whoever had called Hannah Salem had used a number that was registered to no one. After that last call, no more information was listed. Cross checking her records hadn’t helped either. It was the same number she had dialed.

      “Damn it,” Monroe said, as he rubbed his temples. The one lead he had was a dead end.
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      Lionel Blackwell tapped his fingers. He sat in his Italian leather chair and stared at Xandy’s black-and-white picture.

      Cash.

      He needed his cash. It was the only reason she still lived, but even that reason was disappearing. No one told him what to do.

      He told them.

      Trying to be patient, he didn’t like being nice any more than he liked begging. It was beneath him to do that. There were men whom he killed who’d responded quicker to his threats than she did, but she had what he needed.

      He could see through her charade. She was waiting for the right time to skip town with his money, and the only thing stopping her was the recently filed civil suit. Once she walked away from that, she’d be gone with his millions. His folder was filled with her pictures. Up until she saw Jonathan with that other conniving bitch, he knew what she did every moment of the day. Now her routine was changing. She was spending more time at the station.

      Lionel cracked his knuckles. “Tom, I expect that you have something to tell me on why she’s behaving this way. You told me the case is expected to be dismissed.”

      “The decision is supposed to come down by the end of next week,” Tom said.

      “Good. I think until then, I’ll send her another message. Maybe one that isn’t so diplomatic.”

      “I don’t need to know about that.” Tom shook his head.

      “I pay your bill. You report to me about any change. Got it?”

      Tom nodded.

      “You’re dismissed, then.”

      Webbie hurried into the space emptied by Tom, almost knocking him over as he entered Lionel’s office.

      “I have something that I need some muscle to take care of. I think you’ll like it.” With a manicured hand, Lionel passed Webbie the address and a picture. “This is the one. I want you to wait for an opportunity though, and then seize it.”

      “Is there anything I should tell her?”

      “Yeah, that Xandy sent you.”
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      Xandy didn’t want to slosh around in the rain, even if it had turned into a drizzle, but when Rebecca called, she couldn’t think of a better excuse to not head home. Victor still hadn’t said anything to her and the thought of waiting for his call was not what she wanted to do tonight. She didn’t want to be alone after he’d made sure to push her off on someone else. Rebecca rounded the corner and entered Xandy’s office, in all her grandeur.

      “Are you ready? I sure as hell hope not, because you are not looking it,” Rebecca said.

      “What’s wrong with what I have on?” Xandy asked eyeing the suit that cost more than her bi-weekly paycheck.

      “We are going to a club. Not a board meeting. Let’s go to the bathroom so I can at least make you a little more presentable for the evening.”

      “I’m not too sure–”

      “Don’t worry. Let me work my magic.”

      Xandy smirked and slowly rose. How was it that in their early thirties, Rebecca could still try to make her feel ten years younger?

      In the bathroom, Rebecca pushed Xandy into a stall. Hanging on the inside hook was an array of clothes.

      “What’s this? I am not going to leave here looking like a…”

      “Either you put the DKNY blouse and mini skirt on or I’ll make you wear what I’m wearing. We are not going to a nursing home!”

      The idea of a second skin made of denim appealed to Xandy about as much as a lobotomy. Begrudgingly, she slipped on the low-riding, mini, and a black leather and lace décolleté corset. Her hair was transformed to a messy coiffure.

      “The corset is too tight,” Xandy said.

      “You can still breathe.” Rebecca chuckled. “Now just a little make-up.”

      With the heavy black eyeliner, mascara and purple eye shadow in place, Xandy stared at her reflection. It was better than a makeover at the MAC counter in the mall. She thought she was breathtaking.

      However, the familiar chill of panic hit her. Her mind raced. The make-up would make people look at her twice, which was not something she wanted. No one needed to take a second look at her; no one needed to scrutinize her more. Snatching a paper towel from the metal dispenser, she blotted at the colors.

      “There goes all my hard work.”

      “It’s not me.”

      Rebecca sucked her teeth.  “At least keep the outfit on.”

      Xandy had the sudden urge to rip off the tight and revealing clothes and burn them. If it meant she wouldn’t have to walk around with her ovaries almost on display.

      “Please…pretty please,” Rebecca pled and batted her eyelashes.

      With a forced chuckle, Xandy said, “We better leave then before I change my mind.”

      “You sure you don’t want to wear just a little lipstick?” Rebecca asked with the lipstick in her hand. She leaned forward ready to apply it to Xandy’s uncolored lips.

      “No, I think I’m fine just the way I am.” Taking her purse, Xandy disappeared back into a stall. Retrieving the bottle of pills, she shook it until one landed in her palm. Tossing the pill into her mouth she swallowed.

      “You alright?” Rebecca asked. Xandy could hear the worry in her friend’s question.

      “It’s just been a while since I’ve put myself on display like this and then Victor hasn’t called–”

      “Girl, don’t go worrying your head over him. He’ll call.”

      “I saw him today and besides a handshake, he didn’t even act like I existed.”

      “A handshake? Ouch.”

      “That’s not helping, Becca.”

      “The best way to get over one guy is to find another one.”

      “I don’t want a new guy, I want–”

      “I keep forgetting you haven’t done this in so long. Men are weird and half of the time, they aren’t sure which head to follow. Now, come on out of there. You can’t be my wing woman if we are stuck in the bathroom at your office. Just give it some time. He’ll come around.”

      “And if he doesn’t”

      “Then, you’ll have to find someone else and break it down for him what you’re after.”

      “I don’t even know what I want.”

      “If you don’t know, then how is he supposed to know?”

      Sitting on the black rimmed toilet seat, Xandy stared at the burgundy stall door. She was worth it, she knew, now she just had to show him she was.
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      Lazarus watched Xandy head into the club. Shockoe Bottom was packed with pedestrians. With stop and go traffic and groups of young men and women carousing, music blared from the different nightclubs. It had taken a while for her and her friend to find a parking spot. He stayed behind them, blending into the crowd of twenty- and thirty-year-olds looking for a good time. Tonight was the first time he’d seen her so made-up. Maybe she was starting to get careless.

      It didn’t matter. If she was here for the night that gave him the chance to find what he needed at her apartment.
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      Inside, the club was packed, leaving only wiggle room. Laser lights flashed an array of colors as bodies moved to the rhythm of the music. Hairs on the back of Xandy’s neck stood. She felt someone watching her. Not just a casual glance, or even a thorough ogling, no, the feeling was of scrutiny. Xandy turned in every direction until she saw his face.

      She located Jonathan across the room.

      For the past couple of days, they’d been avoiding one another. He was rarely at the apartment any more since the living-room sex scene. After a few minutes, she found him at her side.

      “Hey, X. What are you doing here?”

      “What?” Xandy asked cupping her ear. She could only hear the DJ’s announcing the latest booty-shaking contest.

      Taking Xandy’s arm, Jonathan led her over to one of the walls, and leaned against it, shouting into her ear. “Can you hear me now?”

      “Yeah, I didn’t expect to see you here,” Xandy said glancing at the crowd of gyrating bodies.

      “Me you either. You never used to be one for the clubs. This is a surprise.”

      “I guess it was time for me to live a little.”

      “Look, I’m glad I ran into you. I found a new place. I’m going to be moving out.”

      “When?” Xandy asked. She could feel the panic rising like a snake slithering up her leg. She swallowed and concentrated on his words, not what it meant to be alone.

      “I’ll come by and pick up my stuff. Let me get back to Lauren before she loses me in this crowd.”

      While scanning the area earlier, Xandy hadn’t seen Lauren, but then again, she hadn’t been looking for her. “She hates me. Her ridiculous case is proof of that.”

      “I don’t know. I mean, Lauren is a good person. I think you two just have some sort of misunderstanding. She thinks you were after me.” He said with a charming chuckle.

      “I liked having you around, but besides a friendship, there could never be anything between us —‘

      “Because of Thornton? How long are you going to mourn him? He’s not the god you’ve made him into.” He reached out and grabbed her arm. “Forgive me. I didn’t mean … hell, I don’t know...” He shoved his hands in his pocket and looked to her like the apologetic school boy she imagined him once to be.

      Xandy watched as Jonathan was swallowed up by the crowd, leaving her leaning against the wall like a wallflower at a sixth grade dance.

      “Let’s have a drink,” Rebecca said, coming up to her. “Are you all right?”

      “Just one round of drinks. Then I have to head home ....”
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      Lazarus eased the metal tension wrench and pick from his coat pocket. With a couple of quick moves, he heard the deadbolt give. He didn’t know how long he had before she’d be back. He turned the knob and was greeted by a warm 25-watt light.

      He closed the door silently behind his large frame and moved slowly down the hall into the open living room. The apartment was still. Taking off his backpack, he removed the outlet transmitters. One by one, he exchanged the electrical outlets and installed the outlet transmitters throughout the apartment. If Xandy tried to plug anything into them, they’d work.

      Maybe the bugs would give him the information he needed.

      As he was about to walk out the door, he saw the stack of unopened mail on the kitchen counter. He fingered through it. Included in the stack was a bank statement. With one smooth move, he pocketed the envelope and left the way he came.
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      “Detective Monroe?”

      Monroe stared at the woman standing across from him. Her heart-shaped face demanded his attention, and her lips caused him to stick out his chest. The sound of his name on her lips made him feel stronger, as if electric currents rushed through him. She reminded him of the woman he had waiting at home, only a few years younger.

      “How may I help you?” Monroe asked and ushered the woman down into the wooden seat across from him. Having caught Hobbes’s eye, he saw him ease up from his seat and walk toward them.

      “I’m here because of the murder.” She stared at him, through him. “I saw the man who killed Professor Gentry.”

      Monroe grabbed a pad and looked around the room. “Why don’t we head to the conference room? I think we will be a little more comfortable in there.”

      “I don’t have a lot of time, and if Tony hadn’t told me to come, I wouldn’t be here,” she said.

      “Tony?”

      “He’s nobody. Listen. I only saw the back of him.”

      “What can you tell me about him then?” Hobbes asked. “How do you know about the murder?”

      “I was late for the exam, and I stopped by the professor’s office to speak with her about a makeup exam. And that is when I saw him…working on her. The door wasn’t completely closed. He was … was leaning over her …” Her voice hitched. Silent tears streamed down her face.

      “Why didn’t you call the police then?” Hobbes asked.

      “I did. I mean, I called, and because I was on campus, the campus police tried to respond, but they wouldn’t listen to me and … and … I didn’t want to get wrapped into this even more than I already am …. There was so much blood. So much blood ….”

      “What’s your name?” Monroe asked.

      “Marilyn. Marilyn Feife.”

      “I’m going to call down the sketch artist so we can get a better description of the guy you saw. You’ve been a great help so far.”

      This could be the break the case needed, Monroe thought. It could be the information he needed to stop a murderer.
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      Xandy arrived home late. The loud music still rang in her ears, and exhaustion racked her body. She felt as if she’d been gone for weeks. She’d broken the rule and mixed the alcohols and had too many shots of tequila and ice teas. She could feel them revolting in her stomach.

      As she stood in her kitchen, she flipped through the stack of mail she’d left unsorted from yesterday. She placed the bills to the side and the advertisements in the recycle bin. It was then that she noticed the blood-red envelope. It was postmarked as presorted business mail, with a black stamp bearing the zip code of 23219. That was the downtown area, where her former company was located.

      Curious, she opened the envelope and pulled out a piece of torn paper. It looked like it had been ripped from a book. Xandy scanned its contents– it was the opening scene of the Tragedy of Phaedra. She’d read the play in high school, what felt like eons ago. She tried to remember the plot line; it was something about the forbidden passions of a stepmother for her stepson. Why would someone send this to her?

      Her heart slammed against her chest. Dropping the page on the table, she stared at it: its font; the coloring of the paper, the violently ripped edges and a smudge of blood on the page’s edge.

      With a mixture of dread and nausea, she called Victor.
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      “Captain, I have a Ms. Caras on the line. She says that it’s urgent that she speaks with you,” the dispatch officer said.

      Victor had ignored her direct calls to his cell. Seeing her picture on his display only distracted him from the task at hand. He sat alone in his office pouring over the most recent update from detectives Monroe and Hobbes. With three bodies lying on ice in the morgue and his detectives being no closer to solving the crimes, he didn’t want to deal with Xandy too.

      He said he’d stop by and he meant it, but somehow his intentions and actions just weren’t aligning.

      “It always is,” Victor muttered. His work day had officially ended two hours ago. For the last two hours, he’d been able to concentrate on paperwork with little to no interruption. There was nothing keeping him in the office. His relief, Captain Cox, was already taking care of any brush fires that might pop up.

      “Hi Xandy,” Victor said. “I really can’t talk now. I’m…I’m in a meeting.”

      “I guess I should have called 911 then!” Xandy snapped. “Here I am with some bloody mail that I’ve received and you can’t talk to me–”

      “Calm down. Now what’s going on?”

      “Don’t tell me to calm down,” she slurred.

      “Are you drunk?” Victor asked. Patience was something he didn’t seem to have tonight.

      “I guess you’ll stop by to check out the mail when you get a chance.” With a click she hung up.

      Victor stared at the phone. How the hell was he supposed to juggle it all? He didn’t think she’d lie to him about having another threatening letter. The lab was still running tests on the last one. And over the past few months, he’d never known her to even have a drink, let alone get wasted.

      He’d make the drive there and deal with her. There was no reason for their– whatever it was– to continue like this. He wasn’t a little lapdog to come every time she ordered it. His thoughts were filled with resentment. They hadn’t even slept together, and although he couldn’t stop thinking about her, she was putting the gun to his chest.

      Pocketing his keys, he headed to his parked car and then toward the west end.
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      Emotions and thoughts ran free. For a moment, Xandy thought she saw a fully garbed Native American chief standing at the end of her sofa. She waved and he waved back. His skin sagged and it was night and day simultaneously. The wind blew, alleviating the sun’s heat.

      “Xandy, open up!”  Xandy heard banging on her door followed again by cursing and more banging.

      Shaking her head, the vision disappeared and she was once again in her apartment, sitting on her sofa, hearing Victor at the front door.

      “I’m coming,” she called out.

      “What took you so long? I’ve been calling you and banging on that damn door for the last five minutes. I was about to break it down.” Victor stared at her.

      “I’m sorry.” Xandy said and pushed up on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to his. She’d failed to change after getting home and still had on the revealing, tight outfit Rebecca had squeezed her in to.

      “Whoa,” Victor said and pulled away. “I didn’t come out here for that. What is this about a letter?”

      “I know you didn’t come for that. I’m really sorry about what I said on the phone, that’s all.” Xandy rubbed her arms, as if fighting off a chill.

      “I’ve just had a long, hard day.” Victor wrapped his arms around her. She collapsed into his embrace, and it felt right.

      “Me too,” she said.

      “Where are my manners? While you’re here you might as well sit down. Can I get you something to drink?”

      “There is something you can get me,” he said.

      She gazed into his brown eyes, hypnotized by him. His lips brushed across hers; then he paused.

      “Have you been drinking? Maybe this isn’t such a good idea,” Victor said pulling away.

      “I’m fine.” Xandy said trying to pull him back closer to her.

      “I don’t know about this.” Xandy could see his trepidation through his crinkled brow and the ever increasing distance between them.

      “I know what I’m doing and what I want,” Xandy said. With one quick move, she unpinned her hair and placed her hand on his muscular chest. She reached out and started playing with the buttons of his shirt. Taking his hand in her own, she placed it on her heaving breast. “Can’t you feel how much I want this?”

      He moved his hands slowly down her arms to her neck, décolleté and hips. Each area he touched fanned her wanton flame. With little prodding, Xandy kissed him. She opened her lips to his tongue’s silky invasion.

      Jumping up, she straddled him. He inched up her short skirt and squeezed her derriere. “The kitchen table,” she said breathless between kisses.

      With one quick swipe, Victor shoved the wine glasses and mail out of his way and sat her on the mahogany wood. She gasped when she heard the glasses thud on the carpet.

      “I didn’t break them,” Victor said, kissing her again.

      “I don’t care about that right now.” Her hands reached for his shirt. Fumbling with it, she ripped it open, watching the buttons fly across the room.

      “I don’t have another shirt here,” he said staring down at his gaping shirt.

      Xandy appreciated the view of her cop with his muscular chest, sprinkled with black hair. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep you warm.” Her hands reached for his belt. Unbuttoning the button and unzipping the zipper, his pants fell to his ankles in a heap. Seeing him in all of his excitement, Xandy licked her lips.

      “Lean back and enjoy the ride,” Victor said with a wicked grin. He stepped out of his clothes and removed a condom from his wallet. Xandy’s eyebrow shot up at his preparedness. Did he come there expecting this to happen?

      Seeing him sheathed and ready to go, she focused back on him and the task at hand. Planted in between her legs, his large hand caressed her chin and tilted it up. His soft lips brushed against hers. It was different from the prior kiss – tender, sweet. She sighed into his mouth and reveled in the sensation of him.

      She felt his palm pressed against her moistness, and cooed. Finally, she welcomed him as he entered into her depths. His hardness stroked her, as he moved in and out. She didn’t care that her movements were limited on the table or that the hard wood wasn’t as comfortable as she’d always imagined. Instead she scooted forward and raised her legs higher.

      Xandy screamed his name between moans as he pushed her beyond passion to pure euphoric pleasure. Billows of bliss blew over them.

      As he stood there planted between her legs, Xandy’s stomach started to churn. She could feel the margaritas on the rise. She gently pushed Victor away. Jumping down, she ran to the nearest bathroom.

      The cramps pushed her to her knees, as her stomach regurgitated its contents.  There, she spewed her liquid courage into the toilet. All of her nine-dollar drinks came back up to greet her.

      Too weak for words, she rested her head on her arm on the edge of the toilet. Oh hell, she thought, when her stomach started to cramp again. What had she done? The mixing of the alcohol and the pills was a mistake.

      She felt as if she’d been smashed by a semi. Still her mind wandered to the man waiting for her. She knew what she’d done and for a moment the loneliness was gone, but what if this made him react even worse than last time? How many emergencies would she have to have for him to show up willingly? Exhausted, she drifted off into drunkard’s bliss.

      Victor patiently waited. He heard Xandy puking up her night’s merriment. When the sounds came less often, he called out, “Xandy, you okay in there?”

      He was greeted by complete silence.

      Victor walked over to the bathroom, cracked the door to check on her, and found her passed out on the toilet’s rim. Retrieving and wetting a washcloth, he reached over, and wiped her mouth. She’d have a killer headache in the morning, he thought.

      He picked her up and carried her barely clad body to her large bed.  Gently, he placed her down on the smooth cotton sheets and covered her up with a blanket.

      Back in the bathroom, with the used condom still covering his deflating member, he looked down to see that the condom was torn. Panic gripped him. He felt his heart in his throat. What the hell happened?

      “Oh shit! Shit.”

      The fates decided they had to throw a little extra spice into the scenario.

      Damn.
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      Victor stood at the front of the capacity filled conference room. Scruffy and with dark shadows etched into his face, he absently stared straight ahead. His night had been shorter than usual, and leaving Xandy alone in bed so he could head down to the station was not the way he’d imagined their first time having sex to go.

      The fresh image of the body of Professor Gentry hung on the white dry erase board, next to the prior two victims. They were running against the clock, and every day that they didn’t have a trail increased the risk of another body bag arriving at the morgue. Another homicide victim on his ever lengthening list of unsolved crimes. The serial killer wanted nothing more than to wreak havoc on his city. He tightened his fist around the podium’s wood where he stood, looking out at the already tired faces of his officers.

      “Although I would like to deny what we all have been thinking for the last few days, the newest deceased has cemented our beliefs. The total body count now numbers three– three victims, three locations and three professions. I’m sure you’ve noticed the pictures of the victims pinned to the boards. I know we are currently undermanned, and more hours are going to be spent on this, but we also have the duty to keep this city safe.

      “We need to comb through the last twenty-four hours of their lives, and maybe figure out a pattern for why they were chosen, and ultimately find a suspect. Run their DNA in the system, socials, whatever it takes.

      “I’ve assigned Detectives Monroe and Hobbes to work on this case. This is top priority. Everyone else will do the needed research, look in the files for any clues and report back. Are there any questions?”

      “Why haven’t we called in the FBI?” asked a recent recruit to the force.

      “We ask them in, only when we need them,” said Hobbes. “We usually don’t take kindly to outsiders fiddling around with our city.” He glared at Monroe.

      “Sure makes for a turbulent partnership,” Monroe said.

      “Are there any more questions?” asked Victor. After a moment’s pause and no questions, he said, “Good. Let’s go catch this motherfucker.”

      “What have you done?” Rebecca screamed into the telephone.

      [image: ]

      Xandy was still feeling the remnants of last night’s partying and her memory of last night was foggy at best. Her mouth was dryer than the Sahara, and her head ached as if drums were being played inside it. “What are you talking about?”

      “What am I talking about?” Not giving Xandy a chance to respond, she said, “Some man was here and tried to attack me. But he didn’t know he chose the wrong woman to attack. The only thing he said was that this shit was from you. I don’t know where he got your name from, but I opened up a can of whip ass on him, and then called the cops on him. Talking some crazy –ish to me because of you. So I’m going to ask you again. What have you gotten yourself involved in?”

      Xandy gulped.

      “I’m waiting for an answer.”

      “Okay. Okay. I think it’s something that Thornton did. He stole some money from some drug dealer.”

      “Do you have it?”

      Xandy forced a laugh. “If I did, don’t you think I’d be living better than I am?”

      Rebecca paused. “I don’t think you’re telling me everything, and considering I just got into a fight about it, you owe me the truth. But I’m willing to give you time to tell it to me.”

      “I’ll get this worked out. Do you want to stay here with me for a couple of nights?”

      “Hell no! They are after you, and if he comes back, I got something for him. No one is going to scare me out of my house. No one!”
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      “We have a new order of business today,” said Mayor Carey from his seat at the head of the City Council’s conference room table. “The contents of this meeting are not to be released to anyone outside of this room. I have conversed with the relevant authorities and the best we can do is try not to alarm the citizens of this city.” He paused seeing the other council members turning to one another and hearing their hushed tones.

      “Three bodies have been discovered over a period days. State and local officials are already involved in trying to apprehend the individual responsible for this, but should we release this to the public, we take the risk of ending up with a copycat and a lot more victims. So until we hear more from the authorities, we will just have to sit on this. Chief Zimmerman is here to answer any of your questions.”

      The police chief slowly approached the podium. His gold badge gleamed, as if freshly polished, and his white and blue uniform sat perfectly on his tall fit frame. “As you all are aware it isn’t only the number of victims that’s alarming; it is the way they had been mutilated and killed. This information has been leaked to the media, including details of the killer’s calling card. Additionally, I have my officers, sector lieutenant and major crime detectives on the case. They are reaching out to the community for leads. The purpose of this news conference is to calm the populace. Due to the prior media leaks, details released are to be kept to a minimum. Nothing is to be said that could cause panic in the city.”

      Donald Johnson, one of the newest members of the city council, shook his head. “This is doomed to fail! Are you telling me we have a confirmed serial killer on the loose, and you plan on doing nothing but letting this monster run around to find his or her next victim?”

      “Councilman Johnson,” Chief Zimmerman said, “You are not looking out for what’s best in this situation. If we inform the public, we are looking at mass hysteria, pandemonium. I am not saying we shouldn’t advise the population to be generally careful, but in no terms do we mention a serial killer.” The Chief stared at the politician, for he recognized in him an opportunist ready to use this situation for his betterment. Scowling, he turned to the others.

      “This is completely ludicrous. You are being an accessory!” Johnson blurted out.

      “Thank you, Chief Zimmerman,” Mayor Carey said. “So let us go as a united front with the chief of police and get this press conference over with. I will warn people to be aware of their surroundings and to take care.”

      “If there are any other questions, please say something at this time,” Mayor Carey said.

      No questions came.

      They headed in to the conference room where the reporters, cameras, and microphones were gathered. The reporters’ cameras flashed. It was a feeding frenzy. Flies out for blood.

      At the lectern, Chief Zimmerman, like a marionette, did as he was told.

      No one contradicted him.
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      They were too close. A witness? Someone had seen him leave? His disguise might not hold up under close scrutiny. Someone might recognize him? The killer brooded over his coffee. His hand fisted the white ceramic cup; the cooling robust scent brought back the reason why. The command that it gave.

      That one memory.

      It made him feel more like a man, more alive, more than anything else, like he existed and that in his world, they still existed together.

      He thought of her. Her pale skin. The feel of the blade running against her flesh. His first victim.

      The detective was getting too close to finding a smidgen of truth. It required something new. And he knew just what it was.  Everything changed.

      He would have to change, too.
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      Teary-eyed, with bed head and wrinkled clothes, Troy Gentry sat across from Monroe. “I can’t believe she’s gone,” Troy croaked.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Monroe said. He observed the young man with his almost frat-boy appearance.

      “Don’t be. She was conniving and self-serving. When she stopped having sex with me, I knew she was seeing someone else. This confirms it even more. She didn’t like them older than twenty-five. When I hit the quarter-century mark, she started to look for a new conquest.”

      Monroe could hear the resentment in his remark, as the tears he’d been trying not to shed fell down his youthful and suntanned face.

      “What do you mean?” Monroe asked.

      “She was a cougar, always on the prowl, and being a professor with power did nothing to rid her of her need for fresh meat.”

      “How do I know you didn’t do it? You had the anger and opportunity.”

      “Because I was with my girlfriend, Chastity,” he said. His face reddened with the admission. “She’s … she’s in the lobby. She cheated, and the only thing I share with her is my last name. We are … were separated. The last time I spoke with her, she wanted me to water her plants. She told me that she was leaving on vacation for fall break. I could only assume it was with her newest toy.”

      “Do you know who he is?”

      “I’d assume her teaching assistant,” Troy said. “That’s how I met her.”

      The sight of Professor Gentry’s mutilated body was heinous. He could only imagine how excruciating the pain must have been for her.

      “Sir, I know what you may think of me, but I still loved my wife. I was her second choice, though. She’d think of the newer, tighter body she’d seen in the corridor and say she wished I still looked that way. She missed my naiveté. She saw only my age, nothing more.”

      “You had motive to kill her, though.”

      “I had motive, but I still had hope she’d come back to me. I thought she loved me, I really did. Now, I can never get that back. I can never get her back.” Troy’s voice cracked.

      “Do you know how I can contact the student assistant?”

      “Her cell phone. Everything was in there.”

      “Was there anything else missing, that you are aware of? Can you identify if this is your wife’s jewelry?”

      Monroe pulled out a picture of the watch recovered from the scene and passed it to him.

      “I’ve never seen it before and to tell you the truth, she wouldn’t wear something like that. It’s too common.”

      “Is there anything else you can think of that you like to add?”

      “Yes, actually. When I picked up my wife’s car, her license plates were missing.”

      Monroe made a note of the missing license plate number: UNIPROF. It was one more thing he’d have to relay. “Thanks for coming in,” he said.  With Gentry’s departure, he couldn’t help but wonder now if the killer also took the plates.

      Monroe glanced at the list of items taken from the scene. Like the others before her, Professor Gentry’s watch had been broken. And compared to the cheapness of the one on her arm, it meant that the killer took the real one and replaced it, but why? What was the message he wanted to send?
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      “Start from the beginning!” Blackwell ordered. He stared at his black and blue private investigator across from him.

      “I was doing what you asked me to do. I didn’t know she would be able to do some kung fu shit on me,” Webbie said. His eye was swollen shut, and blood still crusted his nose. “She was worse than a ninja!”

      “You still gave her my message?”

      “Of course I did! But, instead of my hand staying connected to her neck, she sort of gave me a good kick to the groin. Once I let up, all I remember is her pounding on me with her fist and feet. I got out of there as quick as I could. I’m sure she called the cops, though. I saw blue lights not long afterwards.”

      “Why were you still there?”

      “With the blue lights, the neighbors came out and everything. I couldn’t just speed away. No one saw me though.” With that, Webbie grinned like a fifth grader after a game of baseball – he’d taken a base even though he took one to the face. “What now? What do you want me to do?”

      “Sit tight. I need to find out if that worked. If not, then I’ll find a better distraction. What you couldn’t do, he can.”
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      Marilyn Feife jogged at Byrd Park around Swan Lake. The cold chill of the day was left behind, as sweat poured down her dancer’s body. The winter hours left the city covered in darkness, and the glow of street lights was sprinkled throughout. The tennis court lights shone in the distance.

      Officially, the park closed at dusk, but she had only one more lap and then she could head back to her apartment a couple of minutes away. Normally the lack of people didn’t disturb her, but since she’d seen what happened to the professor, she’d made an extra effort not to jog alone.

      “Marilyn, I have to head back,” Honor said.

      “I only have one more lap.”

      “It may be one, but for me, it is going to feel like 20.  I like the idea of jogging, but I am still not at your level yet.”

      “Can’t you wait for me? Or I can even go slower. We can walk the last round.”

      “It’s almost dark out here, and Jay is coming to pick me up. How about this, I’ll wait for you here.”

      It was a better compromise than being completely alone.

      “It won’t take me long. I’ll go extra fast,” Marilyn said and grinned in relief.

      “I’ll call Jay and let him know I’ll be a little late.” Honor retrieved her cell phone from her jacket pocket.

      “Thanks you’re the best!” With a quick wave, Marilyn started her final lap.

      Music from her iPod blared in Marilyn’s ears. She jogged toward Boat Lake and tried not to think about the night the professor was murdered. Feeling her muscles, she slowed her pace.

      Suddenly a man approached her. He could have been attractive in that older-man sort of way, if he hadn’t had such a wolfish stare. It was almost as if he looked through her, she thought.

      Marilyn knew that face, but wasn’t sure from where.

      He reached out to grab her arm. Marilyn jerked away and ran back toward where Honor waited. There were no other pedestrians in her area of the park, and no houses close enough to run to. It was the one spot on her run where she was truly isolated.

      Marilyn screamed!

      The images of death, her death, burst before her eyes like light bulbs being turned on and off. Her heart stampeded against her ribs. Her lungs burned. Her muscles ached. Her momentum was slipping. Her pulse thudded in her ears. She could taste the bile in her throat.

      She felt him upon her before she saw him.

      His gloved hand snatched her to him and covered her mouth, muffling her scream. She kicked and clawed like a feral cat.

      All to no avail.

      The needle filled with succinylcholine pricked her.

      And suddenly she was trapped in her own skin.
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      Metro News

      Mayor Howard Carey and Greater Richmond Police Chief Sidney Zimmerman assured residents that the city was still safe. Despite these claims, sources have speculated that a serial killer, whom they call the ‘Thou Shall Not’ Killer, has struck again. The body of Professor Walker Gentry was discovered in her office on the Morris Stuart Community College campus early on the morning of October 14. A preliminary autopsy is scheduled within the coming days.

      This year has been especially tough on law enforcement with budget cuts, additional man-hours required and the falling numbers of officers, as surrounding counties offer both higher pay and better benefits.

      This marks the seventy-ninth homicide this year.
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      Monroe leaned back in his desk chair. His fifteen minute break was almost over. It was hard to escape news of the so-called ‘Thou Shall Not Killer,’ but at least the newspaper wasn’t releasing too much information about the victims or causes of death. Reluctantly, he tossed down the newspaper and opened the Gentry file that required his immediate attention.

      The investigation notes, autopsy reports and the list of evidence recovered he placed to the side. Instead, he first focused on the crime scene pictures. His trained eye studied the blood spatter and pools, the angle of the scissors’ entrance into the chest, the stitching.

      Turning to his computer, he double clicked on the Crimtech software shortcut on his desktop and entered the data from each of the crime scenes, ranging from the blood-soaked rocks, the trajectory of the victim’s blood, and the lack of defensive wounds. After the entry of the parameters, Crimtech began to search the databases for cases, solved and unsolved, that fit the current crime spree. Did a prior victim already fit the description when the first body was discovered? Monroe wondered.

      Grabbing the crime scene pictures from the third murder again, he scrutinized them. The brown carpet was soaked with rust-brown colored blood.

      The killer wasn’t playing with his victims, but was intent on killing them painfully. Two of the three murders suggested the release of pent-up rage. The murderer almost seemed to vent. Yet for the second murder, something was different. Maybe it was that it was a death of one quick thrust. There wasn’t a lot of blood, nor was there an unleashed passion. What was the reason for the difference?

      With this in mind, Monroe scanned Gentry’s criminal history. She was previously charged with raping a college freshman during a professor-student “meet and greet.” It didn’t help that the victim was barely eighteen.

      Shortly before eight, Monroe dialed Gary Allen’s telephone number. He tapped his pencil and hoped the Assistant Commonwealth’s Attorney wasn’t already scheduled for trial. He’d already left a couple of messages and had yet to receive a call back.

      “Gary here,” Gary said in a chipper voice.

      “This is Detective Monroe.”

      “Monroe, yeah sorry about that. My case load has been outrageous. How can I help you today?”

      “I’m calling to find out a little about my victims, Diane Smith, Ilene Kernbach and Walker Genrty.”

      “I had my paralegal pull their files and was just about to put together an email for you. All three of them were charged with different crimes, as you are aware. Their outcome was also similar. All three had their charges dismissed.”

      “Why would that happen usually?”

      “It is used in our discretion and taken on a case by case situation. In these three cases, when several charges are present, we offer a plea deal. For Smith and Kernbach they had restitution, court fees and if they completed their court ordered counseling, then the charges were to be dismissed. Often we will also reduce the sentence from a felony to a misdemeanor if certain terms are met.”

      “And Gentry?”

      “For Gentry, the victim rescinded her complaint and refused to testify. Without a victim, you can’t have a case. Gentry’s charges were completely dismissed and I believe she went straight back to work and received her full salary for time missed.”

      “She was able to walk free with no strings attached?” Monroe asked. He could hear the hardness creeping into his voice.

      “Detective, sometimes that is how the cards fall.”

      “Thanks for your help.” Monroe ended the call and attempted to find the killer’s catalyst.  Each of the three victims had money, status, and a criminal record.

      Three predators walked free with the court’s blessing.

      A homicide investigation usually required looking into the victim’s immediate circle, but Monroe knew a serial murderer didn’t always need a connection. The motivation as presented at the crime scenes and observable behavior would present the most reliable information to determine the identity of the killer. The murders took place during the night, and discovery was usually in the morning hours, by either cleaning crews, security staff, or in the case of Gentry, the unlucky student assistant wondering where his meal-ticket went.

      “Sorry to interrupt, Detective, but I wanted to give you the toxicology report, since Captain Hawthorne was unavailable,” Dr. Reynolds said. He handed Monroe the manila folder. Opening it, Monroe scanned the reports. “Pancuronium was found in their systems?”

      “Yes. Considering that we located injection sites on all three victims, I believe it was injected and used to debilitate the women.”

      “It’s a paralytic?”

      “It is one of many, but this one is used so often that there has been a shortage recently. It’s called the ‘Pink Juice’ in vet circles but isn’t really a street drug. It is most often used in lethal injections.”

      “If that’s the case, I wonder how he’d get it.”

      “I’d check the weakest link: vet offices. Since it requires a prescription, check and see if there have been any recent veterinarian clinics that have been burglarized.”

      “Thanks for the tip, Doc.”

      Pulling up the Crimtech program again, he typed in his new query, and waited for it to spit out what he expected might be his second solid lead.

      Vaginal mutilation could also be evident for a misogynist or could it be a crime of passion?  Monroe wondered. It was certainly uncommon. Gentry’s vaginal mutilation embodied a hate that in itself could only be regarded as torture, but for what? Did the professor confess to something? Could that be the key of what made the crime scenes of kills one and two different from number three?

      Victim one was found after a church service, victim two had been painting, but victim three was not associated with anything that could connect her to a crime for which she had previously been charged. Could that be the reason for the overkill?

      The software’s output confirmed his conclusion. Although the cases had similar patterns as those exhibited by prior famed serial killers, the method of killing was new. There was no record of one convicted for a crime of this nature with this methodology. Additionally, in the prior case files, a sedative or tranquilizer was used to assist in the transporting of a victim; however, there was no evidence to suggest that the victims in the present spree were tranquilized for only such a purpose. The current murders took place where the bodies were discovered, suggesting that they were never moved from one location to another.

      Unless she was strong and agile, Monroe assumed that no female could have done all of this by herself, the lifting of a woman on stage, the carrying of one as well. They were looking for a man. A man confident enough to kill wherever the opportunity presented itself, even if it was not in a place prepared for his purpose.

      Monroe looked at the stitching. There was nothing unusual about it, besides the fact that it was in human skin. Could that point to someone in the medical field, someone with medical training?

      Then he looked at the tags. Each said the same thing or a variation thereof. The first tag cited ‘Thou Shall Not 2023,’ while the second tag said, ‘Thou Shall Not 58.’ The third tag read, ‘Thou Shall Not 519.’ What was the number in reference to? The Ten Commandments? And if so, weren’t they indicative of a universal code of moral conduct?

      Searching ‘Thou Shall Not’ online, Monroe came across the King James Version Bible. Many Protestants regarded the King James as the authoritative translation, but those commandments read “Thou shalt not.” For the overzealous, to change even one letter meant to change God’s word. Could this small change be indicative of the killer’s desire to live outside of the commandments – saying they applied to others, but not to him? A total disregard?

      The file also contained photos of a postcard depicting Nemesis from the first murder, the painting of Cephalus and Procris from the second scene, and the bloody pages of the Tragedy of Phaedra from the professor’s office. As if a light went on, he understood: the message was Greek, but it contradicted everything from the tags. The crime scenes pointed to someone interested in Greek history or mythology. Could this be a coincidence? What was he trying to say?

      Monroe found an online mythology primer. With the tags, the killer wanted to give them a message. Even if he stayed up all night trying to find the code to decipher the message given, the message and answers were in the crimes themselves.

      He needed to look at the qualities of the killer and how they would fit the scenes. As far as the reports stated, there were no fibers, video surveillance, or even defensive wounds. The carpeting at the theatre, museum, and office had been walked over often. There were numerous footprints of multiple sizes, and since neither location had been vacuumed before the murders, it was more difficult to even gather a potential footprint.

      Between the reaction time of the drug and their full loss of movement, there had to be time that they could have reacted. That was the only thing that could explain the duct tape. It kept any of them from calling out, from screaming. Whoever was doing this was acting with premeditation, and a calm rage, until the unsettling act.

      All the victims had committed crimes in the city and been in the city jail as a result. Their crimes were committed within six weeks of each other. Could they have been in the same pods? If they were in the same pod and knew each other; who else was in the pod? Dialing the records department, it was time to find out if his hunch had credence. Maybe this was the link they were looking for. Right now, it seemed to be the only probable link available. But wouldn’t that mean the perpetrator wasn’t killing randomly but by a common scheme?

      From the profile Monroe had created, the perpetrator was killing according to the Ten Commandments, but killing out of order. The numbers were corresponding to the two locations of the Ten Commandments in the Decalogue – in Exodus and Deuteronomy. He typed in the tag from the first murder in the search engine. The Bible verse of Exodus 20:2, 3 came up. Could it be that the murderer was telling the police why he was killing?

      The cited verse specified that no other God was to be worshipped. The main principle of monotheism.  Monroe picked up the file for the first victim. Flipping through the pages, he came across the statement as taken down by the magistrate for the original embezzlement charge. He underlined the words: miracle for money, bow before me and I will heal you.

      Monroe wasn’t a theologian, but he could understand the comparison. Her acts, her self-deification, desire to be worshipped, and egocentrism were the force for the charges. Could the murderer be part of her congregation, or maybe even the complainant for the charges?

      Monroe bolted from his chair. Grabbing the printout, he headed to the last known address for Chase Deerfield, who was listed as the initial filer of the complaint, to find out what happened.
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      “Marilyn hasn’t made her way around here yet,” Honor said as she continued to talk on her cell phone with Jay and stretch her muscles from her run. “I’m giving her five more minutes, and then I’m leaving,” she said flustered.

      “You know how Marilyn is, easily distracted,” Jay said on the other end of the line.

      Honor scanned the distance and saw porch lights beginning to turn on, but she still saw no one rounding the corner, and with the hilly park, parts of their trek had Marilyn out of her view.  A slight chill began to rise up her back as the wind blew, cooling her off.

      “She still isn’t back. What do you think I should do?”

      “You know I have tickets tonight. If you want to blow me off for your friend, what can I say about that?”

      Honor bit her lip, as she looked left and right for some sign of her friend. “I’ll make a quick lap to see if I can meet her halfway and then head to the apartment. It won’t take me long to get ready.”

      “And if she’s off doing her own thing? Remember last time you were waiting on her and she disappeared, only to have met up with her ex, who was playing tennis and they decided to go have coffee? Marilyn is flaky.”

      “I’ll see you soon,” Honor said and ended the call. Retying her shoes, she raced after Marilyn hoping to find her friend.
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      Patricia Abernathy was waiting for Xandy at her desk. With her dynamic and southern sass, coffee complexion, and laughter-filled eyes, she had a way of making even rain appear as sunshine.

      “How are you doing this glorious morning?” Patricia asked in her raspy voice.

      “Let’s just say I’ve had a couple of hard days. It’s been hell,” Xandy said. She eased out of her long coat and hurried to get everything just right for the work day.

      “Oh, well, if your outfit reflects that, then you need to have a hellacious day or two more often,” Patricia said with a soft chuckle. “Did you hear about Marigold?”

      Xandy turned on her computer, and heard its familiar hum. After typing in her passwords, she opened her Outlook and assessed the G-drive for new client files. “What’s the latest office gossip now?”

      Patricia turned her head to make sure no one was near. “Marigold was fired.”

      Xandy scanned her messages. There were several emails to read informing her of what was expected of her today. “Marigold was fired? For what?”

      Leaning closer to Xandy, she said, “Griffin came in on Thursday evening after everyone was gone. He caught Marigold and Roger going at it in the conference room. I’m not sure if he was more aroused or amused by the situation. But I think this was the loan that broke the bank. We both know she was inept as an assistant.”

      “Isn’t Roger married? I’m not even sure Marigold can spell the word inept, but it will be a shame to see her go. She did always provide some entertainment. Maybe they wouldn’t let him join in.” Xandy snickered.

      “Married men have needs too, but that’s beside the point. I can’t believe they’d do it on the conference room table. It hasn’t been wiped down since I started working here.”

      “That’s what happens when you make the senior paralegal the director of human resources. They always get to make the call,” Xandy said.

      “I’ve been meaning to ask you, and don’t think I’m being rude, but why are you still here?”

      “Are you kicking me out of my office?”

      “No, but why are you still here hidden in the file room? I know this company has a high turnover rate and that Tom tried to give you an office up front.”

      “I’m addicted to receiving a paycheck, and let’s be honest, Patricia, my history is not an asset to the company. Tom helped me out a lot. I’m not going to take advantage of it.”

      “Think about getting out of this dungeon. No one here thinks you’re less, besides you.”

      “It would appear my schedule has changed, Xandy,” Griffin’s voice boomed out of the intercom. “I need you to bring me the Hanson, Metzger, and the Gordon files. I need them on my desk, pronto.”

      “Sir, I also need to speak with you about–” Xandy said.

      “It will have to wait until later.”

      With a groan, Xandy gathered the files and headed toward Griffin’s office.

      Griffin Brooks considered himself to be the gateway to the attorneys. His beady eyes and hawk-like perception kept everyone in line and under his thumb. All he needed was a whip to bully the crowd. If the office were a ship, the crew would have threatened mutiny.

      Xandy silently stepped into Griffin’s office. He ignored her presence, ignored her attempt to speak, and ignored her very existence. She was a ghost to him – invisible.

      Back at her desk, she took stock of her situation. Work could only distract so much from the reality that awaited her outside its doors. Her very life depended on solving her own mystery of who was after her and why.
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      Monroe knocked on the front door of Chase Deerfield’s house door. When the door opened, he was greeted by an older man with salt and pepper hair and a clerical collar.

      Monroe identified himself. “Mr. Deerfield?”

      “Yes, I’m Father Deerfield. How may I help you, son?” Father Deerfield asked in his soothing voice.

      “I have a couple of questions about Sister Hannah Salem,” Monroe said.

      Father Deerfield’s brow furrowed with skepticism. “Please come in. I was just about to head out to the local parish to help with giving out food.” Father Deerfield led Monroe to his sparsely decorated living room with its polished hardwood floors and dark green walls. “I’m surprised it took you this long to come see me.”

      “I was hoping and taking a long shot that you might be able to help,” Monroe said, taking a seat on the vintage leather sofa.

      “When I dealt with Sister Hannah and her ministry, it was based on finances. Basically, we would contact her, and after much effort, emails and the like, almost begging at times, she would then show up.” Father Deerfield retrieved a small address book from his desk and flipped through it.

      “Did you speak with her directly?”

      “Most of the time she was too busy. Instead, I dealt with her associate. I believe his name was Hans. Here is the contact information that I always used.” Father Deerfield passed the address book to Monroe, who jotted down the information.

      “He was the one who set everything up usually,” he continued, “but then again, I do remember a conversation that we had prior to my taking out the charges against her. She was looking for silent partners, or beneficiaries. I am not sure if she ever succeeded, but I might still have some of the information of how the silent partners or supporters would work.”

      Father Deerfield walked back over to his large desk and started to pull out drawers, one after the other. “My mother used to be a pack rat, so I hardly ever throw anything away. You never know when it might be needed.” After finding a manila file and flipping through its contents, he pulled out the routing information for Sister Hannah and gave it to Monroe. “This is what she gave me last, before I was convinced of her treachery.”

      “If I may ask, Father, how is it that you are now in charge of a parish?” Monroe asked.

      “I came back to my calling, you might say. I tried to protect my flock, but the ones in charge at the former church didn’t want to listen. But then again, maybe they too were skimming from the top. It’s taken a lot of prayer to forgive Sister Hannah. Marriages, families, and friendships were broken because of her lies. I know I shouldn’t feel this way, but I sometimes wish I could have been stronger or at least smarter to have had the common sense to act sooner.”

      “Do you know anyone who wished her harm?”

      “Too many people to name. When she was arrested, I remember my congregation rejoicing.”

      “Rejoicing?”

      “Yes, she took from these humble people what they valued the most: their faith.”

      “A crime worthy of murder?”

      “She was an apostate and deserving of the punishment so divinely ordained. What the legal system failed to do, He made sure to correct.”

      “Where were you on the night of the 11th?”

      Opening another drawer, Rev. Deerfield pulled out another sheet of paper and handed them to Monroe.

      “As you can see, I was out of town in Atlanta, speaking at a Believers’ Fellowship Church. You can check their website.”

      Monroe scribbled down the pastor’s alibi, promising to check it out.

      “I hate to be rude, but I am running a little behind schedule. If you have any additional questions, please give me a call.”

      In what seemed like a swoop of the pastor’s hat, Monroe found himself shown to the front door and was back standing on the stoop.
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      With his credentials, Lazarus found himself sitting across from the manager of the James Center Bank & Trust without having to jump through too many hoops. Xandy’s bank envelope was stuffed into the front pocket of his leather jacket. If a safe deposit box was going to be anywhere, it would make sense to be at the bank she already used.

      “Thank you for meeting with me. We spoke earlier regarding a safe deposit box,” Lazarus said.

      “You’re going to have to remind me. What is the name on the account?” the bank teller asked. She pushed her red hair behind her ear and giggled.

      Lazarus could feel her gaze perusing every inch of his toned body. Since the only thing he had was his charming smile and a copied key, he could only hope it would be enough to get what he needed.

      She waved her hands over the keyboard, as if performing magic. The bank teller tilted her head and stared. “We’ve had a lot of interest regarding Mr. Gage. However, I am unable to provide you with any information since Mr. Gage assigned a deputy for the box.”

      Lazarus winked slightly and leaned forward. “I understand, Missus–”

      “Miss, but you can call me Sara.”

      “The thing is this. I have the key for the box -“

      “The keys? Mr. Gage’s box requires two keys and the signature of his assigned deputy. Without a court subpoena, I am unable to provide you with any additional information.”

      “Can you tell me who I need to speak with about Mr. Gage’s accounts and assets since he is deceased? Is there a next of kin listed or someone to contact in case of an emergency perhaps?”

      “Yes. You will need to speak with Alexandria Caras.”
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      “Monroe,” Victor called him over into his office.

      Monroe sighed. Hobbes wasn’t around for another unscheduled meeting, which meant he’d have to bring the Captain up to speed on how things were progressing. Taking a seat, Monroe noticed Victor’s square face was absent all emotion.

      “Detective,” Victor said. His voice was grave. Sitting across from Victor, Monroe could see the dark circles under his eye.

      “These murders…” Victor pinched the bridge of his nose. “What have you got for me?”

      “Well, I’m running information through the software, and–”

      “That’s not good enough. I need more than that. How are we supposed to investigate, if we don’t know who we’re looking for?”

      “Everything I have is preliminary, but this individual has a lot of time to find out someone’s weakness.”

      “The longer we wait, the colder the trail gets. I have to catch whoever is doing this–” The telephone interrupted Victor with its blaring ring.

      “The killer is murdering women regardless of age, but they are all linked. Their lives overlap at the jail. I spoke with the jail’s records’ department. All three women were incarcerated during the same six week period. Salem couldn’t make bail that fast, the Berkley family put pressure on the CA to make sure Kernbach wouldn’t get released, and although only in jail over the weekend, from a Friday to Monday, Gentry still fits into the time scheme.

      “Although it would appear that the killer’s focus is their criminal charges, and especially those charges which have previously been dismissed, I think it could be more. These are not random women, but connected. The person we need to find is religious, but has his own god-complex, as he has equated himself with the Biblical God and the Greek gods. This is based on the fact that their charges seem to align with the Ten Commandments, or at least his understanding of them.”

      “We’re looking for a preacher?” Victor shouted.

      “I don’t think so. This guy is highly organized, meticulous, but filled with rage, which seems to make him a little more careless. Because of how he is killing, I think he must have done this before without getting caught. I’m cross-checking the databases now to see if there are any crimes that have been committed that fit our victim profile. It seems to be godly retribution for their deeds, especially since two of the three victims were found after doing something similar to what their criminal charges were dismissed for. A feeling of justice being served.”

      “Do you think it’s someone connected to these cases? An attorney, judge, or officer?”

      “I can’t rule that out because of his knowing the victim’s past charges, since this is the one link we’ve been able to make between the three women. He will have either medical experience or a rudimentary understanding of the human body, or be involved with or have an understanding of animal slaughtering. As far as we are aware, he has not killed any men, which could mean that he regards women as the source of his psychological problems and stress. Due to the lack of physical evidence left at the scenes and on the bodies, I do believe that the individual has some knowledge of police protocol and may consider himself to be an honorary officer, if not a real one.”

      “One of our men?” Victor asked. “You think one of us is doing this?”

      “Whoever he is, he is able to have contact with this part of society. He has contact with his victims, which is substantiated through Salem’s phone records and Kernbach’s date book, where he used the name Johannes Mensch, which is an equivalent of John Doe. Because of the intricate details and planning, I surmise that he has an above-average I.Q., and prides himself on thinking of every feasible hindrance. This signifies that his crimes are premeditated, scoped out in advance. In each case where video surveillance should have existed, he has slipped in like a ghost.

      “He also takes mementos of his kill by taking the watches of the victims and leaving another behind. These watches are neither at the crime scenes nor at the victim’s lodgings or dwellings. Additionally, he has left behind items relating to Greek mythology referencing Nemesis, which could be equated to retribution; Cephalus and Procris is thought to refer to an illusion of some sort; and, the Tragedy of Phaedra is based on forbidden love. He is connecting mythology to their crimes.

      “Since I believe he’s been contacting them, I’ve started checking the records for the telephone numbers dialed and calls received by the victims, including the cell tower reports. Because he is not hiding the bodies or leaving the city, I believe he is interested in only getting the attention of the city‘s police.”

      “Why us?” Victor asked. “We could call in the Feds at any moment. Do you believe he thinks we’ve done something wrong?”

      “Not something wrong, but someone. Maybe it is also a personal vendetta, I just don’t know.”

      “What are we looking for then?”

      “A man with the agility and physique to kill like a barbarian, but also the cognitive ability to think it through and not be seen as a threat. He is the ultimate chameleon, regarded as a soft soul. He gets their attention, gains their trust and then takes advantage of it. It could be that it takes days, weeks, even months for him to get enough information to do what he needs to do, to ensure that his ‘righteous justice’ is needed. These women’s crimes are over twelve months old. That being the case, he had at least that much time to not only concoct his plans, but to ensure their success. And so far, hasn’t failed.”

      “That could be anyone,” Victor said.

      Monroe turned and looked at the men and women in the bullpen. He knew they were capable of doing great good. But from what his gut and research told him, one of them had a capacity for not just harm, but pure evil.

      Who was the monster in their midst?
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      With the day’s task completed, the killer sat back and focused on the woman’s gold wrist watch, which gleamed in the light. The circular dial adorned with diamond accents and small droplets of blood reminded him of why he slaughtered them.

      She’d want him to remember.

      The killer tossed the newspaper into the green recycling bin. He didn’t need another article or a “brag” book for his trophies. Removing a panel from his wooden sideboard, he placed his newest addition into his ever-growing collection.

      Time was of the essence.

      Now that they knew it was a cop, he had to make sure they knew which one.
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        October 15

      

      The day had been long, fading from one task to the next, until it was late evening. By eleven o’clock, with a new batch of rain-sleet mix lightly falling, Xandy finally closed the last file cabinet drawer and filed away the last expandable folder.

      Xandy turned and made sure everything was in its place. She grabbed her coat and purse, picked up her office phone and dialed security.

      “Good evening, Nick. This is Xandy. I’m going to be heading out.”

      “I’ll meet you downstairs.”

      Nick met Xandy dressed in his black and white security uniform. He looked the part, but he was qualified for so much more, she knew.

      “Ms. Caras, if you’re ready, I can take you to your car,” Nick said.

      “Why so formal tonight?” Xandy asked.

      “My supervisor is up my ass about being overly friendly instead of being professional. It’s just his way of telling me to ‘know my place’ when dealing with people,” he said, making air quotes and offering Xandy a sideways smile. “It’s really smart of you to use my service, especially with the weird killings happening all over town.”

      Her heart thudded at his words. “What killings?” Xandy asked.

      “It’s been everywhere! Don’t you read the paper? Watch the news? I don’t know much, but from what I’ve been hearing, there has been a string of gruesome murders. One was yesterday or the day before at Morris Stuart Community College; some professor was murdered, and the other day, there was another murder at the museum.”

      “I guess I’ve been caught up a little bit in myself. When did this happen exactly?”

      “I heard about it today, but I’m not sure when it occurred. Some white shirt was talking about it.”

      Xandy didn’t want to think about more death. She thought he’d continue, but she then realized she was already at her car.

      “Take care, Ms. Caras, and be safe out here. The roads are a little slick, but maybe it’ll help to get rid of the rest of this white mess.” With a tip of his hat, Nick headed back toward the building.

      “I will. Thanks again, Nick,” Xandy called after him. The last thing she wanted to think about was another threat. Even in a city this big, she still had the chance of hitting the lotto in a game she wasn’t playing.
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      Brennan enjoyed being close to the heavens during twilight, or so he always told others when they asked. In all truth, he loved being on the roof because it put everything into perspective.

      He leaned against the merlon of the crenellated wall of the roof and watched his warm breath materialize. The moonlight reflected off of the river.

      Still he couldn’t figure out why Aden had betrayed him. It nagged him. As his thoughts roamed, he heard footsteps before seeing his brother’s pissed-off face.

      “So let me guess. Trouble in paradise?” Brennan asked.

      “I came up here to ask you for a favor,” Aden said.

      Straightening, Brennan stared at Aden with an austere expression and said, “While you are seeking something from me, please be so kind in turn as to inform my ex-wife, your lover, that her presence is not welcome in my house.”

      Aden paused at the mention of his relationship with Jocelyn. “Brennan, I do want to talk to you about Jocelyn….”

      Hearing Aden even mention his relationship with Jocelyn riled Brennan. “Save your words. You could have given me a little foreplay before you fucked me! What you did to me was worse than what she could ever do!”

      Brennan took a step toward him. His fist clenched. He wanted to beat the shit out of his brother, in spite of the fact that he’d sworn to protect him, even at his own pain.

      He couldn’t do it, though. Aden and Emily were the only family he had. He couldn’t hurt him, even if Aden did the same to him.

      “One day, you are going to have to hear what I have to say about Jocelyn, if you want to or not.”

      “Get the fuck out,” Brennan said through clenched teeth. He turned back to his view and ignored Aden’s sullen retreat.
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      Xandy had suppressed any thought of him all day until she returned home and saw her still disheveled bed. Victor had left without a word sometime during the night. Maybe it had been a mistake. Sure, she’d been a little wasted, and taking the Valium with the alcohol did nothing to curb her inhibitions. Instead, she’d thrown herself at him as soon as he walked through her door. Usually her judgment was better, but dealing with Victor wasn’t a part of her normal routine.

      If they continued like that, she knew soon she’d be hooked. The idea of loving someone again almost hurt.

      Xandy grabbed her bottle of Valium. She stared at the orange plastic container. It had been her constant companion. She reached for the glass of water, and with the pill in her hand, she caught her reflection in the bathroom mirror. Was she even ready to love again? For a moment, she was taken back to then.

      She looked into Thornton’s pale face. The silence was deafening.  For that one moment, she could feel his angst, his tangible fear. The sweat on his brow and on top of his lip. He stared into her soul. His palms tightened on her arms.

      Xandy dropped the pill in the sink and followed it with running water. The water caught hold of the pill, lifted it up like rushing waves carrying debris. Around and around it went, until it escaped into the dark hole. Staring at the bottle that contained her safety net, she grabbed it and tossed its contents into the sink. One by one, she watched the pills disappear until all that was left was clear, cool water.
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      It was late. He’d been the cat playing with his mouse for hours. She was a tortured soul like he knew she’d be. Now, it went from exciting to mundane. And even worse: risky.

      He’d taken her to his kingdom, where he could still hear the river’s water flowing and in the distance, a train.

      The longer he let her live, the higher the chance someone would hear something.

      And he wasn’t ready to finish his overall game. No, not yet when he still had so many peas in the pod to smash one by one.

      Her sobs had lessened, and in the almost too quiet darkness, he wondered what they’d say when they saw his latest gesture. It would be almost as dramatic as sticking his middle finger up.

      Rising from his resting place, with his knees bent, he leaned toward her. She sat in an old wooden chair, hands and feet tied to it.

      Her movement was limited.

      And escape impossible.
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        October 16

      

      Another day was over; twenty-four hours had passed since her last pill. The metallic taste in Xandy’s mouth was strong, her heart continued to race and everything whirled about her. She was caught up in her own cyclone of withdrawal.

      Xandy stood in her bathroom, wrapped in a towel, scouring her tongue and teeth of the awful taste. The lights flickered.

      Tapping sounds came from the living room. As she walked on the carpeted floors, water still trickling down her body from her shower, the sound of the front doorknob’s rattle caught her attention.

      Her already galloping heart shifted into overdrive, almost bursting through her chest. She inched forward as the doorknob continued to twist and turn. Her body quaked with each breath.

      Closer, she heard a louder thump and then a thud against the door.

      The lights flickered again.

      Then all was quiet.

      Xandy cracked the door open. Flooded with fear, she peeked into the dark hallway, seeing no one.

      She slammed the door shut, bolting it once again behind her. Her hands shook.

      Feeling someone watching her, she rushed over to the living room windows to draw the curtains. She glanced out into the night. The streetlights illuminated the parking lot, where, she saw a lone figure sitting in a car staring back at her.
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      Cars came and went in the luxurious apartment complex. In spite of the weather, people still moved around, bundled in thick coats. Instead of rushing on the assumed slickness of the ground, some almost stood still in their walk from their cars to the building.

      Lazarus watched Xandy’s apartment from the safety of his rental car. He had a clear view of the front of her building, which housed several units. There were two entrances: one in the front and one in the back. Both entrances required a pass code or key for access.

      With the night-vision binoculars focused on her living room window, Lazarus saw Xandy’s face for a millisecond before she turned off the light and yanked the curtains closed.

      “Damn,” Lazarus muttered and placed the binoculars back on the car seat. His hands were already half-frozen. He rubbed them together and continued to stare at the window where he couldn’t see anything. Was his cover already blown?

      The Captain had put the pressure on him to prove his allegations. It wouldn’t bode well if he couldn’t do surveillance.

      Pulling his hat down to cover his face a little, he started the ignition.

      He had other ways to waste time, and watching curtains was not one of them.
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      Upon his arrival, Brennan saw the police officer get into his cruiser. Brennan had heard of house calls, but this was ridiculous. He had tried for days to get out of having to see her again, to have to speak to her again, but with Victor, there was no way around it, not with blowing off his prior request. Victor was unable to leave the office to see to Xandy personally. Damn that serial killer, Brennan thought.

      To rush out in the dead of night as a favor to a friend to drive over to the apartment of a woman he barely knew — all to chase after the boogeyman — was asking too much.

      Exiting his car, he headed to the address given to him by Victor. He climbed to the second floor apartment and knocked.

      “Who is it?” Not waiting for a response, Xandy threw open the door.

      “You really should wait for an answer before you open the door,” Brennan said. He looked at Xandy’s pale face, and fingered-through hair. She looked past frightened, wearing baggy jogging pants and a shirt large enough to fit a linebacker.

      “What are you doing here? Where’s Victor?” Xandy asked. Confusion marred her features.

      “He asked me to stop by and check in on you.”

      “For what? If I wanted a baby-sitter, I would have hired one,” Xandy retorted.

      “Do you really want to have this conversation with me in the hallway?” Brennan asked. He cocked his eyebrow and stared at her.

      Xandy hesitantly moved away from the door, allowing him to enter.

      “I can go if you want.” He could almost hear her unsaid words telling him to take his bravado and leave. But then that would entail more minutes, and hours of being alone. And more of a chance that whoever had watched her would return. Instead she walked over toward the open kitchen.

      “No … no, please stay,” Xandy said.

      The apartment didn’t match her outward appearance. It was warm, inviting, and bold with its dark maroon and cream walls. Everything had its place, or so it seemed. She didn’t seem to be like that, at least any more. “How long have you been living here?” Brennan’s gaze never faltered.

      “That is what you think of? Asking me such a question at a time like this … I’ve been here for the last four years. I just never got around to redecorating the place.”

      “Hmmm,” Brennan said. “And why did you choose to live out here? It seems sort of out of the way from the life of the Fan and what people your age like to do.”

      “I’m guessing I’ve sort of outgrown that lifestyle. I felt…feel safe here… Thornton thought it would be better if we lived together. This used to be our place… until, you know.”

      “Why don’t you sit down?” Brennan ushered her to the couch and walked into her kitchen. He opened cabinet door after cabinet door, slamming one shut only to open the next one.

      “Is there something I can help you find?” Xandy asked.

      “I’m trying to get to know you, understand you. I’ve read that the best place to come to know someone is through his or her kitchen. Just testing my theory.”

      “You’re patronizing me, I can tell.”

      “No, I’m not. I’m really curious about how a girl like you could be afraid and live in a place like this.”

      “A girl like me? A lot of things go bump in the night.”

      “You’re holding up okay.”

      “If I were, I don’t think you’d be here,” Xandy snapped. She pulled her feet under her and her hands into the cuffs of her shirt. “But I do think you’re way too comfortable in my kitchen.”

      Within minutes, Brennan appeared with a hot cup of chamomile tea. “This should help calm you down some,” he said, passing the cup to her.

      “You didn’t put anything in it, did you, like a sedative?”

      “Let’s get to the topic at hand,” he said. He took a seat in her armchair and ignored her question.

      “I’m glad you’re here.” For that moment, her words rang true between them.

      “From what you’ve told me previously and with the events of tonight, I believe you have a stalker.” Glancing away, Brennan leaned back in her comfortable armchair. “There are usually three reasons for stalking, and I hope by going over this list, we can try to narrow down who the stalker is. The stalker uses his or her techniques in order to try to control the victim, physically and emotionally. His goal is to get to you, and he is going to try anything and everything. Fear tactics. Is there anyone you suspect?”

      “Yes … no. I know you don’t believe me when I say that things are out of sync. I feel like I am being watched, and whoever it is, is coming closer.”

      Brennan kept his poker face. Since she’d reappeared at the station and spoken with Victor, he’d heard a lot of murmuring and musing about her. She was considered a cold-blooded killer, but the woman across from him resembled more of a scared child than a woman who could probably shoot a playing card six times before it reached the ground.

      “I … I should really go.” Brennan stood to leave.

      “Don’t. Please stay…just a little longer.” He could see in her brown eyes the waking nightmare clawing at her soul. “Detective Tal–”

      “Please call me Brennan, just Brennan,” he said. He reluctantly took his seat again.

      “I’d like that,” Xandy said with tight-lipped smile.

      Xandy chattered away about anything and everything. The tightness in her face lessened with each tidbit of conversation. He noticed her posture begin to slouch, and the fear relinquishing its grip. Yet, he knew in the silence, it was only a whisper away.  During a pause, her idle talk finally turned into a slight snore. Something wasn’t right, he knew. It was easy for him to act nonchalant about the situation, but in all honesty, he was disturbed.

      Brennan was tempted to stay the night. Instead, he dodged the couch, choosing the stand-alone armchair. The urge to protect her from harm was almost physical and overwhelming, but he was ordered to check on her, not spend the night and not worry about the possibility of someone coming back. He was there for information only, any growing attraction be damned.

      He reached into his pocket and retrieved his cell phone, dialing Victor’s number. “We need to talk. I have an update on the situation here.”

      “Meet me at the station,” Victor said.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing. There appears to be a connection, more than at first assumed.” Empathy would be his undoing. He knew Lazarus wasn’t capable of hurting her; he was just overzealous. “I can’t get involved with this.” Brennan said. “It’s a conflict of interest.”

      “Just do me this favor. I promised myself I’d look out for her and her well-being. You’re a cop and you have the smarts to access what is going on behind the scenes. I need her to be protected and nothing is better than one of us looking out for her. Think about Lazarus out there after her. You and I both know that her biggest threat is that cop; one that you’ve analyzed that’s still on the streets. You’re indebted to her for this, too.”

      Brennan didn’t like the idea. His gut churned. His mouth dried at the thought of someone hurting her.
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      Victor didn’t like smudging the line between right and wrong, but not everything had to be either black or white. Could he trust Brennan to do anything for him? He felt like a burr was stinging his backside, but then again, maybe it was just the threat looming over his head like a guillotine’s blade about to come falling down.

      Victor stared out at the officers under his command. They had no idea of the shakeup about to come. There were enough titles thrown around to make anyone fear. It could have been like the military, he imagined, with all the majors, lieutenants and his own title of captain. They were his men, though. He knew them all well, and the memo on his desk was proving that he was going to have to bet on them taking down the killer before he murdered not only his career but also the woman he was starting to love.
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        October 17

      

      She was suffocating; the air was almost nonexistent in her lungs. Maureen Hyatt kneeled down in the storage room, hyperventilating. She pushed the paper bag to her face and breathed in and out. Tears of panic ran down her makeup-covered face.

      Any other place would have been better than returning to Richmond. Any other city would have been a success; but here, the feeling of failure clawed her spine like a cat climbing a tree. Its nails spiked into her flesh.

      It was Richmond, the place of her shame, of her near downfall – what she could never forget.

      The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. She turned and saw the polished shoes next to her. Turning slightly, she noticed the silhouette of the man before her.

      “May I help you?” she croaked.

      She had no reason to fear, but something in the air made her want to flee.  The storage compartment was empty. Everyone had left hours ago, and she’d stayed behind to have a moment with her statue and to compose herself. She was to meet with the governor, who she didn’t vote for, to honor a history that she disavowed.

      “Yes, we spoke on the phone. I’m here to see the statue,” he said.

      “Yes, I’m sorry. Nerves always have a way of getting to me.”

      “I called out when I came in,” he said with a slight nod.

      “You followed the sounds to find me.” She saw him scan the area. He’d called, asking to arrange a time to see her and view the marble statue for an exclusive with the newspaper. She needed the publicity, and pushed the ill feeling down.

      “Well, let’s get started. If you’ll follow me.” Maureen rose and walked toward her glorious piece. “I had the men open it for me before they left. As you will see, this is Ode to Hephaestus. I am very inspired by the classics.”

      The statue depicted the gallant and nude Hephaestus with a raised hammer in one hand and his other hand outstretched forward, as if reaching for something.

      “What is he reaching for?”

      “His lost love, Andromeda.”

      She felt him close the space between them.  He was too quiet.

      “I must say, you sound different from when we spoke on the phone. Do you have any questions so that we can start the interview?”

      “Yes. I’d like to start with your charges that were dismissed,” he said.

      “I’m not here to talk about that.” The nervousness she’d suppressed sprang back up. With a downcast glance, she went white with fear.

      “I understand that you were jailed with Alexandria Caras?”

      Maureen heard the slight sneer in his voice. “If you have no questions about my statue, I think we should conclude this. It has been a long evening, Mister–” She turned back toward him.

      He caught her as she turned.

      “Yes, too long.”
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      Monroe dialed Marilyn’s telephone number again. A sketch drawing was great, but they needed her to look at a lineup. Gentry’s teaching assistant sat behind bars at the moment. They’d been able to pick him up after he tried to hock one of Gentry’s rings.

      Like the last few times he called, he only got voice mail. He hadn’t heard from her since she’d been down at the station helping sketch out a profile, but he also knew witnesses suddenly went underground after coming forward on something as serious as murder.

      Hearing the beep, he said, “Ms. Feife, this is Detective Monroe again. Please give me a call at your earliest. Thank you.”

      “Still no luck?” Hobbes asked. Today, he was almost friendly, Monroe thought cocking up an eyebrow. It was another tiring round of Jekyll versus Hyde.

      “No, still only voice mail.”

      “Captain isn’t going to be happy to hear that, though.”

      “Since we all are now suspects in this whole FUBAR situation, no one is going to be happy about our only lead disappearing.”

      [image: ]

      Taking her favorite seat in the window, Xandy stared out over the busy street, watching people meander by. Dr. Edwards had asked another question she couldn’t answer. He just wanted to keep probing her wounds.

      “I shot him! I know this, and I’ve explained my regret. If I could take it back…. How does reliving my nightmare over and over help me? I know what happened and so should you. Is it your goal to make me fall to pieces each and every time? Is that what your success rate is based on? I don’t want to talk about it, not today.”

      Dr. Edwards blanched at her remark. After a longer pause, he asked, “Then what’s bothering you today?”

      “I’m fine. Better than fine. I don’t need this anymore. I don’t need any of this crap anymore. I’m not a criminal! With one overzealous cop following me, watching my every move and now a stalker, I’m starting to think that I’m a magnet for psychos, weirdos and the mentally deranged.” Xandy took a breath. That was more than she’d said in months of counseling, and with more gusto. “I’m sorry, that’s why I don’t want to talk about it. I’m trying to take steps to get better, and looking back is not helping. It will be my undoing.”

      “What about the stalker?”

      “It’s getting out of control. The other night he was so close.”

      “The other night?”

      “Whoever it is, is getting closer... dangerously close.” Xandy then continued to tell him about what had transpired and what she’d found.

      “Do you know who it is?”

      “No.” She wasn’t going to tell him about Lazarus, the devil that wanted her own soul, or Lauren, the woman who wanted nothing more than to be her personal affliction.

      “Why do you think you are being stalked? As you are aware, paranoia can also induce hallucinations.”

      “I know someone wants me dead!”

      “Have you told the police this?”

      “Of course, just like I’m telling you. But instead of getting real help, I get a pencil pusher as a chaperone. To them, I’m just a nut.”

      “When was the last time you took your medication?”

      She crossed her arms. “I stopped taking it,” she said.

      “You should have conferred with me before you made such a decision.”

      “I’m telling you now, aren’t I?”

      “I’ll reduce the dosage for you instead,” he said. “By choosing to get off of it, and go ‘cold turkey,’ you’ve placed yourself in a precarious predicament. You could experience several withdrawal symptoms, ranging from anxiety, fatigue, insomnia, nausea, agitation, irritability, crying spells, and visual hallucinations, just to name a few.” Dr. Edwards scribbled down a new prescription and thrust the piece of paper toward her.

      Eyeing the outstretched piece of paper, Xandy jumped up from her seat. “I have to go.”

      Dr. Edwards also stood up and called after her. “Before you go, please see Anika and get a copy of the pamphlet. I’ll buzz her to let her know which one.”

      Over the months, Xandy had never ended a session with him, but there was always a first. With her shoulders squared and her strut determined, she strode out of Dr. Edwards’s office.
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      Xandy trudged into the well-adorned church. Her head ached and the pain itself was almost blinding, but her sense of duty kept her there. It was his annual memorial.

      The sanctuary was filled with people who loved Thornton, but there was one person Xandy didn’t want to see, not now. Still Lauren stomped forward, her face pinched and set.

      Another confrontation.

      Lauren did it every chance she got. Xandy knew the only reason Lauren had refrained from making a scene at the house and the club the other night was because Jonathan was there. She wouldn’t want to appear surly in front of her new beau because she was still hot about her old one breaking things off to be with Xandy so many years ago.

      “You could have had the decency to take a pill or two and not show up,” Lauren taunted. The barbed words attempted to slice deep.

      Xandy wasn’t going to make a scene. Not now. Not with her.

      “If he’d stayed with me, he’d still be alive, you selfish bitch. You didn’t deserve him, and you’re the reason he’s dead. If he would have just caught that flight …. I hope you rot for what you did to him.” In a huff, Lauren pushed past Xandy.

      How did she know Thornton was flying? Shoving the irrelevant question to the side, she focused on why she was there. She owed Thornton so much, she realized. She walked over to his parents and took their hands, kissing Thornton’s mother, Anne, on her plump cheek.

      “Thanks for coming,” Anne said. “I hope you will be sharing tonight, as well. You know it’s always good to see you, and everyone would love to hear a memory of Thornton.”

      “Thanks, Ms. Gage, but I don’t think I can do it.”

      “I know this has been as hard for you as it has been for us. It just isn’t the same without him,” said Ted Gage, Thornton’s father. With his eyes hollow, his cheeks sunken in, and his shoulders sagging, he seemed to have aged on fast forward.

      “I understand. This time of year only brings back bad memories,” Xandy said.

      “You look as if you are doing better, though. You look nice. Very nice,” Anne said with a tight smile.

      Xandy was unsure if there was supposed to be a message in that statement. Did she look too nice, too “un-mourning?” She wanted to respond but found herself speechless. What could she say to the mother and father of her dead fiancé? Nothing she could say would make it better. Instead, like a scolded dog, Xandy ambled away to one of the hard pews.

      Xandy fidgeted in the uncomfortable pew and listened as the sad sonata played in celebration of a magnificent life. She watched Thornton’s friends and associates speak one by one. They told of how much they missed him, how they adored him and wished he were there.

      For her the service was too long. Too much was said, and Xandy found herself regretting she had come. Her thoughts wandered from her shopping list to the weather to the what-ifs. Her heart was no longer in this. Thornton had not lost his relevance, but although she still loved him, like a good book closing, this story of her life seemed to be over.

      Anne finally took the podium, wiping tears from her freckled face. “It’s been so hard these past few months. The first couple of months, people understand grief, but not the time afterwards. I still find myself dialing his number to hear his voice. The sound of his voice soothes the pain some.

      “He was my only son, a brave, intelligent and wonderful man. He volunteered at the Daily Planet, tutored high school students after work and was the most loving child anyone could have had. God blessed me when He gave me him. Even growing up, he’d take extra food from the house to make sure the other kids had snacks. And into adulthood, he continued to care, continued to give.

      “I know I am not alone in missing him. This turnout is proof enough of his impact on our lives. Together we loved him; together we grieve; together we remember.” Anne turned in Xandy’s direction. “Xandy, please come and share.”

      Xandy shook her head, but Anne waved her forward again. Xandy stood and walked forward. At the pulpit, Anne leaned over and whispered, “Just say something to make us smile.”

      Xandy stood there, looking ahead and hoping for inspiration. This was the worst time to have nothing to say.

      “Thornton was the man of every woman’s dreams, but he was also so much more. I had the pleasure of knowing him, loving him. And through those moments, he taught me about truth, honesty, veracity. He taught me not to be afraid. It was as if he saw past all those bad things in this world. He was an optimist. A true gift. I am and will forever be grateful for having shared so much with him. He changed me. And in a matter of mere seconds, he gave me life.” Xandy paused, gulping in a large amount of air. “Today we honor him. Although he is gone, he will forever live in my memory, thoughts, and heart.”

      Xandy left the podium, allowing the calmness to wash over her. This was the first time she was not filled with despair. Instead, she somehow felt relieved. She’d submitted to her duty and gained perspective: Thornton had died so she wouldn’t have to. If she stayed closed away, she dishonored his memory. Sullying it by failing to take advantage of the new day’s offerings.

      The service ended on those rousing words. Before Xandy could leave, Anne called her name.

      “Xandy, thank you so much. I think I may have been a little rude with you earlier, but it was not meant as it came across.”

      “It’s okay,” Xandy said. “I understand that this is difficult for all of us.”

      “No, it is not. It’s just … you look so happy, and we … we can barely make it through the day. I know Thornton would want you to go on with your life. He wouldn’t want you to continue to mourn him, not moving forward. Not my Thornton. He’d want you to be happy, too.” Anne paused, reached into her purse and retrieved an envelope. “I’m to give this to you. I guess he wanted you to have this.” Anne placed the envelope in Xandy’s hand.

      It must have been hard for Anne to utter those words, especially since she considered Xandy still to be the link to Thornton. However, Anne was releasing her to live, and Xandy no longer had the feeling she needed to be imprisoned in her own imaginary cell.

      Xandy closed her hand around the envelope. It felt heavy. “Thank you for giving that to me.”

      “Are you going to open it?” Anne asked.

      Unable to deny her request, Xandy slowly opened the envelope. Inside all she found was a bronze key.

      “I guess that means something to you then? We’ve had it for a while, but he wanted us to give it to you after one year had passed.”

      “You had instructions from him about this?”

      “Yes, the night before he died, he stopped by our house and gave me this, along with some other things. He said if anything happened, then I needed to make sure you received this envelope, but only after one year had passed.”

      “Why one year?”

      “I don’t know, Xandy. I wish I didn’t have to give it to you at all. I’d rather just have my son back,” she said with tears streaming down her face.

      “I wish things were different too,” Xandy said. She then wrapped her arms around Anne’s frame, and held her until her weeping passed.

      Upon exiting the sanctuary, Lauren intercepted Xandy again in the hallway. “You may be able to fool them with your words and fake tears, but I know the truth.”

      “Let it go,” Xandy said with a sigh.

      “How can I let it go when you took what should have been mine?” she asked through clenched teeth. A tear fell down her face. “You’re responsible for his death and yet you stand here acting righteous. I know what you are. I know who you are, and if it takes me until my last breath, I’ll prove it.”

      “Are you threatening me?”

      “That’s beneath me. Every action has consequences – even yours.”

      With a quick swiping away of the tear, Lauren disappeared back into the crowd.

      With the words, “thou shall not” whispered in the victim’s ear, the killer lifted the dull hatchet. With one sharp cry, the blunt blade sliced through the air with brute force.

      Then again.

      Severing.

      Blood splattered and dripped on the statue’s white marble base and the yellow straw.

      He then grabbed the severed head of the once-beautiful woman and tossed it up into the statue’s outstretched hand. With a simple knot, he secured it in place with her long hair.

      Murder was easy.

      Living was difficult.
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        October 18

      

      A light rain tapped against the tarp that covered the workers and the cold cement like an impatient lover.

      Where is Maureen? Pearl wondered. It had taken her months to get the gig together, and Maureen not being present was not part of the deal.

      She sighed and yelled to the gathered men, “Let’s get the statue in place. I want to get it completely set up for the dedication. We’re behind schedule, people!”

      Pearl paced. She glanced constantly at her watch. Maureen was past late, she was overdue.

      Suddenly, she heard swearing and Maureen’s name.

      “Charles! I’m not paying you to do a lot of nothing!”

      “You need to get over here,” Charles yelled.

      Pearl's heart sank. The sound punched her in the stomach. She ran. The crate now lay open, and the packing straw was stained a dark red. Her gaze fell upon her friend’s dangling head.

      Pearl screamed.
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      Luck was not on Monroe’s side. Each night brought with it the chance of a new body being discovered, and tonight was no different. Being a cop was an ongoing battle, but unlike others, he didn’t enjoy the prospect of finding a bloody scene, or a body in rigor mortis. No, the red mist was not his forte, but solving crimes was.

      Monroe parked his black sedan with its blue lights flashing on Tredegar Street. He wrapped his trench coat around him as the wind and rain picked up. It was still called Tredegar Iron Works for the locals, but the historic site now carried another name: The American Civil War Center at Historic Tredegar Ironworks. That didn’t matter to him. The old building had a history and if the walls could talk, Monroe wondered what they’d say about the Civil War, and Richmond’s burning.

      The American Civil War Center stood on over four acres of land with the James River only feet away from its doorsteps and the view of the city’s skyscrapers as its backdrop. The Bluestone Courtyard was covered with officers from the Crime Scene Unit searching for clues.

      Monroe flashed his badge and crossed the yellow crime tape. “Who called it in?” Monroe asked the first officer he encountered.

      “Over there,” squeaked the pimple-faced patrol officer in a high pitched voice. He tugged at his peaked cap and stood across from Monroe. Monroe gleaned what was happening to him. Monroe could see his body’s slight quake; his face glistened with sweat in spite of the cold. This was his first big call. “She’s talking to the detective,” the officer continued, pointing at a woman who was talking to Hobbes.

      With the youngster dismissed, and Hobbes already taking notes, Monroe was able to see the scene for himself. Sheltered to preserve what evidence remained, it was the most inhuman thing Monroe had ever seen. Skin flaps, a severed head and a large puddle of blood on yellow straw. At least the sick son of a bitch had closed her eyes. He’d have a hard time getting that scene, the lifeless face, the tangled hair wrapped tightly around the priceless marble-white sculpture, out of his head tonight. Not even a double-shot of strong Russian vodka was going to help him suppress what he’d seen.

      It took a desensitized person, or at least a psychopath to do what had been done. The nude marble statue of Hephaestus, sitting on an anvil with a raised hammer, and his once empty hand outstretched, now held the severed head. The edges at the neck’s base were fragmented, torn. Whatever had been used had required a lot of force and repeated chopping. They needed to find the weapon, but looking at the wound, Monroe guessed it could be anything from a butcher knife to a small hatchet.

      They were dealing with a through and through nut job.

      “Thought you might want to know what I found out, partner,” Hobbes said, standing next to Monroe. “The body was found about two hours ago by workers, who were setting up the exhibit for the unveiling. The area is on high alert.”

      “There was to be an art show here?”

      “Yeah, the victim, Maureen Hyatt, had rented the place, since her family had ties to it.”

      “Any insight into her last twenty-four hours from the witness?”

      “Not really. She was last seen at the storage facility checking on the statue. According to the witness, Maureen was considered to be an introvert and spent most of her time with her art and its pieces. So far, the Crime Scene Unit has found blood in the shipping crate. There isn’t any word on if it was there when the crate was moved to this site, but my best guess is that it was.”

      “She was from out-of-town, I gather. When did the crate arrive and was it delivered promptly here?”

      “Yeah, it arrived yesterday,” Hobbes flipped through his notes.” It was stored at The Storage Place on Lombardy, unit 210.”

      It was better to work as a partnership. With Hobbes already procuring information at the scene, Monroe knew it made more sense to use his time tracking down the actual scene of the murder, or at least potential abduction.

      “This means we have another potential place to investigate.”
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      Xandy arrived at the internal affairs reception desk, flustered. She took a deep breath to calm her nerves. She could feel her hands begin to dampen, her mouth was dry and she had the suspicion that she’d squirted her perfume one too many times. “Good morning. I’m here to see Detective Tal,” Xandy said.

      “I’m sorry,” said the receptionist, “but Detective Tal is not available. He is in a meeting. I will be happy to schedule you for an appointment, though.”

      The receptionist gave Xandy a look of pity, as she noticed the two cups of coffee and the newspaper. Xandy took the extra Arabian grande and thrust it at the receptionist. “Since he’s not available, maybe you might want to have this?”

      The receptionist looked at Xandy as though she had offered her a dead rat. “I’m sorry, but we’re not allowed to accept gifts. You know, with the IRS and all.”

      “Well, can you at least tell Brennan—Detective Tal I stopped by?”

      The receptionist lifted her forefinger and said, “Hold on a moment; let me see how long this will take.”
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      Brennan sat behind his desk, his brow furrowed as he looked over the documents. The complaint against Detective Lazarus appeared legit– so far– he’d admitted to that according to Victor’s and Dr. James’ statements. Additionally, his file already reflected Lazarus’s prior offenses– all recent– and almost all of his reprimands had to do with Ms. Caras– Xandy– who was now in danger.

      Brennan grabbed his pen and attempted again to concentrate on the words before him. As his mind started to comprehend what he was reading, he was interrupted by a soft tap on his office door. He looked up to see the one woman he now detested.

      “Knock-knock, I thought I’d stop by and, you know, maybe put that desk to good use,” Jocelyn said. She sauntered over to him with an exaggerated sway of her hips.

      “Hmmm, interesting thought, but you’ve got the wrong brother. He might take you up on the idea.”

      “Why don’t you just put that to rest, Brennan? I didn’t come down here to argue with you, but I was hoping we could have lunch and discuss a thing or two.”

      “Do me a favor and leave. At least then I don’t need to remove you from my office. I can get a restraining order to keep you fifty feet or more away if I need to.”

      “I have strings I can pull, too,” she said.

      “I have something I need to do, if you’d go.” Brennan pointed toward his office door to make his intentions clear.

      “I’d be happy to pull a favor for you. We’re not finished with each other yet,” Jocelyn cooed and leaned over on his desk.

      “I’m no longer inclined for cast-off goods. Leave!” Brennan’s gaze never faltered.

      His intercom buzzed interrupting her failed moment.

      “Excuse me, Detective Tal; I have a Xandy Caras here, and she wishes to see you. She will not take no for an answer.”

      “I’ll be right there,” Brennan replied. He glanced over at Jocelyn. “I have someone waiting. Have your attorney call mine. And don’t come back here.”
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      As the receptionist told Xandy that Brennan would see her now, Jocelyn stepped around the office corner. Her model flair and an air of superiority proved stifling. She needed to make sure that the other woman waiting for her ex got the message: He was still hers.

      Their eyes clashed.

      Jocelyn scrutinized the woman who stood waiting. She was everything Jocelyn wasn’t. In comparison, she was frumpy, classless, and even less feminine. There was no way Brennan would take notice of this woman when he was used to someone like her. In comparison, Xandy was like cheap beer, while she was a smooth and expensive champagne.

      A sense of triumph overwhelmed her, and she could not help but look at Xandy with a mixture of scorn and pity.

      To put the final nail in place, Jocelyn said, "It’s okay. I’m sure Brennan won’t have a problem seeing Amy now.”

      "Xandy," Xandy corrected.

      "Whatever," Jocelyn said, leaving in a cloud of expensive fabrics and perfume.
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      "I’m sorry to drop by without calling first,” Xandy said, still holding the cooling cups of coffee. “I can see you were quite busy and, um, I’m … I’m sorry. I never should have come."

      Brennan mentally shook his head, unclenching his teeth. He had business to do. "What do you mean?” He crossed the room to stand beside her.

      "I’m not too sure why I came. I mean, Victor …I came here at the wrong time and …”

      Brennan took her hands in his. Her eyes darted to the floor. “Listen to me. You came at the perfect time.” He forced a smile, wanting her to see his joy at her presence.

      “After the last night, I thought, maybe we could do lunch or something, as my way of saying thank you.” She thrust a cup at him.

      Instead of taking the offered drink, Brennan checked the time. “I have a lunch engagement shortly, and we have a few things to discuss…what about dinner instead?”

      After a moment’s pause, Xandy grinned. “Sounds like a great idea.”

      “I’ll pick you up around eight,” he huffed with an impatient sigh.
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      Monroe pulled into the parking lot of The Storage Place. The brown bricks with their hazard orange sign reminded him of the bright colors of jack-o-lanterns. It would be his kids’ first Halloween in Virginia, and no turning back to the past of Texas. They needed to heal and there was nothing like a holiday filled with candy to help the process along.

      Pulling open the glass door, Monroe walked to the counter. Flashing his badge, he leaned in toward the sales clerk, a young man with a washed out complexion. He could smell the scent of pot radiating from him. Could he scare the kid enough to make him go straight? He wondered.

      Probably not.

      “Good…good… how may I help you,” the sales clerk stuttered. His evasive, glassy stare darted around the room, avoiding Monroe’s direct glare.

      “I need to speak with someone about Unit 210.”

      “Are you the renter?”

      “No.”

      “Sorry, without some sort of authorization, I can’t give you any information. Don’t you need a warrant or something?”

      The clerk’s drug haze must have induced in him a bit of cockiness, Monroe thought. “Look kid, I know and if I had time to search you, I’m sure I’d find the weed you’ve been smoking, and maybe even something else. What I need is to know if anyone was in unit 210 and if there is any video for that floor or around the unit.”

      The clerk gulped, “I’ve seen those crime shows. Without a warrant you can’t see shit!”

      Monroe huffed, pulled out his phone and called Hobbes, “We need to get a search warrant. They are not going to release the information without it.”

      “Alright, I’m on it. Wait there.”

      Somewhere between yesterday and today, Hobbes had gotten a grip and grasp of what it meant to have a new partner, Monroe assumed. What else could be his reasons for going out of his way to help?

      Fifteen minutes later and with blue lights flashing and a siren blaring, Hobbes walked into The Storage Place’s lobby.

      “As promised,” Hobbes said handing the warrant over to Monroe.

      “Okay kid, here it is, now let me see the video tapes,” Monroe said. He was past waiting and playing games with someone who was barely old enough to proficiently wipe when there was some maniac out there hacking people up to put them on crude display.

      “Alright, alright, hold on a minute.”

      “Look, you have exactly five seconds to do as I told you or I will take you down to the station, and charge you with obstruction and of course anything else I can come up with, like your possession of an illegal substance,” Monroe sneered.

      Hobbes placed his hand on Monroe’s shoulder. “Let me talk to him,” Hobbes whispered.

      Hobbes moved forward, letting Monroe go cool his head.

      “I don’t know what your partner’s problem is. He is almost as bad as the other guy that was here.  I don’t know why you cops are so interested in that unit. I just work here. They don’t pay me enough to do what I do!”

      “What do you mean about another cop?” Hobbes asked.

      “Some guy drove up in a gray SUV, and he just seemed like an undercover cop or what not. I’m thinking its narcotics. You know when I was younger, before I got in trouble awhile back, I wanted to be a cop too. You know, do all that CSI shit.”

      “So, you really watched him then?”

      “Yeah. He was a Vice sort of cop though. He was wearing a suit and carrying some sort of carrying case.”

      “What made you think he was worth watching?”

      “People who want to store stuff here don’t come wearing fine suits, and he had that cop walk.”

      “Can you describe him?”

      “Yeah, white guy about five foot ten, longer black hair, but not the metal type, with a porn-stache, and huge dark shades and of course a fedora.”

      “A fedora? And his build?”

      “He seemed pretty fit to me. I mean, I didn’t see any spare tire wrapped around his waist.”

      “Can you come down to the station and meet with a sketch artist? It could help us a lot.”

      “I got my own problems here. I don’t– “

      “We’ll make it short and sweet. Help us. Did the other cop talk to you?”

      “Yeah, he asked for the sign-in book and the surveillance tapes. My manager was pissed when I told him I had to give it to the 5-0.”

      “Do you have him on tape?” Hobbes asked.

      “Nah, he took it all with him.”
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      Finally back at the station, waiting for the sales clerk from The Storage Place and the sketch artist to finish, Monroe and Hobbes sat at their desk, each flipping through the details of the murders.

      “What happened back there,” Hobbes asked Monroe.

      Monroe knew sooner or later Hobbes would inquire as to why he dealt with the sales clerk the way he did. The murders of Houston flashed before him; butchered bodies, blood smeared across walls and the face of finding his own dead son in the midst of horror. “I had my reasons. Let’s just leave it at that. You’re attempt at playing nice with me isn’t going to cut it.”

      “Alright you got me,” Hobbes said with a chuckle. “I’ve put you through the wringer since you’ve been here, but you’ve been a good cop.”

      “Is that a compliment or something?”

      “I think we can work well together as partners. The Captain gave you this case to get your feet wet, and because back in Houston you had the reputation of being a killer catcher.”

      “You did some research on me?”

      “Yeah. I had to see who I was really working with. You were too nice to be working Major Crimes, especially Homicide.”

      “Then I guess you also know why I left?”

      “I sort of wish I didn’t. It had to be hard losing a kid like that.”

      “Every day,” Monroe gruffly whispered.

      “I know I didn’t say this when you first arrived, but welcome to Homicide,” Hobbes reached out his hand and patted Monroe on the back.
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      “Gentlemen, I have your drawing,” said Pamela, the sketch artist. She was one of several the City used. Monroe thought of her more as a Pixie for some reason. Maybe it was her petite frame, and strawberry-blonde chopped hair. But he could imagine her with wings and flying.

      “Where’s the kid?” Hobbes asked.

      “Oh, he said he had to get somewhere,” Pamela said. “Since he was only helping us out, I let him leave.”

      Monroe placed the old sketch next to the new one. The new sketch showed a man with an oblong face, long dark hair that covered the top of his forehead, along with a fedora; large dark sun glasses blacked out his eyes and rested on his long pointed nose; a thick mustache covered his thin lips. The first sketch looked nothing like the newer one, except the face shape, but in this sketch it was more oral. In the first sketch, the hair was curly and described as blond; he had long thick sideburns that extended from the hair down to the jaw line.

      “I don’t know if you two want my artistic opinion or not, but it could still be the same person,” Pamela said.

      “How do you mean?” Monroe asked.

      “I think he may be using a disguise to hide his true identity. The Today Show did a feature on how criminals are using them now, and how they can be ordered online. It’s thought that some are taken from the back lots of Hollywood’s greatest special effects makeup artists.”

      “Special effects makeup?” Hobbes asked.

      “Yeah, look it up and you’ll find video after video on how to do the stuff at home. Maybe that’s what your suspect is doing– taking his features and building upon them to create a cover of sorts or masking them all together.”

      “That would explain a lot,” Monroe muttered. “It would explain why our perp is able to disappear so easily, like a ghost.”

      “Are you saying that both of our witnesses could be correct on what they saw?” Hobbes asked.

      “I can’t guarantee it, but it could make sense,” Pamela said. “You might want to have the victim’s checked for any type of silicone residue to confirm my hunch though.”
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      Xandy checked her voicemail. She still hadn’t heard anything from Victor– either he was too busy or … she didn’t what to think of the other possibility: the one man she trusted turning her out and then away.

      Instead, she flung open her closet door. Everything was muted in color– blacks, browns and grays– and lacked style. She hadn’t dressed up on her own volition in so long, wanting only to shield herself from further unwanted scrutiny. An unwelcomed sigh escaped before she could catch it.

      Why was she going out tonight? There was no one pushing her to do it. Yet the idea of being stuck in the house, by the phone, waiting for Victor to call– a call that wouldn’t come wasn’t appealing either. If she stayed alone, she risked not only pining away for a man who obviously wanted nothing to do with her, but also the chance of becoming the next victim on the newspaper’s front page.

      There was safety in numbers. She quickly dialed Rebecca’s number. She needed a wardrobe warrior, stat!

      “You’ve reached Rebecca. I’m unavailable right now, but if you lea–”

      Xandy would just have to try to pull out all of the stops on her own. As she tore through her closet, tossing clothes on the floor, her phone rang. Relief flooded her at hearing Rebecca’s voice.

      “I need your help! Get over here as soon as possible!” Xandy said, flustered.

      “I’m out of town, but what’s going on?”

      “I’m going out tonight, and I have no idea what to wear.” Xandy couldn’t stop the nervous giggle from erupting.

      “You’re doing what?”

      “I know, those words disappeared from my vocabulary a long time ago, but I haven’t done this alone in what feels like forever ….”

      “Where are you going?”

      “I don’t know. He said he’d pick me up at eight.”

      “He? Not Victor?”

      “No, but he is just a friend. Someone I met through Victor.”

      “Well, it is a respectable time … hmm. I take it you’ve already ransacked your closet. I have this nice outfit back at my place. It’s not too couture, too indie or anything. You can wear it if you want. I just picked it up from the cleaners with some of my costumes. I think it’s still wrapped in plastic.”

      Xandy peeked at her watch and saw she still had time to drive to Rebecca’s house, grab the package and make it back to put on the final touches. “Thanks.”

      Richmond traffic was horrible at all the wrong times. Xandy couldn’t rush fast enough to Rebecca’s. The highway was backed up because of an accident and she lost too much time waiting for the rubberneckers in front of her. She hurried inside Rebecca’s house, grabbed the first thing she saw and dashed back to her car. She could only hope it was the correct outfit and that she wouldn’t get a ticket with her lead-foot driving.

      Upon making it back to her place, she noticed she had twenty minutes at the most to finish getting ready. Where did the time go? All of her preparations were thrown out of the window as her body perspired through her haste and nervousness.

      She sprang under the shower for a thirty-second refresher, dried her dampened skin, and dabbed her favorite perfume on her wrists, between her breast and behind her ears. Bolting to her room, she ripped off the plastic wrap only to find the most hideous of outfits. Xandy tossed it on her bed. She scrambled for something else to wear. Saddened by her prospects, she took out what she thought would work: black skirt, white blouse with sheer sleeves, a violet scarf, and wide violet belt for color. It would have to do, but she didn’t think she’d win any prizes for it.

      She applied a minimum amount of make-up and some silver earrings.

      “I can do this; I can do this,” she repeated.”  Just as she put on matching pumps, she heard a knock on her door. It was exactly eight o’clock.
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      Monroe pulled up to his Victorian home. Turning off the car’s engine, he listened to the city’s rhythm. Besides a calm, soft breeze, and a few cars driving by, the night was calm, but knowing someone was out there, playing a twisted game of catch, made him pause. His conversation with Dr. Reynolds gave him nothing to go on. He hadn’t been able to find anything on any of the victims that could confirm Pamela’s speculation. It would make sense that the killer was wearing a sort of disguise so as not to not risk detection, but without a clue to go on, it was just a well-conceived hunch.

      Now home, Monroe had to focus on his family. He schlepped his tired frame up the short path to his front door. Light was still burning behind the dark curtains. Paula Sue would be waiting up, while his toddler son, Andrew, and his teenage daughter, Lena, lay tucked away safely in their beds. He didn’t want to talk to her about this. She’d ask; he’d hedge, and in the end, the night would be over.

      He needed to keep this to himself to protect her. She couldn’t go through it again– another serial killer and another case that he was working on. He couldn’t let her fear more than what she did in Houston. Their marriage couldn’t take another strain like that. That would mean that he’d failed again. He had to protect his family at all costs and that included making sure that sometimes they stayed in the dark.

      His mind still focused on the decapitated head. Besides pure evil, what would possess someone to do something so heinous?

      Tonight he’d brought his work home. He would have to catch that sick bastard before he couldn’t stomach being a cop anymore.
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      Seated at a window table at the Le Baroque restaurant in the Jefferson Hotel, with linen napkins placed on their laps and white wine in their glasses, Xandy, seated across from Brennan, glanced around the restaurant’s dining room. Candles and soft overhead lighting illuminated the room; fine china, silver and crystal covered the linen table cloths; and, men and women ate in their designer best. Self-conscious, Xandy stared down at her un-manicured nails and unfashionable clothes. In such a restaurant, even the waitress’s frock put her to shame.

      The wait staff donned formal black-tie wear, only substituting the black blazer for a black vest. They moved almost silently through the room, speaking in whispers while light music played in the background. For a moment, Xandy stared at a couple hidden in the corner, almost out of sight of spectators. She heard them clinking their champagne glasses and the woman squeal in delight. Xandy flushed with envy. That should have been her.

      “Xandy? Xandy?” Brennan said. He waved his hand before her face. “Everything okay?”

      “Just peachy. I’m sorry. I must have zoned out for a moment.”

      “I noticed you hadn’t heard a thing I said.” Brennan turned and looked in the direction of the canoodling pair. “Do you know them? Seems like they have your attention tonight.”

      “No, don’t think that. When life give you lemons–”

      “You make lemonade.” Brennan interjected.

      “No, you squeeze them until you can use the peels,” Xandy said with a snicker. “I apologize for my inattentiveness. What did you ask me?”

      “No problem. I was just wondering if you were originally from here.”

      “No. I’m a transplant from New Jersey. My dad and I moved here when I was in second grade. You?”

      “Born and raised southerner. My family’s lived in this area for generations now. Do you miss it?”

      “I barely remember Jersey, to be honest. Thinking about it is like trying to recall a dream after getting up. I often wonder how my life would be different if…” Xandy caught herself. She felt stiff. She didn’t want to play twenty questions all night and began to wonder why she’d agreed to come to dinner with him after all.

      “I was talking to Victor and–”

      “Victor?”

      “Yeah, we had lunch today and I told him about us heading out for dinner tonight.”

      Xandy sat up a little straighter, itching to hear anything to confirm Victor’s true feelings for her. “What did he say about that,” Xandy asked.

      “Not much. He wanted to make sure you were okay from the other night.”

      “I haven’t seen Detective Lazarus, so I expect so.”

      “I can’t talk with you about that, but I am glad you are at least feeling a little safer.”

      “And I have you to thank for that.” Xandy grinned; it was her first genuine smile of the evening.

      “Let’s order though, I’m starved.”

      Distraction. He was to be a good distraction for her, and yet each sentence they shared, each laugh she echoed, felt hollow. There was nothing he could give her and nothing she wanted from him.

      He couldn’t make her scarlet sins as white as freshly fallen snow.

      No one could.

      She kept glancing at her watch, hoping he wouldn’t notice her stiff posture or how he was doing most of the talking. Each minute felt like a minute served in purgatory. When the maître d’ finally appeared with more wine, it was as if angels on high had heard her cry. With graceless hands, she swiped the glass off the table and took an unladylike guzzle.
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      “Damn it,” Lazarus shouted as he followed Brennan’s Audi sedan down Franklin Street. Somehow or another, Xandy had gotten to his Internal Affairs investigator. How was he going to have an impartial investigation with her emotional tie to the guy?

      Finding a parking spot on the street, he exited his car and entered the hotel in search of them. Seeing them seated together in front of a large window chilled him. She had the power to ruin everything he’d been working for since he was eighteen. If he went in and approached them, it could cause him even more harm. Maybe he could play it off as just following up. With his cell phone in hand, he pressed the video record button and zoomed in until he had them both laughing in the frame.
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      “Then, he took out the Scope bottle and threw it on her!” Brennan said.

      Xandy’s boisterous laugh sounded throughout the restaurant. It started off as a snort, crested at an unruly cackle.

      As their plates were taken away, Brennan realized he didn’t want the evening to end. “This was fun!”

      “It’s too bad we already had dessert.”

      “Would you like to drink some coffee or have another drink?” They’d had too many as it were.

      “Coffee at this hour might not be too great of an idea.”

      “What about another glass of … water?”

      “Did you just ask me if I wanted more water? Why do I have the impression you are not ready to end the evening?” Xandy said with a laugh. She took another swig of her wine. The alcohol was doing all the talking.

      “If it gets you to spend a few more minutes with me, then no, I am not ready to part. I’m sure if I keep trying, I’ll come up with a great idea … I just have to think of it.” Brennan had been smiling the entire night; his cheeks ached as if he’d been blowing up balloons for hours. Somehow or another the night was turning into some fun after all.

      “If we don’t call it quits, one of us is going to be tired tomorrow.”

      “True, but we can make it worth it. Let’s go dancing.”

      “Are you serious? I am not dressed for that.”

      “You look lovely though,” Brennan said and signaled the maître d’ for the check.
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      Jocelyn placed the house key back into her purse. She didn’t know how long she’d have until Brennan returned, and surprise would be her best weapon. She hurried through the house, barely seeing the fall décor, as the scent of fresh pine assaulted her senses. It made her think of Christmas – a family holiday that she no longer had a family for. With gusto, she opened Brennan’s bedroom door. The large solid bed they used to share had been replaced by a sleeker and more modern edition.

      Jocelyn quickly slipped off her clothes and tossed them on the plush reading chair. Striking a pose, she waited.

      If she couldn’t get him to talk to her one way, maybe this would work.
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      October 18

      What was the price of life and its value if it’s lost? What bonds were stronger than one’s soul? Nothing was more sacred.

      The killer sat in the midst of the guffawing group. Smoke filled the quaint room at Crack ‘em Up Comedy Club in Shockoe Slip as comedian after comedian titillated the crowd with vulgarity. He waited for his opportunity, as he’d waited for days. It was the final show of the evening.

      As the last comedian was announced, the killer took notice of her. She used her femininity as a prop for her set. Her act was as crude as any male’s. Her perfidiousness was hidden well. Almost. Profanity poured from her pout.

      The killer lightly caressed the small metal dagger hidden beneath his coat. Just as Philomela’s tongue was cut out so her shame would be kept a secret, so would the comedian’s. The act of betrayal required compensation.

      As the show ended, and the crowd dispersed, the killer lingered. Blood would flow. She’d beg. Scream for mercy. But in the end, it wouldn’t matter. He had something to leave behind in her esophagus.

      A sinister smile crossed his face. Let the morgue have a little fun fishing it out.
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        Metro News

        The body of renowned artist Maureen Hyatt, the creator of the famous Ode to Hephaestus statue scheduled for exhibition at Tredegar Iron Works, was found this morning. No other details are being released at this time.

        Ms. Hyatt was in Richmond for the inaugural viewing of her statue, Ode to Hephaestus, which was scheduled to take place tonight and has been postponed until further notice.

        This marks the fourth murder of a prominent victim left at a public location. The murder comes on the heels of Greater Richmond Police Chief Sidney Zimmerman’s press conference. The force’s inability to protect the public has caused many taxpayers to question what the Police Department is doing to keep the city safe.
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      Brennan broke into a sweat. He had never understood a woman’s signals, but what her body language was saying to him, even the blind could read. Xandy leaned in too close, rested her hands too long on him. He had to try to keep himself under control. When she turned and her rump rubbed against him during the rumba, he knew he wouldn’t last the entire night with her tortuous foreplay.

      “Come on, let’s get out of here,” Brennan said.

      Sitting next to him in the car, his hand brushed against her warm thigh, as he reached for the gear shift.

      Brennan looked at Xandy, seeing only her inviting full lips. He leaned toward her. Pushing her hair behind her ear, and taking her neck in his large hand, he closed the space between them. Their lips brushed. The pressure swelled, as he tried to pull her closer. He tried to remember to slow down to make the first kiss last, but pulled away.

      “My place isn’t too far away, if you’re interested.”

      “I can’t…” Xandy pulled on the car door handle and opened it. “I should really be heading home.”

      “Did I misunderstand something here?”

      “Let’s just say that it would be a mistake for us to do something. I may be tipsy, but I know this is not something I want to do.”

      “I’ll give you a ride home then.”

      “To be honest, I think we both should take taxis. Thanks for a nice evening though.”

      Xandy stepped back into the nightclub, leaving Brennan wondering what he’d do with all the sexual energy he’d worked up.
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      Victor cracked his knuckles, flexing his fingers, and glared at the radio’s clock. Sitting outside Xandy’s apartment in his car, he wanted to make sure she got home safe. Who was he kidding? Thoughts of her and Brennan going at it irritated him. He felt physically sick thinking about it.

      It was his fault though. He’d pushed her into Brennan’s waiting arms, and seemingly gave them both the okay. No, he wasn’t happy about their rendezvous any more than any man would be happy about his woman stepping out with someone else. She was his.

      Victor flinched at the thought. His?

      An oncoming car’s lights distracted him from delving deeper into that thought. Seeing the taxi cab pull up, and Xandy almost stumble out of it, he sighed in relief. He yanked open his door and practically flew to her side.

      “Hey Xandy,” Victor said. He tried to act casual, but the school boy smile on his face did nothing to hide his excitement at seeing her without her date.

      “What are you doing here?” Xandy asked. She removed her key and walked toward her apartment building’s entrance.

      “I wanted to make sure you made it home safe. That’s all.”

      “That’s all?” Xandy paused. He saw her squint up at him. “What is this really about? Oh, I see, my date.”

      “Did you have a good time?”

      “You don’t want to know that. What you want to know is if we connected and if so, if it was consciously or physically.”

      “I want you to be happy,” Victor whispered.

      “Come on up. We need to talk.”

      “I can’t stay long…I have… some things to handle down at the station.”

      “It’s up to you if you want something with me or not. I’m almost getting to the point of wondering why I’d throw away the blatant interest of another man for one that I seem to only be pining for.”

      Victor closed the space between them. “You turned him down?”

      “I kissed him, but it didn’t feel right. All I could think about was you and wishing I were out with you and not him.” Xandy placed her palm on his chest. “You know I love you, but I don’t know how you feel about me.”

      His radio’s crackling and squawking broke the moment.

      “I really have to go Xandy. We’ll talk another time, okay?” He leaned in and planted a chaste kiss on her lips.
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      Xandy awoke to Amarillo’s kitty kisses on her cheek. Cats were better than alarm clocks. Light pierced her skull and even the thought of words was too loud. With cotton mouth and an unquenchable thirst, she rose from the warmth of her bed and flipped on the news.

      
        “…Can’t understand what is taking the police so long to find a suspect,” said the male news anchor. “These women were butchered and placed on display. It’s an atrocity!” The pictures of four women popped up on the screen. “If you have any information in the murders of Sister Hannah Salem, Ilene Kernbach, Walker Gentry and Maureen Hyatt, please contact crime solvers. You can even leave an anonymous tip.”

        

      Xandy stared at the screen. This was worse than she’d first assumed! She had to tell someone that the women were all connected.

      Connected to her.

      That they were all housed together at the local jail. But would that place her under even more scrutiny? Would they look at her as being a suspect since she knows them all? More importantly, did this mean that she was also in danger? More than just from a mere stalker, but someone who also wanted to possibly flay her?

      Xandy reached for her phone and dialed the Crime Solvers line. Hearing the feminine voice on the other end, she tried to disguise her voice, and said, “I was just watching the news about those women. They are all connected to each other. They were housed together at the Jail.”

      “How do you know that ma’am?” said the officer on the other end, boredom laced her monotone voice

      “I’d rather not say, but you all might want to check them out.”

      “Do you have any more information?”

      “Yes, there were several other women in their clique, I guess you might say. They might also be in danger since–”

      “Thank you for calling. Your anonymous tip number is 78531. Thank you.”

      Before Xandy could continue her sentence, the officer hung up, leaving Xandy staring at her cell phone screen.

      “If I can’t get them to listen to me, then I’ll have to tell Victor or maybe Brennan might listen,” she said aloud. Someone would have to do something before another one of the family showed up in the city’s morgue.
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      Brennan strolled along his land beside the James River in the early morning dew. The sun was rising in the distance. In the light of the dawn, he contemplated his next move. All he wanted to do was fix the problems circling him like buzzards over road kill. Jocelyn, financial repercussions, and Aden’s betrayal– it all surrounded him.

      Jocelyn would have let him do anything he liked last night. Her touch was at first gentle, then demanding. It all was and had to be to her liking. She unwound him, and now after tasting her again, he couldn’t wait to repeat it, but not at the expense of losing everything he’d worked for, not for another dip of his quill in her ink. He ached to have her scream his name. To feel her hands on him. He’d never had anything as hot, wet, and willing.

      He needed to think about something other than the woman who had been haunting his every waking moment since leaving his side. Emily was always a good distraction. He saw his sister exiting the house. Unlike the other members of the family, Emily was pure sunshine, guileless. At the age of eighteen, she’d towered over most of the other girls her age.

      “I can tell you’re determined early this morning. What do you have planned today?” Brennan asked.

      Emily smiled her shy smile at her eldest brother. “I’m heading to the city to meet Jocelyn to talk about the silent auction.”

      Brennan frowned.

      “Don’t scowl at me,” Emily protested. “Maybe I’ll even find out some new information for you.”

      Brennan responded with a grimace. “I am not going to have my little sister spying on my ex for me.”

      “You need someone to help you.”

      “To help me do what?”

      “You’re always there to help me and the family, but who’s there to help you?” Emily asked.

      Brennan glanced away.  He’d never admit it. How was he to tell her of his greatest fear coming true, to fail at everything he held dear? With Jocelyn’s infidelity, she took not only his pride, but also his confidence. With one selfish act, she destroyed what he thought he was, along with the bonds of a family. All he had was his desire for affirmation. Someone to tell him that he was okay, able to do all those things that he once did. Now, emasculated, he only had himself.

      “I’d like to help, even if it’s not wanted,” Emily murmured. She placed her small hand on his shoulder. For a moment he thought of his mother and felt her absence.

      Emily was sometimes wiser than others were, but Brennan still couldn’t understand why she chose to spend time with the woman who’d pitted brother against brother. He only wished he’d had the sense to tell his mother that she was right about his being too young to get married.
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      The time was near, the killer knew. He ran his blade over the gray sharpening stone. Grinding the steel against the hard surface soothed him. It allowed him to rework each aspect of his plan. To make sure there were no kinks. Nothing that would stop him from achieving his success. Tomorrow he’d strike and there’d be one less bane.

      He continued to sharpen his knife with the strop.

      Only a couple more hours until she died, he thought, and then he could have some semblance of peace.
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      Brennan sat in his leather easy chair, glass of Scotch in hand, with furrowed brow and set jaw. He stared at the telephone. He hadn’t spoken to her since last night.  He’d awakened alone. Maybe it was supposed to be only about the sex, the beast that needed to come out and play, and then coldly disappear. She’d known what she wanted.

      Hard, rough, animal sex.

      Jocelyn always knew how to stroke him. She was fuel to his flame.

      In his aroused and drunken haze, he was honest about his desire – he wanted to do it again. To smolder under her passion, tantalize her senses with his hands, mouth and tongue, and make her toes curl without interruption.

      With a quick swig, he turned toward his picturesque view and stared out into the beginning of twilight.

      “Sorry, I’m late,” Tom called out. “Robert let me in.”

      Brennan turned his grimace at the sound of Tom’s voice. “You seemed to have taken one up the ass, if you don’t mind me saying.” A joker-like grin attempted to ease the tension. “You all right?” He took a seat across from Brennan in one of the leather armchairs.

      Brennan ignored the question. "I hope you have some good news for me.”

      “Okay, right to business then,” Tom said. Opening his briefcase, he removed a file folder and flipped it open.  “I received another email from Jocelyn’s attorney. They want to set the hearing to request temporary spousal support. She’s going to ask the court to order pendente lite relief, or basically a temporary order to create a smooth adjustment. It will order how everything is to be handled between the two of you.”

      “I guess back to normal now,” Brennan murmured. “Is this because I wouldn’t give her the frequent flyer miles?” He massaged his neck. “I know she is just being Jocelyn, but I thought we were past this.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Brennan sighed. “I slept with her last night.”

      “That’s one way of negotiating,” Tom smirked.

      “I came home, she was naked in my bed – what else could I do?”

      “Not that. You may have just forgiven your wife!”

      “What?” Brennan asked smacking the recliner’s armrest.

      "It would seem that Jocelyn didn’t like the negotiations at all. This morning they filed an order stopping you from transferring marital assets until the divorce is finalized. Even though the prenuptial agreement is decisive on what was yours and what was hers before the marriage, the courts will try to have an equitable distribution of the marital property, including that commingled property, which also includes the value of your stocks.”

      “That was from my effort.”

      “I’m aware of that, but since the value increased by thirty-five percent during the course of your marriage, we have to look at that percentage, which is marital property and could be subjected to equitable distribution.”

      “I’m happy that it at least lists what was mine in the beginning and what she has no right to. At least I was smart enough to create some sort of agreement before I made this mistake,” Brennan said.

      "If my memory serves right, you thought you didn’t need it because ... oh, I remember. You stated she was ‘the one’ and loved you for you. She did not even know your true worth and would always be faithful to you and the idea of marriage."

      Brennan’s face contorted as he reflected on the bitter argument he’d had with his mother. She had truly known this would happen all along, he suspected.

      “Okay,” Brennan said. “So I was naive, but at least I let my mother and you persuade me to the path of cautiousness."

      "You really mean to say of callousness. If I remember correctly, she told you to get a prenup or get another family.” Tom snickered.

      “Damn your memory.” Brennan recalled his mother’s face, red with anger and Tom’s determination to keep him and Jocelyn from saying ‘I do.’ That’s what friends were for, Brennan knew. If only he had listened.

      “The problem is we now have to show that your drunken night of pleasure had nothing to do with reconciliation, but more of her trying to manipulate the court.”

      “How do we prove that?”

      “One: don’t sleep with her again; and, two, find a hobby.”

      Brennan watched Robert, his stepfather, come into the room and take a seat. Like clockwork, every Friday since his mom’s passing, Robert had made it a point to come over.

      “I have an inkling that her demands are going to get worse,” Tom continued. “She is after what’s in your pocket.”

      “What do you suggest then? I give in to everything she wants and just write her a blank check? I think not. I am no one’s fool. I’ve built up what I have. She did nothing except spread her legs, and not even for me, until last night. She either does it my way or I’ll see her ass roast in court!”

      Robert broke in, “I understand this is hard to bear, Brennan, but–”

      “My decision is my decision. I am not backing down from it. She is to receive only what that document says and not a cent more!”

      “Give Tom a little more time,” Robert said.

      “We still have motions to file for interrogatories,” Tom said, “and they will have to produce documentation, just like we will. There is one other thing that concerns me though, Brennan. I would not put it past her to try to offset her wrongs by showing some infidelity on your side.”

      “I’ve never cheated on my wife.”

      “I’m only saying that you need to make sure that in all appearances it stays that way.”

      “But I’m single, Tom.”

      “No, Brennan, you’re not. You’re separated and in the process of getting a divorce, and a nasty one at that.”

      “What? Are you saying that I am unable to have any type of social life as long as this is in court?”

      “If she gets proof that you are with someone else, and are sexually involved, it is possible that she will attempt to use it as proof to offset her own deeds.”

      Listening to Tom, the image of Xandy from last night gyrating across the floor flashed before Brennan. “She is the one who broke the sanctity of the vows, not me. I think there should be some sort of repercussions regarding her actions. The truth of the matter is she's a loose woman. I think we are to proceed as planned. Once you provide me with any additional documentation or whatnot, I will be sure to sign and submit it. I want this taken care of ASAP.”

      “Friends, but no sex Brennan!”

      “Listen to me,” Robert interjected. “The other problem, Brennan, is that by this going to court, the document becomes a part of public record, and has the potential of shaming not only Jocelyn but her entire family, and a part of yours.”

      “And?” Brennan asked.

      “Simple,” Robert continued, “it also airs out your dirt. Remember, Old Richmond doesn’t take kindly to their business being turned out on the streets.”

      “You know the rule: keep it in the family and behind closed doors.” Tom said.

      “Okay, okay. I get it,” Brennan said. He had the nagging feeling it was already too late for that. She’d use anything against him to get what she wanted.
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      Xandy arrived home after her fifteen-hour shift from work exhausted. Work was better than meditating. She was too tired to think about anything or anyone. She hated trials, and being in the courtroom for a civil jury trial didn’t do anything for her nerves either. After a day-long trial and then hours of deliberations, she was happy to have made it back to her apartment before midnight.

      Throughout the day, she’d checked her call log for missed calls. She still had not heard anything from Victor, but then she also didn’t call him. Her mind replayed the details of their last conversation. Now, staring at her phone, she didn’t know what she’d say if he did call.

      Piling her mail high on the countertop, she placed her cell phone down, tired of constantly looking at the screen. Instead, she kicked off her shoes, and thought to distract herself with what her body needed – sleep.

      Walking barefoot to her bedroom to change into something more comfortable than business attire and unpinning her coiffure, she turned on her bedroom light. Bold strokes in the shape of an oak tree stared back at her from her once bare wall. From four of the painting’s ten branches hung the postcard she’d received from the Mosque Theatre, along with one from The Arts Museum, one from Morris Stuart Community College, and a picture she’d never seen before of the Greek God Hephaestus. The other tree limbs were left open for more to be tacked on, she thought.

      Panic swelled like a balloon. Cold sweat ran down her back. She couldn’t breathe. All she could see before her were their faces. She fell to her knees, banging them against the hardwood floor. Tears ran down her face. She panted for air, as stabbing pain coursed through her torso. She tried to suck air in. Her lungs burned. She attempted to rise, to crawl further away from the danger.

      As Xandy trudged forward, she heard the sound of running water and the soft voice of the man she’d never forget. “Xandy, it’s me, Thornton. Just checking on you, firefly. I love you … I love you … I love you.” The words looped, interrupted only by a small click.

      Unable to move, she placed her hands over her ears and screamed; her glass-shattering screams reverberated throughout her apartment.

      She screamed as loud and long as possible.

      She screamed until her throat was raw.

      She screamed until she no longer could.
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      Lazarus waited outside Xandy’s apartment. Could this be the push he needed to get what he wanted? He could only hope so. He tried to shake the feeling that he was crossing the line, and going after her at every cost, but if he could catch her, the murderer that got away with it because of a wink and sheepish grin, then he’d do what needed to be done.

      Once he’d followed her home, he started recording. Hearing Xandy’s screams, he reached for his phone and dialed his employer’s number. “It’s working.”

      [image: ]

      Xandy sat in Victor’s office. Shame covered her like a dirty blanket. She itched under his scrutiny. Her face reddened and then paled as she remembered the last time she saw him. Her once-lively eyes were red-rimmed, and puffy with dark shadows. The memory of Thornton’s voice looped in her head, but the wall mural and the faces of the dead shadowed her. They’d been a group of women seeking solace, comfort and protection in numbers, a family born out of necessity. She’d promised not to forget them, but she had, as they had forgotten her, until only two remained behind the iron bars.

      She sat in Victor’s office, barely lucid. A new day had dawned while another team checked out her apartment.

      Dropping the phone into the cradle, Victor said, “We checked your apartment. I don’t think you should go back there unless it’s with someone to get your stuff.”

      “What did you find?” Xandy asked. Her body shook from the shock.

      “Your apartment is bugged,” Victor said. He placed a blanket around her shoulders.

      “What? I don’t have anywhere else to go,” Xandy said. She pulled the blanket tighter around her. She could feel herself unraveling, losing control. The anxiety beat against her like a tidal wave, the fear clenched her in its vise grip.

      “Everything is going to be fine. You’re safe.”

      “Safe?” She wasn’t even sure if she knew what that meant anymore. Xandy took a deep breath. “The women. I know those women!”

      “What do you mean? Enlighten me.”

      “We were in jail together, in the same pod. We looked out for each other.”

      “When was the last time you had any contact with them?”

      “By the time I left, only one still remained there. I was one of the last two.”

      “And the mail?”

      “For the last few days, I’ve been receiving mail, like I did right after my charges were dismissed. It started with a kind word or two. Something flattering.”  Her sweaty hands clenched and unclenched with each word.

      “From our preliminary tests, the writing appears to be human blood.”

      “This is no longer about a message, postcards, or a threat at the door. This maniac was in my apartment, Victor! If he killed them, he is going to try to kill me next. I don’t know what to do. Oh, my God, I’m going to be next. He’s going to kill me,” Xandy rambled.

      “Who, Xandy, who?” Victor pleaded.

      “The man outside my window. I can feel it.” Xandy leaned forward, rocking. “He’s coming for me and all he’s done until now has been foreplay.” She fell back in her chair and placed her head into her hands.

      “Can you describe him?”

      Xandy could only look at her hands and shake her head. “It was too dark.”

      “I can’t let you go back there. You are going to be under police protection, and that means with someone from here or with whom I feel you’ll be safe.” Victor said.

      “Not with you?” She asked in a whisper.

      “I’m sorry, but…”Victor hurried out of his office and pulled out his cell phone. He punched in Brennan’s number. “Brennan, we have a serious problem, and I hope you might be able to help.”
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      Lazarus sat under the street light watching the forensic team walking in and out of Xandy’s apartment building. Something wasn’t right, he thought. He’d bugged the place, sure, but what were they referring to about fresh human blood? From listening in on the radio, he didn’t get any clarity. They’d found the recording, sure, but with it wiped clean, it wouldn’t come back to him. At the most, they’d cast it off as a sick prank. He reflected on his conversation with Lauren from earlier today.

      “Don’t put it past her to make it seem like she’s the victim in this. She’s done it before and she’ll do it again,” Lauren said.

      Lazarus didn’t know how he was supposed to understand this. He was there to catch a criminal, nothing more, but here he was sitting outside in the cold watching his former colleagues do his job. As he sat staring straight ahead, he noticed Monroe and Hobbes walk in. Someone must think this was now linked to the serial killer. Only Victor would order them to be there. Lauren kept mentioning Blackwell and that an officer was also on the take. Could the Blackwell link be what got Xandy police protection?

      Not wanting to be noticed, and with the thought of speaking with Constance again, he placed his car in gear and headed away from the scene unseen.
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      “What are you talking about? I know this can’t be about the case,” Brennan said as he listened to Victor on the other end of the phone.

      “It’s about something a hell of a lot more important to me than that. I need you to take care of someone. I need you to provide protection for Xandy. Something went down last night, and the threat is too earnest not to take as being genuine. You’re a cop.”

      “Victor, I’ve gone out with her. I can’t get involved. And this could overly complicate–”

      “The only thing you’re doing is giving her police protection.”

      “This makes absolutely no sense,” Brennan muttered.

      “Right now, my thought is about the woman sitting in my office, too scared to close her eyes.”

      After an awkward silence, Brennan said, “I’m guessing you’re going to fill me in on this.”

      “I’ll do even more than that. Get over here as soon as possible.”

      Brennan arrived at the station, still feeling a chill from the cold wind. Each step brought him closer to dealing with the question he didn’t want to ask: How the hell was he supposed to keep Xandy safe?

      Once seated in Victor’s office, Brennan glanced at the certificates, awards, and plaques mounted on the wall. Victor had done his job well throughout the years. But looking at him, Brennan noticed the concern as it wrinkled Victor’s brow. Victor was hiding something, but what? Xandy was out of earshot in the break room, so Brennan had the chance to find out what was going on.

      “Victor, you’re getting way too involved in this with her, and I need to know why.” Brennan had never demanded an answer from Victor about anything, but his friend’s behavior was out of character. The image of Victor and Xandy going at it made Brennan ask, but  maybe it was more of Brennan’s need to not be humiliated by someone so close to him again.

      “I don’t know if you remember or not, but there was a massacre at one of the law firms on Franklin Street. Before the at-work massacre took place, Xandy came down here to make a report about her co-worker’s behavior … and how she thought he was planning something. She didn’t have any concrete information, and every officer she spoke to pushed her off to the next one. She came across as an exaggerating woman and had nothing to substantiate what she thought was going to happen. She finally got to talk to me about it, after waiting for hours and speaking to anyone and everyone who would listen.

      “She told me she’d overheard this guy talking about shooting up the office. She didn’t have anything credible to say. It seemed at the time just a woman trying to get back at a co-worker for some ill will. I cast her assumptions aside and told her to go home and leave it in our hands. Something more important came up and the report got conveniently lost. A couple of days later it was too late.” Victor stared at Brennan. “Then she was charged with murder since she was the only one to walk out alive, and conveniently the one that shot the shooter and her boyfriend. Even I dismissed her assertions, when she came in.

      “When the massacre happened, I promised myself I’d do what I could to save her from having to go through that again. Because of me and my failure to act she’s in the position she’s in. I have to help her, Brennan. I hope you understand.”

      “And the murder charge?”

      “It was all circumstantial. Besides the fact that she’s a great shot, the prosecution found an insurance policy of which she was the beneficiary, and they needed someone to be charged for what happened. Since she was the only one that survived, and with the potential to benefit from it, the Commonwealth assumed she was behind it. Additionally, there was a lot of money moved around that pointed to her being the one behind it all.”

      “It was the money trail. What was her connection to the shooter?” Brennan asked.

      “According to her, none. I did do some digging and found a list of accounts, some offshore and some local. There was a paper trail in her name. If I hadn’t dug a little more on my own time, she’d be on death row. Everything was set up in her name, with her personal information. The only loophole I found was that her signature didn’t match the signature on the accounts, and coming from a poorer family, there was no way the prosecution could prove that the monies transferred between her account and the shooter came from her. Her attorney was able to find a partial fingerprint on the account creation documents that didn’t match anyone in the bank or Xandy, which left the theory open that someone wanted to make it appear that Xandy was behind it all, but in reality, she was just a scapegoat.”

      The image of Xandy’s apartment flashed in Brennan’s mind. It was neat, well decorated and didn’t look like anything in it was a hand-me-down. “That’s a stretch. Someone would have had to gain access to her information to create something so detailed in her identity.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And this Thornton guy?”

      “From what I’ve heard from some,” Victor whispered, “he was as dirty as they come, but that has nothing to do with Xandy, and I don’t think she knows this part of his reputation. She is my concern, not her dead boyfriend.”

      For Brennan red flags rose and waved. Something was worse than wrong with this request, and he was getting no answers from the man making it. He’d have to find them another way.

      “But this is going to be one hell of a task to accomplish,” Victor said.

      Even to Brennan’s ears, this entire situation didn’t make sense. How in God’s name was he supposed to protect someone from a potential killer when he was only on desk duty? With this new information, Brennan couldn’t help but wonder who was telling him the truth, or if no one was telling it at all.
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      Lazarus’s gut lurched. He needed to find out what was happening. He opened the bottle of antacids and popped two into his mouth. Everything nowadays was rushed. Between heartburn, headaches and lack of sleep, trying to nail Xandy to the wall was taking a toll on him. He needed just one more piece of the puzzle.

      Heading to the clerk’s office, he caught Constance in-between calls.

      “Good to see you again so soon.” Constance said, as she puckered up her lips and leaned in toward him.

      Lazarus skipped the familiarity, the flirting that she so enjoyed.  He glared at her as he would a suspect during an interrogation. He didn’t have time for games, lustful ones or otherwise.  “Have you heard anything?”

      Constance straightened at his abruptness. After an uncomfortable swallow, and a quick glance around the clerk’s office to see if anyone was actively paying them any attention, she grabbed a manila folder off her desk.

      “I was thinking about our last conversation and did some digging,” Constance said. “The contact information for Marcella Henderson is in there.”

      “Marcella Henderson?” Lazarus asked.

      “She is the wife of the alleged rampage shooter.” Constance took a deep breath. “What you won’t find in there, though, is my contact with her.”

      Lazarus paused.

      “Don’t go thinking anything crazy, now. I ran into her, unknowingly, about two years ago. She was coming out of the CA’s office, while I was delivering something to the receptionist. I was about to head out for lunch, when she asked me about restaurants or whatnot in the area. To make a long story short, we had lunch together. I’ve never seen someone grieve like that. She cried in every breath.”

      “And?”

      “She told me that Alphonso was a loving husband that had gotten fired by Thornton Gage shortly before all of this happened, and that the reason for his firing was based on his work performance.”

      “His work performance? That is sound,” Lazarus said. “Why would she tell you that?”

      “I don’t know. All I know is that she needed someone to talk to and sometimes the lowly court employee is better than no one. Maybe she even thought I could help. All I did was listen. I didn’t even know who she was until after everything was over. She might be able to give you more details.”

      Lazarus opened the file and found Marcella’s name and telephone number scrawled across a white sheet of paper.

      “And Lazarus, next time I do you a favor, don’t act like I’m the enemy.” Constance called behind him from her cubicle.

      “Thanks, Conni,” Lazarus said. He now had at least one more person to talk to and hopefully get the answers he needed to connect a few more dots.
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      Hearing Victor’s explanation for Brennan’s presence did nothing to stop the war raging within Xandy.

      “I don’t know what you two are up to,” Xandy said, “but I am in no way going to shack up with him! Since when can the police not take care of the civilians in its jurisdiction? I came here for help, nothing more. And Victor, you’re going to cast me off on him.” She rose from her comfortable spot on the old couch and started to pace the length of the small room.

      “It’s just for a couple of days,” Victor said. “Look on the bright side; you’ll have someone around to talk to while you hide.”

      She turned and looked at Brennan. “Is this all right with you?” She glared at him as if throwing icy daggers.

      Brennan had been avoiding looking at her since she’d entered the room. Everything about her was disheveled: her hair unkempt, her face red and pain filled, her clothes wrinkled and slightly stained. How could anyone not want to help her? He felt callous for having taken so long. “Yes,” was all he could say, although his gut screamed no.

      “Good,” Victor said, patting him on the back, “I think it’s a great idea. No one is to know about where you’re staying. No one! Not even your best friend.”

      “You’re trying to cut me off from everyone and everything I know to be with someone who I am merely acquainted with?” she asked. Her voice rose an octave.

      Brennan ignored her horrified outburst. She needed someone to step up and help her out. Why not him? “We are going to be taking shifts, right, Victor?”

      “Actually, Brennan, about that…I can’t take anyone off of their cases for this,” Victor said, looking around the room.

      “This is childish,” Xandy said. “I’m sure…”

      “I’ll let you two figure out the details, but Xandy, you are in Brennan’s care for the next few days, and I need you to be diligent in making sure that no one knows where you are.”

      “But I am still alive–” Xandy said.

      “And we are trying to keep it that way,” Victor said.

      “I understand that, but surely you will be sending me to a shelter or safe house or let me stay with you?”

      “No,” Victor said clipped. “You are to stay under his care and with him.”

      Brennan sucked his teeth and tried to quash his irritation as the conversation continued almost around him. His head bounced back and forth between them like a volleying tennis ball. Something was going on that he wasn’t seeing.

      “If I’m staying with him, there has to be some leeway on my side,” Xandy said to Victor. “You want me to give up all that I know to stay with a man who I met only a couple of days ago. How do I know that I’ll be safe with him?”

      Brennan arched an eyebrow. After their date, he thought she’d have trusted him more. “I can still protect you,” he said.

      Xandy glowered at Victor and Brennan.

      After a moment’s silence, she whispered, “I need to head home to get some clothes and clean up if I’m going to go through with this.”

      “We’ll have to discuss the changes necessary to keep you safe, but I know Brennan will do everything in his power to make you comfortable in your new surroundings,” Victor said with a broad grin.

      “Get me out of here. I have to get my things from my apartment, get Amarillo, and then …” Xandy’s shoulders sagged with defeat.

      “I’ll take care of it, okay,” Brennan interjected, noticing her back losing its ramrod straightness. “My sister can watch your cat for a couple of days until you get settled. She loves animals, and it will give you peace of mind to know it’s taken care of.”

      “Not ‘it,’ but she,” Xandy whispered. “Now what?” She leaned back into the worn cushions.

      “Let’s head back to my place to get things set up. When we leave, though, I need you to duck down in the backseat, just in case someone is waiting outside to try to find out where you are.”

      “Why is this happening to me?” Xandy cried.

      “I don’t know, Xandy,” Victor said. “But that’s what we’re going to try to find out.”
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      Brennan pulled his car up close to the fire exit, where Xandy cowered. Cracking the door open, she eased into his car, lowering herself on the back seat. He moved into traffic.

      Dejected, Xandy watched the clouds drift above her. She tried to appear asleep when she noticed larger vehicles alongside, but was distracted by her thoughts. Her armor was cracked.

      There was so much she’d wanted to yell at Victor, wanted to fling in his face, but she couldn’t. Not there in the station, before another cop, when Victor was trying to be all professional. A scene wouldn’t make him love her, she knew, instead it would push him indefinitely away. Knowing the truth didn’t abate her anger. Not only had he cast her off on someone else, he refused to acknowledge anything between them. Her world spun on its axis, ready to tip topsy-turvy.

      For that moment when they were together, when he could just be himself – and not the Captain, and she could be Xandy – not the alleged boyfriend killer, she knew they had something. But in this reality they were on two opposite sides of the field. It didn’t matter if she’d given herself to him. All she got in return was a cold knife thrust into her now hemorrhaging heart. She refused to shed one tear though. It wouldn’t help her heal.

      Arriving at her apartment, Xandy haphazardly packed some clothes and items she thought she’d need for her short stay with Brennan. With him watching her every move, she attempted to hurry, throwing clothes and everything else into the two suitcases. With the car trunk finally closed and her cat in tow, they then hurried to Brennan’s home. She felt his constant gaze. She had the sneaking suspicion he wasn’t too pleased about her being there either, at least not this way.

      His estate at first glance was more of a museum than a home. There were crypts that had more life in them than his four walls, she thought. It was all sleek and shiny, or dark, depressing wood and colors.

      Brennan slipped an extra key off his key ring and thrust it to her. “Follow me.” They were the first words he’d spoken to her since leaving the police station. This was not how she had imagined she’d spend time with him, especially not after their dinner date.

      He carried Xandy’s bags and she followed him to the guest room. She saw his muscles tense. After dropping her bags, he bustled wordlessly away from her.

      Xandy scanned the bedroom. It was decorated in light blue, airy and comfortable, but lacking feeling. She wandered from her room around the elaborate corridor, with all of its doorways. She felt sure that it provided more sanctuary for someone to hide than her small apartment had ever done. She opened the different doors to orient herself. For only one person, it was large enough to house a family of at least fifteen. Walking along the marble floor, along the tapestried corridors, she discovered the large picture window overlooking the breathtaking James River. How could a cop afford this place?

      With the exploration, she realized that Brennan had set her up in the room farthest away from him. She couldn’t think about that now. Instead, her thoughts drifted to Rebecca. How was she going to explain all of this to her? How was she going to figure out a way to say she was staying with him without giving away the danger she was in? Xandy could never lie well, especially to her best friend. But was failing to tell the entire story the same as lying? It was only withholding tidbits, right?

      Having satisfied her curiosity, Xandy closed her bedroom door and fell on the bed. She laid upon the feather comforter, exhausted, but her mind sought answers to her dire predicament.

      Weary, she started to drift off. Tomorrow was soon enough to figure out the answers for her new life. She gave in to the much-needed sleep.
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      Holly Wilkerson’s husband, Jim Wilkerson, sat across from Victor, with his shoulders slumped, his chin covered in stubble, and bug-eyed. All the while his little girl clutched her white teddy bear and sucked her thumb.

      “What don’t you understand? Holly’s missing and you’re doing nothing to find her. I’ve spoken to the management at Crack ‘em Up Comedy Club. They told me Holly performed her last set on October 18th. I hoped she just needed some time to get some fresh material. You know, scouting new information, research,” Wilkerson said. He gripped the sides of the chair until his knuckles whitened.

      “Sir, we are doing what we can to locate her,” Victor said.

      “I know my wife … she is a kind soul. She was working to help us have a better life, and now … now she’s missing. Something has happened. This is all the information that I have.” Wilkerson leaned forward, giving Victor a folder filled with pictures and papers. “That’s a picture of her, along with her physical description, date of birth, Social Security Number, name of employer and friends. I gave a copy of this to the officer at the desk there.” He pointed to the information desk. “But I want you to have it, too.”

      Victor tapped his pen against the stacked-up paperwork. He was losing his patience. He’d been sitting there letting Mr. Wilkerson ramble, when all of what he was saying could have been handled by Bob at the front desk. It was time to interrupt.

      “How do you know?” Victor asked. “You just said Holly was working to help make a better life for you. You’re not really sure who she knows or what she does when you’re not around.” Victor was almost as shocked by what he said as Mr. Wilkerson. First dealing with Xandy and now this? He forced all thoughts of her from his mind. He had to concentrate on the man across from him and his plea for help, and not how he was going to deal with the woman he’d just spurned.

      “Don’t criticize me or my wife!” Wilkerson yelled, bristling. “She’s an angel … a godsend and something has happened to her.”

      Victor leaned over and pressed his intercom, buzzing one of his officers for assistance. “Mr. Wilkerson, if you will follow this officer here, he will take your statement and of course keep you posted on anything that we hear.”

      The hunched-over man had aged under Victor’s scrutinizing gaze. As he stood, he leaned over and forcefully grabbed Victor’s lapel. “Don’t you get it? My Holly is missing!” he sobbed.

      Bob pulled Jim from Victor and out the door, and the little girl then followed. With a quick look back at Victor, her face was filled with unspoken pleas. She continued onward after her father.

      Victor understood what the little girl wanted him to do. He wanted to do it, too. How was he supposed to help bring her mommy home, if he wasn’t sure she was missing or even if she wanted to be found?
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      Monroe stared at the deceased women’s pictures hanging on the white boards on the wall; he pinned the newest pictures of the drawings from Xandy’s apartment, including cards connecting them and her to the murderer. They were ex-cons and all in jail at the same time that Xandy was incarcerated.

      With over 1,500 women in jail at any one time, and the daily turnover rate changing dramatically, it would be difficult to say who was in contact with whom, he knew. Removing his pad, he drew a circle. If Xandy was the nucleus, he needed to find out who communicated with her, and for that, he’d have to see her jail records. Who did she come in contact with who had it in for the Department? Something tickled the back of his mind. If she were the “star” of the tragedy, what was the reasoning behind it– the MO? And what was the triggering event? By knowing Xandy was the target, maybe it was the piece of the plot they needed.
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      Barricaded in his room, Brennan received a call from Tom. “I’m holding in my hands a cross-complaint from Jocelyn’s attorney. They’re saying that you are seeing my file clerk, Alexandria Caras. Is this true?”

      Brennan could hear the suspicion and something else in Tom’s voice. Anger? “Well, we did go out the other night and … and …”

      “Did you sleep with her?” Tom asked. “Hell, does she even know about your situation? I can’t believe this!”

      “Get control of yourself. We had a great time like two responsible adults. I couldn’t know that she was connected to you, but–”

      “That’s not the point, Brennan. Now our entire strategy has to change. This also means that Jocelyn has a private investigator on your tail. You’re taking the risk of losing your fortune for a piece of ass!”

      “Wait. What do you mean?”

      “Her attorney was so kind as to send me pictures from your rendezvous.”

      “Well, things are about to look worse. She’s staying with me for a couple of days. Victor asked, and … and I said yes. It’s work related.”

      “The pictures say something different. You’re giving them more and more ammo. This complicates things. I’m saying this as your friend and not your attorney. Is she worth it? Really worth it? Plainly put, you could be seen as being just as guilty of adultery as Jocelyn. Sooner or later you are going to have to decide what you want, even with Jocelyn’s threats. My advice: don’t shit where you eat. Do as your job requires, but not more. You need to make it clear that you two are not together.”

      “Tom, you haven’t been single in a while. How do you expect me to do that?”

      “Get her out of your house. You’re not a freaking babysitter and make it clear to her, Jocelyn and anyone else who asks that she is part of a case and nothing more.”

      “Is there a loophole?” Brennan asked, wondering how he’d gotten himself into such a predicament. “I can’t just throw her out on the street. This is only for work.”

      “We don’t kiss women we work with. My advice is to get Jocelyn’s blessing, but then again, I don’t think it’s snowing in hell now, is it?”
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      Lazarus pulled up to the Gas and Go. The convenience store’s green, white and orange sign flickered, as a car’s loud stereo blared. Looking at his notepad, Lazarus double-checked the address to make sure he was at the correct location. Marcella Henderson should be there tonight, at least from what her supervisor told him earlier today.

      Entering through the glass and metal doors, he saw a tall woman with long dreadlocks and smooth ebony skin in her late forties who fit Marcella’s description behind the cash register. With assured steps he walked over to her, cutting in front of a waiting customer.

      “Ms. Henderson,” he said. “If you have a moment, I need to speak with you.”

      “I can’t right now, Mister. I’m at work.” Turning to the customer, she said, “That will be three dollars and forty-nine cents.” Taking the money, she pushed a couple of keys; the cash register rung, and the drawer popped out.

      “I’m here about your husband, Alfonso,” Lazarus said.

      Marcella blanched. He could see her gulping for breath, as her hands started to shake. “Don’t you even mention his name! I’ve done everything you people told me to do. He’s gone and I’m still here, having to take care of a family he left behind.”

      Lazarus had no idea what she was talking about. What people?

      “I don’t understand. I’m trying to find out about his relationship with Thornton Gage.”

      Marcella scoffed. Her eyes darted around the store. “Aren’t you under Hawthorne? I remember seeing you at the Caras trial.”

      “Yes, I was there on that case.”

      “Then you should know the answers to all you’re trying to find out. If you want my advice, stop snooping around. Alfonso is dead, and nothing that you do is going to bring him back. Now, if you don’t mind, I need to do what I’m paid to do here. Work.”

      Lazarus ambled away, wondering how much more convoluted this private investigation was going to get. She’d just thrown in a name with a connection that he’d assumed had been there for a while, Victor Hawthorne. What was his connection to Alphonso and Thornton, and ultimately Xandy?
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        October 19

      

      Standing at a crime scene for hours on end was not what Monroe had planned on doing, as one evening melted into the next day. First the processing of the scene; the searching for any small clue that might lead somewhere and then the talking to the witnesses, it all proved draining. Until he found the spark: Jason Fink.  He’d called in the body’s discovery. Long hair, barely shaven, and one from the hipster crowd, who desired to live in the lofts downtown, Jason didn’t appear to be easily shaken by the discovery, Monroe noticed.

      “Let’s go over this one last time. You saw the body while you were running?” Monroe looked at how far the body was away from the path. With the high grasses, now trampled by the multitude of officers and emergency staff present, he knew Jason could not have seen too much – unless he was looking for something.

      “Yeah. I went to go take a leak and saw her there.”

      “And the phone?”

      “It was next to the body. I didn’t have one on me, and it looked like it might still work – I called it in.”

      The cell phone, already placed in a plastic bag, looked as though it had been wiped off.

      “Did you wipe it off?”

      “I don’t know, man. I mean, I saw the phone and called. I was doing, what do you call it… my civic duty.”

      “We are going to need your prints to eliminate you, then.”

      “I’ll give you my DNA, if that means I can get out of here.”

      Monroe walked back over to Hobbes. “Did the kid give you anything?” Hobbes asked.

      “Only that he had to take a piss. We need to get the telephone analyzed. Maybe our perp left something on it.”

      “Since he actually covered the body instead of posing it, maybe he wasn’t ready for it to be found,” Hobbes said.

      “At least not yet. Makes me wonder why he’s changing his pattern.”

      “That’s what the million-dollar question is tonight.”
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      Xandy awoke disoriented in the unfamiliar bed, surrounded by unfamiliar things. It took her a moment to remember she was at Brennan’s.

      It had been three hours of being locked up in his place. Three hours of quiet, boredom, and thumb twiddling. Three hours of her mind warring for peace. Three hours of clawing the walls.

      She stood, paced her room like a caged lion at the zoo, and then stopped, only to pace again. Even though she wasn’t in a jail cell, no matter how comfortable it may have appeared, she felt trapped. She had to head out of there, get back to her life, instead of staying in her new cell– a nicely decorated guest room. She had mixed feelings.

      Xandy looked at the clock. It was shortly after eight in the morning. She wanted out before she started to claw at the wallpaper and mark off her days in hash marks. She rushed into the adjoining guest bathroom. Taking a cat’s bath, she quickly dried off and hurried to her closet to find something to wear. It was her least favorite task of any day, made even more difficult by the lack of time. Digging into the last piece of luggage, she found a pair of slacks and a snug-fitting polka-dot blouse. Seeing her reflection, she took a cleansing breath and hurried from her room.

      She found Brennan in the kitchen, barefoot and dressed in a t-shirt and pajama pants, reading the newspaper and having a solitary breakfast.

      “Good morning, Brennan,” Xandy said, clipped.

      Hearing her voice made Brennan even more tired. He didn’t sleep well after getting her settled in her room earlier this morning. He yawned wanting only to crawl back under the sheets.

      “I have to head out to work. I guess I’ll see you tonight,” Xandy said. She then grabbed an apple from the table’s fruit basket and bustled over toward the door, pulling her jacket on.

      “Not a good idea considering the situation.” Brennan didn’t even put down his paper to look at her. He’d be distracted and want to give in.

      “I still have to make a living.”

      “If you’re not alive, it won’t matter.”

      “Okay, point taken.” Xandy brushed back a strand of hair from her face. “I guess I didn’t know how difficult it would be with me staying here.”

      “It’s only been a couple of hours. Plus, it’s not about you being here with me, but someone out there being after you,” Brennan said. “I’m here to protect you, but if you don’t want it, there are a million other things that I could be doing with my time instead of watching out for someone who believes they can handle the situation. You asked the police for help. Now you have it.”

      “Ugh! Did you wake up on the wrong side this morning? I am not the enemy, but I also don’t need a guard or babysitter.”

      “Is that how you see me? Alright. Your blood will not be on my hands. I’ll give Victor a call and drive you to work myself.” Brennan stood, dropped his newspaper on the counter and headed toward his bedroom.

      “Wait!” Xandy called out. “Maybe I am being irrational. This person or these persons have taken so much from me. I just want to be in control of something. To have something normal in my life. At my job, I’m able to do just that. I work my predictable hours, and everything is fine.”

      Brennan stared at her. At first he didn’t notice how she wasn’t so put together this morning. Distracted by her fashion fumble, he didn’t see that her clothes were wrinkled, her shaking hands, or the stray hairs that wouldn’t stay pulled back.

      Silence. He could see her biting her lower lip, deciding what to say next. “There are a lot of things going on now, if you haven’t noticed, and I’m placing you in danger by staying here.”

      “I can take care of myself. I can also take care of you.”

      Xandy turned away. “I understand you want to help me, but I can’t remain imprisoned in your house.”

      Something flickered across her features. “Is there something you know that you’re not telling me?” Brennan eyed her, hoping to pry her secret loose. “Forget it … I’ll drive you in.”

      Xandy paused. She stared at him, almost as if weighing the pros and cons of divulging something or staying quiet. “This isn’t your fault, but my own.”

      “I don’t think you could ever do anything wrong,” he whispered, closing the space between them.

      “Of course I can, but I just don’t want to stay here when I know that something could happen.” A lump was forming in her throat. As he neared, she would have loved to throw herself into the friendly comfort he might provide, and then he stopped and pulled away. Shutters fell back in place and the moment they’d almost shared disappeared.

      “Let me hurry and finish up. You can call and let them know you’re going to be a few minutes late.”

      Instead, the shadows she’d been outrunning continued to give chase.

      [image: ]

      Thanks to Hobbes, Lazarus stared at a photocopied chart. White boards were nice, but he needed his own overview, especially since he wasn’t to be involved. The victims had all been in jail within the last two years. The names seemed familiar, but that didn’t mean anything when the force made so many arrests and through the notoriety of the cases. Their names became even more prominent, unless they came up with other tags for them i.e. “Super Man” for the jumper, “Tony” for the latest wannabe drug kingpin, and of course, “June” for the latest prostitute who claimed to be a loving housewife.

      Each woman had a charge that was dismissed and each had continued to do what they were given a clean slate to not do again.

      The art of the murder was the same, although the places that the bodies were dumped were different. Could the locations have significance? Or were they only out of convenience? Lazarus flipped open the copied files again.

      There wasn’t much in Xandy’s file. She’d been earning good time or jail credit for obeying the rules. There were no reports to document any problems in the jail. That piqued his interest, considering that most that entered the jail were tried by one person or another. He’d have thought someone would have wanted to test her, but her file didn’t give him any clue of it until he reached the last page of her record. She was not to share a cell with Elaine Trite. She’d be the person to talk to then, he knew.

      With her docile attitude, Lazarus couldn’t help but wonder what Ms. Trite would have to say about the Alexandria Caras who had been behind bars with her.
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      The camera lights flashed as Flower tossed the red large scarf over her shoulder and around her body. Her fiery hair flowed down her back against the black background. Her porcelain complexion and crimson lips contrasted with the stark darkness behind her, yet her eyes were solemn, like a child looking out the window on a rainy day. Silver toy handcuffs chained her to the low-hanging pipe above.

      Harlan Jacobs leaned his lanky frame forward to capture another shot. “Remember, I need you to be a victim. Look the part, feel the part.”

      The lighting accentuated her contours, bold, embellished by the handcuffs.

      “Are we done yet, Harlan? I really need to get to work,” Flower said. She pouted, allowing her high cheekbones to protrude even more.

      “A couple of more shots, and then we’re finished. This could be my big break, you know?” Harlan said. His twenty-seven years showed. “Vamp is in, and we’re going to catch the wave.”

      “I’m not a professional model. I thought we were going to do something else when you called me over.” She puckered her lips.

      “Like what? I told you I needed your muse-like qualities,” he said clicking the camera, taking another set of pictures, while Flower swiveled with the handcuffs.

      “Most guys would think I was hot,” Flower said. She stuck out her breast even more, allowing the scarf to fall to the floor. “With my looks, nudity helps that even more.”

      “You know I can’t, Flower. Claude is my best friend. He wouldn’t be happy about me tasting your fruit.”

      “But Claude’s not here,” she said. Undoing the handcuffs, she strutted over to him.  Taking the camera from his hands, she placed it on the small table. His hand reached out and touched her naked body. After a few minutes, the sound of his phone interrupted them. “Your cell phone is ringing,” Flower said, as she leaned in to his suckling and touch.

      “I must be doing something wrong if you’re thinking about that,” he mumbled with his mouth full.

      “Didn’t you say that someone was supposed to be calling you about some of your photos on the internet?”

      Harlan reluctantly removed his mouth from her breast and grabbed his cell phone. “Can you give me a minute? I have to take this.”

      “Then, if that’s the case, I’m going to head on out. I have something else I need to do. Maybe you’ll score a hand-job next time Harlan,” Flower said with a chuckle. She scooted out of his grasp and hurried to dress.

      “This is Harlan.”

      Flower watched Harlan pace in front of his photo spread. “Yeah, they’ll be ready when you drop by,” he said

      She slowed her movements to hear more. “I’ll be here for a while. I just finished a new shoot, but they won’t be ready for viewing yet.” Harlan paused and their gazes met. He shrugged his shoulders and said, “No, she was just leaving.”

      “You should really be careful about something like that. People are not always good,” Flower said when Harlan disconnected the call. She slung her bag over her shoulder and walked toward the loft’s door.

      “I’m a deputy. I deal with criminals all the time. .”

      “You’re a suspended deputy.”

      “Potato potahto. This guy sounds legit.”

      “Do you want me to leave?” Flower asked. “I’ll stay until this is taken care of.” Worry lined her words as her brows crinkled.

      “I’m a man. I’ll be fine,” Harlan said as he fiddled with his camera.

      “All right then,” Flower leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.

      “You know what? You really are my favorite flower,” Harlan said, stealing a kiss.

      “I’m sure you say that to all the girls.”

      “But only with you am I telling the truth.” He grinned, releasing her from his light embrace. “Don’t forget to lock the door on your way out. I’m going to look at these on the computer. Same time tomorrow?”

      “I’ll see you then,” Flower called behind her, leaving Harlan to continue with his first love: photography.
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      Elaine Trite watched her reflection in the large dance studio mirror. Her next aerobics class was to begin in an hour and her routine for the Pole Dancing Championship still needed to be perfected. She gripped the silver pole and spun. She then pulled herself horizontal, like a human flag. The sound of street shoes broke her concentration. Staring, she saw the cop who’d locked her up months ago.

      “Ms. Trite, I hate to disturb you but I have a few questions for you regarding–”

      “Officer Lazarus. It is always nice to see you,” Elaine said in her hearty voice.

      “I wanted to speak with you about Alexandria Caras.”

      “Oh my, what did that girl do now?”

      “Now?”

      “What do you want? I don’t have a lot of time to waste on unformulated questions?”

      “We’re looking into a string of murders and during the course of our investigation, your name popped up. I understand that while you and Ms. Caras were incarcerated at the jail that you were not to be housed together. Could you tell me why?”

      “I’ve cleaned up my act since then. I don’t know anything and haven’t done anything.”

      “I’m not accusing you. Please, it could be a big help.”

      “Xandy and I used to be cellmates. We were down together waiting for bond to be posted, and she talked a lot.”

      “What did she talk about?”

      “Mostly about how she was innocent; how she’d tried to save all of their lives and how the real culprit was some Blackwell guy, and how she had something on him to keep herself safe.”

      “Did she ever say what it is?”

      “No, but Blackwell did send her a couple of messages saying he’d take care of her. Once word got around that she was Blackwell’s girl, for lack of better words, and protected by the Blackwell brand, she became untouchable almost overnight. Everyone tried to join her family.”

      “Family?”

      “Yeah, she was the matriarch. She looked out for those in her pod. Best pod in the whole jail to be housed in. Once she left though, it reverted to how it was before.”

      “Why were you taken out of the pod?”

      “Word got back to Blackwell about me being there. Since I was to testify against one of his runners, I was suddenly ousted. I didn’t have a problem with Xandy though. She was a really nice person, and I believed her when she told me she tried to save those people because while we were in there, she tried to save us all too.”
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      The needle moved in and out of the taut skin. The thread maneuvered like a tamed snake as the killer sewed the folds of Harlan Jacobs’s right eyelid shut. Pleasure smothered him until he could barely breathe in his own frenzy. The sight of the blood of the wicked on his hands soothed him for a moment. As his heart palpitated, his victim’s heartbeat weakened.

      It was good doing what the rules never let him do. He now could bend them, do as he liked, and no one could do a thing to stop him. It was his spark before dying.

      His last chance to make justice still have a sting and a brutal bite.

      No more of that legalese bull that they wanted the public to swallow. Now there was a hand throwing out the punishments.

      He loved his job.

      A wolf stalked its prey. It had taken time to find them, but now he knew their schedules, their favorite pastimes and even their facades. Every aspect of their lives was his for the taking.

      Removing a metal rod, the killer leaned over Jacobs’ body and plunged it into Jacobs’s left eye socket. With the flick of his wrist, he turned and walked away, ignoring the gurgling of his victim’s slow demise.

      With the torturous distraction gone, his thoughts settled again on Xandy. She’d made a promise–- but instead played Absalom to his David.

      Money was the root of all evil, after all.
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        October 20

      

      
        Metro News

        Yesterday afternoon, a jogger discovered the mutilated body of twenty-eight-year-old Holly Wilkerson on Belle Isle. Ms. Wilkerson’s body, according to the eyewitness, was nude and found in the thicket along the James River. An autopsy has been scheduled to determine the cause of death.

        Wilkerson leaves behind a loving husband and a young daughter. She is best known for her recent string of five criminal charges for obscene and threatening phone calls. Wilkerson was scheduled to stand trial for another such charge in the Richmond General District Court, where each previous charge brought against her was dismissed. These dismissals prompted an investigation into the practices of the Commonwealth’s Attorney’s Office, and a demonstration outside of the John Marshall Courts Building.

        It is speculated that this could be the latest victim of the Thou Shall Not Killer. Many are questioning the Mayor’s and Chief’s roles and asking why the FBI has not been called in to help. Questions to the police have gone unanswered.
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      Victor watched Mr. Wilkerson and his child walk heavy-heartedly away. Helplessness washed over him. There was not too much he could say. The Chief Medical Examiner had only provided him with a preliminary report of his findings, and since the autopsy still needed to be concluded, he could only work with what he was told. His guess was that she’d died of asphyxiation, since her tongue was literally lodged in her throat. It had been severed and shoved in.

      This was one of the most uncommon things Victor had seen, but that, in addition to the tree of death painted on Xandy’s wall, had convinced him of the need to keep Xandy safe. The detectives were still trying to find out where things overlapped, and Brennan was spending time protecting Xandy, which was most important.

      Forensics had come back with little information from the items found at Xandy’s apartment. The mail was touched by so many people. Whoever was doing this wanted them to know that Xandy was the target.

      Victor felt the sweat dripping from his temples. The one person he had to protect was the one at the center of the killing spree. She had the anti-Midas touch, turning everything she touched into manure instead of gold.
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      Lazarus pulled up to Xandy’s apartment building. Seeing no officers outside, he slipped up the stairway and stood before her door. Bypassing the yellow tape, jimmying the lock, Lazarus entered without problems and located the item Lauren had told him about: Xandy’s journal. Peaking inside, he found a passage.

      Thornton came home tonight smelling of someone else’s perfume. I’ve smelled it before, and I know it’s not mine. Maybe I am being overly suspicious, but he’s changed in the last few months. I’ve noticed more strange calls, evasiveness and something doesn’t feel right.

      Lazarus continued to flip through the pages until he read the name Alphonso.

      While in the office today, I heard the unthinkable. Alphonso asked Thornton for his share of the Blackwell account; an account that he was personally responsible for. I know the numbers are not adding up from the time logs of hours worked. Could Thornton be forging his hours, invoicing the client for nonexistent hours and attaining unearned monies?

      Lazarus quickly closed the journal and placed it in his bag.
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      The killer sat at his favorite spot in the city overlooking the James River at Hollywood Cemetery. The quiet and serenity of the cemetery’s gardens calmed him. It was juxtaposed against the city, with its blaring horns, begging homeless and endless activity. Cool air whisked by and life continued.

      Except for his.

      The bouquet of pink roses with goldenrods and lavender-blue asters lay heavy in his gloved hand. The pink blossoms were fragrant; the vibrant lavender and yellow coloring were too bright. But she’d loved them. More than that, she’d loved him.

      She had been as warm and bright as a Virginian summer, boisterous and full of life. After years of protecting her, the time she needed him the most he wasn’t there. Instead, he’d been caught up in the whims and words of another. The false promises of a woman she’d introduced him to in passing as a friend, one that would look out for her when he couldn’t.

      She’d been no angel, he knew. For that reason, she had been in jail. But she’d not deserved such a death. Only wanting to teach her a lesson, he’d refused to bail her out – hoping to cleanse her. Yet it hadn’t been that simple. Now she was forever gone. She’d been dead for six months. He’d had time to plan for six months. For six months, he lived in bedlam, like a Bedouin caught between what was then and what is now. Now, just as the game of chess was played, he moved his pieces, anticipating his opponent’s move.

      The loud beeping of his watch dragged him unwillingly back to the present, to the immense loneliness and, the fire-hot anger.

      It was time to prepare for tonight. The next victim’s demise was waiting.

      Wiping away the leaves on the tombstone to reveal the deceased’s name, he placed the large bouquet on the marble headstone. He could almost hear her hearty laugh at his gesture and see her sweet smile.

      With one last glance at the grave of his beloved baby sister, Pia, he walked away.
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      “Think of it this way, either you do what you’re fucking told, or I will make sure there is more than one corpse,” Lionel yelled over the phone. “I’ve given you enough time to locate what I need. I’m not paying you to dick me around.”

      “Let’s get this straight. I’m doing you a favor,” Tom said.

      “And a well-paid one! I own you and that high-priced chair you’re sitting in! Get my money. I don’t give a rat’s ass about anything else.”

      Lionel slammed down the phone. His contact had told him what he needed to know. Crime sprees provide opportunities for people such as him to get rid of unwanted burdens. Things were now about to get interesting.

      He’d given her time, sent her messages, and never heard a peep back from her.

      Lionel rubbed his manicured hands together and wondered how she felt about dead bodies. A wicked grin formed, while his plan took shape. Yes, there were consequences for stealing his money, and Xandy was about to experience them personally. And with so many people wanting a piece of her hide, there would be volunteers lining up to settle the score.

      No one stole from Blackwell!

      No one!
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      Monroe and Hobbes stared at the schematic. “From what I can see,” Hobbes said, “The one thing that these murders have in common, is that their prior arresting officer was Peter Lazarus.”

      “You think he’d do this?” Monroe hadn’t interacted with Lazarus. He only knew what was being said about him, and now, since he was suspended, his reputation was taking a hit.

      “Well, we’ve seen how obsessed he is about the Caras matter. What’s to stop him from doing something similar, just taking it to another level?”

      “He was your former partner, right?”

      “Let’s just say the Caras matter contaminated the partnership. I think we need to tell the Captain. Maybe we can bring him in.”

      “We need more than just that as a lead. There is nothing at the scenes to even suggest that he was there.”

      “A good cop wouldn’t leave evidence behind.” Hobbes said. “I’m just playing devil’s advocate.”

      “A good cop wouldn’t even do this. You think he morphed into a serial killer because of the Caras matter? I know we need a viable suspect; the key word is viable.”

      “Look, the killings are connected to the Caras case and he’s the only officer obsessed enough with it and her to go even half as far.”

      Monroe dragged his hand over his face. That was the difference between them; one was looking for the real answer to the city’s problem and the other only wanted what appeared to be the correct suspect. “I think you’re looking at the wrong guy,” Monroe said, “and if he was your former partner, what makes you think he’d be able to butcher all these people? You should know him better than anyone else here.”

      “You want the truth? Alright. The guy Caras was accused of killing was one of Lazarus’s friends. He was the type of guy you either loved or hated, but in my opinion, he was a real sleaze ball. I think Lazarus is really out for revenge because his friend is gone and the woman who did it got off. It’s his way of grieving or something. Plus, we don’t have anyone else. It won’t hurt to look at him a little more closely.”

      Monroe shook his head, but with the Captain’s pressure on them, on top of the media’s scrutiny, he knew they needed someone to bring him in– even if every atom of his instinct told him they were about to go after the wrong guy. “Alright, let’s fill the Captain in on this then.”
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      Lazarus had been following Xandy’s every move. He knew she was guilty; he’d bet the life of his first unborn child on his instinct. However, Xandy’s and Thornton’s journals were proving the opposite. Sitting in his car again, he pulled up the recent email from his contact at the Virginia State Bar.

      At the time of his death, Thornton Gage was being investigated by the Internal Revenue Service, Criminal Investigation Division for his role in the use of fraudulent powers of attorney to steal over $2,000,000 from four different clients.

      With corroborating documents– appointments with an Al. W. Beck aligned with large deposits into a mystery account that were then transferred to several other accounts–  Lazarus’s hunch had taken form. Al. W. Beck was Blackwell, he knew, not only from prior investigation work, but the want-to-be-smart bastard had used an anagram or at least his skewed version of one. He tried to hide in plain sight.

      Thornton was indeed involved in money laundering for Blackwell – the drug kingpin who had a grip on the heroin traveling up and down Interstate 95. Thornton had been depositing into his trust account the money from Blackwell’s illegal activity, by taking the money from one account, issuing a check for it and depositing the check into one of his own private accounts, of which he had several. He’d been able to keep Blackwell in business for years. He must have gotten greedy, Lazarus thought.

      Opening up the journal again, he read Thornton’s last entry, dated the day of his death:

      Tomorrow, everything is going to be simple. Alphonso has already agreed to his part. Now, I just have to do everything else that is needed.

      Did he know about the impending massacre? When the journals were located, they’d been bound together, still sealed in the plastic evidence bags, which meant Xandy still had no idea that the man whom she loved had created her nightmare and wasn’t even supposed to be at the office at the time of the massacre.

      Lazarus stared out of his car window, his mind working like an intricate clock. The person protecting Xandy from the beginning was the logical place to start. Captain Victor Hawthorne. How was he really tied to Xandy then? Is that why he testified on her behalf? To make sure that if she said anything, he could then take out his boss’s threat?

      Who could he to talk to about this? Who would believe him? With all the evidence they had about the massacre, the journals in the victim’s handwriting indicated his own role. Why’d the criminal charges go so far, and who decided to dismiss them? Lazarus figured it out like puzzle pieces fitting together.

      Victor placed the pressure on the Commonwealth to pursue the charges against Xandy. They’d hoped to find out what she knew by making her wait behind bars. When that didn’t work, the charges were dismissed.

      The real person who had something to do with it all was the one he worked for: Captain Hawthorne. With a true threat out to get Xandy, why was Hawthorne still so involved and on whose orders? Was he just waiting for a chance to get rid of her under the guise of the serial killer? Lazarus had heard of people trying to cover up one crime with another. It wasn’t about sex as he’d first assumed. Instead, if Hawthorne was really on the take, and if the massacre and Xandy’s being charged had to do with the missing money, then it was still the money they all were after – Blackwell, Hawthorne and Lauren.

      Maybe Lauren could provide some insight on what was really happening.
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      Lazarus trudged into the precinct. Bob sat at the front desk taking another complaint, while Monroe and Hobbes stooped over a file or two. Lazarus tried not to miss that feeling of inclusion. They had a lead, he guessed, or something to make them huddle together.

      He too had a lead, his first step in getting the goods on his number-one suspect.

      “Hey Pete! Come here for a minute,” Bob called out. He looked around and nodded his head in Hobbes and Monroe’s direction. “Did they tell you about the latest victim?”

      “What you talking about?”

      “The serial killer? Man, it’s been crazy around here since we heard about it. It was Holly Wilkerson. You know, the comedian. She’s done several gigs around town before, and I think even for Drew Jones’s retirement party back in April.”

      “Yeah, I remember arresting her, too. But I think that was before she cleaned herself up. Her case was thrown out, though,” Lazarus said.

      “Like all the rest. It’s some sort of scheme he’s following. Weren’t you the arresting officer on some of these other ones, too?”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m not saying anything, but sitting at the g’dam desk all day with a cup of coffee got the wheels turning and I checked into it. Your name popped up a lot.”

      “Anyone else’s name?”

      “Not as much as yours. I think you might want to check into it. Sounds like someone might have it out for you.”  Bob grabbed his cup of coffee and reached for an envelope under his newspaper. “I thought I’d give this to you. It’s a printout from the recent victims. It points to your involvement, but hey, I’m just a desk cop. You might see something that can save your hide from more trouble. If I’ve seen it, I’m sure the others have, too.”

      “Have you said anything to Hobbes or Monroe? Or even the Captain?”

      “Nope. That is not my job. This conversation here never even happened.” With a quick glance behind Lazarus, Bob raised his hand and gestured for the next person in line to come up to his desk.

      With the new information, and a quick glance over his shoulder at Monroe and Hobbes’ retreating figures, Lazarus quickly left the station. If they wanted to suspect him, that was fine, but they’d have to bring him in then. He wasn’t going to do it for them.
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      Back in his car, Lazarus stared at his notes. If Xandy had attracted the attention of a killer, could it all be a bluff? He’d heard about Victor being on someone’s payroll, but until now, he couldn’t find out who the criminal mind was with the police in his pocket. First, Xandy’s charges were dismissed, even though the prosecutor had the information to charge her for murder– and now, someone was after her. Crazy fans always came with a highly publicized case. The letter that he’d caught a glimpse of at the station showed something else, though. This wasn’t a fan per se, but someone who knew more and wanted to get rid of his personal plague.

      His cell phone rang.

      “Couldn’t stay away from this place, huh?” Hobbes asked Lazarus in a hushed tone.

      Lazarus carefully looked over his shoulder. “Trying to put some things together, that’s all. Paperwork.”

      “Nice way of saying continual review.”

      “You remember that Gage murder we worked on?”

      “The big one in Lawyer Alley? Yeah, why?”

      “I think there … I can’t stay away from the truth. We both know ….”

      “Whoa … whoa … I don’t know a damn thing, and you’d be better off leaving that case closed, where it belongs! Have you spoken with the Captain?”

      “No, I’m to meet with him later on. Why? “

      “Just curious is all. Like I said, leave those things alone, Pete. There’s too much here that might make it seem like you are trying to stay on top of what’s going on with this case and…”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      Hobbes paused, “This is me giving you a heads-up. Captain is going to want to talk to you about the murders. Your name is connected.”

      “You know that those cases weren’t even worth the effort of trying to get an arrest!”

      “That is what you say now, but the Captain believes that you may be his only suspect, and he needs to make an arrest.”

      “He’s really looking at me?”

      “Right now, he’s telling us that we all should be looking at you. I think whatever you did, you pissed off the wrong cop on the wrong day.”

      Lazarus didn’t try to come up with an answer. Ending the call, he pulled into traffic. The conversation had confirmed what he already knew. Victor was trying to rid himself of his threat to Xandy. But he also couldn’t understand, how did the murders connect to her and why. It could only be about the money or about his boss’s money. He’d have to try to contact Xandy without anyone finding out. Now, with the Captain on the payroll and him being coined the scapegoat, her hours were ticking by, and the threat of her really ending up on the front page as the next victim was almost imminent.
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        October 20

      

      “I want to report someone missing,” Flower Burton said as she stood in the harsh overhead light talking to the officer unlucky enough to be on desk duty.

      “How do you know he or she’s missing?”  Bob droned.

      “Because, he never stands me up. I’m his ….”Her voice cracked.

      “You’re his what?”

      “I’m his muse,” Flower whispered as her thoughts drifted to the last time she saw her beloved Harlan.

      “I’ll kindly take a report, ma’am,” Bob said. “When did you last see him?”

      “On the 19th, but you don’t understand! He’s not the type to just leave. I went to his apartment. Newspapers were piling up in front of his door. Something has happened!”

      “You can file a missing person’s report, “Bob said, monotone, “and I’ll circulate it. I’m going to need some information from you though. Please fill this out for me.” He passed Flower the clipboard.

      “Next in line,” Bob then yelled.
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      Shuffling through paperwork in the conference room was taking up a lot of Monroe’s and Hobbes’ time, as they looked for another viable lead.

      “Looking over Caras’s record,” Monroe said. “I got a hit from Crimtech when comparing the names of the inmates newly restrained and missing with the roster of those who either worked at the jail or were incarcerated there– and I got a new hit.”’

      “Any info?” Hobbes asked.

      “Missing person’s received new information about a Harlan Jacobs. He’s thought to be missing by his friend, Flower Burton.”

      “And”

      “Officer Samuel didn’t find anything out of place or any evidence of foul play. Right now we don’t even know if a crime has taken place. According to the report, the landlord informed Samuel that Jacobs often left for days on end with only his camera. We can’t just jump on the first plausible conclusion.” Monroe said to Hobbes.

      “Tell me about the man missing, Harlan Jacobs? He doesn’t have a record, but you believe the MO from his disappearance is the same as the first victim, Hannah Salem. What do we know about him?”

      Monroe flipped through his notes. “He was a hobby photographer, and last seen talking on the phone at his place arranging a meeting with an unknown individual.”

      “Did we place a trace on his cell phone?”

      “Yes, but we haven’t had any luck getting a ping since his disappearance. We’re waiting to hear back from the telephone company regarding his last calls. Should be here in the next hour,” Monroe said.

      “What was his day job?”

      “He was on administrative leave from the Sheriff’s Office.”

      Hobbes crinkled his brow. “What did he do?”

      “Let’s find out.” Monroe grabbed his jacket and shrugged into it. Since Jacobs worked at the jail, and was on paid leave, it could confirm his initial thought and the connection between the victims.
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      Fitzgerald was on the list, too. From his position, the killer watched and observed to ensure the potential sacrifice indeed needed purifying. The killer was never one to act quickly, having taken his time to hunt. Time was not important; he could wait for an opportunity. Each person was a piece in the game of life. Some were worthier than others.

      He sat in a booth at Apollo’s Greek Restaurant. His head turned to follow the sounds of the keyboard keys being punched. With a raised voice that bespoke her arrogance, demanding the absolute servitude of the waiter, Petra Fitzgerald caught the killer’s attention.

      It appeared to be a family outing, but the woman in question continued to tap away, moving from one gadget to the next. She paid little to no attention to those present, choosing to heed the call of her compulsion. Instead of answering any question, she remained unresponsive to her husband’s and child’s continual prodding. The answers seemed to be the same throughout the entire meal: silence or “uh-huh.”

      Attorney Fitzgerald was a plea-deal lawyer, worse than court-appointed. She lived off her ill advice, seeking only to expand her coffers. He could blame himself for letting his whimsical sister try to be the adult, but no. Ms. Fitzgerald had taken advantage of her innocence, ignored her inmate calls and letters, and did nothing until they stood in front of the judge’s bench to plead out to charges of which she was innocent.

      They’d be better without her, just like the rest of the world would.
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        October 21

      

      
        Metro News

        Reports are surfacing that the body of Harlan Jacobs, a deputy at the Sheriff’s Office, was discovered late last night in the parking lot adjacent to Lumpkin’s Jail also known as the Devil’s Half-Acre. The historical archeological site is currently undergoing excavation.

        Site workers made the gruesome discovery, but no further details have been released regarding the cause of death or if this relates to the recent serial killings.

        These recent murders have caused vigilance in police investigation with an overextension of hours and manpower. Community leaders are stumped as to how the city will be able to afford the ever-increasing price for capturing a killer who remains free.
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      Monroe studied the work file of Harlan Jacobs. He’d gotten off easy by being placed on administrative leave. According to the file, he’d been assigned to work at the jail. His supervisor, Deputy Cabot, noted his “liking” of working in the women’s section, but that was for all the wrong reasons.

      “Come on. You do me a favor, and I’ll do you one,” Harlan Jacobs breathed. He reached out to stroke Inmate Spencer’s cheek.

      Pia Spencer flinched at his touch. Her petite figure disappeared in the hazard orange jumpsuit with large black letters on its back; long bangs hung over her forehead emphasizing her youthful face. She stepped away from him, backing into the eggshell painted concrete wall.

      Looking right and then left, he reached his arms out, blocking her retreat. He licked his lips. “Not here, doll.  You see, it has to be at the right time. What I propose is simple: you take care of me, and I’ll take care of you.”

      Pia shook her head no and cowered before him.

      “You don’t have a choice. You see there are several here who’d love to be the first to break you in. And I can give you a good recommendation for court on those charges.”

      “You … you don’t have any power in here,” she whispered.

      “More power than you.”

      “Jacobs!” snarled Deputy Cabot.

      Deputy Jacobs backed up, allowing the inmate to pass. “What was that?” Deputy Cabot asked, watching the retreating figure.

      “She wasn’t listening to what I had to say, and maybe I got too close, but she wasn’t following my orders.”

      “Which were?”

      “To walk the line. I’m going to go write her up.” Jacobs then turned and walked back toward the command desk.

      “And I will have to do the same to you,” she said to him. He continued to strut down the corridor.

      “Do what you want, but I’m only doing my job,” he yelled back at her.

      Officers like Jacobs gave good ones a bad reputation, Monroe thought. The worse part of it was the SOB had not only gotten away with it but had later assaulted the same woman. He shouldn’t have gotten paid administrative leave. He was a predator in a deputy’s uniform, using his position to manipulate women into doing what he wanted. Monroe tossed the papers, letting them fly over his desk.

      He wasn’t sure if they needed to bring the serial killer in or shake his hand. At least no one else would fall victim to Jacobs. It was karma for those whom the system couldn’t or wouldn’t touch.

      Monroe clenched his jaw and ground his back teeth. Jacobs had defiled his badge and the sheriff’s office. Even if he only speculated, his instinct screamed that the reason Jacobs was dead was because he’d hunted under the guise of helping.
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      Victor eyed his cell phone flashing her number. It had been two days since he’d seen Xandy; two days and nights of trying not to remember what it felt like to be near her; two days of struggling not to get more deeply involved with her, and only mere seconds since she’d crossed his mind yet again. What could he say to her? There were no words to make this wrong right.

      “Captain, you have a call on line 1 from Ms. Caras,” Bob said through the intercom.

      “Take a message,” Victor shouted.

      “She said it’s important.”

      Victor saw the blinking red light on his black office phone. Inhaling deeply, he picked up, “Captain Hawthorne.”

      “Victor, I need to see you,” Xandy stammered.

      “I’m a little tied up here.”

      “I know, but this has to do with your case. I’ve been following it through the papers.”

      “You have some information for me?”

      “Yes, maybe. Can you meet up with me soon? I want to discuss it with you in person, not over the phone.”

      “I don’t know when I can stop by, but what info do you have?”

      “It’s just a hunch, but check out Pia Spencer; I’m scared she might be next.”

      “Why her?”

      “Because almost all of the victims have been a part of my family.”

      “Your what?”

      “I’ll explain it in more detail when I see you.”

      What could he say to that? A lead was always welcomed. “I’ll try to see you tonight,” Victor whispered.

      He ended the call before she could say more. With the name Pia Spencer scribbled on a yellow sticky note, he pulled up the Crimtech software and typed in her name.
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      “Someone, call a doctor!” screamed Zoe Lewis. The smell almost stopped her from getting closer. The stench of rotting meat slapped her. Her ponytail bounced behind her as she scooted to Petra Fitzgerald’s side.

      Petra sat straight up behind her executive-style desk, with her head slumped forward. Her pale skin had a blue-greenish hue.

      Zoe’s stomach lurched. With a cough, she placed her hand over her mouth. Her other hand touched Fitzgerald’s rigid back.

      It didn’t move.
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      EMTs rolled out the body on a covered gurney to the waiting ambulance. Red and white lights combined with the flashing blue lights of the responding police. Uniformed officers swarmed the office building, securing the scene. Upon Monroe’s arrival, Detective Hobbes acknowledged his presence with a spit of brown goo into the Styrofoam cup he held.

      “A new habit?” Monroe asked, pointing at the cup.

      “Yeah. Some habits are hard to kick.”

      “Let me guess, another victim?” Monroe asked, standing next to Hobbes.

      “The poor paralegal is still shaking from finding her boss’s body.”

      “Have you spoken to her yet?” Monroe asked.

      “No, I wanted to wait for you. And it stinks up there. I wonder how they’ve been able to hold out so long. The heat has only exacerbated the decomp.”

      “Did you see the body?”

      “Yeah. It’s being shipped to the ME now.”

      “Maybe we’ll get word soon on the cause of death.”

      “From the large puddle of blood soaked into the carpet, I’m guessing blood loss.”
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      Zoe sat at her desk, hearing the can of deodorizing spray ppsstting again. Whoever it was, their finger was stuck pressing the nozzle down, in hopes of ridding the office of the rotting stench. She tapped her foot, checked her email and waited. Her body continued to shake in panic.

      “Zoe," the firm's receptionist, tapped Zoe lightly on the shoulder as she gestured to two men standing silently behind her. "Some detectives are here to see you," she whispered.

      Zoe turned and looked at the two men who had entered her office. She’d expected to see detectives in flowing trench coats, not men that looked so normal. One was tall, and the other a foot or so shorter. She wondered if she was considered a suspect already, even before she opened her mouth.

      “My partner and I just want to ask you a few questions,” Monroe said, taking the lead.

      “You discovered the body?” Hobbes asked.

      Of course I did, she wanted to scream, but such behavior would pinpoint her more than anything else. In a calm voice, Zoe said, “When I arrived this morning, I knocked on her door. I didn’t think anything of it, since she had the do not disturb sign on her door, as well as DND on her phone. The only thing I heard was soft music playing. She liked to listen to it when she worked. She said it helped her concentrate.”

      “How was your relationship with her?” Monroe asked.

      “She was my boss and my friend.” Zoe crossed her arms, tucking her cold hands under them.

      “How was your relationship?” Hobbes asked.

      “It had its good days and then some bad, but because of her recent case load, she seemed quite stressed. She was really emotional sometimes.” She paused. “I was left a sticky not to disturb her, and I didn’t.” She couldn’t keep the attitude from seeping into the conversation with each additional detail. Instead of investigating her, they should be looking for clues on who really did it.

      “I’ve heard that you and the others have been using air freshener throughout the office,” Hobbes interjected.

      Zoe wondered why such a detail would be important. Was this detective Hobbes trying to say that she was covering up a murder with a can of Oust?

      “That’s saying it politely.  I was using it, hoping to be rid of the wretched smell, but nothing helped. When we came in this morning, it was burning up in here. Since Petra was going through early stages of menopause, no one questioned it. But, it smelled worse than a bathroom. The stench coming from her office was overpowering. When we received a call from the Supreme Court about one of the cases she was working on, I used it as my excuse to disturb her. She always took calls from the Supreme Court. So I went in there, thinking it was bad food, I saw her…her sitting there. It was just like she was working. Her hands were on the keyboard, and she stared at the screen. At least I thought she did …” Her voice trailed off.

      “I’ve heard that you were passed over for a promotion and raise, and that you were very upset about it,” Hobbes said.

      “If you’re looking for someone to blame, you might want to view her file at the Virginia State Bar. There are enough complaints for anyone to have done it. From what I’ve heard, she had been making up fake deeds and stealing from clients. She had no scruples. It was always about a win. Nothing more. Put it this way, she had a lot of enemies.” Zoe looked away at her clock hoping the interview would be over soon. She just wanted a moment to breathe and not think about this. She shook her head thinking of all the faces that had passed through the office over the years, clients and co-workers – innocent and guilty faces.

      “You’re saying someone had reason enough to kill her?”

      “No, I’m saying many people had reasons to do it, and it’s your job to find out who had opportunity.”
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      The tactics room tables were stacked high with files. Monroe and Hobbes shuffled through the large amounts of paperwork.  The number of serial killer victims was rising, with seven people having been killed since the first discovery. Pictures of the deceased hung on a white dry erase board with writing scrawled under each, along with the statement from each tag.

      From all that they both read, Fitzgerald had shot through the ranks. Although starting out with next to nothing, she’d been endorsed repeatedly by delegates, senators, CEOs, and the like. She handled high-power Virginia divorces, usually for the cheating spouse and criminal cases.

      Both Monroe and Hobbes dug through the boxes perusing each piece of paper for a clue.

      “From looking at all this crap, it seems like this gal had a slew of criminal complaints filed against her. The most recent is still being investigated by the Virginia State Bar,” Monroe said.

      “I know her,” Hobbes said. “After she lost the run for city council, criminal complaints against her started to rise. We had someone come in here almost once a week for a while there, but then as the Commonwealth got involved things started to settle down.”

      “The Crimtech software is no help with this though, since the VSB documents are confidential,” Monroe said. “However, the latest feed is showing a seventy-five percent connection to the Jail. I just checked, and it is still scanning the different databases to locate a connection.”

      “We’ll have to do this the old-fashioned way and head to the VSB office. I’ll call their hotline. Since this is a criminal investigation and she has been suspected of wrongdoing, they should share with us what we want to know. ”
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      Dr. Reynolds took the last picture, orally documented his findings for later transcription and tried to concentrate on the procedure. He shook his head again, viewing the large strangulation marks around Petra Fitzgerald’s throat. He’d measured and photographed them several times. No one deserved to die like that.

      Having finished the autopsy, he readied the needle to sew up the body.  She’d not only been strangled but also repeatedly stabbed, leading to exsanguination.

      He’d seen so much over the last thirty years, and man’s cruelty only increased with each passing year. Tonight, he’d scientifically solved the question of how she’d died, but only the detectives could determine why.
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      Scanning over the file’s contents, Hobbes pulled out the complaints. “Each complaint references a similar situation; that Fitzgerald represented the complainant’s spouse in a divorce; that she pilfered the opposing party’s bank accounts and falsified documentation to help her clients win. The problem for Fitzgerald came, of course, when her client went to the Bar and corroborated with the victim that the documents used to help her win the case were indeed fake. One document even claimed that the husband had land, which was supposed to be part of her retainer. She was trying to sell the land when the police stepped in.”

      “How much was the land going for?” Monroe asked.

      “Somewhere around a quarter of a million dollars. The problem wasn’t her plan. The problem was she got caught. After we received the initial complaint, we started to follow her. Every Sunday, like clockwork, she’d head into the office and then out to Apollo’s for dinner.”

      “That means that if someone watched her and knew her habits, they’d be able to find her easily,” Monroe surmised.

      “Yeah.”

      “Who was the officer on tailing duty?”

      Hobbes flipped through the reports until he found the officer’s name. “Lazarus.”

      “That name keeps coming up.”

      Hobbes lowered his voice “If you ask me, the ‘Thou Shall Not Killer’ has some agenda against those who have gotten over on the system. He’s going after the prominent ones that have escaped prosecution. He’s like freaking Robin Hood. Except instead of giving money to the poor, he’s saving the tax payer the cost of prosecuting all the people for the same crimes.”

      Monroe stared at him in disbelief. He’d thought about it, truly thought about it. There was some psychopath out there chopping people up, and he was supposed to agree with it because he was getting rid of those who’d escaped justice. No. That sick prick just wanted everyone to think he was a vigilante. Instead, he was nothing more than a criminal. “He’s diabolical!”

      “He’s not diabolical, but very altruistic, Monroe. Why can’t you see that? He’s just cleaning up this city the way it should be. No one wants it to go back to the way it was in the late 80s and early 90s,” Hobbes said.

      Monroe couldn’t believe what Hobbes was saying. He wanted the monster to escape because he was making things easier for the police. There was no justice in that, but trying to tell a know-it-all-barely-busting-his-balls-cop that was like trying to swim without water. “He’s not a vigilante, Hobbes. He’s a psychopath looking to find another extravagant way to slice and dice. The question isn’t why he’s killing. I don’t really care. I want to catch him before he does it again. Too much is riding on this.”

      “Why?”

      It took Monroe a minute to gather his wits. “Simple. I have a family at home that depends on me taking care of them, of making sure they are safe. I have to do all that I possibly can to ensure that they are well. Maybe…maybe then, things can start to heal.”

      “You know, the arrest of a new criminal doesn’t make amends with old crimes. I’m sorry for everything you and your family have been through. Is he still out there?”

      Monroe didn’t want to divulge anymore or think about the man he believed to still be on the loose, although someone else pled to the crimes. He had to concentrate on the rest of his family still alive and not the child ripped away from him.

      “I want to solve this. I don’t care about his motive. I want to stop him from doing this to this city.”

      Hobbes nodded his head. “Then let’s keep digging until we find some answers.”
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        "This is Channel 11 News at 11. The police need your help in locating Marilyn Feife. Feife disappeared during a routine jog in the Byrd Park area. If you have any information on this crime or any other crime, please call your local police station or crime solvers ...."
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        October 22

      

      Hobbes and Monroe were busy. Ever since the plea to the public, they’d received call after call about Marilyn Feife and what might have happened. On the white board, they’d been able to piece together that an unknown man ran up to her, and she’d tried to escape. After being reported missing at another precinct, the information didn’t trickle down to the main station until a couple of days had passed. For now, she was only missing, and they hoped to find her alive.

      “Detective, I’ve been on hold for the last twenty minutes. I would think that if what I had to say was important, I would not have had to hold for so long,” said the woman on the other end of the line.

      “How may I help you, ma’am?” Monroe asked, not wanting to be rude.

      “I’m eighty-three years old. I don’t have time to waste on such trivialness as waiting when I am only trying to do my duty.”

      “Ma’am, I apologize for the wait,” Monroe conceded.

      “Thank you, but ma’am was my mother. Please call me Samantha, Samantha King. Now we can get to the reason I called. Well, on that night, it was the night that I serve meatloaf, you know, that’s how I remember, because I made it with the green catsup instead of the red one. Anyway, I heard this screeching scream coming from the street. I peeked out of my window ever so slightly. I mean, I can’t take the risk of being seen with these hooligans everywhere doing only God knows what and listening to that satanic music. When I was younger, there was no way we’d get into a van with someone just because they may be handsome or whatnot. I am–”

      “Ma’am–”

      “A woman, too, but to think that woman just let herself go with him.” She finally took a deep breath. “And then, dressed in such revealing clothes in such weather. I’m surprised she didn’t catch a kidney infection or better yet catch the flu. Did you hear about that new flu that’s going around?”

      “And, where do you live, ma’am?”

      “Didn’t I tell you? You remind me of my son, Bernie, he’s just as unobserving as you are. I live off of South Robinson Street dear, and you’re looking for an attractive man.”

      “Was there anything noticeable about him?”

      “He made me wish that I were a lot younger. I would have given that young girl a run for her money, but then again, I’m sure any man might be good, right about now. You know, detective, I’m looking for my fifth husband, but be warned. I do outlive them all.”

      “Thank you, ma’am, let me get your number just in case I need to follow up,” Monroe said. He tapped his pen on the paper as he sought a way to end the call.

      “Oh, you really are a charmer. In my day, such a man like you was hard to find. Maybe I lucked out,” she purred.

      “Thank you, ma’am, but I’m happily married,” Monroe chuckled.

      “The good ones always are, but here’s my number anyway, honey.”
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      Constance sat across from Lazarus on a wooden and red brick bench.  She raised her ceramic mug to her lips, taking a sip of the rich cappuccino. “It seems to me that I’m doing more of your grunt work than anything else,” she said, setting down the beige and brown mug. The ambling people, some wearing uniforms and others, plain clothes, were either leaving or heading to court.

      “With me doing this, I’m not calling you by your last name any more,” she said.

      That got his attention. Everyone, besides his immediate family, called him Lazarus. He seemed to have a reputation for beating the odds– at least that is what he thought others understood by his name. He waited for the punch line.

      “No, I am going to call you Peter.”

      Lazarus chuckled. His first girlfriend in Ohio had called him Peter, but then again, at that age, it could have had something with his mother dressing him up on Halloween as Peter Pan. Cindy had wanted to be his Tinker Bell.

      “I have what you wanted. I was able to get copies of the docs from my friend at the bank.” Constance laid the papers down between them. “Your girl has a safe deposit box there, set up by the deceased. Now, what I do know is that there were two people listed on it and it takes two keys to open. Each of them was provided with a key, I’m guessing.”

      “Who are we talking about?”

      Constance looked around. “Alexandria Caras.”
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      “Victor, if your men are unable to produce a viable lead, I’m going to suggest to the Chief that we bring in the FBI for help,” Major Vernard said.

      “I understand the frustration, but the investigation is producing leads–”

      “Do you have any suspects?”

      “Not as of yet, but–”

      “Then let me make it easy for you. You have until 15:30 Friday, the 26th, to produce something for me. If not, we’ll have to consider a different leadership approach. Until then, get me an update, as well so we will know what we need to do to potentially take this off your hands.”

      Victor slammed down the phone. Chief Zimmerman didn’t have a clue about what was going on and the constant calls from Major Vernard to micromanage him and the investigation were infuriating.

      Hearing the knock on his office door, Victor pushed his anger down.

      “Come in,” he called out.
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      “Got it!” Hobbes said. He jumped up and hurried toward Victor’s office. Monroe followed. “You were right. He’s killing according to their crimes, and citing biblical texts to rectify it, but we have several problems.”

      “He’s killing out of order?” Monroe asked.

      “Yes. I am not sure if this means he won’t repeat the list when he finishes, but we have seven dead.”

      “We are missing the link in between the chains. We find out how they are connected and then we find the killer.”

      Hobbes knocked on Victor’s door. “Captain, after speaking with you, I went ahead and cross-checked the location of the inmates, by their attorneys, courts and the deputies’ schedules.”

      “You have my undivided attention.”

      “Salem, Kernbach, and Gentry were in the same pod. Harlan Jacobs was one of the deputies in charge of guarding them. The common key is Pia Spencer. The name you gave me. She was also in their pod, and her attorney was–”

      “Petra Fitzgerald.”

      “Yep. She was Ms. Spencer’s criminal attorney.”

      “How does Ms. Caras fit into this, then?” Victor asked. He knew the question was going to come up sooner than later.

      “She was in the same pod with the women.”

      With the common thread between all of the victims, Victor knew he couldn’t continue to put Xandy off. He had to speak with her and find out everything she might know about the women who died.

      His time was running out.
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        “Thank you for tuning in to the news at 11,” the news anchor said. “Here is our top news tonight. Police have discovered the body of the Morris Stuart Community College student, Marilyn Feife, who went missing during a routine jog at Byrd Park. After pleas to the media for information…”
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      Every night there seemed to be more violence happening in the city, Lauren thought, as she clicked off the television and turned on her stereo. A night out would be a nice distraction while Jonathan was away in Washington. She pulled on her skin-tight dress, knowing that soon she would not be able to show up wearing something so flashy. As she slipped on the low-cut V-neck dress, she thought of how surprised Jonathan would be when she told him about the baby, their baby.

      Lauren groomed and dressed with utmost care. Just because she was already with someone did not mean she could not spend the night having fun with someone else. She moved to the music playing on her stereo, putting on the final touches. With her bobbed haircut, she looked more like a high-priced call girl than anything respectable, but she didn’t care. Tonight was about having fun and lots of it. She grabbed her six-inch pumps, car keys, cigarettes, and cell phone.

      Checking her phone, Lauren saw the missed calls from Lazarus. She paused. What if he’d found out something? After minutes of the what-ifs lingering, she punched in his number.

      “I’m heading out. If you want to talk, meet me and tell me in person.” Lauren quickly gave him the address of where she was headed and disconnected the call. With her phone tossed into her purse, she stepped out under the wonderful night sky.

      The harvest moon loomed in the distance.

      When Lauren walked into Spike’s, it was more than crowded. There was barely space to think, let alone breathe. It was almost as if the entire city had converged on the one spot. After searching, she found a partially free table. Making her way through the crowd, she took a seat. Once comfortable, her upper body moved to the music, like a snake hypnotized by the sounds of a flute.

      Lauren watched the people, their outfits, their limited dance moves. Disregarding the no smoking sign, she smoked one cigarette after the other until she noticed her daily allotment was already gone. She’d smoked them so fast; she couldn’t help but interpret it as a sign to give the habit up. Rummaging in her purse in hopes of finding a loose one, she heard the chair across from her creak.

      “Hard to find parking,” Lazarus said. He edged closer to her until she could smell the scent of musk cologne that wafted from his freshly shaven skin.

      “Did you get all dressed up for me?” Lauren asked. She would have liked nothing more than to take their arrangement to another level, but with the news of her expecting, her desire to be more of a free spirit had to be placed on hold. There wasn’t anyone who was going to give her a check each month to take care of the mistake, no one except Jonathan. She couldn’t ruin that.

      “So tell me what you got,” she said. She leaned further away from him, crossing her legs and sitting up straight.

      Lazarus looked around the packed place. “Maybe we should talk a little more in private about this. This is sensitive information.”

      “No one comes here to find out stuff like that. They’re here to have a good time. Or don’t you know what that is?”

      Lazarus’s right eyebrow shot up. “I’m here because you told me to meet you here.”

      “Then spit it out.”

      “Okay. You’re right.”

      Lauren stared at the detective next to her. If anyone could find out something about Xandy and her deviousness, then it had to be him.

      “Right about what?”

      He moved in closer. “The money,” he whispered. “Alphonso’s wife gave me a little hint about bad things happening to those that ask questions. It’s not concrete, but something. Plus, Xandy was and is an excellent shot.”

      “You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know. What I want to know is where it is?”

      “That is the million-dollar question.”

      “No, it is a question worth several million.”

      “I’ve located a bank, but I need a warrant to access it.” He paused and glanced around the room. “How do you know about the money?”

      During the pregnant pause she could practically feel him questioning her motives for the money, so she wasn’t surprised when he asked.

      “Is this a cop or the P.I. I hired asking?” Lauren asked. “Look, it’s simple. Thornton was my friend. We’ll call him that. And when it all went down, he was to be joining me for us to start our future. She had to have found out, I can only assume. She never was a good loser.”

      “How long have you known her?”

      “Since middle school, believe it or not. We used to be friends – best friends. But good looking men have a way of ruining that.”

      “What evidence do you have that she killed him besides out of self-defense?”

      Lauren smirked. “She left me a message on my voice mail. The prosecutor said it didn’t help his case, but I knew she’d do anything to keep him, and ultimately, his money.” Retrieving a matchbook from her purse, she scribbled on it a website address, login and password. “I saved it there.”

      “I’ll check it out and catch back up with you when I get some more information.”

      “Lazarus, no one knows her like I do. I know she did it because I would have done the same thing. ” The walls of people seemed to close in on her after that admission. Talking about Xandy whetted her appetite for another cigarette. Needing a breather, she rose from her seat. “I’ve got to get some fresh air,” she said, “but I’ve given you motive, opportunity and now with the info of the money – it spells probable cause.”

      Making her way through the crowd, Lauren stepped out into the loud night, hearing the music from the surrounding clubs. The sidewalks were filled with people. Her neck tingled as if someone glared at her from behind. Texting Jonathan, she sauntered in the direction of her car. She could feel someone following her. But the throng on the street was too overwhelming. Just as the thought came, she pushed it aside. Who would follow her?

      With each step the crowd began to ease until she thought she heard a second set of footsteps behind her. She walked on further down Main Street and found herself alone.

      The Old Main Street Train Station stood upon the hill, hovering over the open-air farmer’s market and the unpaved lot where her car was parked. There was nothing there except gravel and pieces of broken glass.

      As if suddenly by design, a hand shot out from behind her. It latched on her arm, yanking her into the darkness. All time stood still when the moonlight caught the flash of silver in a hand. Lauren’s hands rose to protect her.

      She could now only hear a mumbled whisper of “Thou shall not” before she felt the unbearable pain slash into her flesh. Numbing pain seized her. She ripped herself away from her assailant and staggered back into the light, toward a pub. She could feel the blood oozing through her fingers at her neck and her side.

      Hobbling away, Lauren neared the lights. Her breathing labored with each movement. She tried to hear if footsteps followed, to see if someone was closing in to finish her off.

      With her last strength, she stumbled through the weathered door. The smell of blood and its copper taste lay on her palate. Opening her mouth, she tried to speak. Only a mere gurgle came out.

      She collapsed.
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      With heavy rings around his eyes, Monroe resembled more of a raccoon than a detective. He sifted through the papers looking for a bit of substance for the investigation, anything to keep them going in the right direction. The case was taking more than it’s due on him. He felt his age. Even the heavily caffeinated coffee wasn’t doing anything to keep him awake and alert.

      Like a man trudging in quicksand, his muscles ached; he was weary and bone tired. Only the thought of his wife at home kept him moving in the deathtrap, hoping to rid the city of its greatest burden.

      “So let’s start from the beginning,” Monroe said. This was the third interview with the witnesses who’d come forward. The first one, the bartender from the club Lauren Donovan visited – as evidenced by the stamp on her hand, gave him nothing to go on. He wasn’t even sure he’d served her anything; the patron from the train station told of having seen her walk down East Main Street.

      “I’d finished up and was coming out of the station. It sits on an incline, and I saw this woman being attacked,” said Calvin Jones.

      “Did you get a look at the person?”

      “It was dark, but he was shorter for sure.”

      “Which direction did he flee in?”

      “He ran south, like he was headed toward Dock Street. After I saw him leave, I called 911 and rushed toward her as soon as I could. Is she going to be all right?”

      “You saved her life by being there.”

      “Monroe, you got a sec?” Cynthia Chen asked.

      “Sure.” He walked over to where Cynthia was waiting.

      “I just got off the phone with the hospital. They’ve placed Ms. Donovan in a medically induced coma.”

      “Thanks for letting me know.”

      “That’s not the issue. Because of the EMTs, and all the blood, there might not be any useable DNA under her nails. I’ve received her nail clippings from Hobbes for testing and will get the results to you as soon as possible. Did you get the video I left on your desk?”

      “Yeah. Thanks.” Monroe rubbed his tired face. Even smiling was difficult.

      “After you’re done with him, go get some fresh coffee or something. You’re about to fall on your feet.”

      “You sound like my wife.”

      “Good. She must be a wise woman then.”
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      Dr. Reynolds finished the last of the notes on Marilyn Feife. It always struck a chord in him to see someone so young on his table. He’d carefully clipped her nails and collected all of the trace evidence available, including the duct tape that had covered her mouth and nose, and the plastic cable tie used to tie her hands behind her back.

      He heard the door swing behind him. “So what do we have, doc?” asked Hobbes.

      “Is Monroe not with you today?”

      “He’s following another lead.”

      “She’d been missing since the 15th is what the report stated. Is that correct?”

      “According to the friend we tracked down, yes. Why?”

      “She hadn’t been out there that long.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The state of decomp is in the range of three days, evidenced by the cadaver’s blisters on the skin and its filling with gas. However, I took a sample and found intracellular fluid leakage.”

      “You’re losing me.”

      “In layman’s terms, she was frozen. Unfortunately, I am unable to provide you with an exact time frame. Thawing doesn’t restart decomposition at the same place it was before she died.”

      “Do you know the cause of death?”

      “Yes. Asphyxiation. Another thing, detective. This individual did not have any sort of tagging or knife marks. I did however find trace evidence of something under her nails. I sent the sample to the lab for analysis.”

      “It doesn’t fit with the other murders then.”

      “That I cannot say. I only know what the body is telling me. The contents of her stomach were sent to the lab as well. But, she seemed to have died without receiving the markings or the bruising of the others.”

      “Thanks, doc. I’ll inform her family.”
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      As Monroe approached his desk, he saw the nice package of surveillance reports, including copies of the videos he needed from the recent murder. He sat down and pulled up his email from Cynthia Chen. The victim, she wrote, had been followed from the nightclub.

      Monroe grabbed his telephone. He needed to talk to Chen now! With a steady hand, he dialed the number and got voice mail. Having no time to play phone tag, he dashed to the third floor.

      Cynthia Chen gasped at the results of her latest tests. The sound of approaching footsteps ripped her out of her shock. She looked up and waved when she saw Monroe walking toward her. “So, what did you find?”

      Chen grabbed the coveted package off her desk. She opened the sealed envelope and took out the DVD. “This is the original. I burned a copy for you, which is on your desk.”

      Chen placed the DVD into her computer and clicked on play. She fast-forwarded to the time of the victim’s entrance. “That’s the victim there. Something about this caught my attention. Look at the woman to the far left, with the long curly black wig and sunglasses approximately seven people to the left. All night, in every shot on the tape in which you see the victim, the woman in the wig is also seen. The farthest the black-haired woman was away was seven people; she eventually moved up to three. But then, a face I know showed up.”

      “Could it be that the black-haired woman was interested in our victim? Wait…who?”

      Chen fast-forwarded. “I was able to capture a good still for you. I’ve upped the quality of the still. But it gets even better. When the victim leaves, Detective Lazarus follows.”

      “And the black-haired woman?”

      “She melts back into the crowd. I wasn’t able to find her on another shot. She could have been out of range though since the camera is stationary, and they only have one camera in the bar.”

      “That is more than most.”

      With the click of a few buttons, the printer started to hum. Within seconds, Detective Monroe held the picture in his hands.

      “I don’t want to make any assumptions, but … maybe the woman was interested one way or another in the victim, but there is never any direct contact between her and Detective Lazarus.”

      He didn’t know Lazarus well, but to injure and kill one of his own people, that went beyond obsession with a case. It made him no different from the average killer on the street. Now the police have a lead to solve the case and get rid of his rookie status.

      “I wish it weren’t so, but … considering all we know about his obsession with that case. It’s even reached the lab’s rumor mill.”

      “Thanks, Chen,” Monroe said.

      “Call me Cynthia.”

      “Thanks, Cynthia. I owe you one.”
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        Metro News

        The body of Marilyn Feife has been located. The murder of one so young and loved has touched this big city, but town-like community. Marilyn was the guardian of Jose Hughes Stewart, a pioneer and beloved community leader who rallied for universal healthcare.

        Mr. Stewart was diagnosed with early onset of Alzheimer’s in the early 2000s. He used his personal plight to bring the spotlight to the undiagnosed in the city and throughout the nation and lobbied for additional federal funding for Alzheimer’s research.

        Mr. Stewart and his family are seeking any information that may lead to the arrest and capture of the individual responsible and are offering a $25,000 reward.

        If you have any information, please contact Crime Solvers.
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      Xandy’s drive to work wasn’t remarkable by any means. The city was full of traffic, the lights all alternated between yellow and red, and the thought of her daily to-do list drifted around in her head. Waiting at a light, she saw something different from her daily commute. A man in a designer suit with a cardboard sign stood on the street corner. He wasn’t the normal bum, if he were a bum at all. He looked clean-shaven, dressed to work at any of the office buildings not far away, yet he stood there on the street corner waving his sign at passersby. The sign’s large, black marker lettering read: “Change your situation, change your paradigm.”

      Once at the office, the image of the well-dressed man haunted Xandy. She kept seeing his sign before her. She plopped down at her desk and looked around. She’d never been more than someone’s eye candy or someone’s assistant. She needed change. A paradigm shift.

      Xandy stood up and walked toward Tom’s office. The morning chitchat wafted throughout the halls. With a deep breath, she knocked on Tom’s door and walked in. Tom sat at his overly massive desk, and soft rock music played while he lounged back in his large office chair.

      “Good morning. If you have a minute, I’d like to speak with you. It’s sort of private, though,” Xandy said, her heart racing.

      “Come on in and close the door,” Tom said, turning toward her. “Today is going to be quite slow. I was thinking of letting everyone leave around two this afternoon. Where’s your pad? You should be writing all of this down.”

      “That’s what I’m here about. Today is going to be my last day.”

      Tom paused. “I’m sorry to hear that. I thought you were happy here.”

      “Happiness is relative,” Xandy paused.  “If I may be frank, you’ve helped me a lot, but it’s time for me to live my life unburdened by my past.”

      “If this is about–”

      “Please let me finish. My time here served as a good springboard of self-examination. I’ve been letting my criminal charges hold me back from living. I am a woman with character, worthy of admiration, love and self-forgiveness. It’s just too bad that it took a man standing on a street corner for me to realize my worth.”

      “Xandy, we’ve been friends for a while now. I’d hate to see you walk away from this opportunity that I’ve given you. You have a future here at this firm.”

      “You were my paid attorney who worked on my criminal case. We are associates, Tom. The only thing you know about me is what I tell you and what you continue to update my file with. Thanks for the opportunity that you’ve provided, but please accept this as my notice.”

      [image: ]

      Victor hunched over his desk with a magnifying glass. He peered at the pictures he’d received from Monroe of the most recent attack. This incident didn’t fit the others. Everything was different – no tag, no sewing and no staging of the body.

      So far, they’d determined that the savage murders had been premeditated, which could only be deduced from the use of the tags. From what he could figure out, the tags were used not only to tell of their crime, but also as a warning to those connected to the circle of victims. Crimtech had spurted out the probabilities. Not only were they all connected through their respective incarcerations in the jail and/or work at the jail, but also through a Pia Spencer.

      Pia Spencer, a prior vet tech, had been charged with one count of grand larceny and one count of possession of an unauthorized controlled substance. Flipping through the pages, Victor discovered a report from Lazarus, the arresting officer:

      At 23:00, officer arrived at Spencer Veterinarian Hospital, in response to a silent alarm. Upon securing the premises, suspect was located in the cat kennel area, passed out with a syringe and a vial of Ketamine beside her body. After checking her vitals, I requested an ambulance. EMTs arrived and the suspect was transported to 13th Street Hospital.

      Victor flipped the page and perused the next report, as taken from Deputy Harlan Jacobs at the Jail.

      Inmate Spencer was found this morning unresponsive in her cell. Taken to medical, she was declared dead at 14:42. Next of kin to be notified.

      Next of kin, Victor wondered. Who was it? Finding the initial intake, a Robert Natas was listed as the only relative for Pia Spencer. Copying the telephone number and additional contact information listed, he forwarded it to Monroe.

      But now, just when all the lights went on in his head, they started to dim. His head ached and his eyes burned. He needed a break. He’d been looking at the documentation for the better part of three hours. Whoever was committing the murders must have stalked each individual and known their secrets, calendars, and routines. There was no other way to guarantee access. And for this to have happened, it took time to plan and to carry out.

      [image: ]

      Xandy’s hand rushed to her mouth. She stared at the bloody crime scene photos and recognized one too well. Lauren. Her mind clouded. Confusion coursed through her, and the only name that ran rampant in her mind was Blackwell. It was the truth she didn’t want to verify or consider, but she knew it lurked just there in her subconscious.

      Blackwell was capable of many things, and most of them beyond bad. He had to be responsible for this. He was the one who knew of Lauren and possibly her connection to Thornton. She could taste the bile rising and her tongue lay like a dead fish in her mouth. Was this how she would end up, too? The bitter taste of bile mixed with disgust lingered.

      Now he’d forced her hand. She had to tell them what she knew. Or was this his way of warning her to remain quiet or face the same fate? The secret she was so desperately trying to hide was rocketing to the surface. If asked, she’d tell everything she knew about Blackwell, but she couldn’t say a thing until the time was right. His hammer was strong; his grasp wide, and his disposition brutal. By all accounts, she was a tadpole in a too large pond, a pond that in all appearances belonged to him.

      She noted the deep lacerations. She’d wished Lauren harm, but never a butchering, she thought, as the image churned around and around in her mind.

      Victor watched Xandy’s reaction as if watching a play. “Are you okay?”

      Xandy looked at him, blurry-eyed. “I know her.” She pointed at the picture. She stood and needed to move, to pace, to do something or she was going to pass out. Who’d want to kill Lauren? She was a bitch, which wasn’t a secret. But murder was serious. What could she have done to warrant such a demise?

      “What do you mean, you know her?”

      “Although her hair is different from the last time I saw her, her name is Lauren. She is my ex-roommate’s new girlfriend ... Oh, my.... Wh--what happened to her?” Xandy stammered.

      “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. I’ve been looking over these pictures for most of the day.” Victor hesitated. “I need to know what you know, Xandy. I can tell you have something to get off your chest.”

      “I don’t think I can do this.”

      “I’m sorry. Were you close?”

      “No, but … I can’t.”

      Shuffling through his notes, he continued, “She was approached from behind and her throat was slashed, as well as her abdomen.”

      “It was a close contact encounter?”

      “More than that. It was almost a brutal butchering. Miraculously, she’s still alive and is in ICU in critical condition. Whoever did this did it with passion. There had to have been a lot of emotion involved. Maybe even too much.”

      Victor picked up the picture again. The knife had sliced twice and created a large gash. She didn’t have anything sewn into the body. Maybe it was a copycat. This victim didn’t exhibit the same modus operandi.

      Xandy could only shake her head in response. “I think I need something to drink.”

      Victor handed her his bottled water.

      “I need you to tell me everything you know,” Victor said.

      “Do you think I’m connected?” Xandy asked.

      How could he tell her that he didn’t believe in coincidences?
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      Xandy had bad luck before, but this beat it all. The tiny interrogation room smelled of fear and old coffee.

      It was like bad déjà-vu. Detectives Hobbes and Monroe joined her in the cramped room.  “We have a couple of questions regarding the deceased, Lauren Donovan,” Monroe said.

      “We understand that there was an exchange of words at your fiancé, Thornton Hawthorn’s memorial between you and Ms. Donovan,” said Hobbes.

      “That is correct.” Xandy brushed her hair behind her ear. “Lauren didn’t particularly like me. Every chance she got, she’d blame me for Thornton’s death.”

      “That must have been hard. Hard enough to even make you kill her,” Hobbes said.

      Xandy looked down at her fingers and took a deep breath. “There are many things that I’m capable of, but that is not one of them.” She pressed her lips tightly together.

      “We know the last few days have been stressful for you, with all the threats going on and such,” Detective Monroe said. “And we are not trying to waste your time. We only want to clear up what happened to Ms. Donovan. You two used to be close?”

      “We used to be close? That could be a stretch of the imagination.”

      A loud knock on the door interrupted the interrogation. Xandy saw a manila folder handed to Detective Hobbes by an officer in blue. He opened it and looked at her. He then tossed it on the table in front of her.

      “So, Ms. Caras, you say you were not there at the bar. Can you identify anyone present in this photograph?” Hobbes asked.

      Xandy looked down at the picture. She saw a dressed-to-kill Lauren speaking with Detective Lazarus. But she gasped when she saw the crisp surveillance picture of a woman who resembled her, with curly black hair. She looked at the tight black dress the woman wore. It didn’t hide anything. The closer she looked, the more she noticed it wasn’t even a great replica of her by far.

      “This is not me! Someone is going through a lot of trouble to make it seem like I had something to do with that.”

      “We’ve heard that story before,” Hobbes said. “Just tell us the truth.”

      “But I can prove it’s not me. Look here,” she said, pointing to the woman’s bare left arm. “She’s wearing a short-sleeve dress and there is something important missing.” Xandy pulled up her sleeve and revealed her long scar, a daily reminder of the office massacre she’d survived. “When the shooting happened two years ago, I was injured — shot, actually — and this is from the bullet entering my arm and the doctors having to create an incision to extract it.”

      “Is there anything else you notice?” Detective Monroe asked, frowning.

      “Yes. Her face looks familiar, but the dark hair color is throwing me off, as well as the shades.”

      The detectives exchanged a look. Xandy could read it too well. She’d given them something they didn’t have before.

      “There is also someone there in the background I see. He’s been following me a lot lately.” Xandy pointed at the silhouette of a man not far away from Lauren and Lazarus.

      “Any idea who he is?” Monroe asked.

      “No.” For once, Xandy’s logic took control over her frail emotions. She looked at the two detectives sitting across the table from her and said, “Either charge me or let me go.”
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      The polluted air never smelled so good.  She did not want to concentrate on something as miniscule as friendship in such a situation. Instead her thoughts turned to the true killer. He or she was still out there, but why would the killer want to make sure to get her involved in the murder investigation? Whoever it was had gone through a lot of painstaking detail to ensure that they played the role, but just not well enough.

      “Xandy!” Victor called after her. “We need to talk.” If she could’ve started a fire with her mind, she would have set him ablaze. She grimaced, but stopped walking.

      Victor jogged up to her. “Let’s go talk, but not out here.”

      “Why? Do you want to interrogate me some more? Oh, I forgot. You’d rather hide behind your men for that.”

      “It’s not like that. I’ll explain everything.”

      “Right now, there is nothing you can say to make me want to talk to you or have anything to do with you. And here, I was naïve enough to think we could have something.” She pointed her finger in his face. “Shame on me for trusting you, and opening my heart to you. Someone who doesn’t give a damn if I’m dragged back into hell or not.”

      “That’s not true.” He placed his palm on her finger and lowered it, but refused to release her hand.

      “We’ll talk tonight after I get off.”

      “Don’t bother! If you haven’t been able to return any of my calls or have time to talk to me since, you know, that night, then I’m not going to hold my breath for it to happen now. I’m done!”

      Yanking her hand out of his grasp, she stormed to her parked car, leaving him and unbeknownst to them – his officers– staring after her.
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      Xandy needed someone to talk to –an unbiased party. She found herself pulling up to Dr. Edwards’ office. Maybe he’d be able to squeeze her in for an emergency session.

      Crossing the foyer into the office building, she tried to calm down, but the hurt was too raw, almost physical. If he’d hit her, at least the sting would be over, but now, now her mind replayed the scene over and over. She’d given him the chance to say he cared, but he’d done nothing but try to throw her to the wolves.

      Standing in front of the receptionist’s desk, Xandy gawked at the woman in the chair, for she recognized her as the one from the picture the police had just shown her. Xandy’s mouth hung open at that realization.

      “Hello, Ms. Caras. Did you have an appointment today?” Anika asked, smiling.

      “Uh…no, um, I would like to schedule an appointment with Dr. Edwards,” Xandy said. Her mind raced. Why would this woman impersonate her?

      As Anika droned off available dates, Xandy nodded her head and took the first available one. With the appointment card in her hand, with the appointment written in calligraphy-like-script, Xandy said goodbye and rushed to her car.

      Although the last person she wanted to speak to was Victor, she quickly dialed his number.
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      He scrubbed away the food on the stainless steel pots and pans at the local soup kitchen. The crowd of hungry homeless slowly thinned out, leaving behind the lull of running water and the sound of scrubbing scouring pads. It pulled him back toward his goal, reawakening his quandary.

      The news depicted him as some sociopathic beast, someone killing without purpose, but they didn’t understand. We are not black or white in our actions, but shades of gray.

      Like a monkey springing from one tree to the next, his mind pounced on the image of her face. Her face, like smoke, wafted before him. He missed her more with each passing day, and although the deaths of those responsible would not bring her back, they could never bully someone again – neither collectively nor individually. No more pushing someone towards suicide, unable to live with the hurt, embarrassment or pain they dished out.

      He did it for her, for her memory, to ease her broken soul.

      He did it to forgive but never to forget.

      He did it for eternal peace.
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      The fire roared in the fireplace. The smell of fresh cinnamon and apples permeated the air. Brennan couldn’t help but keep glancing at Xandy, as they enjoyed the fresh hot cider she’d made. She’d been different today. With a book in front of her nose, and his flipping through the Forbes Magazine, he sighed in contentment. He’d been indirectly ogling her from the side of his eye. The tucking of hair behind her ear, the casual sweet smile.

      She snorted with laughter.

      “Whatever you’re reading must be interesting,” Brennan said, turning his head in her direction.

      “I was just trying to distract myself.” With a grin, she closed the book and looked at him. “You don’t know how much I appreciate being able to stay here. You are truly a great friend. I don’t know what I would have done if you weren’t there these past few days.”

      “Yeah, I know you like me,” he said nonchalantly, guzzling his drink and rising. She’d given him the best compliment in ages, she’d called him friend. Xandy grinned in response.

      “I’m going to go do some work while I leave you chuckling,” a hearty chuckle escaped. Even with her secrets, he wished it could stay like it was between them.

      [image: ]

      Anika grabbed her purse and her new marching orders. Before leaving her small apartment, she unzipped her leather bag and stared at the metal pill case, which contained her reprieve. Removing it from its confines, she placed the pill in her pants pocket. She was headed to the police station and might need it sooner than she wished.
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      With Halloween approaching, the city was alive. Haunted houses, hayrides and orange and black lights hung from banisters. Shopping mall parking lots overflowed, restaurants had waiting lines, and trying to find a table for a last-minute business luncheon was almost impossible. Sitting with his menu in hand, Brennan waited for Tom’s less-than-punctual arrival. He knew that Xandy was hedging something.

      He’d made his decision. He wasn’t going to let anyone come in between him and his happiness, including the money he potentially could lose. Even though the arrangement with Xandy was only temporary, it made him realize how much he wanted someone like her in his life. With Jocelyn, he knew he’d never be able to get over her betrayal. What was money when he could re-earn it? But time and his own happiness, once gone, he could not so easily recoup them.

      “Sorry I’m late. Had a brushfire to take care of,” Tom said, sliding into the seat across from Brennan.

      “No problem,” Brennan said.

      “Traffic is horrible out there, and trying to find a parking spot was worse than finding one for court. What did you want to meet about?”

      “I made a decision. I think I’m going to try to take things to a new level with Xandy.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me? I knew that conniving bitch quit yesterday for a reason.”

      “What?” Brennan asked, perplexed and irritated. “Why?”

      “Xandy quit yesterday with this long speech about how I was too involved in her personal life, and now you call me here so I can draft the paperwork for you to hang yourself with a thirteen-million-dollar noose. She is just a girl. There is nothing special about her besides her criminal charges that were dismissed. Hell, if you are looking for that type of woman, I know more than enough them.”

      ”Don’t demean her in front of me.”

      “Sorry, a little frustrated is all.” Brennan saw shadows pass over Tom’s features, which he quickly quashed. “And you and Jocelyn?” Tom asked.

      “I don’t think I can ever have something with her again without seeing what she’s done to me and my family.”

      “So, you want to press forward with the divorce, no matter what she throws up at you?”

      “Correct. I’m not going to waste another minute of my life dealing with her issues. Instead, I think it’s time for me to start living again,”
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      Anika sat in the interrogation room with her shoulders thrown back. The officer’s psychobabble was to begin shortly. Her head hurt with her decisions.

      Monroe and Hobbes walked in. “Ms. Mandisa, I’m sure you know why you’re here,” Monroe said.

      “Actually, I don’t have a clue. I was told to come down here to answer some questions. Am I under arrest?”

      “Do you think you should be?” asked Hobbes.

      “I have nothing to hide. I’ll freely answer any of your questions, if you’ll tell me what this is about.”

      “Alexandria Caras, do you know her?”

      “There are several people I know through my job at Dr. Edwards’s office. Why?”

      “We know you are acquainted with Ms.  Caras, and have been stalking her,” Hobbes lied. “We’ve found your fingerprints on mail received by Ms. Caras.” Detective Monroe pulled out the evidence bag that contained a poem they’d found at Xandy’s.

      The watches tick, time I have stopped.

      Death reaches them all, except the immortal.

      When we are conjoined into one

      Then I will rest

      Then I will be all you need

      To live, to breathe, to die

      Then I will forgive.

      “Detective, excuse me for my rudeness, but I can see this is going to take a long time, and I stayed up quite late and still have somewhat of a headache. Would you mind if I had something to drink?” Anika asked.

      “Not at all, ma’am,” Monroe said, and exited the room.

      When Monroe brought a bottle of cold water back to the interrogation room, Anika reached into her pocket and grabbed the needed tablet. “I suffer from intense headaches. I’m sorry. Just a moment, please.” Placing the pill on her tongue, she swallowed it with water. “And I’ll answer any question you may have.”

      “Tell me about Dr. Edwards,” Hobbes said.

      “He’s a kind man, with an even kinder heart,” she gushed.

      “What is your relationship with him?”

      “He’s my boss.”

      “And how are you connected to Ms. Caras?” Monroe asked.

      “She is just a patient.”

      “How did your fingerprints get on that poem?” he lied.

      “That’s preposterous detective.” Anika arched an eyebrow. “I take capecitabine, which has the side effect of producing hand-mouth syndrome. Besides occasional pain, it has caused me to lose my fingerprints. Nonetheless, your suspicions are correct. I mailed the letters to her.” Anika grinned like a cat that had swallowed the canary.

      “Why would you do that?” Hobbes asked.

      “We wanted to play a nice game with her, different from all the others, but then again, there were also different motives.”

      “What motives would that be?” Monroe asked.

      “I’m not the killer,” Anika said. “You would need to ask my associate.”

      “Who, Ms. Mandisa?” Hobbes asked.

      “Now, officer, you know I can’t tell you that. But what I can tell you is that I would like a lawyer now. I’m feeling quite tired of your questions and–” Before she could finish her sentence, she slumped over at the table. Hobbes checked her vitals and found her unresponsive.

      As they tried to revive her, it quickly became clear that it was too late.
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      Dusk was on the horizon. Brennan stared at the phone, remembering Emily’s Halloween party tonight. It was high time he showed Xandy all of his life, including his family. The party would be a prime opportunity to introduce her to his circle. Bolting from his chair, he rushed to the kitchen to see if Xandy was still there.

      “I’ll be by,” Brennan overheard Xandy say. “I have to check on my apartment first.” Hanging up the phone, Xandy turned her attention toward Brennan. “What has you so excited?” Xandy asked.

      “I wanted to find out if you would do me the honor of joining me for some festivities tonight.”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “Put on your nicest outfit and meet me in the living room in two hours.”

      “It is not going to take me two hours to get ready.”

      “But it will take that long for me to do what I need to do.”

      “Do you want me to head out then? I do need to go to my apartment and check on everything. My landlord has given me thirty days to move out.  Something about the increased police presence not being good for the neighborhood’s reputation. When this is over, I’ll start looking for a new place. Sort of a new start, you know?”

      “I don’t know if that is the safest thing.”

      “Rebecca will meet me over there, if she can.”

      After a moment of thought, he said, “Okay, let me call the station and get Officer Jenkins over.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you in a couple of hours, then,” Xandy said. As she turned to leave, he caught her arm.

      “We’re going to have a great time tonight.”

      Confusion crossed her face.

      “I’ll explain everything tonight. Tell Officer Jenkins I said hello.”

      “I’ll be fine, Brennan.”

      “If I don’t hear from you, I’m coming after you.”

      A smile tugged at her lips. “I’m sure you will,” she said with an uncomfortable chuckle. “A pain in the ass isn’t hard to find.”

      “No, but friends are.”
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      Officer Jenkins parked the patrol car in Xandy’s parking space in front of her building.

      “It shouldn’t be long, but I just need to take a look around, grab my mail and all.”

      “Do you need me to come up?” Jenkins asked. His rosy-cheeks combined with his Santa Claus-like white hair and round belly, comforted her.

      “I don’t see any reason. I’ll only be a minute or two.”

      “I’ll be waiting when you get down here,” Jenkins said.

      He watched Xandy’s retreat. Sitting in his patrol car, he saw a blue Chevy Impala pull up behind him. He was surprised it took Lazarus so long to walk over. No matter what the Captain said, they were brothers in blue. He’d trust him with more than his life.
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      Seeing Xandy enter her building, Lazarus exited his Impala and jogged over to Officer Jenkins’s car.

      “It’s taken you long enough to catch up. I thought I lost you back there on Patterson,” Jenkins said with a hearty laugh.

      “Yeah, thankfully, I knew where you were headed from the radio transmission.” Lazarus rubbed his hands together, wishing for the long-forgotten warmth of September. “How long are you going to be here?” He rubbed his hands together and blew into them. “I’m thirsting for some hot coffee.”

      “Now you’re being stereotypical.”

      “I didn’t say doughnuts,” Lazarus snickered. “There’s a Starbucks not far away. I could be back in a couple of minutes with something to make this more pleasant. How many creams and sugars do you want?”

      “Sugar is for wimps. I take mine black.”

      “I’ll treat since you are counting down the end of your service. I can’t believe you are going to retire on me.”

      “I’m not done yet. Just thinking about what’s best for me and my family. Patty has always wanted to head to the Caribbean for Christmas.”

      “It’s not even Halloween yet.”

      “I know, but by putting in the paperwork early, I know how much I’ll get out of my pension and what I can afford. She’s going to be amazed when I tell her about it.”

      “She doesn’t know?”

      “Nah. I have to have some surprises.”

      Lazarus looked at his watch. “All right, I’ll be right back with something to knock off this chill.”
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      Xandy walked through the front door of her apartment with her mail in hand and cringed. She placed the neat stack of mail on the kitchen counter. Her once-lovely chaise, sofa, and stuffed armchair were shredded. Black grit from her potted plants covered the carpet. Her paintings now hung crooked on the walls, while her framed photos lay torn, surrounded by shards of glass. Her television had been smashed; the cabinets emptied; lamps and tables tossed.

      Xandy’s apartment was its own obstacle course. She meandered her way through the mess. Peering into her bedroom, she noticed that it was even worse, if that were possible. The mattress lay tossed to the side, slashed vertically; the bed’s frame also lay on its side. Turning, she looked at her closet, where everything lay in a heap on the floor.

      Everything had been rummaged through. Nothing was untouched; what was considered to be of little value was simply destroyed. Black and red spray-painted anarchy symbols littered her walls, as well as the words ‘murderer’ and ‘killer.’ Reaching out to touch the paint, she heard the squeaking of a floorboard behind her. She turned.

      Feeling the needle’s prick, she collapsed on the floor, seeing only black shoes and the hem of navy blue pants.

      He’d finally come to get her.
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      Thanks to a short line and speedy preparation, Lazarus arrived back at the apartment complex after mere minutes away. Pulling into the parking lot, he saw a gray Ford Expedition roll out into traffic.

      He carried the black gold over to the patrol car.

      “Okay, Jenkins, you didn’t specify a size, so I got you a–”

      Lazarus dropped the hot coffee. It splattered over the cold cement. Steam rose as its last warmth escaped. Seeing his friend leaning back, and the fresh blood run from the large incision across and down his neck, on to his once crisp uniform, Lazarus reached for his cell phone. “We have an officer down!”

      After spurting off all the details he could think of, he bolted to Xandy’s apartment to see if she was still there. Climbing the stairs three at a time, he immediately noticed Xandy’s apartment door wide open. “Ms. Caras,” he bellowed repeatedly. There was only silence. He checked each of the rooms, the closets, any place she might have been, searching for her. If he hadn’t seen her walk into her building, he never would have thought she was ever there, except for a stack of mail neatly stacked in the chaos.

      Pain shot through Lazarus’s head. The room swam before him until he toppled over unconscious.
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      The searing stitch to his side told him something wasn’t right. Lazarus felt battered and bruised. Opening his eyes, he stared at the mess in which he lay. It took a moment for it to come back to him. He was at Xandy’s apartment. He’d been looking for her when someone attacked him? That didn’t make sense. He moved to push up from the floor. His hands felt heavy. It was then that he saw the long blade which he grasped, covered in crimson, as well as his hands. He tossed the knife away from him. “No. No. No,” he muttered.

      Scurrying away, he rushed toward the front door, which was still ajar. He couldn’t be found like this.

      It was then that he heard the not-too-distant sirens and muffled sound of combat boots climbing the stairs up toward her apartment.

      “Freeze!” One of the officers pointed his handgun at Lazarus’s chest. Lazarus fell to his knees and placed his hands behind his head.

      Damn, someone had just set him up!
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      Victor climbed the stairs to Xandy’s apartment, taking them two at a time. He noticed the hallway lights leading to her apartment had been knocked out. Broken glass covered the carpet. Walkie-talkies squawked, alerting him to the other officers already securing the scene. Her apartment door was open.

      After a cursory glance of the living room and the kitchen, Victor saw the damage, the struggle that must have ensued. The lights flickered. Turning on his flashlight, he moved toward the master bedroom and paused.

      The light from his flashlight caught the movement of something dangling from the ceiling. He flipped on the overhead bedroom light and looked up. Watches with broken faces spanned across the ceiling. Each was different from the others in color and make, but all were encrusted with red stains.

      Blood.

      “We’ve checked everywhere, sir,” said a uniformed officer. “There is no sign of Ms. Caras.”

      Victor nodded his head. One officer dead, one suspended cop in custody, and the key to it all gone.

      Victor’s face remained set. He couldn’t come apart now, wondering if she’d be found– alive; wondering if he’d get a chance to make things right between them; wondering if…. Victor shook his head to be rid of the mind web weaving its way from one question to the next about her and him.

      He couldn’t afford another complication, not when literally, her life could be depending on him.

      If he ever needed to be a hero– he hoped he had the strength to be one for her now.
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      The killer drove onward. Blending into traffic, he followed the cars on to Interstate 64 and headed east. He had such great plans, and they could only be accomplished at the place he’d planned for: the Pump House. His excitement simmered under the surface. He glowed from the pure excitement.

      Now it could all begin.
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      Xandy’s breath caressed the killer’s flesh as he carried her. Her skin felt like silk. Having her in his clutches, he ached to feel Pia again, to hear her laugh, to feel her sisterly love. He longed for a future that would never, could never exist.

      He shook his head. He needed her. He longed to be closer to what she was, his midnight, and his aching soul. Taking the knife in his hand, he placed it against her clothes allowing its sharp blade to cut through, ever so gently as not to slice Xandy’s skin. His heart hammered in his chest like a beating drum. His hands jittered like an adolescent boy’s.

      Electricity coursed through him. He knew what he was, just as he knew what he had to do. He was drowning in his own sea of blood. He needed to change her violently. There was no other way. Her scent pushed him over the brink of no return. He craved her.

      All he wanted was to purge her. There was no other way.

      She’d awoken the demon dwelling deep within.
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      Sleep wanted to drag Xandy back into its calm grasp, but something didn’t feel right. She lifted her head and surveyed her surroundings. Strung up to a wall, standing with her arms stretched out above her with cold metal chains, a chill rushed through her from more than the cold stone. The only light was coming from the array of flickering candles in the medium-sized room with a stone floor, exposed timber beams and covered windows. A dead lamb lay strung out on the table. Its blood drained into a chrome mixing bowl. She was unsure of where she was but she recognized the shape of someone off to the side.

      A ski mask covered his face and he stood naked before her, covered only in a thick crimson paste. Dark triangles covered his torso, arms, and legs. His hair hung limp in an odd Caesar cut, plastered with a mixture of what she could only imagine as blood and sweat. Her scream died as she stared at him. He closed the distance between them.

      “You’re finally awake? Good. There is no turning back.”

      “Why are you doing this?” Xandy asked, confused. Her brow furrowed.

      “I see inside of you. I know. I know.” He pointed an accusing finger at her.

      “What? Who are you?” she asked, perplexed. “Why am I here?”

      “You know the answer to that, Alexandria. The key to redemption is penance. You have suffered so much and caused so many to suffer. That is why you are different.”

      From his intonation, Xandy could hear his awe as he gushed over her. Stay awake. Breathe. Listen.

      “’Let he without sin cast the first stone’ was so simple to follow until you. You’ve created a sort of quagmire for me, you know. I don’t know if I should purge you or applaud your malicious efforts.”

      “I don’t know what you are talking about.”

      “Yes, that is the way of things with pathological liars. After a while, they believe their own tales. See, Alexandria, I know the truth about your role in Thornton’s death, and I know about the money he left for you if anything went wrong with his plan. Too bad he trusted you too much. I know about your leverage against Blackwell; your promises for protection while in jail, and even the lies you spewed to save yourself.”

      “Where am I?”

      “Questions that are irrelevant will not be addressed,” he sneered.  “I offer you a solution. A sort of penance!”

      “I don’t care what you say!”

      “Is that how you felt when you waved goodbye to her, leaving the poor sheep in a cage of ravenous lions?”

      Xandy gulped.

      “You are just like the others, but she liked you. Trusted you, didn’t she? How much did it cost for you to sell her out? How much did Blackwell want to rescue her– have her charges erased, like yours?”

      “She was my friend.” Xandy heard her voice quiver at that admission.

      “She waited for you. You told her it was all going to be okay, but it wasn’t.”

      “Where is she? What have you done to Pia?”

      “Now you act like you care, but if you truly did, you’d know the answer to your own question.” He tilted his masked head to the side. His hand moved up her naked body, lingering.

      Her skin crawled where he touched her. Xandy gulped, cringing at the idea of being sexually assaulted by him.

      “Don’t! Please! Stop!” She tried to move away from his touch, to kick him away, but the shackles hindered her flailing feet.

      “Yes, beg. Beg and then pray. And pray harder. I might listen,” he said, chuckling.

      “What do you plan to do to me?” she demanded.

      “You know, deification has entitled men to too much over the centuries,” he stated matter-of-factly. “Human or animal sacrifices, virgins, the spoils of war. Now, the greatest apostasy stands before you. Religion is worse than the strongest heroin. It has created wars, famines, hatred. We are all gods, able to create, destroy, bestowing this world with our curses.”

      Removing the lamb’s head from the table, the killer placed its brain in a stainless steel bowl, along with the gathered blood from the chrome bowl. “You shall rise anew.”

      “You’re full of bat shit,” Xandy mumbled. Terror brewed below the surface. She needed to keep a cool head.

      Xandy looked up at her chains. The metal cuffs were strong and the chains secure. He had to get close enough, she reassured herself, or she would lose more than what she was willing to sacrifice.

      “You can be happy. But first we must dance in the blood of the wicked.” Wild eyed, he stared at her, awaiting her response.

      Xandy cackled. Her stomach ached from nervousness and well-hidden fear.

      “Stop laughing!”

      She laughed harder, her complexion reddening at the spasms.

      Raising back his arm, with his gloved hand clenched, he swung, punching her. She laughed even harder.

      In spite of the pain, she couldn’t make herself stop. “Is that all you got, my lord?” she asked defiantly, as blood trickled from her nose.

      He hit her again, knocking her unconscious.
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      Brennan fixed his tie just right, eyeing himself in the mirror. He could only grin about his surprise for Xandy. Tonight he’d have a chance to dote on her and maybe, just maybe, their friendship could evolve into more, he hoped. She was single and being around her brought life into his lonely existence. He could almost imagine a relationship with her.

      Xandy should be walking through the door soon, and then his great evening could begin, he mused, as he walked away from his reflection and into the dining room, awaiting her arrival. Tonight he would tell her how he felt; tonight maybe he’d kiss away any lingering fear; tonight they’d celebrate what could be between them – their hearts.
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      Xandy could hear the water rushing in the distance. She came to in yet another room, still chained. But this time, her masked kidnapper was nowhere to be seen. She moved her head from side to side. With each movement, pain shot through her temples. Her jaw felt stiff and her nose ached. Only a distant light allowed her squinting eyes to peer into the tunnel. She was in a storm drain, or something similar, she realized from the drain’s curve.

      “First comes blood, then water,” she heard him say from above. Looking, she saw him roosted above her, peering down into the chamber. “I need to clean that mess off of you. Let’s see if this test proves your worthiness as well.”

      “Show me your face, you coward,” Xandy said. “Soon the police will be here. You don’t know who you’re messing with!”

      “Of course I know, for I am the police.” With his chest stuck out, the killer shone a light on his face, a face she recognized.

      “You? You’re doing this to me?” Xandy said.

      “No, I’m doing this for her!” Officer Bob Thomas said. “She was my sister; she trusted you; I trusted you, and you betrayed it all. Without my help, tampering with your evidence, manipulating, you’d still be behind bars.”

      “Why couldn’t you help her?” Xandy muttered.

      “No one cared about a young girl making a mistake. I had nothing to bargain with. For you, there was money in the bank and a kingpin who would do anything to make sure he got access to it again. With you, though, I have it all. I’m untouchable now. You’re a liability, one that the police can’t wait to be rid of. Now that they know where the money is, no one needs you anymore.”

      “People love me.”

      “Such drivel. They all were using you to locate the millions Thornton stole.”  Bob stared at her. He watched her lip tremble.

      “You lie! I am somebody.”

      “It doesn’t matter how many times you tell yourself that, it changes nothing. Now enough with the chit-chat, it’s time to proceed. I’m sure you’re aware that water has been used as not only a cleansing power but also a symbol of new life. Baptism, at least in Christian tradition, was an outward symbol of the internal change.”

      Xandy yanked on the chains as Bob continued his theology lesson. She hoped for a miracle, godly intervention, when the sound of rushing water started her way. It sounded like a waterfall crashing, and flowing forward, like the special effects of the water used with the Titanic movie, but this was no movie and there was no Leonardo DiCaprio there to transcend time and space to save her.

      “In fact, there is still a large discussion over which way a baptism should be held– a small sprinkle as a child or full immersion as practiced by so many within the Christian community.”

      The first trickles of water seeped into the small room, first creating puddles and then quickly rising. With only her feet free, there was not much she could do. Images of her new life danced in her mind. She couldn’t afford to cry, be sentimental. She needed to keep her wits about her.

      “For me, I thought it better to do it slowly. To allow the water to rise, and quench any lingering sin you may have.”

      The cold water rose faster, now covering her ankles and calves.

      She shivered.

      “Do you have any confessions to make before you leave this world?”

      Xandy remained silent, holding in the tears she refused to shed. Her teeth chattered. The water was now at her waist.

      “Church history teaches that baptism also admitted one into the congregation of believers, and even though the Bible suggests immersion, history shows that most knelt in water until the third century and then water was poured over them. Since there are so many choices, I came up with my own way.”

      Xandy gulped as the water rose higher. “Why are you doing this to me? Just let me go.”

      “All religions have their ceremonies for inundating their believers. I’ve just been blessed to create my own. With all of my indoctrination, what was there left for me? I poured everything into my craft, my creation and then the answer. If God is indeed a reflection of man, then we are all doomed, but if men are a reflection of God, then I am a deity, just like the other more evolved are.”

      “You’re making no sense,” Xandy uttered. The water was now under her raised arms.

      “Of course I am. The fittest and strongest survive in the wild. I am the newest demigod, half man, half deity. I am the new way of salvation on earth. For sin, there must be recompense, punishment. The dead cry out for justice, which I have delivered.” Looking down at her plight, Bob leered. “May your soul now be cleansed.” Rising from his squatting position, he removed himself from her sight.

      Xandy stared at the water. It covered her chin and continued to gush into the room. She tilted her head back, trying to keep her nose and mouth above the liquid death. She kicked her legs to stay above the water’s surge. She kicked and kicked, until the water almost covered her face. Taking one last breath before she was submerged under the water, she tried to float to the surface, but the chains pulled her down. With her eyes open, she tried to wrestle with the heavy metal, but that too was unfruitful, wasting her energy and oxygen.

      Her chest started to burn, as bubbles escaped. Her oxygen was running out, and so was her time.
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      Lazarus knew what was going on behind the scenes, as he sat in the interview room. The officers had been nice enough to uncuff him, considering what he was being charged with: murder. Not just any murder, but he was suspected of being the serial killer. How the hell did that happen?

      He heard the door unlock. They’d try to break him, get a confession out of him. He knew the routine because he’d done it numerous times himself. They wanted him to pin himself into a corner by trying to explain how innocent he was. He couldn’t risk that. When his ex-partner walked in, he knew they were bringing out the big guns. The conflict of interest in the case should have been enough to keep Hobbes away, but his gut told him something was foul about the entire situation.

      “Peter, what were you doing there?” Hobbes asked.

      “You’re a cop, man. I can’t talk to you until I talk to my attorney. I’m innocent no matter what your evidence against me says. I’ll give you a bone, though. When I arrived in her apartment complex after a coffee run, I saw a vehicle leaving.”

      “It’s me, Pete. I’ll try to help you anyway I can.”

      “You want to help me? Take me to see the Captain. Then we can straighten this all out.

      “I need the feed from the traffic cameras,” Victor said. “We are looking for a gray 2006 Ford Expedition.”

      “This city is filled with Ford Expeditions,” Hobbes muttered. “How are we to know which one?”

      “Just look for the one with the girl in it,” Victor retorted. “If there are any calls about an SUV or whatnot,” Victor said, “I want to know about it. Our guy does not play with his victims.”
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      Brennan waited in his favorite black tuxedo. The candles were lit, soft music played in the background.

      His phone rang.

      Answering it on the first ring, he heard Victor’s voice.

      “Brennan, I have some news,” Victor said. “It’s Xandy. She’s gone.”
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      Hearing a loud knock on the door, Brennan threw it open, hoping to see Xandy on the other side. Instead, Aden stood there looking disheveled– abnormal for his usual suave self.

      “We need to talk.” He entered and closed the door behind him. “I thought you’d show up for Emily’s party. Since that wasn’t the case, I knew I’d find you here.”

      “I can’t right now!”

      “I need you to listen to me. To what I have to say.”

      “I am not going to put your bull before what’s going on. Right now, the woman I was supposed to protect is missing. I was supposed to be man enough to keep her safe; to keep her out of harm’s way.”

      Brennan paced. He glared at the clock and paced some more. He kept trying her number. He’d hoped they could triangulate the call, but so far the police could not locate her. The fear of losing what could be was pushing him over the edge.

      “The police are looking for her,” Aden said

      “There is nothing you can say right now.” He didn’t want to be patronized. He wanted to be out hitting the streets.

      “I’m here to talk to you, and it can’t wait. We need to talk about Jocelyn.”

      “You brought this shit to my house!” Brennan yelled. His face contorted into sheer agony. His hand clenched. Fisted. He advanced toward Aden, forcing him back toward the door, and ripped it open. “Get out! You left me with nothing.”

      “Hit me if it makes you feel better,” Aden said. “It still won’t change anything.”

      Brennan turned away and focused on the city’s lights.

      “Don’t you get it?” Aden asked. Tears flowed down his face. “I just wanted to be you! You have it all, and for one minute, I wanted to feel that high. You had a trophy wife, a big shot career, money. And me? All I had were the name and the scraps you gave me. I wanted what you had, and if I couldn’t have it, I needed you to lose it.”

      “Now you only have the broke trophy wife. I’m finished with the both of you.”
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      Xandy felt a liquid splash into her face, waking her from the darkness. She sputtered trying to clear it from her face. Whatever it was, some had gotten into her mouth, metallic tasting. She coughed up the water she swallowed and inhaled. Her lungs hurt from the rush of oxygen. She wasn’t sure of how much more she could take. But she understood his goal. It was to break her through her own mental anguish, placing her in situations that were too real with danger.

      “Hmmm. And here I was thinking you wouldn’t come back this time,” he said.

      Xandy opened her eyes and saw that blood-like liquid covered her, dripping from her hair, on to the stones. She was again chained to a wall, her arms still stretched above her. She could barely feel her arms anymore, due to their positioning, but that was the least of her worries.

      She didn’t know how much time had passed since the last conversation with him. Time was irrelevant, as she’d been intermittently lucid since she became aware that she was being held. But she was sure that he was ready to proceed with his plan.

      “You’re getting to experience some of what Pia went through because of you. Her angst, fear, pain.” She stared at him, seeing that he, too, was doused in the fresh red goop. The only thing visible was his eyes, his face once again masked.

      She could see the crazy in him.

      “Taste the blood of the wicked, bathe in their transgressions,” he chanted. “Aren’t you going to speak, my child? Do you see their sins, like I see them, like I see yours?” He moved closer, taking her chin in his large hand.

      Xandy remained silent.

      Walking away, he turned on the light, allowing her to see a little more of the room. She stared into the distance, refusing to acknowledge his presence. The lights above them dimmed. She could hear a generator’s high hum.

      “Well, it would appear that you want to play games. I bet I can make you scream.” He moved out of her line of sight.

      She gasped.

      He’d moved her to another room, but this one filled with animal corpses.

      “Is that all you have for me? Stuffed animals,” she croaked. “What an amateur. And here I was thinking you were diabolical. Any nine-year-old with a grudge against the world could do that.”

      “Oh, how dumb you are. I kill people. I watch them die. But I wanted you to see where it all starts, before we progress to the other stages.”

      Xandy could only hope that her four-legged friend wasn’t there. Shaking her head free of that thought, she concentrated on the beast in front of her.

      “With corpses come the rats. I will release them soon and leave you in their torment. They will want to hear your screams, as will I. Scream loudly so I can record you like the others.”

      Stepping away, he darkened the room again. She heard a door snap closed behind her, and the creaking of metal as the unseen cages came unhinged. Then they started to come.

      Squeak.

      She could hear the scurrying coming closer.

      Panic rose. She tried to move her legs away, but where? She pulled on the chains. There wasn't any leeway, nothing that could help her. Then she felt something brush against her. She jumped from one leg to the next.

      Squeak.

      She screamed.

      With what sounded like a tape recorder’s click, she started hearing the screaming of others. It echoed off the walls.

      Unbearable pain rose up her leg. She continued to scream until her voice was raw. She couldn’t stand it anymore.

      Squeak.

      She passed out.
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      Lazarus followed Hobbes, allowing the old atmosphere to pump him up even more. At least he’d left the handcuffs off, letting Lazarus walk without problems. For that simple kindness, Lazarus was grateful.

      The threat of being in an orange jumpsuit, and hearing the hooting and hollering from those he’d locked up within the last few months gave Lazarus clarity. The precinct’s noise was what he knew, what he understood. Even with all of the squawking, buzzing with the hint of unadulterated laughter, it was his precinct and where he belonged.

      He knew the journals gave him the upper hand in dealing with Victor. For him, this was going to be like a poker game– he was playing with a royal flush. With this information, he was not only going to get reinstated, but he’d also pinpoint the reason Victor was so evasive when it came to Xandy. After all Lazarus had read and seen, Victor would have to give him more than a brush-off. He’d have to give him the truth.

      Hobbes knocked on Victor’s office door.

      With a nod and wave to those he saw near and in the distance, he strode cocksure into Victor’s office and took a seat.

      “Leave us,” Victor said to Hobbes and turned his attention to Lazarus. “Where is she?” He pounded on his desk and rose to his full six foot height.

      Lazarus blanched. If Victor were a dog, he was close to being rabid. He almost foamed at the mouth. “I don’t know where your woman is, like I told Hobbes. What I do know is you have the wrong person locked up in here. Is there something you want to tell me, Captain? Do you have me in here because I was getting too close to the truth?”

      “Your truth.”

      “What of Blackwell?”

      “I have no dealings with Blackwell, Lazarus,” Victor cautioned.

      “But if my evidence is correct–”

      “–which is only circumstantial, from the diaries of the dead. I don’t care about Blackwell. I care only about the dead bodies piling up that have a connection to you!”

      “The Commonwealth will have to listen to what I have to say!”

      “That was always your problem Peter, even as a beat cop. You thought it was okay to chase something down without taking the time to understand what was happening. It’s the same thing here.”

      “My sources say that Blackwell was behind the hit on Thornton Gage and that Alphonso Henderson was paid to be the gunman. Thornton was to leave and head off with Lauren Donovan. How did Alphonso know Thornton was there?”

      “Are you trying to interrogate me? I can only tell you that there were several 911 calls about shots being fired. As to what, how, why, you will have to ask the deceased.”

      “Cut the bullshit, Victor. What do they have over your head to keep you quiet?”

      Victor’s left eye started to twitch. He clenched his teeth and in a low almost growl, he said. “It’s not your job to question me. My only concern is Ms. Caras and not some cockamamie story you’ve thought up!”

      “I know there are only two ways out of Blackwell’s clutches: death or continual running. The question is what will you choose to do? Out of respect, I will sit on what I have to give you a chance to decide, but decide wisely. These trumped up charges aren’t going to stick.”

      Victor ran his fingers through his hair. “At least you have hope.”

      “Just remember my choices.”
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        Metro News

        A suspect has been arrested in the string of murders attributed to the Thou Shall Not Killer, who has terrorized this city. Detective Peter Lazarus is currently being held at the Jail. Robert Humphries, the Commonwealth Attorney, said he believed that the city and its legal system would help to show the world that Richmond is no longer the Murder Capitol of the World, but a vigilant city, where murderers are captured, tried and sentenced.

        The preliminary hearing for Lazarus is scheduled for January 2 in the John Marshall Courts Building. Chief Zimmerman is being praised for his assistance in making sure that our streets are safer, since the alleged killer has been caught. “With the Thou Shall Not Killer behind bars, we can all rest a little safer and the community is now aware of what we do to ensure public safety,” he said. “We are a big city, but still have the feeling of a small town. If you do wrong, we will catch you.” He is expected to receive the highest commendation from the governor and mayor later this month.

        Peter Lazarus, a seven year veteran of the Greater Richmond Police Department, homicide division, is being accused of masterminding the slaughter of several people throughout the city. At this time, a motive has not been confirmed, although a confidential source has said that it was to provide justice for those who were unable to receive it through the courts system. The legal community and his fellow officers were astounded to hear the official complaint and the city is in a state of outrage at such heinous crimes. There have been further murmurings of civil litigation against the Police Department, the mayor and its designees since Detective Lazarus was an agent of the city.

        Calls to Lazarus’s attorney have not been returned.
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      Xandy glanced around, trying to get her bearings. Squinting, she stared at the cracked and water-damaged ceiling. She could only tell that she was lying in a deep wooden box. She tried to move but couldn’t. She could still hear the screams instead of the eerie silence. She moved her arms and found them shackled to her feet in manacles.

      Bob silently approached. “Finally. You’re awake.”

      With pressure on her jaw, he stuffed a cotton bandana into her mouth. She tasted the dry cloth. The sound of duct tape being unfurled caused her to squirm.

      He stared down at her, clothed in only a loincloth. Picking up the large clear plastic container that contained his snakes, he removed the lid.

      “Many think that ‘thou shalt’ is only contained in the laws of the Old Testament, like Exodus and Numbers, but those words can even be found in the Book of Psalms. My favorite scripture, outside of the ten of course, is Psalm 91: ‘Thou shalt tread upon the lion and the adder.’ I cannot take the risk of you so easily walking away, so I chose to modify this. I could continue ad nauseam, but what fun would that be?”

      He turned the container over, emptying the snakes on her naked body. He emptied three such containers over her.

      Xandy released a soft muffled scream, as she felt them slither across her skin. “That may be your last scream,” he said, closing the coffin-like enclosure.

      She tried to yell again and again, as the snakes moved over her legs, torso and face. Her breathing caught.

      The resonating sound of the nails being pounded into the wooden box crashed upon her. She screamed some more. She heard his retreating footsteps, as her heart hammered in her chest. Her stomach churned. Trapped in a small confined space, barely wide enough for her shoulders, every feeling was amplified. Her nostrils flared, sweat pooled, and anxiety mounted.

      Then she heard it again and again and again. Blood curdling screams combined with something else familiar, too familiar. It was her voice. “You killed them.  You killed them all.”
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      Johnson Howell, manager of the James River Park System and the city park naturalist, had finished overseeing his small section of land between Powhite Parkway and Route 161, which included Pump House Park. The sun was setting and a frigid breeze off the river seeped in between his layers of clothing. He rubbed his gloved hands together.

      With booted feet and visible breath, he broke free of the growing underbrush, panting from the exertion. He walked back toward the road, across the concrete and rusted iron bridge and up the small incline to the cold city vehicle that awaited him. Grabbing his clipboard, he checked off his approval of the day’s tasks and turned the key in the ignition.

      As his car moved forward, he noticed a gray Ford Expedition parked along the road. Pump House Park closed at sunset and with the sun’s dying twinkle, it was time for the vehicle to leave. After careful scrutiny, much patience and seeing that the vehicle was not leaving, Johnson exited his truck and trudged over to the SUV. The driver sat behind the wheel.

      Johnson tapped on the driver’s window. As the window was rolled down, and after identifying himself, Johnson said, “You are going to have to move your car. The park’s closing.” He pointed to the sign.

      Bob glared at the man and clenched his hands tighter around the steering wheel. “There’s still a bit of sun. I only want to capture a few shots.”

      “Sorry. You’ll have to come back tomorrow. Please leave or I will have to have you towed, buddy.”

      Bob frowned. “I just want to take a couple of pictures, and then I’ll be on my way.” He then rolled up his window, dismissing Johnson’s attempts to make him do anything. When he heard the scanner’s squeak, he knew his time had run out. He wanted to finish with Xandy, to make sure she perished at his hands, but now, with the cops potentially coming, he had to make a hurried change of plans.
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      Johnson stalked back to his car. The day had been long; he was cold, and the thought of staying out in the cold even a little longer for a man who wouldn’t listen was beyond him. He’d reached his limit today of fools and idiots, but rules were rules. Although he could not make the SUV driver do anything, he knew the police could. There had been enough vandalism of the Gothic style building.

      Johnson noted the SUV’s license plate number and drove away. With his phone in hand, he called the local precinct. “I have another one for you. The SOB won’t listen to me.”

      “No problem, Johnson,” said the dispatcher, “Go ahead; give me the location, license plate, and make of the car.”

      “The license plate is Virginia tags: XTW-635. It’s a gray Ford Expedition SUV.”

      The dispatcher, recognizing the SUV’s description fit the BOLO, contacted the alerting officers.

      “Monroe,” Hobbes called. “Dispatch just got a call about an SUV fitting the perp’s description over on Pump Drive.”

      “Tell the Captain,” Monroe said, grabbing his coat and heading toward the door. “Let him know what’s going on. I’m getting there as soon as I can. We’re going to need every hand available for this.”
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      The snakes’ movements had slowed. Their slithering shifted from an abominable intrusion to a caress. With every passing minute, Xandy’s hope of rescue diminished more. She could taste death.

      In the darkness, she mentally recited her favorite poems, haikus and monologues. She thought of math problems, history, grammar, and when she was too tired to think any more, she drifted into a peace that she’d long forgotten. Instead of seeing Thornton’s face, she saw her own, her life and joy.

      She heard the floorboards creak and a muffled voice.

      The lid of the wooden coffin lifted. For a moment, hope surged.

      It was squashed when she saw it was him again, but clothed. She didn’t know how much time had passed, but seeing him almost human, sent rockets of fear through her.

      “Change of plans. It’s time,” Bob said. He reached in and removed one snake at a time, placing them in a plastic container. He removed the vial of pancuronium from his pants pocket and filled the syringe. Inserting the needle into her neck, he pressed down on the plunger, and slowly dosed her.

      It was time to move her paralyzed body.
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      Monroe stood outside the metal chain fence. The place was abuzz with the crime scene investigation unit, dressed in white, and regular detectives making sure the scene was safe. This area was supposed to be peaceful, as the James River was only a couple of feet away. But instead, all he saw was a crime scene that needed his attention. Whoever was here was long gone, but so far they’d discovered a hidden bloody chamber, a holding cell and even a storage room for trophies. It wasn’t a clean place: old and fresh blood spattered the grimy walls. The murderer’s tools were set out, across from a soiled mattress. Fresh and dried droplets of blood were noticeable.  Rope lay tied to the frame of an old brass bed.

      Monroe walked into the trophy room. He found pictures of the victims tacked to the wall, and copies of files neatly organized. Picking one random file up with his gloved hand, he flipped the file open and read the ranting and railings against Gentry Walker. Words were highlighted. At the back of the file, he felt something more rigid. Flipping to the back, he found a small cassette tape taped to the back. Placing it in the evidence bag, he then moved on to see what other evidence he could locate.

      Then he saw it, a memorial alight with a grainy color picture of a woman in her early twenties dancing on a beach. He recognized the woman as being Pia Spencer.

      “Detective Monroe,” said one of his colleagues. “We might have a problem.”

      Monroe followed the investigator, only to find another trophy room. This one had pictures plastered to all four walls of the room, pictures covering pictures, as well as newspaper articles, prosthetics and hair pieces. Seeing the pieces, Monroe quickly understood. The reason they could never pinpoint who he was, was because he was always changing his appearance.

      “Bag all of this up. Let’s see if we can get some usable prints off of this.”

      “Sir, I meant that.” The investigator pointed to the top of the high ceiling. Dangling there was an encased human heart. Watches hung from the bow of the ceiling, circling the heart in a winding pattern.

      Detective Monroe took his flashlight, squinted and stared at the watches. Just like all of those collected from Xandy’s apartment, they were broken and bloodied.

      Mementos of death.

      Then looking away, disturbed by what he saw, Monroe caught sight of vials and syringes filled with a clear liquid on a metal table.

      Everything that he saw pointed to this place as being the haven for the Thou Shall Not Killer.

      As Monroe followed the corridor, he opened a door to discover a room with a coffin lying in the middle of the floor. The wood was unfinished, the bearings rough. It had every appearance of being homemade, as splinters stuck out, and nails were hammered into the wood, sealing the lid on top of the base.

      “Ms. Caras,” Monroe called out. They’d looked almost all over the building for Xandy, and had not been able to find her. He couldn’t take the chance that she could be right under his nose, literally.

      “Give me a hand with this,” Monroe called out to one of the men in white roaming the premises. Returning with a crowbar, Monroe then jammed it between the wood’s edges, splintering the wood.

      The wood groaned as he attempted to remove the lid.

      Finally, it clattered to the floor, revealing a hodgepodge of snakes but not a human body.

      They were too late.
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      With her arms tied with twine in front of her, Xandy’s limbs slowly began to tremble. The drug was wearing off. Her eyes searched the dark. She could feel the space closing in around her, as she felt movement. She tried to stretch out her body, despite that pain that tore through her. She could feel the weight of some sort of gown now covering her. Something with long arms. Her feet were still bare. It shattered any chance that what she’d experienced was a nightmare. It was now all too real.

      She could hear music blaring above her, but it wasn’t until she saw the glow-in-the-dark lever that she knew she was truly in a trunk. If he was moving her, it was to kill her. With the grace of a beached whale, she rolled closer to the t-cord. She didn’t know how long she had, but she needed to get out before the car stopped or it would be too late.

      With her bound and sweaty hands gripping the plastic, she yanked on the cord. Her hands kept slipping. Shaking now and hyperventilating, she wiped them on the gown and tried again and again.

      Only to fail.

      Think, Xandy, think, she admonished herself. She needed a better grip. Taking one last deep breath, calming down, she focused on the task at hand. With everything she had, she pulled until she heard a click.

      Xandy peeked out the trunk at the blurring landscape. Her heart gunned in her ears. Nothing looked familiar. The car had slowed from its previously high speed and drove up an incline, which she recognized as a highway exit ramp. She saw no one in sight.

      When the car came to a full stop, Xandy bolted out of the trunk with everything she had. It was as if her feet took flight. She raced toward the lights of a nearby gas station, yelling at the top of her lungs. “Help!”

      She heard the car’s tires squeal behind her. With her wrists still bound, she flagged down an old pickup truck. Seeing the two soldiers inside made her cry. “Please call 911!”

      Xandy finally allowed herself to turn around. She saw nothing of the car she’d escaped from, not even its taillights, but he knew who she was and where she lived. How could she truly escape from someone who knew everything about her and was willing to kill her for it?
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      Xandy convulsed. EMTs rushed in, lifting her on to a gurney, covering her in the warmth of a sheet. She felt a needle’s prick, heard her name being called.

      “She’s been given something. We have to get her to the hospital,” she heard someone say. She felt swaying movements as she was carried to the ambulance, but she couldn’t say anything.

      The ambulance’s door slammed shut behind her and an oxygen mask was pressed upon her face. She tried to stay awake until they reached the hospital, so she could tell them all what happened, but the promise of peace was too inviting until she remembered he knew all about her.

      Suddenly, she heard the once low-beeping heart monitor peep as her heart walloped against her chest.

      “She’s going into cardiac arrest,” the EMT announced to the driver. The oxygen mask was ripped from her face. With the EMT’s hands placed over each other, he began chest compressions.

      Then, all she heard was stillness.
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      “Captain, we’ve found her,” Monroe said, as Victor pulled up to the Pump House. The area was lit up with flashing blue lights, and officers swarmed everywhere.

      “I’m very happy to hear that. How is she holding up?”

      “She’s on her way to the hospital in Williamsburg. She was located off of Route 33 in New Kent County.”

      “Any sign of the perpetrator?”

      “No, but there is enough evidence here. Surely, he left something for us to find.”

      “Stay here and make sure the scene is processed. I’ll go ahead and take care of Ms. Caras. You should start seeing what you can piece together from this place.”

      Monroe wasn’t happy about the decision, but it wasn’t his call. Victor put his car in reverse and drove away.
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      “You’ll be fine, Ms. Caras,” said the attending doctor. “You’re lucky you escaped such an adventure.”

      Xandy looked up at the doctor, barely able to see his white lab coat. Her face had started to swell and black and blue marks covered her body, and her feet and ankles were bandaged due to the rat bites. Lying in the cool bed, she shivered. She felt every inch of her bruised skin. The black and blue welts that crisscrossed her body appeared like plaid. She didn’t want to think of the hands that had beaten her, grabbed and tortured her, or the eyes that belonged to those terrifying hands. Instead, she concentrated on the IV, the beeping of the heart monitor, and then the sound of metal scraping metal as the curtain was drawn back to reveal Detective Hobbes.

      “Ms. Caras,” Hobbes said. “If you have a moment, I’d like to ask you a couple of questions.” He flipped open his pad, ready to jot down the information he needed.

      “Is there any possibility that this can wait, detective? I really am not feeling up to answering any questions,” Xandy said. Each word hurt coming out, just as each breath.

      “I know that you may be experiencing some discomfort, but we need to catch the guy who did this to you. Can I get a statement of what happened?”

      “Not right now, Hobbes,” Victor interjected, as he placed his hand on Hobbes’s right shoulder. “I’ll take it from here.”

      “Not a problem, Captain.” Closing his pad, Hobbes walked away.

      “So this is where I find you. I’m happy to see that you are okay, Xandy,” Victor said, pulling up a chair to sit next to her. “You scared me there for a while.”

      “How long have I been out?”

      “Long enough.” He held her hand. “Do you know who did this to you?”

      “I wish it was that simple, Victor,” Xandy croaked. “Yes…it was Bob. He knows all about me.”

      Victor glanced back at the door to make sure no one was there listening. He placed his finger up over his lips to shush her.

      “What did he say?”

      “He went on and on about sacrifices and resurrection. About the money.” He knew who she was, where she lived. He knew her life. Everything that made her Xandy. The heart monitor beeping increased. Panic choked her, stealing another moment.

      “Calm down. You’re safe now,” Victor said. He patted her blanketed leg.

      She touched her face and winced. “The bruising is just a nice reminder then of what I’ve been through,” Xandy said. “Where’s Brennan?”

      “He’s on his way. I’m sure he would have been as close to your bedside as possible, if he could have ... I called him and let him know we found you and you were conscious again.”

      “I made it out alive, but I can’t stay here.” Xandy started to pull out her IV and rise from the hospital bed until he stopped her.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Bob knows everything. I have to get out of here. I’ll never be safe here with him after me. It’s time for plan B. You told me, if things went downhill, we’d have to go, and you’d come with me.”

      “I can’t leave yet. Not now. I’m already facing pressure from this investigation and have to see it to the end. I have to keep you safe. I’ve protected you so long, but this has helped me realize that your protection has to be my top priority.”

      “And us…what about us?”

      Victor leaned in closer to her. “My job has always been exciting, and I lived off of that adrenaline until you walked into my life. When I saw you come undone and heard everything you had to say, I knew I had to help you. But it wasn’t until you were free and I saw your smile – that genuine grin that comes out on rare occasions – that I knew what you meant to me. I’ve been a fool for taking you for granted, but it wasn’t because you are not worthy of my love, but because I’m not worthy of yours.

      “These last few days have been the worse of my career. It’s pitted the two things I care about the most against each other. You and my badge. Once I know he’s gone, I’ll willingly walk away from the badge, but never you. I haven’t done anything wrong or broken any rules until now.”

      “Now?” Xandy asked.

      “I wasn’t supposed to fall in love with you, Buttercup, but I did.” Victor clenched his hands open and closed. “I’ve been with the force for what feels like forever. You’re right. Under the circumstances, it’s probably time for me to seek early retirement. If I leave now, I don’t risk losing anything.” Retrieving a card from his pocket, he scribbled a number on its back. “Here is the number you can reach me if ever anything happens. I want you to get out of here and go somewhere safe.”

      “You want me to leave you behind?”

      “I’ll find you. The thing about buttercups that I’ve always appreciated is that they bloom even in harsh terrains and brackish water. They are lovely flowers that many see as simple weeds, but for me, they’ve always been a wonderful wildflower.” Victor leaned in and placed a gentle kiss against her lips.

      Taking the card, Xandy tucked it into her hands. “Come with me. What better way to protect me than to be by my side?”

      “I’m not going to run from this situation. If you’re safe, then I only have one concern: catching Bob. You’re not safe here, and this proves it.” Rising from his chair with a staunch official pose, he turned to walk away.

      “Victor,” Xandy called behind him. He continued to walk away. “Captain Hawthorne!” she called out, stopping him in his steps.

      “I love you, too.”

      A smile was his answer as he disappeared into the bustle of the hospital corridor.
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      Brennan caught his breath when he saw Xandy. As he approached, he could feel her trepidation. Without words, he walked over to her. He saw the pain on her bruised face. Even with all of his skills, he’d lacked the common sense of ensuring that she was watched, taken care of. Her eyes, which used to look at him with such tenderness, now spoke words of worry, framed by black and blue bruising. He gently cupped her face in his hands, waiting for her to resist. Focusing all his attention on her, he said, as his voice shook, “I could live without my toys, without my wealth, without my status, but not without you.”

      Xandy slowly pulled away. “You’re going to have to. What I want, you can’t give me.” She stared at the wall, unwilling to see the hurt on his beautiful face.

      “I love you, Xandy! It’s taken me until now to see it.”

      “You have been a wonderful friend, but there cannot be more between us. Please go.” Xandy pressed the button in her hand. Hearing the beep, her voice wavered. “Nurse, can you please have Mr. Tal escorted from my room?”

      The tears she had attempted to hold back streamed down her face. Brennan grabbed Xandy’s hand. “Why? What’s wrong? What happened to you?”

      Reaching out, he tried to wipe away her tears, as he pulled her into his warm embrace.

      Breaking the hug, Xandy said, “I can’t be a replacement for the wife you lost. You have to land on your feet, find yourself and then, then you’ll find the woman who can complete you. And I’ll be cheering you on from the sidelines, as a dear friend should.”

      An orderly entered, followed by Detective Hobbes. “Is there a problem here?”

      “Just go, Brennan. Please.” Xandy mentally pulled herself together, straightened and turned away from him. “Believe me. This is for the best.” She turned and stared out of the window into the night sky. He made her vulnerable and that was something she couldn’t be.

      Brennan stared at her profile. Disbelief warred with what she’d said. He waited for her to turn back to him, to say she didn’t mean a word of it. Hobbes’s hand on his arm yanked him back to the present. “Get your hands off of me! I heard the lady.” He snatched his arm out of Hobbes’s grasp and turned away. “One day you’re going to regret this,” he said, as calm as the wind before a storm. Without waiting for a response, he left.

      After she heard him leave, and the room was once again filled with the sounds of the heart rate monitor and the IV drip, she released her pent-up breath and whispered, “Losing a friend…I already do.”

      She turned away from the door and pulled the blanket up. She now understood. She had to do more than just survive. She had to live.

      Over the course of the night Xandy listened for any update. She cast a glance at the door, where her police guard still sat. She could hear his radio every now and again, but even the muted television couldn’t withhold the truth.

      Bob had escaped.

      At the end, she’d helped out the killer, his motivations and had the power to pull back the mask on the one terrorizing the city. That was all she owed them. Instead, the rest would be for law enforcement to handle.

      In facing death came freedom. No longer would she be held hostage by her past.

      She was finally free.
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        If you plan to continue with this series, there’s an epilogue…but I suggest you stop here if you don’t like cliffhangers and don’t plan to continue.

        Thanks for reading!
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      With a metallic buzz, the thick safe door slid open, allowing Xandy to limp through. With three keys in hand, she placed the first into the lock and heard the magical click. The other two in her purse were needed to open the treasure they’d packed away a little over two years prior. She set the large titanium briefcase on the marble counter. Removing the two keys needed, she inserted them. Each key opened one lock on the briefcase– a briefcase custom made for them. The suitcase couldn’t be jimmied or broken into.

      Inside she found what she expected. Everything she needed to start over: cash, identifications, a handgun and the packet of Blackwell’s illegal business activities.

      Xandy grinned and walked out of the bank and into the new chapter of her new life.

      Removing the three packages she prepared, she dropped them into the blue mail receptacle. Now lighter, she headed back toward her car, parked in the parking deck.

      Who said starting over wouldn’t be easy?

      [image: ]

      Outside Bob watched and waited. He’d given her a second chance. A second chance to prove to him that she could and would do better. Seeing her stroll through the bank’s doors and out toward her car with a whimsical smile, he discerned that she’d learned nothing.

      With each step she took, his thoughts started to whirl. Nothing could hold him, neither this world nor the next. He only needed time, to wait. Then he would show the world what he really was. Not just a killer, but a god, and he knew with whom he’d start.

      Her.

      
        The End
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        Continue the Spark Before Dying Series with Perfect Killer.

        https://www.tinaglasneck.com/books
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        Biblical apocalypse or alien invasion? Either way, John is about to have a bad day.

      

      John Stark is often described as surly. He’s quiet by nature and prefers training dogs for Search and Rescue to an office job. So, when an earthquake collapses a building in Virginia Beach, he answers the call, even though one of the alien ships hovers only a few miles away.

      Though the aliens have been inactive for weeks, his wife wants to move farther from them. But when the aliens attack, it is nothing like anyone expected. Now John needs to find his way back to his wife, but the apocalypse stands in the way.
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        AND THE NAME OF THE STAR IS CALLED WORMWOOD:

        And the third part of the waters became wormwood; and many men died of the waters, because they were made bitter.  And the fourth angel sounded, and the third part of the sun was smitten, and the third part of the moon, and the third part of the stars; so as the third part of them was darkened, and the day shone not for a third part of it, and the night likewise. And I beheld, and heard an angel flying through the midst of heaven, saying with a loud voice, Woe, woe, woe, to the inhabiters of the earth by reason of the other voices of the trumpet of the three angels, which are yet to sound!

        —REVELATION 8:11-13

      

      The first earthquake caused very little devastation in Virginia Beach, but the second one wreaked havoc. The area was unprepared for building collapse. Pieces of concrete and balls of safety glass crunched under the tires of John Stark’s SUV. In the back, Harvey gave an excited bark.

      “I’m here now, Anna. We can talk about this later.” John frowned into his cell phone, peering at Harvey in the rearview mirror before pulling into a parking spot.

      “There’s no need. I’m going to my mother’s house whether you come with me or not. I have no intention of staying so close to those demon spaceships, and my mother needs me. Her nurse didn’t come in today.” Her voice shook.

      He needed to calm this down before she got too emotional. “That ship has been hovering over the naval base for almost three months. It hasn’t done anything yet. There’s no need for panic now.”

      “Look at the sun, John. If they can do that, they can cause these earthquakes, too. The one this morning was likely a warning. More are coming. This is the End Times just like in the Bible. The rapture could happen any moment. But until then, I need to take care of my mom.”

      John hardened his jaw and clenched his teeth as he threw the shifter into park. “You’ve been watching too many televangelists.”

      “I don’t need that from you. I’m packing. And I’m going to my mother’s now.”

      “Anna, please. Please just wait until I get home.”

      She sighed. “I’ll pack slowly.”

      That was likely the best he was going to get. He took it. “Love you. Talk to you later.”

      “Love you, too.” She hung up.

      He cut the engine of the truck and peered at the German shepherd in his rearview mirror. Harvey tilted his head slightly as he made eye contact.

      John forced an excited tone into his words. “You ready to get started?”

      Harvey’s second bark came out as more of a puppy’s yip.

      Virginia Beach Search and Rescue had been mostly a volunteer job. At one time, they had over a dozen dog and handler teams in the area, mostly trained by John himself when the man who had the job before him retired fifteen years before. But as the world went to hell in a hand basket, the teams dissolved, leaving only one team. John and Harvey. Harvey was young at only four-years-old, but more focused and talented than any of the other German shepherds he’d trained. They’d stick to this job, it didn’t pay, but he had his retirement check and this job was rewarding in other ways.

      John got out of the SUV and headed to the back. A cold breeze blew from the oceanfront, carrying the smell and taste of sea salt farther inland. He pulled the zipper on his canvas jacket up to his chin. Late July in Virginia should have been the hottest time of the year, but it already felt like winter was coming. Overhead, the sky was a hazy mixture of blues and grays, a mirror image of the raging sea beneath it, leaving him disoriented. Nearly noon, but the half-lit sun couldn’t break free of the clouds enough to add any real warmth.

      Attacked by the aliens, the sun had become an empty, large orange ball, giving off about as much heat as cinders in a fireplace. The aliens had also decimated a third of the world’s population with their attack on the water, but John’s cell phone didn’t ring any less than it ever did. In fact, it rang more because he had more work to do.

      Harvey’s tail wagged and his body wiggled with excitement as John lifted the hatch. Then the dog’s head hung low and ready for the harness that would signal he was allowed to get down from the SUV. Once John had buckled it into place, the dog jumped out.

      “John Stark?” a deep, gruff voice asked from behind him. The tall, thin man wore a state trooper uniform, and offered his hand for John to shake. His eyes were a deep blue and his shaved scalp showed remnants of a lighter shade of hair. He had a yellow hard hat under his arm.

      He took the officer’s hand in a firm grip and nodded. “Just Stark is fine.”

      The trooper nodded back with a half smile. “Evans works for me, too.”

      “So, what have you got for me?”

      Evans nodded in the direction of the collapsed hotel. Seven stories had crumbled into a pile a little less than two stories high. People crawled over it like ants on a hill. A crane moved large pieces of the rubble away from the building to allow them to get deeper into the mess. Evans pulled a second hard hat out from under the one he’d had under his arm and handed it to John.

      “Most of the people on the bottom couple floors evacuated in time. Because of the weather, the hotel only had a few patrons on the higher floors. One family from out of town wanted the top floor in the hopes they could see the Norfolk Naval Base’s alien ship from here. You can’t, by the way.”

      John nodded, shoving the hard hat on his head. Of course not. It was nearly a thirty-minute drive from the base to the oceanfront. Simple math. He glanced around at the hotels nearby. “Was the building older? There are several taller ones still standing.”

      The trooper frowned. “Yes, this hotel was probably about thirty years older. At one time, it was one of the taller ones, but, you know… progress.”

      John nodded in the direction of the rubble. His hand gripped Harvey’s harness. “Show me the way. How many people do we suspect are still inside?”

      Evans led them toward the collapsed building. “Looks like we got four missing. A maid who was working on the fourth floor and the family of three from the seventh.”

      The earthquakes were just another symptom of the aliens’ attacks. They had parked their ships overtop of military bases and higher population cities all over the world. How many ships could that possibly be? Last estimate he’d heard was there were over five thousand. Probably more. Unless you lived out in the middle of the desert or at the base of the Himalayas, you were never more than a hundred miles away from one.

      That’s why it made no sense Anna wanted to go to her mother’s house in Shenandoah. Sure, they’d be a bit farther away from the ships here in the military area, but they’d be almost halfway between them and the ones over DC. And her mother was almost self-sufficient. She only needed a phone call-reminder to take her medication. Anna could do that from home just fine. He shook his head. He’d deal with it later.

      Some firemen and construction workers stood in a group around the huge concrete blocks. John released his grip on the German shepherd’s harness and commanded in a deep voice, “Go find.”

      Harvey went to work. He dashed up over the blocks, sniffing around and running back and forth, seemingly at random. But John knew there was a method to the madness. The group of men had stopped what they were doing to watch Harvey in action.

      “That’s it? He’s already starting?” Evans asked as he stepped onto the concrete block John stood on. The rubble teetered under the trooper’s weight, and they both had to catch their balance.

      John nodded and climbed up onto another stack of concrete half-blocks, taking the same path as Harvey had. It was the safest path. He wanted to take care not to crush people farther into the ground with the weight of his body, and Harvey would have warned him if there was anyone underneath.

      The firemen had been standing on blocks, and walking over them without a care. Hopefully they hadn’t done more damage than good. John wouldn’t correct them, as he knew it wouldn’t make a difference. Harvey gave off a single, solemn bark.

      Not good news.

      “Amazing! He already found somebody?” one of the fireman shouted, and the rest of them cheered as they headed in the direction of where Harvey stood, wagging his tail.

      “It’s a body,” John warned with a frown.

      The same, younger fireman stopped in his tracks, the smile slipping from his freckled face. “How can you tell?”

      “Harvey gives an entirely different reaction when it’s a live one. That was his cadaver bark.”

      Disappointment and sadness wrinkled the foreheads of the men as they began pulling stones from the place Harvey indicated. John pulled a small treat from his side pack and handed it to the German shepherd. After receiving his reward and a pat on the head, Harvey started his work again.

      Buried under the rubble, the firemen found the body of a late thirty-something-year-old Asian woman in a green polo-shirt. The uniform had a logo from the hotel on the shirt pocket.

      “The maid,” Evans said, shaking his head soberly.

      Harvey gave several high-pitched yips, drawing everyone’s attention to their right. John smiled. “Now there’s a sound worth celebrating.”

      One of the firemen called for the paramedics on the radio so they could converge upon the same spot with them. John, Evans, and the group of firemen climbed over the next hill, where Harvey still pealed out one excited bark after the next. When John spotted him, he wagged his tail vigorously and scraped his nails against the concrete, trying to dig the survivor out from under the rubble himself.

      Excited, the group of men rushed over and moved as much of the rubble as they could. When they reached an even larger rock, they called over the crane to help. One of the construction workers grabbed hold of the heavy chain off the machine. After wrapping a chain around the larger piece, the crane lifted it away. Underneath, in a rectangular cavern, they found all three of the family members together in one huddled group, dusty, but not terribly worse for the wear.

      After a rough pat on the head, John gave the German shepherd another of his favorite snacks as a reward. The men each wanted to give him a pat, but Harvey was as much of a loner as John himself, and started out over the pile of rubble once more, searching for another survivor if there were any to be had.

      John didn’t stop him. Harvey would feel the job was incomplete unless he finished searching the entire pile of concrete. Somehow, the late morning sky looked a little friendlier now that they’d accomplished this task. The crane’s engine cut off, and in what should have been silence, a strange sort of hum came in from the west. He recognized it as the same sort of hum the spaceships made when you neared them. His gaze was drawn in the direction, scanning the sky, but he could not see the source.

      “Good work.” Evans patted John on the back. John frowned, and turned to shrug him off politely.

      Evans didn’t notice.

      John nodded. “The live ones are much easier to—”

      Another excited yip came from an area closer to the beach, interrupted him. Evans frowned. “There shouldn’t have been any more. Everyone else was accounted for.”

      The other men also looked in the direction of the enthusiastic barking. Harvey stood over a section of the rubble, digging away at it with his tail wagging like a flag in the air. Only a few of the men were freed up enough to head over in the direction of the excited dog. They started to move the rubble, as much as they could with their bare hands before calling in the crane. Again, the crane lifted up the larger piece of rubble, exposing another, narrower cavern below, but it ran deeper. Due to the lack of good light, it was hard to see what might be within. John reached for the flashlight in his side pack.

      But he didn’t get it out before the vibrating hum he’d heard before became overwhelming. This time, it turned all their heads. The vibrations shook John’s chest the way bass does in a teen driver’s car. It quivered him down to his very bones.

      A pack of dark brown and black dog-like beasts were barreling in their direction. Four of them attacked the paramedics and the family they’d just freed from the rubble. Blood poured from the wounds the beasts inflicted. Only the screams from the injured were heard over the roaring hum the beasts created. Six more of the beasts were still running their way.

      John took an involuntary step backward. His foot got caught between two larger pieces of rubble, twisting his ankle. He lost his balance and fell backward, the back of his head hitting the concrete block the crane held. Pain spread over his head and down his neck as he continued to fall. Stars crowded his vision but he still found a bit of sky around the large block of concrete he’d struck his head upon. Darkness closed in on all sides of him, and he wondered for a moment why the stars in his vision didn’t help light up the place. Then he finally hit the bottom of the hole, and his back muscles seized up, angry at the sudden impact.

      He tried to cry out in pain, but he couldn’t hear his own shout over the deafening hum. A huge crack broke through the air and then the large rock the chains had been holding up with the crane fell and closed the hole.
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        And out of the smoke locusts came down on the earth and were given power like that of scorpions of the earth.  They were told not to harm the grass of the earth or any plant or tree, but only those people who did not have the seal of God on their foreheads.

        —REVELATION 9:3

      

      Anna Stark hung up the phone on her husband and turned up the volume on her television. She pulled her long red and silver hair into a messy bun on the top of her head and sat on the edge of the brown leather couch in her living room.

      The preacher on the television spoke in a thick southern accent and jabbed his finger at the cover of the black leather Bible sitting on his podium. “The end times are here. Those alien ships are just a physical manifestation of the very demons from hell. If you open your Bible to the book of Revelation, it becomes obvious. Everything we’re experiencing today was written about in God’s word…”

      Anna held her own Bible in her lap and tried to pay attention to the preacher’s words, but it became increasingly hard to concentrate. Her hands were shaking. She weaved her fingers together and held them tightly, but nothing she did seemed to take away from the feeling that the world around her was falling apart.

      “…Wormwood. The problem with the drinking water was foretold as well as the half-lit sun and moon. Even the population culling which caused great devastation was—” Anna shut off the television. She’d heard it all before and could almost recite the passages from the book of Revelation on her own without hearing them again from the preacher.

      John was right. She had listened to the televangelists too much. But not for the reasons John had said. Anna knew she wasn’t crazy and neither were the television preachers. This was, without a doubt, the end times apocalypse the Bible warned about. Now all she needed to do was convince John of that very fact.

      She shook her head and stood.

      The metal tags hanging from the collar of German shepherd on the floor jingled as Haley’s head lifted in response. The dog watched Anna like a stalker, and was the reason they had kept her—as protection. Haley didn’t make the cut as a Search and Rescue dog, the way Harvey did. Haley was two years older than Harvey, and John had tried to train her for the job first. But Haley didn’t take to the work the way he’d hoped. Instead, Haley took to following Anna around like a shadow. It was enough to give the dog a home for life, but also a reason to get a second dog for the work.

      Anna needed to leave. She didn’t want to stay in this place any longer. Her mother lived in Sperryville, not far from the Shenandoah National Park. And her mother needed her. The nurse they’d hired to help her aging mother a few hours per day care had taken to not showing up half the time. Besides, it would be safer in the mountains for a number of reasons. When the rapture came, they’d be ready. But if the Lord tarried, they’d be in a better place for when the remaining trumpet judgments were released.

      She headed for the stairs. John had made her promise to pack slowly. And she would at least do that much for him. She hoped he wouldn’t argue with her about the sensibility of going. Or the work that he might be needed for here. What she really needed was for him to come to his senses and come with her—believe in her. But it was much more likely that he would just try to stop her from leaving. Maybe she should just go. If she left before he got home, he’d have no other option but to come after her. He would at least come to Shenandoah to get her. Maybe it was the easiest way to convince him to stay up there, too.

      In truth, her bags were pretty much packed already. The only things left to go into her suitcase were the daily essentials she couldn’t live without. She headed to the bathroom and gathered them, throwing toiletries into the travelling bag which fit easily into the empty spot in her case.

      Her suitcase was a plain, grey herringbone. The sides were soft, and it was sized for carry on. She’d packed winter clothing. Even though it was July, she’d hardly broken into her summer wear. The half-lit sun—a result of the fourth trumpet—had been attacked by the demons, who disguised themselves as aliens, three months ago. Spring never quite became the summer it was supposed to. The temperatures which should have been in the nineties, as they were the year before, barely touched into the upper sixties. She shivered at the thought of it.

      The orange sweater she wore was a soft acrylic made to mimic cashmere. It had always reminded her of pumpkins and fall in the past, but now it just reminded her that something wasn’t quite right with the weather… with the world, for that matter.

      When would the rapture come? How long would the Lord tarry?

      Some of the televangelists believed the saints would endure the tribulation along with the rest of the world, but others believed the rapture was still forthcoming. When Anna had realized the events of the alien invasion were eerily similar to the events described in the Bible, she woke up to the reality that she’d been living her life, her Christianity, all wrong. She feared, for a long moment, the rapture had already come and she’d missed it. But nothing had happened to confirm the possibility. No disappearing people across the planet. No huge disturbance in the population as were described in the old movies she’d watched which were based on the tribulation period.

      The events of the past couple months were entirely different, and totally unlike anything she’d heard or read about before. But it was so easy to see the signs, once she opened her eyes to it. It made her so frustrated because John refused.

      She shot a glance at the German shepherd, who lay in the hallway just outside the bedroom door, still keeping a close watch on Anna’s every movement. “What do you think, Haley? Do you want to go for a car ride?”

      Haley lifted her head and tilted it, her brown eyes focusing more intently on Anna’s.

      “We’re ready,” she said, lifting her suitcase from the bed. “Let’s go.”

      With a firm nod, Anna glanced about her room one last time. The soft brown tones were neither too masculine nor too feminine. She and John had bought this house together twenty-five years before. Their first home. They had bought the house, with its three bedrooms and two baths, within a good school district. Their intention was to have the American dream. Two kids and a dog—preferably one John trained for Search and Rescue. Instead, they’d had dogs they trained for the job but no children. They’d tried to get pregnant several times, and even went the fertility route, but it had ended in miscarriage all four times they attempted. Finally, they’d given up. Heartbroken, Anna succumbed to deeper depression with each lost child—each lost hope. In her early forties, she’d gone through a time when she’d prayed for a miracle, like Hannah or Sarah had gotten in the Bible. One child in her old age would have been more than enough for her.

      But no child had ever come. Now she was nearly fifty, and menopause had taken full effect. There was no longer any hope. But when the first signs of the aliens had come, and with it the first trumpets revealed by the Bible, she was reminded in her heart of the Bible passages which said mothers with young children would wish they had none. She realized then, that perhaps her barren womb had been a blessing after all.

      She sighed, gripping the handle on her suitcase harder as she started for the stairs. Haley followed her from behind, the ever-present, comforting, shadow. Anna had just reached the bottom step when the rumbling began.

      The house shook in time with each vibration. Another earthquake?

      No. This was different. Instead of the shaking coming from only the ground beneath her, it shook everything inside her. Like a low flying jet. They weren’t close enough to the airbase at Langley for them to be affecting her house. And they weren’t in the zone for fighter pilot training. She let the suitcase handle slip through her fingers as she set it on the floor.

      The rumbling drew closer, so that the chandelier above her head shook on its golden chain, rattling it almost as much as the earthquake had a few hours ago. But soon the noise became deafening. The only thing she could hear. Anna stepped toward the window next to the front door of the house and pushed back the gauzy, white curtain. Haley bumped against her leg as though trying to push her away from the window.

      It distracted her for a moment, and she looked down at the German shepherd. “What’s wrong, girl?”

      Some kind of large animal slammed against the window she had her hand against. Anna screamed and jumped backward, tripping over her own feet in her retreat. She landed on her backside on the tile floor of the foyer. “Ouch.”

      Haley began barking at the window viciously, jumping against the panes of glass.

      Anna blinked, her hand against her chest. Her heart beat wildly against her chest, pounding against her breastbone as though it wanted to escape. Her ears rang. Between the pounding of her heartbeat in her ears, she could still hear the incessant hum and feel the vibrations in her chest. What kind of animal would slam against her window like that?

      Her wrist ached from where she’d bent it funny when she’d landed on the floor. She stood, pulling herself up by the banister of the stairwell she’d landed next to in her fall. Then she held her wrist with her other hand, massaging and rotating it. Not broken, maybe sprained, but only lightly so. She reached out for Haley, trying to soothe the dog’s raised hackles. “Easy, girl. It’s okay. Shh.”

      But Haley was hardly deterred. She stopped jumping against the glass, but her back legs were still spread apart and the hair on her shoulders raised on end. She was ready to attack again. Her teeth were bared at the window, and she refused to take her eyes from the narrow glass beside the doorway. Through the gauzy curtain, Anna could see the shape of the large animal which sat on the other side. It was much bigger than Haley, but darker in color and rounder. The first thought that came to Anna’s mind was… bear?

      With a tentative hand, Anna pushed back the gauzy curtain once more, and came face to face with an animal that did not register in her brain. It was black… no, dark burgundy, like the color of dried blood. The pupils of its eyes were slitted, like a cat’s. And it focused in on her at the same time she focused on it. Its fangs were bared, but its snout was smooshed slightly like that of a bulldog. Blood dripped from its teeth.

      The vibration in Anna’s chest overwhelmed her heartbeat, and the ringing in her ears drowned her hearing. The beast studied her and cocked its head. Then it turned around and loped away. In the yard, a pack of the animals stood, awaiting the one who had been on her front porch. Together they rushed off farther into the neighborhood.

      Anna let the gauzy curtain slip between her fingers and she pressed herself against the wall. Suddenly her knees grew weak and she slid to the floor. What was that thing? Where had it come from?

      As the beasts moved away from her, the chandelier overhead stilled and the vibrations in her chest withdrew. She placed her palm against her breastbone. Her heart still beat against it with a strength that caused her chest pain. Was she having a heart attack? Her fingertips felt the slightest bit numb, and her ears still rang. Her blood pressure couldn’t possibly have gotten any higher than it was at that moment.

      She closed her eyes and focused on her breathing. Then she sent a silent prayer up to God, hardly knowing what more to say than “Thank You.”
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      When John opened his eyes, almost total darkness surrounded him. A small crack of light seeped in from the rock overhead, and his eyes fixated upon it as though reaching out and grabbing a lifeline.

      The vibrations in his chest slowly faded away. He coughed, gasping for air. Pain shot up his back as his muscles seized. He groaned.

      “Mister, are you okay?” a small, feminine voice asked.

      John blinked and turned his head, his cheek grew wet from the movement. The thick, viscous fluid could only be blood. He groaned again, closing his eyes and opening them again, trying to see who had spoken in the dim light. “Who’s there?”

      “It’s me. I mean, my name is May. I came to work with my mom today because she didn’t want me to be home alone.” Her voice cracked.

      “Your mom? Was she a maid?” John pushed himself to a sitting position, feeling the back of his head. His fingers squelched in the sticky fluid. Yes, he was definitely bleeding. He felt around through his wet hair for the wound and only found a small cut he couldn’t even put his fingernail through. Sheesh, head wounds bleed a lot.

      “Uh-huh. I mean, yes, sir.”

      He nodded, even though the kid probably couldn’t see him in the dark. It wasn’t the right time or place to tell her that her mother was gone. Telling her certainly wouldn’t help their situation. He felt for his side pack and found his cell phone and flashlight.

      Before clicking the flashlight on, he aimed it away from himself and the girl. If she’d been in the dark since the earthquake that morning, it had been four hours or so since she’d been in the light. The last thing she needed was the sudden bright beam turned on her. He clicked it on. Nothing.

      “No. Come on,” he complained, banging the small light against his hand. It flickered in response.

      In the half-second flicker of light, he saw where the girl stood over him and to his left about two feet away. She was a small Asian kid, probably about twelve or so. Her dark hair and olive skin were powdered a little with concrete dust. He tapped the flashlight again, trying to get the contacts to take. Another half-second flicker before winking out.

      He sighed. At least he’d seen enough to know he could stand without hitting his head again on another concrete block. He pushed off the floor of the cavern to a standing position, raising himself slowly in case he misjudged any of the distances. Dizziness shook him a little and spots shined in the darkness before his eyes. He willed himself not to faint, resting a hand against the side of the hole.

      Once he’d gotten his bearings, he twisted off the cap to his flashlight by feel. He memorized the feel of the flashlight so he didn’t accidently dump out the batteries or any other important parts. Then he cupped his hands in the hopes that he’d catch something if it came out wrong. He removed the batteries, and then played with the metal contact spring, trying to get it to a more raised position, hoping it had only been smooshed in the fall.

      After he was satisfied with the results, he placed the batteries back in, careful to keep the positives and negatives in the direction he’d remembered from before. Then he screwed the cap back on, missing the threads the first time. When he hit the button, it clicked, and spread a small beam of light across the area. Concrete blocks surrounded them in large chunks. It seemed they were in a hallway area and a door nearby led to one of the rooms of the hotel, but only a few feet in. Carefully, he shined the light at the girl, aiming for her legs.

      “What did you say your name was, kid?”

      “May.”

      John swallowed, his throat suddenly feeling very dry. “You can call me Stark, just Stark. No need to add Mister or any other formality.”

      “Okay, Stark. Could you tell me what’s going on? What was all that noise right before you fell in? Why did the rescue stop? I thought I was finally going to get out of here.” She rubbed her bare upper arms with her hands.

      It wasn’t cold enough to see his breath, but it wasn’t by any means warm, either. John pulled off his jacket and wrapped it around the kid. He was sweating anyway. He blinked hard and tried to keep any panic at bay. He gauged the distance to the top of the hole. If he stretched up his arms, he could almost reach the top of the ledge himself. Two inches away, max.

      But the crane must have dropped down the large piece it had been lifting, because the gap at the top when he’d fallen had been five to six feet and now looked like a little more than one foot, maybe less. He pulled out his cell phone. Who would he call for help? But once the screen lit, he found he had no signal.

      Up top, Harvey whined and peered over the ledge. He was lying down in order to fit himself in the opening. Definitely about a foot gap. It was going to be a tight fit even if he could reach it and pull himself out.

      “Hey! Anyone up there? A little help?” he called out, shoving his phone back in his pack, and worried why they hadn’t already been rescued. “May, hold this.”

      He handed her the flashlight and reached up. Harvey reached down with his face and licked his fingertips. John jumped and reached for the ledge, his hands barely finding purchase before they slipped and scraped his skin against the rough concrete. He clenched and unclenched his hands a few times to get the pain out of his skin and joints.

      “How long have I been down here?” The beam of light was unsteady in May’s hands. The kid continued to shiver even though she’d been given John’s jacket.

      “I don’t know. A while. Like, half an hour or so?” It wasn’t that cold. Was the kid in shock? Nervous?

      There was a lot to be nervous about. Like, what were those dog-like things… or lions? They weren’t the right color to be lions. Lions were tan but these things were much darker. Not quite black, but almost. They had to be part of the aliens’ attack. Did they kill everyone? John frowned. It would explain why they weren’t rescued.

      “Anyone there?” he shouted again.

      “Stark? Is that you?” A face appeared next to Harvey.

      “Evans! What’s going on? Why has the rescue effort stopped? Is everyone okay?”

      Something dripped from the top of the ridge above John and landed on his forearm, forming a dark spot. Blood. He shot a look up again. “Evans? Are you bleeding?”

      “Sorry, man. Those things… those aliens attacked. And they attacked everyone. We’re all hurt. All of us. Even the paramedics. They are trying to patch everyone up, but the radio is out. Cell phones are out. I don’t even know if anyone is in any kind of shape to drive.”

      John felt suddenly dizzy again. “How many were killed?”

      Evans paused. “That’s the weird thing. None of us. All of us were injured, but none dead.”

      “How injured are you?”

      “One of those things jumped me and knocked me down… it grabbed hold of my ankle and sunk its teeth in. I can walk on it, but I’m definitely limping. I hit my head when I fell, but it’s just a scratch on my forehead. Hardly worth mentioning.” He paused to catch his breath. “They’ve got to be aliens, right. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      John shook his head. He’d never seen anything like it, either. There were so many of them and the noise they made was deafening. Aliens. It was the only explanation. But how could those beast-like creatures have enough intelligence to fly those ships, and know to place them over large cities and military areas? How could they build that technology without hands of some sort?

      “What’s going on?” May asked.

      John had no answer for her, so chose to ignore her for the moment. Harvey whined from above their heads. He hadn’t moved an inch since he’d licked the tips of John’s fingers.

      “Give us a minute and we’ll get the crane back in action. We need it to pull this block off of you. Then we’ll get you out of there however we can.” Evans’ voice trailed off as he started away.

      May persisted. “What’s going on, Mr. Stark?”

      “I told you, no formalities necessary. Just Stark is fine.”

      “Okay, Stark. What’s going on?”

      He swallowed, straining his eyes to see out the little bit of a gap between the pieces of concrete covering the sky for him. “We’re going to get out of this hole, then we’ll see what’s going on.”

      “Is my mother up there? She was on the third floor. I ran ahead to the seventh floor while she was finishing up. Did she make it out? Did you find her?”

      A sudden chill went through John, shaking his shoulders. The kid pulled the jacket tighter, hugging herself. He shook his head. “Again, we’ll see what’s going on once we get out of this hole, okay. Let’s concentrate on that.”

      “She’s dead, isn’t she? That’s why you’re not saying anything. It’s why you’re not answering. You just don’t want to tell me, but she’s dead.”

      John blinked, but tried to keep his face turned upward and away. The kid was astute. He didn’t want to confirm it, but refused to lie to the poor girl, too. It wouldn’t help either way.

      May kept talking, her voice quavering as though she was crying but trying to keep hold of herself. “We argued. That’s the real reason we were apart when the earthquake hit. I told her, I hated her. Those were my last words to my mother. Now she’s gone, and I won’t be able to take them back.”

      John cleared his throat. “I’m sure that no matter what you said to her, she knows you love her.”

      “I know. She knows I love her,” May said, her voice cracking more. “I just wish I could take those words back. I know they hurt her and she didn’t deserve them.”

      The gap of light between the pieces of concrete widened as the crane pulled the top piece away. Soon there was nothing but hazy sky over them. With a smile on his face, John turned back toward the kid. “I’m going to lift you up so you can get out of here, okay?”

      Tears had made tracks through the white powder on May’s face. He hadn’t been able to tell before, but the girl had hazel eyes. They were wide and still full of unshed tears.

      John’s smile slipped and for a moment, he didn’t know what to do with his hands. He’d never been good with crying females or any expression of emotion for that matter.

      She took a deep breath. “I’m ready to get out of here when you’re ready to boost me up.”

      Smart kid. Rational. Even though she was overcome with the sadness of her mother’s passing, she wasn’t allowing herself to become a basket case. Made John like her.

      Evans appeared over the lip of hole. “I’m ready to grab you and help you out when you are ready, but only three of us are functional up here. Once you come up, you’ll have to give us a hand with getting the hurt into the ambulance or something.”

      John nodded and cupped his hands together, bending down to allow May to stick her foot on them for the boost. She placed a hand on his shoulder and stepped on his palms. He stood, letting his legs do the work of the lifting so he wouldn’t throw out his back, more than it was. At twelve or thirteen, she was still rather small and probably didn’t weigh over a hundred pounds yet.

      A few rocks and some concrete dust showered over John as she scrambled to get herself over the lip of the hole. He closed his eyes and tucked his chin to keep most of the debris from falling into his face. Once the scrambling sound stopped, he looked up once more. Evans was back over the top edge of the hole, offering John a hand. He reached up and grabbed the hand offered, pulling on Evans just enough so he could step on a portion of sticking out wall and hoist himself over top.

      As soon as he was in reach, Harvey attacked him with licks and wagging tail. “Enough, dog. You’re really not helping.”

      John had never felt claustrophobic before, but he had a sudden sense of freedom once he was out of the hole. An invisible weight had been lifted from his chest that he hadn’t even noticed was there. He blinked in the pale sunlight, suddenly feeling as though it might have looked a little brighter than it did before. Truly, though, he knew the celestial beings had not gotten any better.

      Then he heard the moans and cries of pain from the people on the other side of a mound of debris. Crying sounds came continuously, but they didn’t come from stoic May, who stood with John’s oversized canvas work-jacket hugged to herself. Her eyes were wide as she watched the chaos. John couldn’t see anything until he pulled himself up to his feet.

      On the ground, just past the hill of debris, he found the injured. People were covered in blood and in various stages of injury. Some of them seemed to have lost enough blood to be unresponsive. Others were helping, but overall, they were just lying down or sitting on the ground, wallowing in their own pain and misery. He turned his glance away. They really needed to do something. How would they get all these people to the hospital? Where had the aliens gone? Were they continuing to leave more injured people in their wake? How many aliens were there? Was this attack happening just here or all over? John shook his head and returned to Evans.

      He reached down to offer Evans a hand to his feet. But Evans waved his hand away. “I’m too dizzy to stand again. And my leg is throbbing now. I think I overdid it.”

      This wasn’t good. “Which leg is it?”

      Evans pulled up his left pants leg and showed off his torn ankle. The teeth marks ran deep, possibly all the way down to the bone. But the bite had been at just the right angle so that it didn’t sever tendons.

      “I think you’ll recover. That’s not too bad.” John was lying. The color of the injury was wrong. Red and black streaks went up the man’s leg from each puncture. Even though he didn’t seem to have lost much blood, the streaks marked the veins up Evans’s leg in an unnatural fashion.

      “Bull. I already saw my leg, and I feel the burning sensation coming from it. Those bites had to have been poisonous. That’s probably why they moved on after injuring the lot of us. They knew that we were as good as dead and moved on to find more prey.”

      John shivered. “God, I hope not.”

      “Do you think he’s real, Stark?” Evans’s eyes grew a faraway look, and his pupils were dilated.

      John frowned. “Who?”

      “God.” Evans had been sitting, now he moved to a reclining position, his weight propped up on an elbow.

      “I hope so.”

      “Then why is all this happening? I mean, if aliens are real, doesn’t that mean God is not? Why doesn’t God save us if he’s out there?”

      Johns mind went blank. Evans was asking a lot of the same questions he’d been asking himself ever since the spaceships first turned up. But then, his wife, Anna, had always seemed to be ready with an answer straight from the evangelist preacher she listened to on TV. “I don’t know. Some people believe that this is the End Times. I’ve heard some of these events line up with what’s said in end of the Bible.”

      “So, this is the end of the story?” Evans asked, collapsing off his elbow, his head hitting the concrete hard enough to make John wince. “I hope it’s going to be a happy ending, then.”

      May grabbed John by the arm and shook, pulling his eyes away from Evans for a moment. She pointed toward the crane, eyes wide. The bar of the crane holding the concrete had come in a full circle around the cab and was heading their direction.
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      John grabbed May by the shoulders and jumped back with her in his arms, rolling as they hit the ground. The rock of concrete swung over their heads and continued in its slow turn around the cab of the crane again.

      “What on earth?” John blinked and sat up as soon as May pushed herself off him. He shot a glance toward the cab of the crane, and found the operator slumped over the controls.

      He’d been injured, too, right? Had the guy lost too much blood? John stood and shouted in the direction of the cab operator, trying to get his attention. Slowly the operator sat up again, much to John’s relief. But that relief was short-lived because the operator stood and slammed into the door of the cab as if trying to break it to get out. He did nothing to get control of the crane once more.

      John blinked, and started toward the cab when May grabbed hold of his arm again. He followed the direction of her pointing finger and found Evans working his way to his feet again, but there was something not right about it. The hairs on the back of John’s neck stood on end.

      Evans was wailing. He was practically screaming. A bloody froth had formed in the corners of his mouth, and dripped from his bottom lip. His eyes were unfocused and darting every direction. They were glazed over as if filmed over. As soon as Evans made it to his feet, his hands went to his head. He started tearing at his bald scalp with his fingernails.

      John’s feet froze to the spot where he stood, but he pushed May behind him. This was not the behavior of the state trooper he’d come to know over the past hour or so. “Evans, are you okay?”

      Evans shot his unfocused gaze in their direction. His eyes narrowed and he limped toward them. His ankle twisted as he hit the debris, but it didn’t seem to affect his focus. John stepped backward, May following his every step as though she were the perfect dance partner.

      “What’s going on, Evans? What are you doing?” John continued to step back with May. Harvey growled but stayed with them.

      No answer came from Evans but the continuous wailing pouring from his lips. More of the bloody foam that reminded John of a rabid dog dribbled over Evans’s chin. The trooper shuffled closer, but for every step he made, John and May pushed back as well. “Ahh,” May cried out, pulling on John’s arm as she fell.

      John turned quickly, ready to scoop May up in his arms and make a run for it, but then the shuffling behind him quickened. He fell on top of the girl to protect her. Frozen like a deer in headlights, John had his arms around May, but his feet could not find purchase to stand. Evans’s sneer had become sinister and his hands reached for them, bits of skin and blood dripping from his fingertips. He bared his teeth. Harvey’s hackles rose, and he barked at the state trooper while his haunches butted up against John’s leg.

      John tried to stand, but his foot slipped on the uneven footing, causing him to almost drop May. He tensed his jaw and watched Evans lunge toward them. Harvey lunged back.

      “No, Harvey!”

      Harvey grabbed a hold of Evans’s arm, throwing the trooper off balance and drawing his attention away from John and May. The shepherd moved back, warily. Evans regained his balance and headed toward them. The rock still held by the chains on the crane was circling. John pulled May’s head against his chest as the rock slammed into Evans.

      The German shepherd rejoined John and May.

      John released May and gave Harvey a pat on the head. “Good boy.”

      Then he noticed more wailing. It hadn’t been coming only from Evans. The cacophony came from all directions. He stood, offering a hand to help May up. In the crane’s cab, the driver scratched at the glass of the door as though he’d forgotten how to use the door handle. John glanced over the hill, where the injured had been lying on the ground. They were now standing despite their injuries. And worse, they were heading John and May’s direction.

      “We need to get out of here.” John’s heart beat a mile a minute, and panic was rising.

      Harvey let out another low, menacing growl.

      “What’s going on?” May asked, her eyes wide and a visible shiver shaking her shoulders. He could feel it through her small hand which still held tightly to his, even though she was now standing.

      John shook his head. “I have no idea, but we’re not safe here.”

      Evans had begun crawling toward them, wailing like he’d been before, but his body twisted at an odd angle just above his hips. Had his back been broken? John winced. This wasn’t natural. It wasn’t right. Something big was happening, and John couldn’t get his head wrapped around it.

      He gripped May’s hand tighter and started toward his SUV. Harvey’s dog tags jingled as he stalked a few feet ahead of them, leading the way as if he knew exactly where they were going. Harvey’s hackles were still raised, and his head was low. His defensive posture looked as though he was ready to attack anyone who might draw close to them.

      John was thankful for it. Even though Harvey had always been the happy-go-lucky type, who’d never met a stranger he didn’t like. Today, Harvey had become a complete protector. Whatever was going on, Harvey had taken control of their defense, and wasn’t about to relinquish it.

      Marching forward, John stayed close to Harvey. Their presence seemed to attract the strangely behaving people, but the dog distracted them and broke their focus as soon as he barked at them. When one of the people drew too close, Harvey would stand his ground, barking at them while May and John were able to continue toward the truck. It confused the zombie-like men, so that they stood there, staring at the dog for a moment, unsure what to do but tear at their scalps. Each of the people had bloody foam dripping from their lips. And their moans and wails were continual.

      So much blood. Blood poured from the wounds on their bodies. Each bite made by the beasts which had attacked earlier was reminiscent of shark bites. Multiple wounds appeared on each body, exposing the muscles, sinews and bone beneath the flesh. The injured hitched along like zombies. But the people weren’t dead, and most of all, they were only barely distracted by their own injuries as they headed toward John and May.

      Harvey caught back up with them each time they’d created some distance between themselves and the people pursuing them. It felt like a miracle by the time they finally got to the SUV. John fished through his side pack for his car keys. He hooked the ring with his finger.

      May screamed.

      John whipped around too fast, flinging his keys under the car next to him. But that wasn’t his only worry. One of the injured paramedics from the ambulance had a hold of May and had his teeth sunk into May’s shoulder. The man’s teeth tore at the canvas duck of John’s work jacket. Harvey flew in from behind John and grabbed the man’s leg, pulling on it as though playing tug of war with the limb.

      May did not stopped screaming.

      John flexed his hand into a fist and punched the man squarely in the face. Bones cracked as the paramedic’s nose crunched under John’s knuckles. But sudden pain radiated from his knuckles up through his wrist. Had he broken something, too?

      Finally, the man released May and her screaming stopped.

      Harvey tugged at the leg harder, causing the paramedic to fall to his hands and knees on the pavement. John drew his leg back and kicked the man squarely in the chest. He didn’t want to hurt him as much as get him away from them. It succeeded, but only by a few feet.

      John made eye contact with May and pointed under the white jeep they were parked next to. “I dropped the keys. See if you can find them?”

      She nodded and dropped to her knees while John stood like a boxer at the ready for another bout, keeping an eye on the paramedic while he searched the rest of the area to be sure they were not ambushed again. The paramedic attempted to stand, but Harvey yanked him back down by the leg. Harvey shook his head, continuing to hold the man’s pants leg between his teeth.

      “Got them!” May jumped to her feet, spooking John slightly, as he’d been turned the other direction and unprepared for her sudden shout.

      Was it John’s imagination or was the distant, vibrating hum drawing nearer. He snatched the keys from her hand and hit the unlock button. He opened the back door to the SUV and nodded to May. “Get in the back seat.”

      Without another word, she leapt in.

      “Slide over,” John commanded again. She did as instructed, and he shot a glance at Harvey. John let out a sharp whistle to get Harvey’s attention, then commanded the dog, “Get up.”

      Harvey immediately released the pants leg and hopped into the backseat of the truck. The paramedic on the ground scrambled to get his legs underneath him and worked to stand once more. John didn’t want to stick around and watch what happened. He ripped open the driver’s door and hopped into the truck.

      His heart couldn’t have been racing any faster. Now that he was in the safety of his vehicle, John took a moment to close his eyes and breathe. He gripped the steering wheel tightly as though it were his only anchor to reality. His eyes flew open when the banging began at his window.

      The paramedic banged with his bloody fist. Blood smeared in a red film over the glass. Then he switched to beating his head as he continued to wail from his froth-covered lips.

      May wept in the back seat.

      John swallowed, trying to coat his dry throat. He pulled out his cell phone to call Anna, but found it still had no signal. Shoving it back in his pack, he shook his head and started the truck. When he backed it out of the parking spot, the paramedic fell to the ground as though leaning against the truck was the only thing keeping him on his feet.

      There were more of them. Zombie-like people were stumbling along the road, and John had to swerve to avoid hitting them. He feared going much faster than ten or fifteen miles per hour. While he was near the beach area, no other cars were on the roads, just as when he’d driven in. But as he got closer to Centerville Turnpike, cars were piled up in several accidents, and a few of the sick crawled around the pile-ups. It seemed the aliens had infected nearly everyone. Everywhere John looked, people stumbled along with bloody injuries, wailing, and tearing at their own scalps. What kind of infection had the aliens produced in these people?

      He tried not to think about it too hard. He just needed to get home to Anna. What if she’d left for the mountains already? Had the aliens attacked their neighborhood? What if she’d been outside the house when the aliens had attacked? The thoughts forced John to increase his speed just a bit.

      When he reached Interstate-64, he found it completely gridlocked. The line of cars trying to make it onto the highway was stretched for a quarter mile. He’d have to find another route home. But when he passed the cars and glanced over, he found that none of them had people within them any longer. Glass was shattered on windshields and even side-windows were busted out.

      John’s heart skipped. Cars were not safe from the aliens’ attacks. It was obvious they had broken right through the glass. If cars were not safe, did that also mean that houses weren’t either? Would Anna have been okay, even if she’d stayed inside? Pain pierced his heart as he thought for a split second that she might be gone… or infected. Then he pushed the thought away. He couldn’t allow himself this kind of emotion. He passed the cars and headed up the overpass.

      In the backseat, May whimpered, and Harvey let out a low growl. Then John felt it himself. The rumbling in his chest grew so that every part of him vibrated, more than his hands on the steering wheel did from the rumble of the SUV’s engine. From the corner of his eye, he saw them. Hundreds of those black alien creatures covered the highway. They climbed over top of vehicles and by their mouths pulled people from their cars out of the broken windshields. Their dark bodies blended together so that they took on the appearance of one gigantic, undulating mass, instead of the separate entities he’d seen at the beach. They horde cast a black shadow over the highway as far as his eye could see toward Norfolk. And from here, he could make out the spaceship’s hazy form in the clouds over the naval station.

      “Look out!” May shouted.

      But the sound of twisting metal told him he was too late. He’d had his eyes away from the road in front of him for too long and slammed into the back of the next pileup. His seatbelt tightened along his chest as he lurched forward. His dog was thrown against the back of the driver’s seat. In John’s mind, he apologized to his German shepherd, hoping Harvey wouldn’t be injured by his stupidity.
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        And in those days shall men seek death, and shall not find it; and shall desire to die, and death shall flee from them.

        —REVELATION 9:6

      

      Anna pulled herself up by the door handle. The thrumming in her chest had dissipated enough that she felt safe taking another look. Nothing in her front yard gave the slightest hint the monsters had been there. But then she noticed the bottom half of the elongated, narrow window next to the front door had a foot-long crack from the bottom edge nearly reaching her knee. She swallowed. Panic was rising up again, but she needed to keep control and not let it take over.

      “What are we going to do?” she asked Haley.

      Haley’s hackles had finally fallen, and she nudged Anna’s hand, ducking under it. Anna rubbed the dog’s head, trying to comfort her… trying to comfort herself with the sense of touch.

      Her fingers still held the gauzy curtain to the side. She didn’t want to take her eyes off the yard for more than a minute. What if those things came back? Her heart told her that it wasn’t likely they were still there. The vibrating hum she’d heard and felt through her body must have been a warning of their proximity. If they were nearby, she’d know it.

      How many of her neighbors were outside when those things showed up? Had the demons burst through some of their windows into the houses? The urge to check on her neighbors overwhelmed her. But she honestly didn’t want to go. The thought of opening the door and stepping outside put her on the edge of a panic attack. But the prompting remained.

      “I can’t,” she whispered to the impulse. But her mind searched for a way to obey without stepping outside.

      Her eyes scanned the living room just past the foyer and landed upon the cordless phone. Relief flooded her. She rushed over to the phone and snatched it up, heading toward the kitchen. On the refrigerator door, she found the neighborhood call list she’d gotten at the last homeowners’ association meeting. She pushed her finger down the list to the Johnsons who lived across the street. Then she dialed quickly and hit the green button to send.

      When she pressed the phone back to her ear, she was greeted with a constant, loud, fast-paced busy signal. Shocked, she hung up the phone and then waited a few seconds before pressing the green button again, this time hoping to find the dial-tone, but again, she found nothing but the busy signal.

      She blinked and hung up the phone once more. It was good as dead. Her compromise with the prompting in her spirit had led to nothing more than a dead end. It shouldn’t have been a surprise to her. Whenever she compromised with God’s leading in her life, it always turned into a dead end. There was nothing more she could do in this direction. She set the phone on the counter next to the sink and snatched her leather leash from the hook on the wall.

      “Want to go outside?” she asked Haley.

      Normally, Haley would dance about in a circle, her nails clacking against the tile floor in the excitement of getting to go outside. This time, however, she solemnly stared at Anna, with eyes wide and ears up, her paws firmly planted where she stood. There was no doubt the dog understood her words, but her excitement was contained by the gravity of the situation.

      Anna nodded to her dog as though a deep conversation had passed between their glances. Then she reached over and snapped the leash on the German shepherd’s collar. Somehow gripping that leather leash in her hand felt as though she were gripping a lifeline. A pin pricked her heart. Would she be putting Haley in danger by taking her outside with her? She shook her head. God forbid, but if something should happen to Anna, Haley would be locked in the house, alone. That would also be disastrous.

      Wait. Did that mean she was already discounting that John wouldn’t make it home?

      She blinked hard and cleared her head of that thought. The urge to call him overwhelmed her, but when she glanced at her cell phone, she found she had no signal. John must come home. Even if she needed to make plans to the contrary, she had to believe that he was coming and would make it. Regardless, Haley would come with her. If one of those alien beasts were to attack, Haley would be able to take care of herself. It was up to Anna to just let go of the leash.

      The tall, white doorway which was the entrance to her house suddenly felt like an imposing barrier between her and the dangers of the outside world. She wondered for a brief moment if this was what a person who was agoraphobic might feel like. Her hand touched the cool, brass-plated doorknob, and yanked back. She’d been shocked by the static electricity.

      Laughter bubbled up, and because it wasn’t funny at all, her laughter devolved into tears she had to swipe away. Then she steeled herself once more. Fear knotted in the pit of her stomach as she leaned against the door. She closed her eyes, held her breath, and felt once more for the vibrations the monsters made when they were nearby. Nothing. With a sigh, she turned the deadbolt and opened the door.

      In the distance, the continued thrumming from the monsters polluted the air, like crickets and frogs on a summer’s night. It wasn’t overloud, but permeated everything. A breeze chilled her. She didn’t know she’d been sweating until the cool air licked it from her brow.

      Her house sat on a little over an acre of property. The other houses in the neighborhood had between a quarter acre to half an acre. When she and John had bought the house, he had decided he wanted to have a large yard that was free of trees. He’d liked that they lived in a close-knit neighborhood, but their own property kept them at a distance to not be bothered easily by nosy neighbors. But because of the lack of trees, they had a vantage point which allowed them to see all the way to the street.

      Walking down their long driveway to get the mail could almost be counted as exercise. Normally, she’d allow Haley to follow her to the mailbox off the leash, but because she was uncertain of how many neighbors’ houses she would stop by, she’d decided to keep Haley in check.

      The undulating rhythm of the thrumming stayed even and regular. It didn’t seem as though the alien monsters would be returning any time soon. She took some comfort in the thought as she headed down the rest of her driveway and started across the street to the Johnsons, her nearest neighbor.

      When she reached the street, she looked both ways, but since the aliens had parked their ship overtop of the Norfolk Naval Station, many of her neighbors had already left for ground farther away. It had been rare for cars to make their way up and down the street any longer. She found herself jogging across the street anyway, slowing down as she started past the two cars sitting in her neighbor’s driveway. Something crunched between Anna’s feet.

      She froze. Turning toward the car in the driveway, Anna’s body reacted even as her brain tried to make sense of what she was looking at. The windshield to the four-door sedan parked in the driveway was completely smashed. Pieces of round safety glass scattered beneath her feet. Blood smeared across the hood.

      A groan came from the front of the car.

      Anna’s breaths became shallow and quick. Was she hyperventilating? She’d never done that before. She had a friend in grade school who had asthma and remembered when Susan would have an attack, she sounded much like Anna did now. She couldn’t get enough air into her lungs. Spots crowded her vision. She squeezed her eyes shut tight. No. Fainting was the last thing she needed to do right now. She would be no help to anyone if she allowed the darkness to overcome her.

      Another groan. Haley’s bark shook her out of her state.

      If she focused on what she needed to do, maybe she could overcome herself. Determined, she forced her legs to move her to the front of the vehicle, where the noise came from. Lying on the ground was her young neighbor, wearing a flannel shirt and khaki shorts, like he always did—winter or summer. Only today, blood covered the front of his clothes as he lay on his back.

      “Mark! Are you okay?” Anna released Haley’s leash and knelt beside him, trying to find where the blood was coming from.

      His eyelids fluttered beneath his glasses. His voice was hoarse. “Anna? Is that you?”

      She nodded, but realized he was closing his eyes again. “Yes, it’s me. Where are you hurt?”

      He opened his eyes and attempted to push himself from the ground, but started to fall back again. Anna gripped him by the upper arm and helped him to a seated position. His hand rubbed the other shoulder. “My shoulder. That thing broke the windshield. It pulled me out of the car by the shoulder.”

      The blood in the flannel squelched beneath his fingertips, and his hand came back a bright shade of crimson. He pulled back his flannel shirt and what used to be a white t-shirt beneath, exposing the wounded flesh of his shoulder. It reminded Anna of raw hamburger meat.

      A lump formed in her throat.

      “Mark!” Laurel shouted from the front porch. She bounded down the steps toward them. “Are you okay? What were those things? Are you hurt? Did they hurt you?”

      Laurel’s voice grew higher in pitch with each question. Her eyes grew wider and more panicked. Then her face grew pale and her eyes rolled up into her head. She fell backward, collapsing like a ragdoll in the grass of their front yard. Anna rushed forward to try to catch her, but didn’t reach her in time. She lifted Laurel’s head and made sure she could find no injury.

      “Laurel!” Mark suddenly found the strength to gain his feet, but then he suddenly closed his eyes and grabbed hold of the car for balance.

      “Mark! Move slowly. You don’t need to faint, too,” Anna warned him.

      Mark and Laurel had lived across the street from Anna and John for about four years. The neighborhood was mostly made up of older, retired couples now, and they had injected a youth that was much needed to their community. Anna enjoyed making friends with the younger couple.

      Anna pulled off her jacket and placed it over Laurel. The younger woman had come out of her house in only a lightweight shift, and Anna worried that she might catch a chill. Mark kneeled beside them and leaned on Anna’s shoulder.

      “We need to get her back inside the house.” His voice had grown weaker.

      Anna studied him again. Blood ran down his exposed leg as well as the front of his shirt. He had been bitten on the thigh as well as the shoulder. “We need to get you to the hospital. You’re losing too much blood.”

      He shook his head and held up his cell phone. “I tried calling 911, but it’s been busy for the last fifteen minutes. Ever since those beasts left.”

      “I’ll drive you. We don’t need an ambulance.”

      He shook his head again. “What if those monsters attack us while we’re out? Did you see what they did to my car? I… I can’t let them get Laurel and the baby.”

      “Help me get them back in the house. Laurel can stay here where she’s safe and I’ll drive you to the hospital.”

      “I can’t be responsible for you either. John would kill me.” His breath came heavy like he’d been running for miles.

      “Nonsense.” Anna shook her head, but her heart fluttered at the sound of her husband’s name. “John would kill me if I just let you bleed out right here without at least trying to get you some help. Remember, he’s Search and Rescue. He saves lives every day. It’s my turn today.”

      Relief eased the wrinkles in Mark’s brow. He’d obviously been hoping she would offer the help and refuse his polite declinations. He placed his arms under his wife’s back and legs. Anna helped place Laurel’s arm over his shoulder and set her head against his neck, then she ran ahead with Haley to open the front door for them. Once Mark got to the couch in the living room, he collapsed in front of it to set Laurel on it as gently as he could then he laid on the floor himself.

      “I just need to lie down a minute.”

      “I know that took a lot out of you. Rest as much as you need right now. Just don’t fall asleep.” Anna worried that he’d already lost too much blood. Would he make it to the hospital? Inside she prayed quickly that God would be with them on the journey.

      She knelt beside Laurel and shook her gently. “Laurel, you need to wake up.”

      After a few minutes and several tries, Laurel’s features twisted and then she finally came to.

      “Mark! Where is he? Is he okay?” She attempted to rise up from the couch, but Anna held her shoulders down.

      “Don’t get up again. You fainted outside, and we don’t want that happening another time. Mark is on the floor next to you.”

      “Sweetheart. I’m right here.” His voice was weak.

      Tears sprang to Laurel’s eyes, but she did as she was told. “Why are you on the floor?”

      “I’m just tired, honey. Anna is going to take me to the hospital, now.” He propped himself up on his elbow so he could see his wife’s face. His expression looked much more cheerful than he’d been the last several minutes, although he was sickly pale.

      Anna nodded. “We should get going.”

      “You’re leaving me here?” Panic tightened Laurel’s features and her blue eyes became as wide as saucers.

      “Honey, please. You’re safe here if those things come around again. The car isn’t safe. I’m injured and need to go to the hospital. I’d much rather stay here, but I should see if there’s anything they can do for me.”

      The tears flowed freely and she covered her face with her hands. “I want to go with you.”

      Mark drew himself to his knees in front of his wife. “I want nothing more than to stay together, but I think this is the best way. You stay here. I’ll be back as fast as I can, or even better, I’ll send Anna back as soon as I get to the hospital.”

      Slowly, she sat up, ignoring Anna’s disapproving glance and clicking tongue. Laurel pulled her hands from her face and became more determined. “No. I’m going with you.”

      “Honey, please…” Mark’s voice grew weaker, and he collapsed forward, barely catching himself.

      “Laurel!” Anna shouted, getting the crying woman’s attention. “Your husband needs to go to the hospital, now. You are in no condition to be coming with us and we can’t get a hold of an ambulance. Help me get your husband into the car. You are going to stay here and keep yourself safe. Haley will stay with you so you won’t be alone. I will be back with your husband as quickly as I can. Understood?”

      Laurel blinked, her eyes growing wide and innocent once more. It was the first time Anna had ever been so harsh with her. Laurel nodded and slowly stood. Mark could barely hang on to consciousness.

      Anna nodded and put a hand under Mark’s shoulder. “Up to your feet, young man.”

      With a gentle nod, Mark pulled himself to his feet and leaned upon Anna’s shoulder. Laurel stood slowly, grabbed a set of car keys, and helped hold him a bit from the other side. Together they made it out to the other four door sedan in the Johnson’s driveway. It had been untouched by the beasts which had attacked earlier and looked strange next to the nearly destroyed one. Once Mark was settled into the passenger seat, Anna reclined it back as far is it would go and helped him with the safety belt.

      “Just rest.”

      Mark nodded and closed his eyes. Laurel squeezed him in a tight hug and came back with the front of her shift covered in the crimson, a paler version of Mark’s. Tears still filled the woman’s eyes. As Anna went around the front of the vehicle to the driver’s side, she made eye contact with Haley. “You stay here and take care of Laurel, okay?”

      Haley did not look enthused. She had been panting slightly but stopped and eyed her owner with skepticism. Laurel put the keys into Anna’s hand, and Anna handed the leash over to Laurel. “We’ll be back in a jiffy.”

      “I still would rather come,” Laurel whined one last time.

      “This plan is better. You and Haley take care of each other,” Anna reaffirmed, and then got into the driver’s seat of her neighbor’s car.

      After adjusting the seat and mirrors to an acceptable angle, she started the car with the keyless button and glanced up. Laurel stood on the concrete porch, her hands clasped around the leather leash in her hands.

      Mark groaned.

      Haley’s ears perked toward the car. Then she bared her teeth and started barking. She leapt forward, pulling from Laurel’s hands and darting toward the passenger side of the sedan. Panic flashed through Anna’s chest. Had one of those monsters returned without warning? She followed Haley’s movements.

      Mark’s groans became louder and his breath more labored. His hands moved to the top of his head and he began scratching at his scalp. Haley jumped against the window on the passenger door, growling, snarling and baring her teeth at Mark. Mark focused on the dog outside the window.

      “Haley!” she shouted. What was wrong with her German shepherd? She was always the friendliest of dogs, and knew both of the Johnsons very well.

      Her shout attracted Mark’s attention so the he suddenly turned toward her. His eyes had grown glassy and menacing, his lip pulled up into a snarl so that his teeth were bared. Pink froth formed at the corners of his mouth. He lunged toward her grabbing at her arm and snapping his teeth.

      Anna slid back as much as she could to get away from him. Luckily, she hadn’t put on her seatbelt yet, so she pressed herself against the driver’s door. Haley had gone to howling outside, but it was nearly drowned out by the howling that came from Mark’s frothy lips.
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      Without looking, Anna worked her hand against the door, feeling for the handle. The seatbelt kept Mark from reaching her, but how long before he released himself from the belt? Finally, she found the handle and yanked it. The door came free and she fell from the car onto the concrete of the driveway. The wailing from the car continued as Mark thrashed in his seat. He still hadn’t released himself from the seatbelt. His threatening behavior was incomprehensible.

      “What’s going on?” Laurel shouted from behind her.

      Haley darted around the vehicle, jumping on Anna and licking her face. Her barking had died away completely. Anna scrambled to her feet and grabbed hold of Laurel’s arm to keep her out of the car.

      “Something’s wrong with Mark.” Anna blinked hard and just watched the man for a moment.

      He wailed at the top of his lungs, tearing at his scalp in frustration. The blood on the front of his shirt had dried, but fresh blood trickled down the front of his face from the trails his fingernails had left in his hairline. His face was contorted with anger and pain. Foam formed at the corners of his mouth which mixed with blood. How had he become like this? Just minutes ago, he had been talking to them and helping them get him to the car.

      “Mark? What is it? What’s wrong? Talk to me!” Laurel cried out into the car, the tears streaming down her face once more. She launched herself toward the car, but Anna held her back by the arm.

      “No, Laurel. You can’t.”

      Her bloodshot eyes met Anna’s and they were pleading, but she sat down upon the concrete driveway and looked into the vehicle. For a long moment, she just stared at her husband. Her baby bump was pronounced now. At five months, she was more than halfway through the pregnancy. A blessing and a curse. Laurel’s hands rested upon her belly even as Anna thought about it.

      “He’s dead,” Laurel whispered.

      “What did you say?” Anna knelt down beside her friend. “Don’t say that. He’s right there, moving. He’s not dead.”

      Laurel shook her head and pointed. “Look at him. He doesn’t know who he is. He can’t remember how to use the seatbelt. It’s just like that TV show he’s always been so obsessed with. He bled out, died, and he’s back as a zombie.”

      “No.” Anna shook her head, but studied Mark again. She’d never been a fan of the current television show which came on Sunday evenings. It seemed like sacrilege that it had gained popularity on the Lord ’s Day. But she’d seen enough of it to know what Laurel meant. And it did seem Laurel could be right. Anna blinked hard and then stood once more. She shut the driver’s side door and cut off the wailing sound continuing within. The car was still running. But the last thing Anna wanted to do was reach in and get closer to the shell Mark had become. She held Laurel by the shoulders and shook her slightly to get her to meet eyes with her. “We should get inside.”

      Laurel blinked and withdrew her gaze from her husband. She nodded, but her face remained passive. Anna offered her a hand and she took it. Laurel’s pallor worried Anna. She watched the pregnant woman intently for any sign of dizziness as she helped her to her feet.

      They walked in silence back to the house, Haley in tow. The alien drone continued in the distance, but it had been accompanied by the sound of the muffled wails from the inside of the sedan. Laurel didn’t even chance a glance back at her husband as they entered the house. Once inside, she headed for the beige chair next to the couch and plopped down in it. “First aliens and now zombies. What could possibly be next?”

      Anna wrung her hands and stood in the middle of the living room. None of this made any sense to her, and her stomach churned with anxiety, but she knew what she needed to do to get peace. She needed to pray. “I don’t know exactly what could be next, Laurel, but I know it’s all in God’s hands.”

      Laurel narrowed her eyes at her. “God? Why would God allow all this? I thought He was supposed to love us. It sure feels like He hates us.”

      Anna swallowed. She’d never been an apologist and avoided answering conflicts like these. But she knew she couldn’t just leave Laurel unanswered right now. “It’s hard to understand God’s ways because He doesn’t explain His plans to us. He promised that He loves us, and He keeps His promises. We just have to take Him at His word.”

      For a moment, Laurel just shut her eyes tight. Then she opened them again, her expression softening again. “I know that’s what the Bible says. I went to a Baptist church growing up. But this is too much. My preacher used to say that things like zombies and aliens weren’t real. But they are. Why aren’t they mentioned in the Bible at all?”

      The leather couch across from Laurel was cold against Anna’s skin as she took a seat. Her gaze remained fixed on Laurel’s. “Sometimes we only understand the Bible in part until it’s revealed to us when it comes to pass. The Bible had lots of prophecies about Jesus but they didn’t make any sense until He arrived. Likewise, the book of Revelation tells us—”

      “Enough!” Laurel shook her head, broke away from Anna and stood quickly. She turned toward the stairs. “I don’t want to be preached at. I just want to mourn my husband right now. I think I’ll go lie down.”

      “Why don’t you lie down right here on the couch? I’ll make some tea to soothe your nerves.”

      Laurel shook her head. “No. You should go home. I’m fine.”

      Shock prickled Anna’s skin as though she’d had cold water thrown into her face. “You shouldn’t be alone right now. I’ll stay.”

      With a wave of her hand, Laurel started up the stairs. “Suit yourself.”

      The sudden shifts in mood shouldn’t have been a terrible surprise to Anna, but somehow it was. Laurel had just lost her husband, and she was pregnant. This newest invasion had come down hard upon her. Her mood swings should have been somewhat expected, but it created unease in the pit of Anna’s stomach.

      Upstairs, a bedroom door closed. Feet shuffled across the floorboards.

      Tea. Anna headed toward the kitchen to make the tea she’d promised even though it had been denied. Perhaps Laurel would change her mind once the beverage had been made. Haley’s nails clacked against the kitchen tiles as she followed. While the water boiled on the stove, Anna had a moment of communion with her God. She poured out her problems even though He already knew them. Somehow just bringing them up to Him loosened the knot in her stomach.

      The tea kettle had been whistling for several seconds while she finished up her prayer and got the cups prepared. She hummed to herself to stay connected with her peace. The Johnson’s kitchen had been renovated so it didn’t look much like Anna’s own, even though they had had the same original floor plan. Still, she didn’t have too much trouble making out where everything she needed was to make the tea. She added just a little bit of milk and sugar, as she often did for herself when she needed a little pick-me-up.

      After taking a sip of her own drink to make sure the temperature was cool enough for consumption, she placed Laurel’s cup on a saucer and headed up the stairs. Haley followed like a constant shadow. At the bedroom door, she stopped and knocked gently. “Laurel, I’ve made the tea. May I come in?”

      No answer.

      Thinking that perhaps she was asleep, she decided to step in and set the tea on her friend’s nightstand so it would be there for her when she woke. She tried the bedroom door handle, but it wouldn’t turn in her hand. Locked.

      “Laurel? Are you awake?”

      Once more, no answer.

      Anna knocked a little harder on the door, jostling the tea cup in her hand and a small bit splashed over onto her thumb. She sucked in her breath, switching hands on the saucer, and swiped the hot liquid away on her pants leg. “Laurel? Please, open this door right now. I only want to know that you’re safe. At least answer me?”

      She waited a moment but still received no answer.

      The panic that had been threatening to tie her stomach in knots crept up to steal the peace she’d found in the kitchen. She closed her eyes and prayed. What could she do right now if Laurel refused to answer or open the door? Anna wasn’t strong enough to break the door down and there was no one she could call for help. There had to be something she could do.

      For a moment she stood there in the house which was both familiar and strange at the same time. She’d never been upstairs in the Johnson’s house, so the green-patterned wallpaper in the hallway gave her a bizarre sense of wrongness. It was so much unlike the plain eggshell found in her house, the mirror image of this one.

      Then she remembered. The master bedroom shared a bath with the bedroom next door. It had been a selling point for Anna when they’d bought their house. The feature in the floor plan made it ideal for a nursery. She started for the bedroom to the right and found the doorknob moved easily in her hand. If Laurel had neglected to lock the bathroom door, she’d be able to get to her neighbor without much trouble.

      She opened the bedroom door and found it already painted and ready for the future child they were expecting. Rainbows, unicorns, and mermaids graced the mural on the wall, but the colors were yellow and green. Perfect for when you don’t know the sex of the child.

      A prick of jealousy pierced Anna’s heart, but she swallowed it down. She steeled herself and walked past the crib in the center of the room and found the bathroom door closed. She said a quick prayer of hope and turned the bathroom door handle. Relief overcame her as she opened the door. But when she did, she found the light on and Laurel sitting on the edge of the bathtub, her hands covered with blood.

      The teacup shattered on the bathroom tiles.
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      The SUV’s engine died. John unbuckled his seatbelt and twisted in his seat. He scanned a wide-eyed May for any visible injury. “Is everyone okay?”

      May nodded, and John turned around the rest of the way in his seat to look at his German shepherd. Harvey remained on the floor of the vehicle behind his seat, looking up at John, panting. “You okay, buddy?”

      Harvey wagged his tail gently at his owner’s question, but still didn’t stand. It worried John. He patted the backseat of the truck, and gave the dog the command to get up. The dog stood reluctantly and pulled himself back onto the seat with May. He sat on the seat, panting, but otherwise seemed okay. John let out a sigh of relief.

      But it was short lived.

      The thrumming vibrations from the alien beasts drew closer. Through the back window, John found the beasts climbing over cars and looking within them, obviously searching for any survivors. They needed to hide.

      In Virginia, state law forbids the use of tinting on the windows at the front of the vehicle, but in the back of SUVs it was standard that all the windows were tinted in the darkest of glass. John climbed over the console between the front seats and commanded, “May, get up.”

      “What?”

      He unbuckled her seatbelt for her. “Just stand up. I’m going to pull the seat down so we can get into the trunk area.”

      Her eyes were wide as though she didn’t quite understand but she did as she was told, allowing John to hit the button on the side of the backseat, and pull the back down. As soon as the seat came toward Harvey, the dog happily leapt through the hole and into the space where he normally rode in the vehicle. Once the seat was down, it exposed an entrance into the back, allowing them to crawl under the cage above it. John motioned for May to crawl through, and then he followed her. Harvey’s tail wagged in an almost complete circle to show his happiness at sharing his space. He licked John in the face.

      John pushed his dog away and peered through the back of the truck once more. The beasts were only two vehicles’ distance away. They didn’t have much time. He pushed the side latch to allow the cage above the seat to move out of the way so he could grab the top of the back seat. After pulling the seat back into position, he closed the grate and pulled up the blanket from the floor that Harvey usually laid upon, pushing it through the bars to create a curtain.

      It would have to do.

      Using silent hand cues, he told Harvey to lie down. And then placed his hands upon May’s shoulders, turning her slightly toward the beasts. “You see them. They are coming, and I saw them breaking the windows out of the cars on the highway. We need to hide from them. So, no matter what happens, you can’t make a sound. Don’t talk, don’t cry. No sounds. Got it?”

      “But what about the dog? Won’t he bark?”

      John shook his head and set a finger against his lips. He whispered. “No. Harvey is a trained Search and Rescue dog. I’ve already given him the command to stay silent. He will.”

      At least, John hoped he would. Harvey was a vocal dog, and John had slacked off in that particular area of training because he’d always felt it was unimportant. It was the one area that Haley had excelled at compared to Harvey. But today, John gave Harvey the command, putting all his desperation in his voice, his gestures, and in the eye contact he made with his dog. Harvey was smart. John had to believe the German shepherd would understand.

      The first steps on the roof of the truck took them all by surprise. John gasped and May made the smallest of squeaks before she slapped a hand over her own mouth. Harvey sat up, a low growl emanating from his throat. John scolded the dog with his glare and then placed a hand over the dog’s eyes for a moment as punishment. When he released the dog’s eyes, Harvey remembered his orders and lay down once more.

      Footsteps tread across the roof of the vehicle. The metal gave under the weight of each step and popped back into place as the alien beast continued along its path. The sound created even more tension in John’s back.

      John kept one finger against his lips, the other hand upon Harvey’s head to keep the dog still. More beasts came up alongside the vehicle. On the right, the alien’s snout sat right up against the tinted window. It snuffled and licked the glass, its rough tongue causing the glass to squeal. It looked hard into the vehicle, its piercing gaze threatening to penetrate right through the blackened tint.

      For a moment, John didn’t realize he’d been holding his breath, and he let out the air slowly from his lips. A beast on the left pressed its head against the SUV, ramming it slightly and shaking the car. Under John’s hand, Harvey made a motion to get up again, but John’s firm hand against the top of the dog’s head kept him down and quiet.

      May’s eyes were wide, and both her hands covered her mouth. But her breath still came out in short gasps. She was hyperventilating. John glared and shook his head at her. She needed to calm down or she’d give them away. Hiding like this was a shot in the dark, and the last thing they needed was for the kid to freak out and give away their position. She leaned forward and buried her face in Harvey’s fur.

      The warm, fuzzy nature of dogs had a comforting effect on humans. It was the reason why animals were used in therapy of all kinds. The warmth of Harvey’s skin and the soft fur under her hands would do nothing but help May right now. In fact, John realized that the hand he had against Harvey’s head was keeping him grounded as well.

      After the first few aliens passed, relief slowly trickled into John and he released the finger against his lips. Beast after beast passed the car, some snuffling, others jumping on the roof and walking along making the metal pop. It continued like this for several minutes. Over and over, again.

      John didn’t want to make any sudden moves but his leg began falling asleep. Slowly he shifted his weight and straightened his leg. When he lightly touched May’s foot. She gasped, turned her head quickly, and shot him a scared glance. He pressed the finger back to his lips and then pointed at his own foot. She nodded and pressed her face back into the German shepherd’s fur. Once he’d straightened his leg, he glanced back out the back window

      How long had it been?

      Wave after wave of the beasts had passed the vehicle, but behind them, he found black, alien beasts beyond numbering.
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      “Laurel!” Anna shouted, rushing forward and pulling the razor blade from the pregnant woman’s hands. She shook her head and grabbed a towel from the rack.

      Sobs racked Laurel’s body as she wailed, louder than her husband had been in the car. Tears stung the back of Anna’s eyes as well.

      She pressed hard against the bleeding wrist, checking the other to make sure it wasn’t injured as well. Though covered with blood, it didn’t seem to have an injury. When she pulled back the towel to check the wrist she’d been holding, she found the wound wasn’t spurting blood as it should if Laurel had hit an artery. The wound across the skin appeared shallow. Relieved, Anna covered it up again, keeping the pressure on.

      Anna wanted to yell at Laurel and ask her how she could do this. But instead, the older woman stayed silent while the young woman continued to sob until she had nothing left in her. After a long time passed, Laurel’s wailing had died down and hiccups had taken their place.

      Under the towel, Anna found the bleeding had stopped as well. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

      Laurel complied, allowing Anna to guide her to the sink and wash the dried blood from her hands. She cleaned the wound area gently. Anna wanted to make sure the wound didn’t begin bleeding again, so she opened the cabinet to find gauze and tape to wrap it up with some triple-antibiotic.

      “The blade was too dull.” Laurel’s tears renewed for a moment, but she sniffed and wiped them away. “I couldn’t cut deep enough.”

      Anna could tell. The wound on Laurel’s wrist had appeared to be several shallow cuts in the same place. The venture must have been painful as well as frustrating, but Anna was just grateful Laurel had failed and that she’d had enough time to stop her.

      The bathroom door to the master bedroom had been locked, so Anna unlocked it and started through the bedroom to open the door to the hallway. She didn’t want to have to navigate over the broken teacup, especially since Laurel’s feet were bare.

      In the bedroom, Laurel leaned toward the window. Anna moved beside her.

      “I can see him from here,” Laurel said, pulling the white curtain back and gazing down toward the driveway. “He’s moving around so much that occasionally I see him through the windshield.”

      Anna followed Laurel’s lead and glanced down as well. Below she found the white sedan and the shadow of a figure moving about within. They couldn’t hear the wailing cries, but somehow Anna knew they were still there as well.

      “I don’t know how to do this. How can I be a mother while the world is falling apart? How can I hope to have this baby without… without a father?”

      Anna pulled Laurel into a hug and patted her on the back reassuringly. Again, she stayed silent, her intuition telling her that her presence and listening ear were all the comfort Laurel needed at the moment. After several minutes, Laurel stepped back. Her eyes looked clearer and alert, even though bloodshot. She offered Anna a sheepish look. “I think I’ll take that tea now.”

      In return, Anna nodded. “Of course.”

      Once they were downstairs, Anna returned to the kitchen and started the boiling water. Remaining restless, she continued to move about the kitchen in a rouse to check on Laurel in the living room every half-minute. Laurel sat on the couch and turned on the television.

      A voice carried into the kitchen from the television. “The White House is preparing a statement to be aired when the president is available. We have heard from our press team in D.C. that the president is currently safe in his underground bunker. Please get to safety, yourself, as soon as possible. The aliens emit a rumbling sound and vibration you can feel as they approach. If you feel and hear it, heed the warning and get to safety. Here in the studio, we have Dr. Teruya, a Cox News contributor and psychologist to discuss the aliens.”

      Anna stepped into the room to watch just as an Asian woman’s face came on the television. Her expression was stoic as she stood in front of a green screen which continued to play images of the attacks. She froze the picture on a close-up of one of the aliens. “The characteristics of these beasts are not what I had expected. Their behavior seems more primitive than I would have thought by studying their ships over the past few weeks. This attack has taken us by surprise.

      “The sharpened canines and pug-shape of their faces would make oral communication difficult for their kind. But if you look at their claw-like hands, it is possible that they may have formed the ships we see, at least physically.”

      The first reporter’s voice had become surer, as if feeding off the confidence of the doctor. “Most forms of communication with government officials outside of the direct wire to the White House are offline. So, we’re relying on what the professionals in our studio are able to determine. In your professional opinion, Dr. Teruya, you are not sure if these animal-like creatures are the aliens themselves as opposed to being what? A pet? A weapon?”

      The Asian woman nodded. “Right. I can’t determine it myself, nor can we find any intelligence to make a determination. But my feeling is that these… Shisa could be either the aliens themselves or some variant. Possibly even a soldier.”

      “Shisa?”

      A blush rose to the Asian woman’s face. “That’s what these aliens remind me of, Bob. In Okinawa, we have statues of Shisa, lion dogs, outside of many homes. In truth, the aliens look much like them.”

      The camera panned back to Bob, the original reporter, who said, “Thank you Dr. Teruya. As we await more news from the White House, reports are coming in—”

      Laurel had shut off the television and groaned. She placed her face in her hands, and spoke, muffled by her fingers. “Watching that only made me feel worse.”

      Anna returned to the kitchen, calling back over her shoulder, “The tea’s just about ready.”

      When she returned, the television had been turned back on again, but this time Laurel had muted it. On the screen they continued to replay the ships opening up and the alien monsters pouring through in number beyond belief. It seemed there were more of them than the spaceship could have contained. It reminded Anna of the clown cars in the circus that were two small for one or two people but somehow twenty clowns came out of them. The alien monsters poured out of the ship in the same way.

      And they attacked people ruthlessly. Laurel’s eyes were glued to the screen like a person watching a car accident. It was hard to turn away. Even as Anna held the tea, she found herself stuck watching the images on the screen as well. The pundits continued their analysis, but their words were lost on Laurel and Anna. Somehow, she doubted they missed much.

      Anna took a slow, cautious sip of her tea and found the temperature to be perfect. The milk had brought it down just right. Laurel had pulled her eyes from the television screen and had begun staring at the tea in her hands. Anna’s heart pricked in sympathy for the young woman’s pain. The sorrow seemed to return to the woman in waves. At times, Laurel appeared subdued and thoughtful then at other times, miserable and grief-stricken.

      Anna wanted to share scriptures with Laurel, in the hopes that it would lift the younger woman’s spirit, but she feared making the woman feel preached at again. The last thing she wanted was for Laurel to run from her like she did last time. So instead, Anna continued to pray for the woman in silence while the woman stared at her tea cup.

      Finally, Laurel lifted her blue eyes to meet Anna’s and spoke. “You said that the book of Revelation prophesied these things? I’d never heard of anything like that.”

      Anna set aside her empty cup and chose her words carefully. “The Bible is more than a book of history and prophecy. It’s a letter from God to us. If you ask Him to—”

      A hard knock at the door caused them both to jump to their feet. Laurel dropped her tea cup and saucer on the floor, a dark, wet stain instantly forming on the light tan carpet. Anna set a hand on the younger woman’s arm to reassure her with a whispered, “It’s alright.” She rushed to the kitchen to grab the small towel which had been on the stove’s handle.

      Haley jumped at the door and barked ferociously.

      The knocking continued. Hard and repetitive. The sound of it caused the hairs on the back of Anna’s neck to rise. Laurel stood still. She’d begun fingering the wrap on her injured wrist, and made no movement to answer the door. Neither of them called out to let the banging fist know they were coming. A foreboding sense of dread had overcome them both.
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      A half-hour more had passed before the last, straggling beast had run beyond John’s sight and over the pileup of cars standing before his SUV. He waited several more minutes, scanning every direction. Only when the constant, deafening thrum had begun to recede with the beasts, did the tension in his shoulders start to relax.

      On the floor of the SUV’s trunk, John found both Harvey and May had fallen asleep. He sighed. Only the young could sleep when intense danger surrounded them. He leaned forward and tried to get the cramping out of his legs, but it only seemed to make them worse. He reached down and opened the hatchback.

      The sound of the opening door roused both the girl and the dog. Panic widened May’s eyes, and she shot up as though she suddenly remembered where she was and the danger which had surrounded her when she was last awake.

      “It’s okay. They’re gone,” John reassured her as he slid over the bumper and out the back of the vehicle. His legs wobbled beneath him as he stretched his aching back. At fifty-seven-years-old, John had minor aches and pains and was prone to stiffness when sitting still. This was worsened by the fall he’d taken earlier. He considered himself to be doing better than average in the aging department. Even though his hair had long been more silver than brown the last couple of haircuts, he hardly felt much different than he did when he was thirty.

      Harvey jumped out of the back of the truck without being told, but John honestly couldn’t blame the dog. They all had been cooped up in the five-by four-foot space for over an hour while the aliens had passed like a swarm of insects. Although the aliens looked a bit like dogs, John and May were lucky. It seemed the beasts didn’t have noses like them.

      “What are we going to do now?”

      “Hmm?” John couldn’t stop his eyes from scanning every direction for potential dangers. Aliens might not be able to sneak up on them with the vibrating hum they had, but infected people could.

      “The car doesn’t work, right? So, what are we going to do?”

      John kept the trunk of the SUV open. If they needed to jump back in and hide again, they could do it. But otherwise, the kid was right. The truck was useless. Once he’d slammed into the back of the last car in the pile-up, the vehicle had shut off. John had tried to get it started once more, but it had only cranked loudly; the starter never quite turned over. Still, John was loath to leave the truck. It felt like a buoy in the midst of a stormy sea. The only problem was that they couldn’t make it to shore unless they released the buoy and swam for it.

      After tossing his side pack into his rucksack and taking anything else he might need from the truck, he slammed the hatch closed. He gave it a lingering glance. In his heart he knew it was the last time he’d see the vehicle. The roadways were littered with broken-down cars. His just added to the rest. If by some miracle, humankind could overcome this situation, there would be a lot of cleaning up to do. He shook his head in frustration. Not his problem right now.

      Right now, he just needed to get home to Anna.

      He patted his leg twice and signaled Harvey to stay next to him without the leash. Then he started walking the same direction as the alien beasts had gone. May came up beside him and took his hand. It was an unusual feeling. He had no nieces or nephews nearby and though he and Anna had always wanted children, it had never happened. Now he was responsible for another person. Not an adult who could take care of herself, the way Anna could, but a child who needed help and guidance.

      In this strange new world, he wasn’t sure how he was going to survive. He pushed those thoughts aside and started doing the math. From this point to his house in Pungo was probably only a ten-minute drive from here. But they were walking. So maybe ten miles away as the crow flies? He and Anna walked the dogs two and a half miles every evening after dinner. It took them just a little less than an hour to do that. So, if they needed to walk ten miles, it would mean they were four hours from home.

      He groaned.

      After doing the math, he really wanted to walk faster, but wasn’t sure if May had the athletic ability to keep up with him and Harvey. Maybe there were some places they would be able to cut corners or through yards to shave some time and mileage. Without a doubt, this wasn’t going to be an easy hike.

      May squeezed his hand. “Where are we going?”

      He blinked at her and realized he’d never answered her question out loud earlier. Maybe he’d just gotten too used to internalizing things. Set in his old ways. Anna understood that about him, and it was one of the reasons he had fallen in love with her. He’d have to change a little for May’s sake. “Home.”

      Wrinkles appeared on May’s forehead. “My mom is gone. I don’t have a home anymore.”

      “You do. You’re welcome to stay with me and Anna, my wife.” John shrugged. He knew Anna would be fine with it. He wasn’t quite sure if the kid would be fine with it, but if she was going to tag along with him, he’d do what he could to keep her safe. That much he knew for sure.

      May nodded.

      They cut across the street as soon as they were clear of the overpass and headed toward the park lawn of the college campus. Provided they stayed in open spaces wherever they could, John believed they’d be safer. At least they’d spy danger from farther away.

      Fisted hands pounded against glass as they passed an older model station wagon. Harvey’s hackles rose and a deep, guttural growl pushed past the snarl on his lips. The German shepherd hesitated at the vehicle and started to lag behind. John snapped his fingers to get the dog’s attention. The driver in the vehicle had the tell-tale bloody tracks on his hairline from ripping through his scalp. His windshield was busted through and he had a gaping wound on his neck and shoulder. But the seatbelt kept the man firmly in the seat of his vehicle.

      The man was past saving. There was nothing John could do for him so he picked up the pace to a slow jog as they finished crossing the next street. When they got to the strip-mall on the corner of where Indian River Road and Ferrel Parkway split off, he chose to pull May behind the shopping mall. Several infected people milled about near the front of the building.

      Around back, dumpsters and vehicles parked close to the building, so John opted to remain close to the curb on the side of the driveway behind the mall, close to the chain-link fence in the hopes that if something was hiding behind the dumpsters they’d have room to see them ahead of time. Harvey padded along in the grass beside John, and May stayed close, even after she had finally released his hand.

      Without having to be told, May stayed quiet. John liked her quiet maturity. He didn’t know for sure, but he ventured that somehow May had had to grow up a bit faster for her age. Maybe she’d seen a lot of death and pain in her life… possibly even just in the past few months since the aliens arrived. And now the trend had continued with the events of the morning.

      They had already been walking for half an hour without a word. John turned toward her while walking.

      “You have any brothers or sisters?”

      Her gaze shot away like she was thinking about how to answer. Slowly she shook her head. “I have a brother, but he left a long time ago. I don’t know where he is.”

      “Oh,” John wasn’t sure how to respond. What she said could mean almost anything. She could have family somewhere out in this world, or she might have none. Either way, he would do for her what he could.

      “His name is Marcus. He’s much older than me. Twenty last January. I turn thirteen in October.” May’s face had a faraway look. Her eyes weren’t registering the road in front of her anymore. “He moved to New York. He sent me a postcard once.”

      “Hmmm.” John wished he hadn’t brought up another touchy area for her. He was hoping that getting her talking would help ease her tension, but instead he felt like he had poured salt into old wounds.

      May had stopped talking. And maybe it was a good thing. Even though he’d suspected as much, not knowing for certain had given him the ability to distance himself from her pain. Now it was staring him in the face and his heart pricked within him with sympathy for her.

      Wailing drew near.

      The hairs on the back of John’s neck stood on end. Harvey had lowered his body in a defensive posture and lagged behind and then darted forward again to stay with them. John followed the line of Harvey’s sight and found the target. An infected woman approached them through one of the neighborhood yards. She was still a good distance away, but he picked up his pace to make it past her before she reached the fence. He didn’t need her making enough noise to draw attention to them from more of her kind.

      May and Harvey fell into step with him and jogged along too.

      When they reached the end of the driveway, John came to a startling realization. The fence that had stood as a barrier between the neighborhood and the mall came to an abrupt end. And even worse, a crowd of the woman’s neighbors were heading their direction.
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      Haley leapt toward the door and barked at it ferociously. She always did that, whether the person on the other side was friend or foe. It made no difference. The sound of a hand rapping against a door set off a Pavlovian response in the German shepherd. Anna pulled herself out of the frozen place she stood and headed toward the door slowly. The pounding continued in regular but erratic intervals. It didn’t just sound like someone knocking politely, but someone wanted to be let in immediately. She held a finger to her lips to signal Laurel to stay quiet.

      Laurel nodded, her eyes wide and fixed on the door.

      Anna stood up against the door and laid her hand upon it to steady herself. The pounding on the door continued and she felt the vibrations through her hand. She peered through the peep-hole in the door, happy that the Johnsons even had one as her own doorway at home did not.

      Standing on the concrete porch of the Johnson’s house was Bill Gibbs, the homeowner’s association president. His eyes seemed clear and from what Anna could see, he didn’t have any injuries. From what she could see of the yard through the hole, it appeared as empty as it had been when she’d first come into the house. She cleared her throat. “Bill, is that you?”

      “Anna?” His constant banging against the door stopped. “You in there? Is Laurel with you?”

      Anna turned the deadbolt and opened the door. Bill stood there with his hands in his pockets, his eyes darting about in his large framed glasses. Bill was about forty years old, but his receding hairline and bulging waist made him appear a few years older than Anna rather than a few years younger. He rubbed his hands on his slacks, and his gaze kept returning to Mark, flailing in the car.

      “The neighborhood association is gathering at the clubhouse if you’d like to join us. We’re trying to determine what supplies we all have so that we can make it through this crisis together. Is Laurel here with you?”

      “I’m here,” Laurel answered from right behind Anna, setting a hand on her shoulder.

      “Good. That’s good.” He nodded, his gaze flicking toward Mark again.

      Anna nodded. “How many people are uninjured? On the news they’re talking about how the people who get injured by the aliens are not behaving like themselves.”

      “Zombies. Mark…” Laurel’s voice trailed off as she pointed in the direction of the car.

      A knowing look of pity filled Bill’s eyes, but he didn’t look the direction she’d pointed. “I noticed already. I’m really sorry about your husband.”

      Laurel whimpered, and Anna stepped back to put an arm around the woman’s shoulders.

      “What about John, Anna?” Bill wouldn’t stop fidgeting, and stepped back once onto the step below the porch, looking down the street this time.

      “He was called out this morning for a Search and Rescue operation on the beachfront.” Anna couldn’t help but step out on the porch after giving Laurel’s shoulders a squeeze. Her eyes trained the same direction as Bill had been glancing, but she could see nothing.

      “Because of the earthquake?”

      “Yeah.”

      Bill swallowed and clasped his hands together. “Rachel and Kimberly are getting the clubhouse ready. We sent the men out to canvass the neighborhood to see if we could find any more survivors. It’s been tough. I’ve knocked on some doors and found no one. The Morris’s house… Mr. Morris was home, but he wasn’t himself. He must have been outside working in his rose bushes. You know how he’s been working himself silly trying to get his prized bushes to bloom without the sunshine they were used to.”

      Anna nodded. He’d been out working in the flowerbeds nearly every day. It made sense he would have been out that morning when the alien monsters attacked.

      “The Shisa must have got him and he must have gone inside before he… changed.” Bill’s hands clenched. He shook them out and shoved them in his pockets again.

      “Shisa?” Laurel interjected. “What do you mean?”

      Bill blinked. “It was on the news. That’s what they are calling those aliens now.”

      “Oh.” Laurel had stepped out onto the porch as well, but her eyes didn’t leave her husband, although the sight of him in the state he was in couldn’t have been any less painful to behold.

      “What do you need us to do, Bill?” Anna asked, trying to get things focused once more.

      Bill had backed up another step and now stood on the sidewalk approaching the porch. He’d always been like that, keeping his distance from other people. It was rumored he was a germaphobe, which was why he didn’t tend to shake hands and often skipped eating from others’ dishes during potlucks. “I know Mark had a couple of shotguns, maybe a handgun?”

      Laurel finally pulled her gaze from her husband when she heard his name. “Yes, he has several.”

      “Could you bring them?”

      Anna blinked and shook her head. “We’re arming ourselves?”

      Bills hands fisted and unfisted at his sides as he continued looking up the roadway. “Yes. We’re going to pool all our supplies and weapons together. If we’re going to survive this situation, we need to get into a position that is both defensible and good for our community.”

      “But they said on the news that the Shisa were immune to weapons. It doesn’t stop them.” Anna frowned. What the man was saying made no sense to her.

      “It also said that they could be injured and that shooting them did seem to slow them down. Besides, they are not the only dangers out there.”

      “You’re going to do what? Shoot people, too, Bill? They are our neighbors.”

      Bill shook his head. “Not anymore.”
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      “Harvey, heel,” John snapped at the dog when the German shepherd threatened to run off toward the crowd again. This time, however, Harvey hesitated mid-stride and then rushed back to his handler’s side.

      John had grabbed hold of May’s hand once again and was happy that the girl seemed to be able to keep up with them while they jogged away from the infected people. They were easy to outrun. John was happy to discover that, since he considered himself in pretty decent shape. Still, he wasn’t much of one for sprinting.

      The aliens had injured them all. Everyone he found had huge open wounds festered on their bodies without tending. It made them limp or drag body parts behind them. None of them were in the sort of shape needed for pursuit.

      Once they made it around the bend of the road, they were blocked by a large hedge, and they lost their pursuers. The road in front of them was open for the first time since they’d left the major thoroughfare. As they walked another half mile, they only found the occasional car ditched. They didn’t see many of the infected people along the way and the steady hum of the alien beasts remained far away.

      May, who’d been a little more than a step behind him, rushed up and grabbed hold of John’s arm again. His jaw tensed and his back stiffened in response. Her almond eyes blinked up at him. “I’m hungry.”

      Almost immediately, John’s own stomach growled in response.

      He pulled his cell phone from his rucksack and found that the battery had little life left, and still had no signal. It was nearly two in the afternoon. That meant neither of them had likely eaten since the earthquake, almost six hours before. Additionally, they had six hours of daylight left, maximum. If John’s math was correct, they’d only gone about a mile and a half in the past forty minutes. This wasn’t good. They were going slower than he’d hoped.

      Now he needed to worry about food.

      May tugged on his arm and pointed. He followed her gaze to a convenience store across the intersection they were heading toward. John nodded. It was worth a shot. Many convenience stores had closed due to the lack of supplies and the lack of customers, but this one was still open. John had just filled up there with gas that very morning.

      There were no cars in the parking area in front of the store, and only one at the pumps. A silver sedan sat with the driver’s side door still open and a weak dinging sound notified everyone around that the keys were still in the ignition. The gas nozzle still sat in the tank, although John couldn’t find the driver anywhere. Had the area already been attacked by those beasts?

      Of course, it had.

      As they walked up toward the store, John leaned into the vehicle and pulled the keys out of the ignition, causing the dinging to finally stop, then he pushed the door closed. The numbers on the gas pump reflected that the tank was already full and paid for by credit card, which meant there was no need for the driver to have gone inside. Out of habit, he shoved the key into his pocket. The door on the car locked automatically once it was shut.

      There used to be a show on television a few years back where the main character would save the world from terrorists and he did it all in one day. Each hour-long episode was one hour of that federal agent’s day. John wondered at how a person could survive with that much stress and adrenaline in his life. But today, it seemed John would learn it firsthand.

      On the glass front of the convenience store, an “Open” sign still glowed red. John peered in, looking for any obvious signs of danger. Shelves, which used to be packed with candies, snacks, chips, and the like were generally barren. It was the same that morning. Only a few items remained. But it was enough that they could get rid of the gnawing hunger inside them until they could make it home.

      The brightly lit interior seemed welcoming enough, but the blood-smeared handprint on the inside of the doorway told John things were not as easy as that. He stood on his toes to see over the far shelves, and found nothing. He looked down at May and Harvey. Then he scanned the general intersection. All clear in every direction as far as he could tell.

      He couldn’t decide whether it was safer to leave his companions outside or have them come in with him. Indecisive, he pulled on the glass door. If it were locked, the point would be moot. But it wasn’t. The door came free of its frame easily in his hand. Faint, but distinct, he heard wailing within.

      The door slipped from his fingers and shut once more.

      May’s eyes grew wide as she searched his for reassurance. Her grip on his arm tightened. Harvey’s hackles rose again and he let out a low growl.

      John swallowed and nodded.

      The noise had been faint. It was possible that the infected person within was on the farthest side of the store. He could sneak in, get a few items, and then sneak back out before the person even realized he was there. This could be a quick in and out, only if he left Harvey and May outside.

      His eyes met May’s, and he pulled his arm from her grasp. “You stay here, okay?”

      May shook her head and grabbed hold of his arm again. “Don’t go.”

      He pushed her hands down and shook his head again. “I’ll be fine. You can watch me from here through the glass. Harvey will keep you safe. We’re both hungry and it’s still going to be hours before we get home at this rate.”

      Her jaw tensed as her grip on his arm slackened. Tears welled in the bottom of her eyes, but she knelt down and hugged the dog. Harvey licked her on the cheek and sat at the hand cue John gave him.

      John took a deep breath and pulled the door open, darting through an opening just big enough to fit through. Overhead, a mechanical doorbell sounded. His fists clenched at the sound and even though the temperature was cool, sweat beaded on his forehead. The wailing in the back of the store increased in volume. His legs felt stiff. His heart raced. Although he’d wanted to move quickly, it felt as though he waded in waist-deep water.

      Forcing himself to focus, he concentrated on the shelf in front of him. Spray cans of flat-tire-fix, air pressure gauges and other non-edibles sat directly in front of him. He moved down the aisle, past the magazines and gift cards. On the end cap, he found a single bag of onion ring chips. He grabbed them, knowing he wasn’t going to get too far into the store. If he didn’t find what he was looking for down the next aisle, he’d make do with the chips.

      He peered down the next aisle and found it clear. He scooted past the hard candy, grabbing a small handful. Empty calories were better than no calories. Finally, he found a shelf with a few canned goods. There were Vienna sausages, sardines, and deviled ham. He grabbed all three and started for the end of the aisle nearest the door. Then he saw movement at the front of the store. The cashier stood behind the counter, leaning against it as though to help him keep his balance.

      A portion of the cashier’s cheek was missing, so his teeth were exposed beneath. The revolting picture was like something directly out of a horror movie. The wailing caused the cheek and the skin below it to flap in the air forced out the hole. The tracks of his fingernails made red stripes under the man’s grey, thinning hair.

      John realized he had been frozen to the spot. It was time to move.

      He continued forward down the aisle. The cashier hadn’t made a move toward him, though his glassy eyes were fixed upon John. Both the cashier’s hands lay flat upon the counter, and when he reached up toward John, he fell forward, landing upon his shoulder or face. Then he would push himself up once more. For some reason, he seemed unable to stand.

      “Sorry you’re like this. I’ll just leave this here. Keep the change, okay?” He placed a twenty on the counter, well out of the man’s reach.

      The man tried to snatch at him anyway, but once he released his support, his forehead smacked the counter with a loud thud.

      The swinging door to the area in the back creaked open, and a second wailing began. The hairs on the back of John’s neck stood on end as he turned toward the sound. This man was bigger—linebacker sized. Easily six-feet-four and weighing well over three hundred pounds. Blood stained his white polo shirt and light-colored jeans. Though his clothing was not ripped, the blood radiated out from the side of his torso.

      John swallowed, backing up toward the door.

      The bloody froth which formed around the linebacker’s mouth dripped in long strings like a rabid dog’s. He rushed forward for John, faster than any of the infected had moved all day.

      Fight or flight instinct kicked in and John turned around, running for the door at full speed. Just before reaching the door, he pulled down the end-cap shelf, hoping it would slow the linebacker down. Then he pushed the door open and spun around, holding it closed for a moment. He grabbed the car keys that he’d taken from the gold sedan and pressed the unlock button. He shoved the chips and cans of food from the store at the girl. “May. Here. Take this. Run for the car.”

      Harvey jumped up, barked, and yipped at John, not understanding the sudden excitement. When May ran for the car, Harvey chased her for a moment, then stopped in the middle of the lot, turning back toward John.

      Inside he heard crashing and scraping metal as the linebacker stumbled through the knocked-down shelving. Still, this wasn’t going to work. Any moment, the infected man would make his way over or around the shelving and would barrel through the door. The linebacker outweighed John by at least a hundred and fifty pounds. There was no way he was going to be able to hold this door shut against the man when he made it there. If only it was a pull in or if he had some means to block the doorway. There was no time. Instead, he sprinted for the car. Even though the linebacker was moving faster than the rest of the infected, John still believed he could outrun him.

      May had already made it to the passenger seat and closed the door behind her. Harvey grew excited again by John’s rush forward. The linebacker couldn’t be far behind, and he needed to make it to the driver’s side of the vehicle in time. He spun around the back of the car and yanked the door open. “Harvey, get in. Up!”

      Harvey jumped across the driver’s seat and into the back seat.

      John spared a glance for the building. The linebacker burst through the front of the store, still loping toward John and the silver sedan. But when the linebacker hit the end of the sidewalk, he misjudged the curb. His ankle twisted unnaturally and John could hear the sickening crack from where he stood.

      The linebacker fell forward on the blacktop face first, not even attempting to catch himself with his hands. The danger gone for the moment, John just watched. The man on the ground began tearing at his bald scalp with his fingernails, his face still planted in the blacktop beneath him. Not once did he look in John’s direction or attempt to stand.

      Confused, but feeling sorry for the man, John decided to give it one last try. Maybe it was possible to reason with these people? What if the man needed help?

      He ducked below the top of the car and met eyes with May inside. “Stay here.”

      “Where are you going?”

      John didn’t answer, he was already heading back to the front of the store where the man lay on the ground. He stopped when he was about three feet away, out of arm’s reach. “Are you okay, sir? Is there something I can do to help you?”

      The man’s wailing paused for a moment and he pushed himself up with his hands. Abrasions scuffed his cheekbones and forehead. Blood poured from his new head wounds. His eyes were glassy and frosted over slightly as though he had cataracts. He continued to wail, the pitch growing deeper and menacing, as though lending voice to his frustrations as he drew up to his knees. He attempted to stand once more, but he couldn’t get his foot aligned with his ankle, and the joint buckled completely.

      “You should stop, sir. Please, just stay where you are.”

      He ignored John, pulling himself back to his good foot.

      John backed up a few steps.

      The linebacker lunged toward him once more.
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      John rushed backward, tripping over his own feet, smacking the asphalt with his hands as he stumbled. Pebbles bit into his palms, but he continued to scramble backward.

      The linebacker took only one step and crumpled to the pavement once more, his broken ankle buckling under the weight.

      John shouldn’t have tried to see what he could do. Evans had been unresponsive to reason. Why did he think the linebacker would be any different?

      Harvey’s barks grew louder, as May opened her car door. “Are you okay?”

      John fought his way back up to his feet. “I’m fine. Shut the door.”

      The door slammed shut again, muting Harvey’s incessant objections. The linebacker had gone back to crying and wailing with his head against the asphalt. His fingernails attempted to dig in the blacktop of the parking lot but gave way and came loose, leaving a dark stain behind.

      Nausea twisted John’s stomach. He dry-heaved. If he’d already eaten, he would have lost the contents at that moment. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Gasoline fumes mixed with the scent of the pine trees surrounding the small station. He shook his head and opened his eyes again, scanning the area for any danger. Refusing to look in the direction of the linebacker, he swung around the car and back into the driver’s seat.

      The sedan must have belonged to the linebacker. John was six feet tall, but needed to pull the seat forward a bit and adjust the back so it was more upright. Then he moved the mirrors about. He took another deep breath and hoped the open door from when they found the car earlier hadn’t caused the battery to die. He turned the key. The engine cranked over.

      Relief poured over John, like pins and needles across his shoulders. At least they were done walking.

      [image: ]

      Anna blinked at Bill, absolutely in shock. “Yes, they are. They are still our neighbors. What else could they possibly be?”

      Bill tilted his head and offered a patronizing, piteous look. “Don’t delude yourself. The people who are infected by the alien virus are no longer the people we know and love. They do not respond to their names or any rational conversation. They cannot even operate door handles for goodness sake!”

      Right down to her core, Anna shook as though she were feeling the trembling thrum of the aliens once more. But she wasn’t feeling them. Instead, she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Her jaw tensed.

      “Don’t be a bleeding heart right now, Anna. If you try to save them, you’ll just end up infected, or worse, dead.” Bill nodded toward Laurel. “Go get what weapons and ammo you can find. We’re collecting them at the clubhouse.”

      Laurel nodded and turned around.

      Anna wanted to grab Laurel’s arm to stop her, but when she reached a hand out, Laurel had already started inside. Anna followed her a step, then turned back around. “What about food, Bill? You’re asking for guns, but not food?”

      Bill sneered slightly before he schooled his face back into a neutral position. “If she has anything worth bringing, obviously we’ll take it. But not many in the neighborhood are registered gun owners. We all knew Mark had some, being an avid hunter and all, so that’s why I brought them up first. What about John? Does he have any weapons?”

      “No.”

      He nodded, as though she’d given the answer he’d expected all along.

      Anna shook her head and followed after Laurel. Laurel’s footfalls across the upstairs bedroom let Anna know where she was. She dashed up the steps to see what she could do to help. Exactly how many guns did Mark have, and would they be able to carry them all? Bill certainly didn’t offer any help.

      When she reached the bedroom, she found Laurel standing before the gun safe in the master bedroom closet. Her friend had begun stuffing the ammo boxes in the bottom of a bright blue duffle bag.

      “What can I do to help?” Anna asked, sliding up next to Laurel.

      Her friend turned to her with tears welling in the bottom of her eyelids. “Mark used to take me to shoot at the gun range, when we were dating. I haven’t been in years, mostly because I can’t stand the noise.”

      Anna set a hand lightly on Laurel’s shoulder and nodded. “I can imagine.”

      “I’m a pretty good shot.” She laughed, something that came out half bark-half sob. She blinked, and tears spilled over her cheeks. “I hit the targets better than Mark did, most of the time.”

      Anna pat her hand gently on her friend’s back, but didn’t say a word this time.

      Laurel swiped her face with her arm, and then pulled out two rifles from the gun case and pushed them into Anna’s hands. “Here. Carry these, okay?”

      The cold metal barrels of the guns pulled the heat from Anna’s palms, giving her a burning sensation. Dante’s Inferno described the ninth circle of hell as being the coldest because it was farthest from the warmth of the love of God. Somehow the cold of this weapon against her hand reminded her of that. Not because guns were inherently bad in and of themselves, but when she thought of the intention Bill had explicitly stated they’d be used for, she couldn’t help but feel an aching deep in her heart.

      After shoving the last handgun in her bag, Laurel grabbed the third rifle. “That’s the last of them.”

      “Are you sure you want to do this? You don’t have to do what Bill says, you know?”

      Laurel’s eyes met hers with more clarity than Anna had seen in them for the past hour. “I’m sure of it.”

      Anna stepped to the side when Laurel pushed past her. The cold barrel had warmed slightly, or maybe she’d just gotten used to the icy metal. She pushed her hands down the barrels of both weapons so she could lift them and balance them against her shoulders. After a deep breath, she followed Laurel down the stairs.

      Bill hadn’t entered the house. He still stood on the front porch, with the door swung wide open. He continued to gaze up and down the street, fidgeting with his hands in his pockets. The bottom of the stairwell sat in the foyer of the house, just like it did in Anna’s floor plan. While they started down the steps, Bill glanced up at them, nodding. A small smile formed on his lips.

      “Are any of the guns loaded?” he asked when they stood in front of him.

      “Of course not.” Laurel set the duffle bag on the tile floor.

      Bill leaned forward and zipped open the bag, pulling out one of the handguns. He checked the barrel, and pulled out the clip from the bottom. After sorting through the ammunition boxes, he pushed several bullets into the clip.

      “What are you doing?” Anna set a hand on Bill’s shoulder to stop him as he was returning the clip into the bottom handle of the pistol.

      Now that Bill had a weapon in his hand, he somehow appeared less fidgety. He nodded toward Laurel. “We need to take care of Mark.”

      Laurel blinked twice, but nodded resolutely.

      Anna’s heart sank. “What do you mean?”

      Bill’s jaw tensed, the patronizing look returned. “You know exactly what I mean. We all know what Mark has become. We can’t let him continue to suffer this way.”

      “This is outrageous.” Anna looked from Bill to Laurel, whose gaze had not risen from the tile floor. “You can’t be serious.”

      Bill pointed at Haley. “If she was suffering, you’d put her down, right?”

      Anna turned to Laurel. “But he’s your husband, Laurel. He’s alive.”

      She shook her head and raised her eyes to meet Anna’s. Tears welled in them once more. “No. He’s gone. He’s not the same man he was this morning. The aliens have killed him. He’s a zombie now. We should let him go.”

      Anna’s knees buckled and she caught herself against the doorway. Bill and Laurel had already turned and headed out the door into the yard. Anna got hold of herself and rushed out after them. “Wait. There might be a cure for this. You don’t have to do this right now. What if we just wait a day or two. I’m sure they’re studying this right now, and they might come up with a cure or something. You should wait.”

      Bill shook his head. “When have they ever come up with a cure for a new disease in a few days or even a few weeks? It would be months or years before they could ever come up with a cure like you’re talking about.”

      “You don’t know that. You don’t know.” Anna turned toward her friend and grabbed her gently by the arm. “You don’t have to do this right now. You don’t have to go along with what he’s saying.”

      “I’ve seen the movies. It was Mark’s favorite show on television.” Her voice grew higher in pitch and volume as she was speaking. “Mark even knows… knew more about it than I do. He would want me to end it. I know he would.”

      Anna shook her head, her vision blurring with tears. “That’s just make-believe. We don’t know what this is. This isn’t a movie.”

      Laurel wrenched her arm from Anna’s grasp. “A few months ago, you probably would have said that aliens were make-believe, wouldn’t you? Now it’s zombies. They are real! My husband is proof of that!”

      Anna’s legs gave way and she buckled to the ground. Haley brushed up against her, and she leaned on her dog. Her voice croaked and came out in barely a whisper. “You can’t.”

      “Be sure to make it a headshot,” Laurel said in a distant voice, turning around so that her eyes were trained down the street, well past Anna.

      Bill pulled open the driver’s side door of the car, and ducked down so he was level with Mark, who still sat belted in the passenger’s seat. He pulled up his arm and trained the gun at his neighbor. He pulled the trigger and the sound of the shot echoed through the air.
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      Anna had squeezed her eyes shut tight, wincing involuntarily. Even though she hadn’t wanted to see it at all, her position in the grass would have made it impossible to miss. She buried her hands in the warmth of Haley’s coat. A perfect contrast to the cold barrels of the guns she’d held before. Comfort and love were found here. It was no wonder that good feelings were called warm-fuzzies. Animals were the physical representation of that feeling.

      Her heart ached for her friends, and she sent up a silent prayer for them all. For Bill who didn’t know what he was doing. For kind Mark who had been lost because of his injuries and the ignorant fear of his neighbors. For Laurel who had lost her husband. A sob climbed up her throat and found its way out like a hiccup. Once the ringing in her ears subsided, Anna swiped her closed eyes upon her sleeves and then opened them, focusing on Bill’s back in front of her.

      “No. It can’t be.” Bill said, stumbling back toward Anna.

      If she didn’t move now, Bill was going to fall over her. She pulled Haley with her as she slid in the grass to the side. Once he passed, he fell in the grass beside her. Then her eyes were drawn to the car, though she didn’t want to see the blood and gore she knew would be there. As she suspected, blood splattered against the glass to the other side of Mark. A red hole sat prominently in his forehead.

      But Mark was still moving. He still flailed against the seatbelt and his eyes were trained on Anna and Bill where they sat in the grass. His mouth stood agape while the continued wails poured from his lips.

      Surprise, shock, relief, and horror all intermingled within her. She didn’t know how to feel.

      “What’s going on?” Laurel asked, turning around.

      “Impossible,” was Bill’s only answer.

      Anna was speechless. It had made no difference. They had shot Mark in the head, and it didn’t change him at all.

      Laurel ducked her head and looked into the sedan. Her face became white as a sheet, and she covered her mouth with a fist. She straightened up quickly.

      Afraid Laurel would faint again as she did earlier, Anna scrambled to her feet in order to help her friend. But Laurel just stood there. Her eyes were wide and darting side to side, her teeth bit down on the knuckle of her balled up fist. Anna stood in front of her friend and set her hands upon Laurel’s shoulders. “Laurel, are you okay?”

      Laurel shook her head, but her eyes still remained distant, not fixing on any point in particular.

      Bill stood again, a determined look on his face. “Impossible,” he said, this time absent of surprise and infused with resolve. He marched once more toward the open door of the sedan.

      “What are you doing?” Dread filled Anna once more. “Don’t!”

      He lifted his arm and fired shot after shot in the vehicle. Glass shattered. Gunfire filled the air with deafening echoes. Laurel screamed, and continued screaming until the gunfire stopped. Bill had emptied the gun into the car and continued pulling the trigger. He dry-fired into the sedan with a resounding click at least four more times before his arm went limp. He heaved several breaths before leaning over and vomiting.

      Anna’s ears rang. The sour tang of bile, the burning smell of gunpowder, and the copper scent of blood intermingled and turned her stomach as well. Laurel’s face had frozen in wide-eyed horror. Her mouth still hung open as though she was screaming, but no sound came out.

      Bill scrambled back toward the front porch of the house. Anna needed to get away from the smells, the sounds… the reminders of the horror she’d just witnessed. She pushed on Laurel’s shoulders to turn her friend around. Laurel went limp in her hands, pliable as clay, her feet stumbling in the direction Anna guided her.

      She refused to look again in the car, afraid of what she might see. She didn’t want to see what was left of Mark. Didn’t need to look to know he was still moving although Bill had emptied over twelve rounds into the sedan. The continued wailing in the car was proof that Mark was undeterred.

      [image: ]

      John pulled the linebacker’s car slowly past its owner. He didn’t want to look down at the man who still flailed on the blacktop, but his eyes were drawn there of their own accord. The man had more scrapes and abrasions on his face and head. Bone showed where the skin parted.

      The radio played Sinatra.

      Of all the music in the world, it was an unexpected twist. John clicked the radio into the off position and then eyed May. “You can eat now.”

      Her almond eyes turned toward him, fear still clouding her features. She shook her head, readjusting how the packages of food sat in her lap. The onion ring chips bag crinkled.

      Just like May, John had lost his appetite. Going into the convenience store had been a complete waste of time. They should have just taken the car and left. But there was just something inhuman about stealing the car without seeing if someone inside had need of it. Just like paying for the food he’d taken in the store. If he’d taken it without paying, it would have felt like he was giving up on the possibility the world could somehow return to normal.

      John wasn’t ready to give up on the possibility just yet.

      He turned onto Elbow road, which had one bend to the left then another to the right. The blind corner made him uneasy. He didn’t realize why until he approached the stop sign. Then he noticed it. The vibrating hum.

      Harvey started barking. The moment John saw them, the first alien beast charged toward the vehicle.

      A pack of six burgundy-black beasts crowded around the lawn of the house on the corner. One of them rushed toward the vehicle, jumping over the small white fence that kept cars out of the lawn. John hit the gas pedal and spun through the turn.

      May cried out, the contents of her lap spilling onto the console. The can of deviled ham fell to the floor by John’s feet. Once the car was straight again, he hit the gas pedal even harder. One of the beasts, or something, bumped up against the rear of the vehicle causing it to fishtail slightly. John overcorrected, then corrected again. If the roadway hadn’t been clear he would have plowed into oncoming traffic. If it hadn’t been four lanes at this point, he would have gone into the ditch.

      Instead, the open space welcomed him to go ninety miles an hour in what was usually a forty-five. He glanced up into his review mirror to find the distance between him and the beasts growing. They chased for a bit, but soon slowed down and gave up. John released the gas pedal slightly, shifting his concentration on the road, and going a reasonable speed once more. There were deep ditches on both sides of the road and no shoulder. He was lucky that was the widest and straightest stretch of road, as the rest of Indian River Road was only two lanes and tended to wind around trees and marshes.

      He found it much harder to navigate through the following section of road, as there were cars to both sides broken down and in the ditches. The yellow line in the middle became his main focal point as he had to slow down to only twenty. Both the mirrors on the side and his rearview pulled his gaze toward them like magnets, he continuously feared the beasts would catch up. Or what if more showed up?

      It was harder to hear and feel their vibrating hum from the inside of a vehicle. He learned it the hard way. After a while, his adrenaline died down and he could calm his erratic heart. Sweat made his hands slip along the leather steering wheel. He swiped his palms on his pants legs.

      Harvey had taken to standing with his front feet on the console while panting in John’s ear. It wasn’t safe. He much preferred having his dog in the back of the SUV where he couldn’t fall or end up hurting himself. The caged area in the back acted like a big kennel. But this small sedan didn’t offer that luxury.

      “Go lie down,” John scolded him.

      Harvey stopped panting and looked at him. John repeated his command. With a solemn and pleading look, the German shepherd backed up and laid across the back seat.

      May rustled the bag from the passenger seat and opened the chips. She took a crunchy bite. “I don’t like onion, but these are okay.”

      John reached a hand over and took one for himself. They weren’t half-bad, only a little stale. It made him wonder if the bag had been left behind in the picked clean store because of the expiration date.

      All was quiet as he pulled into his neighborhood. The houses and yards looked fairly normal. It was enough for him to believe that what had happened all day was just a bad dream—only if he tried hard to forget he was driving a car that didn’t belong to him, and sat next to a child who crunched away at stale onion ring chips.

      Harvey stood once more, growing in excitement. Somehow the dog must have recognized the turns and motions as being close to home. He always sat up in the back of the SUV when they reached the same point in the neighborhood. He pulled onto his street when the sudden sound of multiple gunshots filled him with dread.

      And the spell that things in his neighborhood could be normal was broken in an instant.
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      John hit his gas pedal and hurried toward his driveway. What if something was wrong with Anna. He’d never forgive himself for leaving that morning. He should have just stayed home. The crunching in the seat next to him stopped, and May rolled up the bag of chips quickly, the crinkles louder than the crunching. Once he reached his driveway, his eyes were drawn to the three people standing in the Johnson’s yard, across the street from his house. One of them was Anna.

      He slammed on the brakes, unbuckled his belt, and threw the car in park in one smooth motion, and then leapt from the vehicle. “Anna!”

      Anna blinked his direction, her eyes filled with uncertainty a moment before the recognition registered in her expression. Haley yipped happily and ran John’s direction, her tail wagging like a flag in the air. Once Anna’s eyes took John in her hard expression softened and then collapsed as her lip quivered, her chin wrinkled, and her eyes filled with tears. She mouthed his name even though no sound came out.

      John continued toward her, trying to make sense of the situation. Laurel had not even glanced his direction. She stood there, motionless, staring off in the distance. Bill, the president of the homeowner’s association, held a pistol in his hand. He leaned against the porch railing, heaving deep breaths of air. Anna’s face was ashen. The hands she had on Laurel’s shoulders just a moment before dropped to her sides. She bawled. John had not seen her cry like that since their first miscarriage.

      He rushed over and pulled her to his chest. She fell, limp, into him. Her shoulders shook while she cried. He rubbed her back and smoothed her hair. Laurel continued to remain where she stood, while Bill had moved to sitting upon the porch steps. A whiff of gun smoke made its way to John’s nose. He looked around again.

      The door to the gold sedan in the driveway stood open. Within, he heard the tell-tale cries of one of the infected. Mark. It had to be Mark.

      “I’m okay,” Anna said finally and pushed off his chest.

      When she released him, John ducked down to glance in the vehicle.

      “No, don’t,” Anna warned. But she was too late. John had already seen the remnants of what had been Mark. His usual flannel shirt making him recognizable where his face could not.

      There was vomit on the ground in front of the car door. And John barely held back the meager contents of his own stomach. He stepped gingerly over and shut the car door, subduing the gargling wail only slightly.

      Disgust and anger intermingled. “What on earth is going on here? Bill? What have you done?”

      The handgun slipped from Bill’s fingers and clinked against the concrete steps. He shook his head and buried his face in his hands. John’s hands fisted as he resisted the urge to punch the man.

      “Stark!” May had jumped out of the car and was running in his direction. Both the German shepherds bounded toward them with her. “They’re coming.”

      A low thrumming grew in intensity. He could hear it, as well as feel it in his chest. When the mosquito planes come in flying low to spray in the summers, they announce it on the news so residents of Virginia Beach would know they were coming. But John could always hear them over the trees a few minutes before they appeared overhead. Likewise, the aliens emitted an unmistakable noise. This was their few minute warning.

      “Inside.” John yelled the command. Both dogs ran past Bill and dashed into the house, followed by May.

      Panic-stricken, Bill stood and rushed inside after them. Anna held Laurel’s shoulders once more, directing the pregnant woman to the front door of her house and helping her up the porch steps, but it was too slow.

      “Hurry!” John grabbed the handgun as he started up the steps, then saw the rifles and duffle bag of ammo sitting on the front porch. He gathered them up quickly, shoving them inside. The thrumming grew more intense. He glanced back over his shoulder as he stepped into the foyer. One of the alien beasts, standing in the street, turned its head toward him as he shut the door.

      He turned the deadbolt and then leaned against the door. His heart beat wildly in his chest. The thrumming vibrated through the wood against his back. It had to be on the porch. They could break through windshields. Could they break through the door to the house?

      May crouched on the floor of the living room with the two dogs. Anna must have given them the command to lie down and stay quiet. Their ears were perked up but they remained silent. They were ready to attack at the first command, but would restrain themselves since they couldn’t see the danger.

      Anna sat with Laurel on the couch to the side of the dogs. The pregnant woman didn’t seem to be in tune with everything that was going on. Was she in shock? Anger welled up again. He really could punch Bill for doing what he’d done to Mark. In front of the man’s wife, too? It was inhuman.

      Where was Bill? John looked around but could not find the neighborhood association president anywhere.

      Snuffling noises started at the bottom of the doorframe. One of the two German shepherds let out a low growl at the sound. Anna shushed Harvey and set a finger on the bridge of his nose. He quieted down.

      John placed his hands on the doorway as he turned around. He snuck a look through the peephole. A distorted view of the yard outside met him. Through the hole he found two of the alien beasts were on the porch and two more had appeared on the lawn. Another climbed in and around the linebacker’s silver sedan, as the door to the vehicle hung open from both his exit and then May’s.

      The one nearest the door on the porch eyed the doorway up and down and started to back away. John feared that he’d attack the door like a battering ram, but instead it tripped when its back leg reached the last step of the porch. It fell a bit like an uncoordinated bulldog, causing the other beast to fall as well. To his relief, they both got back to their feet and joined their pack mates as they continued their terrorizing up the street of the neighborhood. The thrumming dissipated with them.

      A long sigh escaped John’s lips.

      His gaze was drawn by the bright blue duffle bag on the floor. He pointed at it and then made eye contact with his wife. “What’s this about? What’s going on here?”

      Anna shook her head. “Bill says the homeowners are gathering at the clubhouse. He came for Mark’s guns.”

      John blinked hard, eyeing Laurel who remained in her semi-catatonic state. “And Mark?”

      She shook her head, tilting her head toward both Laurel and May, indicating that she didn’t want to talk about it with the two of them present. John nodded. Then Anna lifted her chin toward the child on the floor between her two dogs. An unspoken question.

      “This is May. Harvey rescued her this morning. The situation on the beach was… well, much like here, I suppose. I took her with me to keep her safe.”

      Anna nodded and crouched down next to the girl and offered her a hand to shake. “Hi, May. I’m Anna.”

      May met eyes with John before she accepted the hand. “Mrs. Stark?”

      With a laugh, Anna nodded. “You’ve already met Harvey, but the other one here is his sister, Haley. They both came from the breeder.”

      May nodded, rubbing her hands through the fur of both dogs.

      Laurel stood suddenly, her eyes wide and her lips pursed. She started marching toward the door John stood before. “I’ve got to get out of here.”

      John shook his head and spread his arms out as she drew near. “Laurel, you can’t. It’s too dangerous outside.”

      “I’ve got to get out of here,” she repeated it like a broken record, each time she said it with a little higher pitch.

      John and Anna both did their best to get their neighbor to calm down but she desperately scratched and clawed at John’s arms and neck as he tried to hold her back. Anna tried talking to her in the most soothing voice she could manage, but Laurel’s sudden panic was real and unrelenting.

      “Where are you going to go, Laurel?” Anna hugged her friend.

      “I need to get to Mark. He needs help. Call an ambulance.” Her watery eyes were wide and unfocused.

      “Mark is fine. I just checked on him,” John offered in a calm voice.

      Laurel quit clawing at him and froze. “What? Really?”

      Anna shot him a look.

      “Yes, he’s fine. And he wants you to stay inside where it’s safe. Understood?” Reason was not helping Laurel, so John gave her what he felt she needed.

      Her shoulders deflated and her gaze dropped toward the tile floor in the foyer and her bare feet. Tears spilled over her cheeks again. “I... I just want to see him.”

      John placed his hands on her shoulders and started walking her back in the direction of the couch. “It’s too dangerous outside right now. Mark wants you to stay inside.”

      She nodded.

      Anna shot John another glare. She slid up next to him once Laurel was back on the couch and whispered, “Why did you do that? Later, when you can’t keep your promises, things will be worse. Lies don’t help.”

      He whispered back, “They are helping now. We’ll worry about later, later. Right now, we need her to stay calm until the danger is long gone.”

      She shook her head at him. John could take pride in the fact that he didn’t lie to his wife. Not in thirty years of marriage. They had the kind of relationship where they confided in each other instead of hiding things or being prideful. Each one allowed the other to see all their faults. It’s what made them closer and gave them the ability to speak to each other without even forming words sometimes. It helped that Anna was a very rational person. Right now, Laurel was beyond reason. He wasn’t proud of the fact that he was lying to her, but he didn’t see her leaving him any other option.

      He stood next to the living room window, and pushed the heavy drapes aside. The yard was clear, but he could still feel the vibrations in the glass. There was no doubt the alien beasts were near, even though he couldn’t see them. Clouds darkened the sky overhead. These weren’t the same clouds he’d been watching undulate in the sky while he was at the beach. Instead, they were blackened thunderheads.

      The vibrations in the glass began to fade.

      John’s ears rang in the absence of the hum. His gaze drifted over to the television which had been muted but showed the pundits and talking heads discussing the state of the world at the moment. Closed caption subtitles went along the bottom of the screen and John found himself reading them.

      “Shisa? Is that what they are calling those things?” John scratched his head.

      May looked up. “Yes! That is what those aliens look like to me, too. My mom had one of those in her house growing up. She put it out by the front door of our apartment.”

      “That’s interesting,” said Anna. “What are they for?”

      With the attention of the adults in the room fixed on her, May suddenly grew shy. She looked down once more at the dogs and Harvey rolled over to allow her to rub his belly. “I think they are supposed to be a symbol of good luck.”

      “Good luck?” Laurel sneered. “Hardly.”

      Anna offered May a warm smile. “I’m sure they are a symbol of good luck in your mother’s culture. It’s sad they are perverting the name by calling those monsters by it.”

      May shrugged. “I guess.”

      The bathroom door in the hallway slowly opened and Bill peeked out. His blue eyes searched the room and then met John’s. “Is the coast clear?”

      John set his jaw and glared at the man. Then he turned back to his wife. “I think we can head back to our house. We can get your things and start for your Mother’s if you still want to?”

      Anna looked at Laurel and then back up at John. “Let’s take Laurel to the clubhouse with the rest of our neighbors and see what we want to do then?”

      John nodded and then met eyes with May. “What do you want to do?”

      May shook her head, her hands still buried in the dogs’ fur. “I’ll stay with Harvey and Haley. Wherever they go, I go.”

      Bill sidled up to the foyer with his hands in his pockets and stuck out his chin. “Well, that’s all right and good, but it’s still safest if we all stick together and head over to the clubhouse. Supplies will be there and it’s the most defensible building in the neighborhood. But, honestly, I’m not sure the dogs are such a good idea. They take up space and eat supplies…”

      Tension filled John’s jaw again, but this time, he didn’t hold back. “The clubhouse idea is stupid. Keeping all the people together in one place may or may not be smart. Defensible? How is it defensible? I’ve seen those beasts jump fences, so the fences around the building don’t matter. I’ve seen them break through windshields, so the picture windows at the clubhouse are not going to hold them back. And guns? Really, Bill? They make no difference to the aliens… or the infected.”

      Bill’s mouth sat agape, then he opened and closed it several times like a fish. “That kind of negativity isn’t going to help the situation.”

      “Neither is turning a blind eye.”

      “We’re already in the process of boarding up the windows.”

      “Well, at least that’s one step in the right direction—”

      Anna set a gentle hand on John’s shoulder and he stopped. It was her way of telling him not to go too far. And she was right. He was letting his temper get the better of him. But Bill was delusional if he thought for a moment that the clubhouse was the solution to this crisis.

      Honestly, though, what was the solution? Was there one?

      John couldn’t help but feel like nothing they did was going to make any difference at all. Sooner or later they were going to run out of water, food, any and all supplies. Then what? The sun was no longer the source of energy and growth it used to be. Would the water remain poisoned forever?

      The aliens had polluted the planet, and to what end? Was it making it more hospitable to their kind? The pundits on television were likely hashing over these very same questions on the television. He’d probably hear their answers if the one in the room wasn’t on mute. But would they be just as ridiculous as Bill’s answers? After all, committees rarely came up with viable solutions which truly made rational sense. It usually takes one mind, one engineer, to determine the best course.

      Overhead, the chandelier in the foyer that matched the one in his house rattled and shook. The whole house groaned. Dizziness suddenly overcame John and he blinked hard, placing a hand against the wall to steady himself.
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      Were the monsters back? Was it a different, bigger monster than the last kind? As the shaking continued, Anna suddenly realized this wasn’t about the alien monsters. It was an earthquake. One of the two dogs on the floor whined. Anna wrapped an arm around Laurel’s shoulders, trying to provide the woman comfort while also gaining some for herself in the feeling of touch.

      Just as fast as the earthquake came, it went once more.

      Bill huffed. “It’s bad enough we have to deal with aliens, wild beasts, and zombies, but do we really need earthquakes to add to the list? If there was a God, he sure has a hack sense of humor.”

      Anna frowned. Long ago she learned that skeptics who voiced their opinions in such a way were not worth confronting, but she glanced at Laurel and the child on the floor with her dogs. For their sakes, she couldn’t let his be the only opinion in the room. “Or it could be the birth pangs of something much bigger brewing. God’s plans are not for us to know and figure out, but to acknowledge and accept.”

      A sneer formed on Bill’s lips. “A thinking man searches for knowledge, not blindly accepting whatever he reads or hears.”

      Anna nodded. “Blind acceptance is not the same as accepting that there is a God who knows more than we do, and acknowledging that we may not understand everything He does. Instead, we acquiesce to His power and knowledge.”

      With a headshake and a shrug, Bill all but rolled his eyes as he turned to John. “The coast is clear, right? Whatever you and your Bible-thumping wife want to do is fine with me. But I’m going back to the clubhouse where the rest of our neighbors are. Laurel, are you coming with me?”

      Laurel blinked twice, as though she were finally coming out of her stupor once more. “Is Mark coming?”

      Anna’s heart sank.

      Bill smiled widely at John and then back at Laurel. “He’s already at the clubhouse, I think. He wants us to bring these guns with us, okay?”

      Anna bit her bottom lip. It was wrong to lie to Laurel earlier, and now Bill was upping the ante. They shouldn’t have ever done it in the first place, and now Bill was using it to his advantage, knowing full well no one was going to stop him from doing it.

      John shook his head. “I already told you, the guns aren’t going to help.”

      Bill was already gathering up the duffle bag and ushering Laurel toward the doorway. “I’ve heard your opinion, Anna’s opinion, even the dogs seem to have an opinion on things right now. Makes no difference. Doesn’t change mine. We will be safer with a way to defend ourselves. Period.”

      He stepped into John’s space.

      John hesitated a moment, then he stepped out of the way of the door so that Bill could leave. The rifles remained leaning against the wall, unwanted.

      Anna called out. “Wait. Are you sure, Laurel? Are you sure you want to go with Bill?”

      Laurel nodded. “It’s where my neighbors are, right? I’ll be safe there. Mark would want it that way.”

      Anna frowned. Was it a moment of clarity, or did Laurel know all along that Mark was gone? The Johnsons had been their neighbors for years now, but the relationship Anna had with Laurel was superficial. They didn’t have deep conversations and hardly spent more than an hour or so in each other’s company. She had to admit, she didn’t know Laurel as well as she should have. Maybe playing pretend made what had happened to her husband easier to live with. Anna didn’t know how she would have reacted if the shoe had been on the other foot. She shook her head. There was no way she’d allow her thoughts to go there.

      They headed out onto the porch, May and the dogs right behind them.

      Even though Mark continued wailing in the car as they passed, no one even glanced in his direction. They each ignored him as though he wasn’t there. But Anna did notice John making sure that he blocked the view of the car with his body for the child, keeping himself between the car windows and May.

      In the distance, the continued cacophony of the alien noise kept things from feeling entirely normal. Not that there was anything normal about much of this situation. The silver sedan in front of them continued to run, the engine cycling as it sat. Nothing had changed about it since the monsters had passed. The driver’s side door still stood ajar, while a steady ding from the interior reminded everyone the car door was open while the keys were in the ignition.

      “If you plan on staying in your house for this mess, I can’t guarantee that the clubhouse will be open for you to find refuge in later. We may be locking things down and locking things out, if you know what I mean,” Bill said adjusting the duffle bag from one of his hands to the other.

      John shook his head. “Either way. We’ll be fine.”

      A man of few words. John was that way when she married him, and she never expected him to change. He wasn’t one to show his hand or tell strangers his business. Whether he had a plan or not made no difference. He would do what he thought was best, with her approval, of course. Staying in a clubhouse with a bunch of virtual strangers would have been a nightmare for her husband.

      Search and Rescue had been the perfect job for him. He was called in when needed, and did his job, and then went home. No office hours. No boss to answer to. He spent hours every day training dogs, but it was on his terms. If he stayed up late working the dogs or filling out paperwork, he didn’t have to get up early in the morning. If he had been stuck in an office building where he was told what to do and when to do it, he wouldn’t have lasted long.

      Bill shrugged and started down the street leading deeper into the neighborhood. Laurel followed him, her gaze still cast down to her feet.

      Anna watched them for a while, wondering what she should do. Laurel was unstable to say the least. She’d need constant care and watching, after what she’d done earlier that afternoon. Who would do it? Anna searched her soul. She didn’t feel the prompting to go with Laurel, but she still hoped everything would turn out all right. Deep inside she whispered a prayer that everything would.

      John opened the back door of the silver sedan, and May hopped in, sliding over to the other side without being told to. The dogs jumped in after, once John gave them the command. Anna sighed and started around to the passenger side door. Her husband followed her and stepped ahead just in time to open it for her.

      Her gaze was drawn to the dry blood on the back of John’s collar. She gasped, her fingers reaching out to the back of John’s head. He tilted toward her fingers as they lightly felt over the small wound. “Are you alright?”

      “It’s fine.” John shrugged and stepped to the side with the door open.

      “By the way, whose car is this, anyway?” Anna eyed him, but ducked in and sat in the passenger seat.

      John hmphed. “I’ll tell you later.”

      Anna cast a glance at May in the back seat with the two German shepherds. She seemed perfectly at home, putting herself in the middle so the two dogs could have the bigger seats. An Asian girl, with dark hair and almond-shaped, brown eyes. Petite, and possibly small for her age. Even as May buckled her seatbelt, she kept an eye on where John was. This child had lost her only family. John wouldn’t drag a child around, and bring her home with him if she had a home to go to. Anna frowned. She didn’t need to bring up that topic of conversation either.

      Once John got in the car, he pushed it into drive and continued up the driveway to their house before putting it back into park. “Have you been in touch with your mother since this morning?”

      Anna shook her head and felt a little guilty. She’d hardly thought about anything but what was directly in front of her since she first saw one of those alien monsters. She pulled out her cell phone and found she had no signal.

      “Do you still want to make the drive out there?”

      Anna nodded and shrugged. Was she being selfish now? Not only was she going out to see her mother for her mother’s sake, but even more so, she just wanted to be home. She and John had met while in college, and her parents had stayed at the home she’d grown up in. Her mother became a widow over ten years ago, and she’d had a visiting nurse help her since. But those nurse visits had become sporadic since the beginning of the alien attack. Anna worried that her mother wasn’t getting all the care she needed.

      Now, though, it wasn’t just John and the dogs she’d be dragging with her. She peeked in the rearview mirror once more. There was May to think about. John had obviously taken responsibility for her, and Anna accepted it fully as her own decision as well.

      She would need to bring up what she knew might be a touchy subject. “May, we are talking about going out of the area. To the mountains, where we hope there’s less alien influence. Are you sure you want to go with us?”

      May’s eyes grew wide and thoughtful. They darted between looking at Anna in the mirror and the back of John’s head. She nodded, but her eyes were watery and full of worry.

      “I’d feel better about it if you wanted to voice your opinion. If there’s anything wrong, you should tell us. Don’t be afraid to talk to us, even if your opinion differs from ours. I’d rather hear your worries or complaints now than wait until later when they’ve been brewing. The best way to keep a relationship good is to keep it open and honest. Understand?”

      May nodded. “I’ve never been anywhere like that before. My mom married a military man in Korea. He was Korean-American. They moved to Langley when I was only two. Then my dad died in Afghanistan when I was three. I don’t remember him. My father had my brother with a different woman. I never met her, but they moved to New York not long after my dad died. My mom stayed here and worked here. I just never lived anywhere else. It’s scary, but I’m strong. And I’ve got Haley and Harvey.”

      She hugged the dogs once more.

      Anna nodded. It was open and honest. That’s all she wanted. All of them got out of the vehicle as a group and headed toward the house. Because May had expressed how she felt, Anna could take solace that she wasn’t pushing the child into anything she didn’t want to do. It made her feel better. No less selfish, but better.

      The dogs were barking.

      “Anna!” John shouted.

      She blinked and looked up at him. Anger ruled his face as he rushed toward her. Then she heard it behind her. Wailing.
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      John set his jaw and charged past Anna. Haley and Harvey both got there first. The German shepherds grabbed the infected woman’s arm and leg, pulling her away from Anna and down toward the ground. John grabbed hold of his wife’s shoulders and pulled her away, keeping himself between her and the danger.

      Just like before, the infected person didn’t attack the dogs. For whatever reason animals seemed to be safe when they were against the zombie-like people. In fact, the more John thought about it, the alien beasts didn’t attack Harvey that morning. They didn’t seem to care about the dog. Humans weren’t their primary target; they were their only target.

      The woman on the ground writhed, trying to free herself from the jaws of the two German shepherds. Her face was red and swollen, but beneath the superficial injuries, their neighbor became recognizable.

      “Janice?” Anna’s hands fisted in John’s shirt as she regarded the neighbor their property backed up to.

      May had her arms wrapped around John’s waist.

      John nodded, pushing his wife back so he could look in her eyes. “In the house. Get May in the house.”

      Anna released John’s shirt, swallowing hard, and taking May by the shoulders. Reluctantly she released John as well. Even as Anna guided May back toward the house, the child stole worried glances at John and the dogs.

      He watched the ladies until they had the door open and were starting into the house. Then he whistled to get the dogs’ attention and gave them the command, “Release.”

      Both dogs let go of their target at the same time and returned to him. Janice’s wailing continued, but seemed to lose the frustrated tone it had had when she was wrestling the German shepherds.

      The left side of the peach and white dress she wore had been stained brown with dried blood. Her ripped up sock had been died red with fresh blood from where Harvey had been wrestling with her. John’s automatic desire was to apologize to his neighbor, but he refrained. Her glazed over, glassy eyes were unresponsive. He couldn’t tell if she could see him, as she didn’t focus on anything but movements. When the dogs moved, her eyes followed them momentarily before they continued searching around her for another, more appropriate victim.

      John stepped back and toward the house. Her eyes which hadn’t locked on to anything a moment before found him. Her forehead scrunched and a sneer twisted her lips. She lurched forward with her hands in a claw-like gesture. The dogs began growling, hackles raised.

      “Easy, now,” John commanded. He backed up several steps.

      He wondered how smart one of these infected people could be. As Janice scrambled to her feet very awkwardly, he decided he’d rather not test his luck. He started walking around the house, tapping a hand against his thigh to keep the dogs with him. “Heel.”

      If he led the woman directly to the front door, would she continue pounding on the door, trying to get into the house because she’d seen him go in it? Instead, he decided he would circle the house, and lead Janice with him. Once she was following, he sped up.

      The dogs jogged by his side as they made their full circle around the house. When he knew he was out of sight of the infected woman, he darted inside, the dogs running in front of him as he opened the door. Once closed, he locked the handle and deadbolt.

      His breaths came in ragged gasps, as he pushed aside the gauzy curtain next to the door. He noticed a crack along the bottom of the window, and it gave him a momentary pinch of worry in his chest. Then he saw her. Their neighbor, Janice was shuffling along, trying to catch up with him and the dogs. She continued past the doorway.

      At least he’d gotten that much right.

      “What’s wrong?” Anna’s voice came from directly beside him, and she peered out the window as well.

      He told her what he’d done. She nodded in appreciation.

      Thunder rumbled outside. Overhead the sky darkened even more than it had been when he’d gazed out the window at the Johnson’s house. Fat raindrops began falling, leaving large dark circles on the concrete porch and walkway. For a moment, John was mesmerized by the steady rhythm of the rain. He’d forgotten Janice completely until she passed by the window again, her shuffle slower. Water ran down her face in streams.

      John blinked. How many times would she continue to circle the house?

      Whatever had happened to the people infected by the alien virus, they seemed devoid of any rational thought. They were even less cognizant than animals. Would they attack family members? He shuddered at the thought. The gauzy curtain slipped through his fingers and he stepped back from the window. Because of the storm, the unnatural darkness outside made him feel as though the hour was later than it was.

      Anna rested a hand on his shoulder and tapped until he looked her direction. She held up a sandwich. His stomach rumbled at the sight of it. He had been hungry since earlier, but had forgotten about it. He took it from her with a smile. “Thanks.”

      He glanced over toward May. She sat on the footstool of his leather chair, both dogs by her feet while she also ate a sandwich. Harvey and Haley sat in front of her ready for any portion they might receive. They were unlikely to get any since it was fresh bread, baked by Anna herself, early that morning. Luckily, he bought her the bread-maker for Christmas a couple years ago, as store-bought bread tended to fly off the shelves faster than any other item it seemed.

      The lights in the room flickered.

      John frowned. They really didn’t need an outage right now. He shoved the corner of the sandwich in his mouth and started for the emergency supplies. He wanted to have the flashlights handy, just in case. And this time, he wanted to be sure the batteries were fully operational.

      Once he got to the drawer in the kitchen, he shoved the remainder of the sandwich in his mouth and chewed the oversized bite slowly. He needed both hands free to check the flashlights. The first one turned on fine, but the second one was a bit dim. He switched out the batteries and it worked much stronger. Both of them checked out, and he set them in the living room on the coffee table. Afterward, he grabbed his rucksack and withdrew his side-pack. No point in changing some of the batteries without changing all of them. He replaced the batteries in his emergency flashlight with fresh ones.

      The lights flickered again, and this time they winked out completely. John had prepared the lantern and hung it in the room with the light on. With a deep sigh, he sunk down into the couch.

      Anna came over to him with a washcloth and a bowl of warm water. She cleaned the back of his head where the blood had gathered. Once she finished, she moved to the front of him, setting the bowl and cloth on the table.

      “I’ve decided. I’d like to go to my mother’s still.” Anna’s arms wrapped around herself as she spoke. The lantern light behind her made a halo around her red hair. “She’s all alone, and there’s probably no one to check up on her. When I talked to her, she said she was fine, but that… that was before all of this stuff happened.”

      John nodded. “Not sure how passable the roads are, but I believe we can make it. We’ll need to take the SUV, and bring stuff to cover ourselves in a hurry, if needed. I don’t think those alien beasts can sniff things out the way the dogs can. They seem to hunt mostly by sight. If they see someone in a car, they go after them, and cars aren’t safe.”

      “I know.” Anna shivered as she said it, her gaze was drawn in the direction of their neighbors’ house.

      “How much of a rush are we in?”

      Anna tilted her head back and forth. “Mom usually needs a reminder to take her medication. If the nurse doesn’t come, I call her myself and remind her. The phones aren’t working. She’ll forget to take her insulin. She might even forget to eat. It’s not really safe for her to be very long by herself.”

      John nodded. “Let’s start packing things while we wait out this storm.”

      [image: ]

      It wasn’t until John woke the next morning on the couch that he even realized he’d fallen asleep. Anna had put the throw blanket on him so he wouldn’t catch a chill. In the kitchen, dog food rattled against the bottom of the feeding dishes. A normal, everyday sound. For just a moment, things felt ordinary.

      But then there was the low buzz in the distance. He could hear it easily and recognize it as if it had been crickets in the night. He sat up and rubbed at the shadow of whiskers on his chin. He needed a shave. Two voices came from the kitchen and things started to really fall into place for him. May and Anna seemed to get on easily last night. Somehow May even seemed not to mind the long stretches of silence that John and Anna had developed in three decades of marriage.

      Anna came into the room and smiled at him. “You’re up. Good. We have toast in the kitchen, using up the last of the bread before we go.”

      He stood and nodded, heading toward the bathroom. When he passed by the front door, he peeked out the side window, pushing the curtain to the side a bit. Was it possible that Janice would still be circling the house? Would she even remember what she was doing for such a long time and continue on her own? Even an animal would have given up by now.

      After several seconds and not seeing Janice, John continued toward making himself feel human again, and presentable to the world… what was left of it.

      When he’d cleaned up and changed, he returned to the kitchen. The small white table with two café chairs sat against the wall to the side of the kitchen. It was where John and Anna ate most of their meals. They had a formal dining room, but it was only used when they had guests. May and Anna sat there now, sipping tea, the dogs at their feet. Muted sunlight came into their kitchen through the picture window even though the curtains were drawn. John found a plate of toast smeared with apricot preserves on the counter and ate a slice. He found the kettle on the stove with a cup and tea bag next to it. After making his drink, he sipped it and still found it too hot to be consumed just yet.

      “I think we’re all packed and ready to go once you are,” Anna offered as she stood from her seat and gestured for John to sit down.

      He shook his head and started on a second piece of toast.

      “I got a text message this morning. I think that my mom must have sent it when she could, and during a sporadic cell link-up, it came through.” Anna rinsed her cup and came back for May’s.

      John waited for her to continue, sipping the tea which had cooled just enough that it no longer tried to burn his tongue.

      “She said her nurse, Wendy, wasn’t able to come out at all yesterday.”

      “So, she probably hasn’t taken her medicine in nearly twenty-four hours.” John downed the last of his tea and headed over to rinse his cup as well.

      Anna nodded. “We really should get going. I’m worried about her.”

      “Get your stuff by the front door, and I’ll go take it outside. We can let the dogs scout things out first by letting them in the yard.”

      May gasped. “Isn’t that dangerous for them?”

      John shook his head. “No, it seems the beasts and infected don’t pay them much attention. Regardless, they can take care of themselves.”

      With a nod, May’s gaze dropped to the two German shepherds who had sat up and fixed their attention on John now that he’d said the word ‘outside.’ He headed toward the front door and the dogs followed.

      After he let them both out, he waited a couple of seconds to see if they started barking. Although he hadn’t caught sight of Janice earlier, it didn’t necessarily mean she was no longer there. But the dogs would have barked a warning if they had spotted anyone. John felt comfortable slipping onto the porch with the first of Anna’s bags once they had not warned him of any danger.

      Everything around him was wet with the remnants of the storm the night before. The sounds of the alien beasts were fainter than they’d been since their appearance the day before. He could almost mistake them for cicadas in the summertime. Still, his nerves were on edge as he headed toward the car, and he found himself speed-walking it.

      In two more trips, he had Anna’s SUV loaded with the bags and a blanket in case they needed to cover the windows in some fashion. The bags were loaded in the back seat, with plenty of room still for May to sit. The back was clear for the dogs. Because he’d taken the three trips back and forth, he started to feel comfortable enough to let the ladies follow him as he brought the last of the bags. Once they were in the truck, John whistled for the dogs.

      Harvey and Haley stopped sniffing around the yard and came running. Once they noticed the hatch was open, they leapt in without stopping to hear a command. John let it slide this time with a shake of his head. He closed the hatch, taking another glance around his property. For a moment, he wondered where Janice had gone. Then he shrugged and slid into the driver’s seat of the SUV.

      “Let’s check the clubhouse on the way out of the neighborhood. I want to check in on Laurel, if I can.” It was like Anna to be worried about her neighbor.

      With a nod, John pulled the truck through the turnabout and back down his driveway. At the end he stopped, checking for traffic, and his eye was drawn to the movement in the car across the street. Mark Johnson. John averted his gaze immediately, not wanting to focus on the mess that was left of his neighbor. He pulled out quickly, hoping that neither of the ladies in the car would focus on it either.

      Anna had her head turned, checking for other cars in their impossibly quiet neighborhood. John determined that she was purposefully avoiding the movement across the street as well. In the rearview mirror, he found May intent on putting her fingers through the grate separating the hatchback area from the back seat of the vehicle. No cars moved about on the neighborhood streets. He found no sight of Janice or any other possibly infected person. It made him hopeful. Maybe things in their neighborhood were safer than the rest of the world after all.

      They turned the corner toward the lake, tennis courts, and clubhouse situated against a fenced off area. Before they reached it, John noticed more movement. Several of their neighbors milled about in the fenced lawn area of the clubhouse. John slowed down. He didn’t have a good feeling about this. The people in the yard of the clubhouse were attacking each other. There were twelve of them.

      “Don’t stop. Keep driving,” May said, her shaking voice came from the back seat.

      John glanced at Anna, her face a frozen mask of horror.

      Then the people in the yard took notice of their moving vehicle and stopped attacking each other. The moved toward the SUV as one.
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      Anna gasped as they approached. She reached over and grabbed hold of John’s arm. John had slowed to a crawl.

      “Go!” May yelled from the back seat, “Let’s just go.”

      Their neighbors shuffled toward them, some faster than others. Bill came among them, red flesh exposed under his jawline. Anna searched the crowd for Laurel, but didn’t see her there. “Wait. Where’s Laurel?”

      John’s jaw tensed and his knuckles turned white against the steering wheel. His brow scrunched as he searched the crowd with her. “I don’t see her.”

      Then a fist pounded against the hood of the truck. And John slammed the breaks, coming to a complete stop. Though a fence kept the crowd of people on the clubhouse lawn from the street, in front of them stood another of their neighbors.

      “Janice,” Anna whispered.

      Her hair had become more disheveled overnight. The brown-gray strands had taken on a wiry appearance and knotted on the top of her head into a virtual bird’s nest. Her lips were dry and cracked, and a pinkish foam had formed in the corners of her mouth. Deep gouges were scratched into her scalp at the hairline. She continued to pound her fist on the hood of the car, wailing.

      In the back, the dogs barked and snarled.

      May had curled up in a ball in her seat, her arms wrapped around her knees. Her wide eyes didn’t come off the infected person nearest the car. “What do we do?” she asked.

      Anna sought again through the crowd of neighbors on the other side of the fence surrounding the clubhouse yard. The chain-link fence was over six-feet tall because of the pool area to the side of the building and wrapped around to a portion of the front, excluding the main entrance. Now their infected friends and acquaintances gripped it with their bloody fingers and rattled it against the posts. She still didn’t see Laurel, and her heart filled with worry.

      “We need to see if she’s okay.” She searched John’s face. “What if she’s hurt or needs help?”

      John swallowed, his grip on the steering wheel loosening. Once he checked his side pack, he threw the shifter into park and released his seatbelt. “I’ll go. You and May stay in the car.”

      “No,” May cried out, launching forward to grab John’s arm. “You can’t go. It’s too dangerous.”

      Worry choked Anna. May was right. If she let John get out of the car and he was hurt or injured, she’d regret it for the rest of her life. But she felt sick to her stomach with the thought that Laurel could be alone and hurting somewhere.

      “The dogs can come with me. May, can you unlatch the cage top? The lever is on the side.”

      May released his arm, her forehead scrunched with worry, but she did as she was instructed. Once the cage was down, Harvey jumped over the back seat and made his way through the middle onto the center console between the two front seats. Haley stayed in the back, waiting for a command.

      John checked all the mirrors and looked out the windows of the car in every direction. “I only see Janice. Do you guys see anyone else in the street?”

      Anna searched but saw no one. She shook her head.

      “No,” May said, her voice cracking.

      He nodded. “I’m going to open this door and start walking away from the car as fast as I can. Once both dogs are out of the car, Anna, switch seats and pull the door shut. You’re driving. Janice will follow me, and once she’s out of the way, you can circle the parking lot and turn the truck around. I’ll find Laurel if she’s still here.”

      “Five minutes,” Anna decided, her heart pounding in her chest as she released her seatbelt. “Give it five minutes, and no more. If you don’t see Laurel, come back. I just want you to come back safe.”

      “Five minutes.” His hazel eyes were serious, and his reassuring smile didn’t reach them. They both looked at the clock on the dash. 9:41 a.m.

      He pulled the door handle, calling into the back, “Haley, heel.”

      And he jumped out of the car, sprinting off toward the clubhouse. Harvey was directly behind him and Haley jumped through the space of the car only a second or two afterward, their nails clicking against the plastic armrest. Anna slid over the center console, into the driver’s seat and pulled the door closed just as John had told her. Her gaze found her husband’s form as he dashed toward the side of the building, the location of the main entrance.

      Janice started to follow. But Harvey and Haley attacked her, pulling her to the ground on the asphalt of the parking area, next to the SUV. Anna’s chest ached and her stomach had twisted into a knot. She tried to focus on John’s instructions. After adjusting the seat for her height, she checked the mirrors and set them the way she needed in order to drive. Then she glanced at the clock on the dashboard.

      9:42 a.m.

      In those few moments, she’d lost sight of her husband. Panic squeezed her heart. The infected group within the fenced area of the clubhouse lawn had followed him toward the main entrance, too. There was a gate there, but it seemed that they were not aware enough to operate it. Janice had resisted the dogs enough to make it from the asphalt, over the curb, and onto the sidewalk.

      Dizziness blurred Anna’s vision. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears. She closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. Silently, she sent up a quick prayer for Jack’s safety. Then she focused again on her task. After pushing the SUV into drive, she slowly turned a circle around the empty lot and pointed herself back out again. The passenger door now faced toward the clubhouse where her husband had gone.

      9:43 a.m.

      She had parked so that the truck was clear of where the dogs continued to wrestle with Janice. The fight ensued in front of the SUV. Anna couldn’t help but watch them. Janice really didn’t fight the dogs much. She continued to try to move forward instead, as if following John was her only goal. In the back seat May made a high-pitched noise of frustration, one that lasted only a moment, but said exactly what she was feeling. Exactly what Anna was feeling, too.

      9:44 a.m.

      Why was the clock ticking away so slowly?

      Anna’s mouth had become dry and she had difficulty swallowing, and for some reason she found it necessary to try swallowing over and over again. The dogs had ripped through the sweater that Janice had been wearing over her peach dress. They had torn fresh but shallow wounds on her arm and leg. The sweater had been pulled up by the struggle, and Anna could see the wound that had not been made by the dogs. Her peach dress was torn at the back. The alien monsters had ripped a hole in Janice’s side. It reminded Anna of a shark bite. If Janice had had a limb there, she would have lost it.

      9:45 a.m.

      Tension became thick enough to weigh upon Anna’s shoulders as though a sumo wrestler had taken a seat on the back of her neck. Her eyes were glued to the main entrance area of the building. She wanted to be ready the moment John appeared. Her leg grew tired of pushing down the brake, but she didn’t want to put the car in park. What if John needed her to drive over the curb, into the grass? She would be ready if that became necessary.

      She refused to look at the clock again, even though she knew more than a minute had passed. Her eyes grew dry from her refusal to blink. Please. She begged both God and John. It was the only word repeated in her mind over and over, again. She didn’t know how many times she said it. Please.

      9:48 a.m.

      Her eyes had finally wondered over to the clock and her heart sank.

      “There he is!” May cried out, her voice in an excited screech.

      Relief hit her like a bucket of cold water, she felt it run down her back with pins and needles. Her stomach quivered at the sight of him jogging back toward the car. As he neared the door, he whistled, getting the dogs’ attention. They released Janice and met up with him just as he opened the passenger door.

      “Hop up,” he commanded, and they leapt into the seat, over the console and into the back, which was the only place the vehicle had room for the both of them. May shut the grate behind them.

      Then John slid into his seat and shut the door.

      Janice still struggled to stand, but Anna didn’t wait around to give her a chance to come back toward the car. She hit the gas pedal and started for the exit.
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      John sank into his seat as Anna sped off toward the exit of the clubhouse area. His head hurt. If he’d been prone to migraines, he would have called it one. His head pounded from the stress and the added blood pressure, certainly.

      She didn’t ask him, but he knew she would want to know eventually. And honestly, he didn’t know how he was going to tell her.

      The clubhouse was darker than he’d ever seen it before. Usually a bright, welcoming area for kids and families, it had become akin to a haunted house. If it had been Halloween, he might have almost believed someone would jump out at him in a costume. Instead, the whole time he was on edge, with the very real possibility that someone might jump out. No costume required.

      His ears rang. If he wanted to find Lauren, he was going to need to stay alert to all his senses, so he concentrated on his breathing and focused on calming down. Most of the doors in the building stood open, but the first thing he checked was the backdoor to the pool area. Once he found it closed, he began his search. The left side of the building was blocked by the men’s changing area, so he was glad there were no windows for him to see his infected neighbors outside.

      No wailing seemed to be coming from inside, and that helped put him at ease. Still breathing slowly, he searched the rooms.

      “Laurel? Are you in here?” he asked at regular volume. Shouting would draw too much attention to himself, and whispering would be totally ineffective.

      No answer.

      If she was hiding somewhere in the building, he would find her and help her out to his SUV. They would take her with them. If he found her in some other state, at least Anna could know what had happened to her friend. It wasn’t exactly peace of mind, but it was closure. Either way, in five minutes, he’d return to the truck. He didn’t want to leave Anna worrying.

      He knocked on the door of the ladies’ room. “Laurel?”

      No answer.

      “I’m coming in.” He cleared his throat. Even though there was likely no one inside, he couldn’t help but get a little flushed about going into the restricted space.

      The door creaked on its hinges as it opened. Inside, the smell of chlorine hit him first, as just past the dressing area would be another exit to the pool outside. Darkness. He pulled out his small flashlight from his side pack and hit the switch. The beam of light splashed across the beige-painted lockers and benches that sat between them. Off-white tiles lined the floor and walls. He stepped in, calling out again. “Laurel, are you in here?”

      Somewhere deep inside the locker room, water dripped against the porcelain of a sink. The steady noise gave him something to fix his thoughts upon so he could get past the ringing still in his ears. No wailing. At least that much was good. This deep inside the building, he couldn’t hear much of the alien beast noise, either.

      He continued in.

      When he turned between the sets of lockers, his shoes squeaked against the tile floor. The bathroom stall area was empty and each of the stall doors was wide open. To his left sat the sauna. In the men’s locker area, the sauna’s window was constantly foggy from the heat and steam, but on this day, the window was clear due to the power outage. He shined his flashlight around the darkened space within. Just before he called it empty, his flashlight shined upon a white object that made his heart flutter. A leg.

      He opened the door cautiously, listening for the tell-tale cries of an infected person. Not a sound. “Laurel, are you in there?”

      No answer.

      And from the look of the ghostly pale, barefoot leg he’d seen in the window, he hadn’t expected one. He pulled the door open cautiously, scanning the area with his flashlight. The beam fell upon the prone body of the woman he’d been looking for. Her shift was covered with blood on the bottom half. There was no sign of injury, but blood ran down her legs and pooled at her knees.

      “Laurel?”

      She made no answer.

      He shined the light upward toward her face. Her eyes were half open in the expression he’d grown used to when finding cadavers in Search and Rescue operations. Her death mask created a pale facsimile of peace and rest. A dead person would not look the same as one who was asleep. The body was an empty lifeless shell of what it used to be. In her arms, she cradled a small form, red with blood.

      John recognized it immediately. The five-month old baby had been born much too soon and in a world completely unhospitable to her. The umbilical cord was still attached. The stress had to have caused the untimely birth, and that birth must have injured poor Laurel.

      Grief tightened his chest and a sob filled his throat. The empathy he felt for his neighbor intermingled with his own pain from the late term miscarriage of his daughter eight years ago. He gripped the flashlight in one hand and wiped the tension from his face with the other. He scrubbed his face with his bare hand, wanting to clean away what he’d seen and the memories that resurfaced.

      He stepped backward, pushing the sauna door open blindly with his shoulder. When he pulled his hand away, he found what he’d missed before. In his search for Laurel, he’d not been pointing his flashlight directly at the floor, so he hadn’t seen the trail of dried blood droplets which led directly to the sauna door. The sob in his throat threatened to choke him. She’d obviously been trying to escape the horde of infected in the sauna.

      Awful. Horrific. Laurel had died alone, in the dark, grief her only companion as she mourned her loss.

      Once he was free from the darkness of the locker room, John had darted back to the car where Anna and May awaited him. As he straightened in his seat and put on his safety belt, his breathing returned to normal, along with his heart rate. They just needed to focus on getting out of town safely.

      “You’re driving too fast,” he chided his wife. Anna let her foot off the gas pedal. He couldn’t blame her. This level of stress would kill a small animal. “Stay off the highway and avoid the tunnel. We might be able to take Route 460.”

      He reached into the glovebox in the hope that the old map would still be buried in there. Did they still have paper maps available at rest stops and Virginia welcome centers? He wasn’t sure as he hadn’t really been to one in over a decade. When he found the worn paper map, he sighed with relief and started mulling over their best course.

      They were heading the right direction.

      Muted midmorning sun lit the grey sky above them. They kept the sun, itself, to their backs as they headed west. The trip would be slow going, at least double the time it would normally take. The low rumble of the alien beasts continued in the distance. He leaned forward and pressed a number on his wife’s Mp3 player. Bach. He wasn’t sure whether they’d run into more of the aliens or the people that had been infected by them, but for now, he could close his eyes and have a moment of normalcy.

      [image: ]

      
        Thanks for reading!
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        A rookie spy. Europe on a knife edge. A distinct lack of coffee.

      

      Eva Destruction is back in her first ever assignment. Straight out of the MI6 academy, Eva is on the trail of a supposedly dead fellow agent. It’s a nothing assignment given to a rookie, but when suicide bombers hit a NATO conference the mission is kicked into high gear. Eva chases a carnage of gunfire and explosions across Europe in search of the mysterious shadowy organization, ‘The Tempest’. The Rookie’s Guide to Espionage is a high-octane thrill ride that will keep you guessing until the very last page.

      

      What others have said about Eva Destruction:

      
        “As if Stephanie Plum had James Bond’s (Australian) love child...I loved it. It’s fun, it’s funny, it’s clever. I want a movie of this now. Brilliant.”

        

        “An incredibly entertaining spy, action, murder, mayhem, that is packed full of blatant and subtle humour, and laugh-out-loud innuendo by the bucketful.”

        

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      Eva thought she’d been sent on a wild goose chase.

      Then the bombs exploded.

      She had been sitting outside a quaint little café in the Old Town part of Lyon, on the phone to Nancy, watching tourists leisurely traverse the winding cobbled streets. Her best friend was having trouble understanding why Eva was in France.

      “Nance, I’m at a conference. It was a last-minute thing. Sorry I missed drop-the-pen-down-Patrick’s-butt-crack Tuesday at the pub, but a spot opened up and I took it.”

      “Since when do baristas have conferences?” Nancy asked in her sweet Irish lilt. “What are you going to learn? The latest bean technology? What’s new in mugs? How to grow pretentious facial hair?”

      There was no way Eva could tell her best friend she was in Lyon because she’d accidentally joined MI6. Eva was now only a part-time barista. The remainder of her time was spent saving the world. Well, okay, just that one time. So far. The rest appeared to involve a lot of paperwork, and learning how to kill people with pencils. Her instructors were very focused on pencils for some reason.

      Eva was in France in preparation for the NATO summit. Although her mission was slightly less sexy than that. There were reports a former MI6 operative had been spotted in the square where Eva now sat. This had piqued the interest of MI6 for several reasons. One, the operative hadn’t left the employ of MI6 on the best of terms. Two, his appearance seemed oddly timed, given the impending summit. And lastly, he was meant to be dead.

      Someone matching his description had been spotted by a member of the CIA and the report had been passed on to MI6. There were so many spies in the city, Eva wondered if there were any actual residents left. Although apparently there weren’t enough MI6 operatives to spare for something this trivial, hence why they had assigned Eva.

      Her mission was to search for the former operative and then, when her superiors were satisfied there had been no further sightings, head back to SIS Headquarters at Vauxhall Cross in London.

      Eva was sure she’d been assigned because it was a bullshit lead, but an assignment was an assignment. A once-dead operative in the vicinity of a NATO meeting was quite a coincidence. MI6 didn’t like coincidences. Or swearing. Or tattoos. Or back talking. It was amazing Eva had a job at all.

      “You know I love my husband more than pizza,” Nancy said, “but my god, sometimes I think he could be outsmarted by a large capricciosa.”

      Eva laughed. Nancy always made her laugh.

      “What’s he done now?” Eva asked. “Is this about the amazingly good deal from that dodgy Latvian guy? Did he end up getting the side of lamb?”

      “Oh, he got it alright. And it was a side. Plus another side, and the front and the arse,” Nancy said, sounding equally annoyed and amused.

      “So… what did he buy?”

      “A lamb. A whole one. A whole live one.”

      “What?”

      “Right now, he’s in our lounge room eating a cushion. We’re calling him Steve.”

      Eva laughed again. It was the perfect cover. To passers-by she appeared like any other tourist talking on the phone to a friend. Because that’s exactly what she was.

      The sun glistened off the golden statue of the Blessed Virgin Mary atop the Basilica of Notre-Dame de Fourvière. It was a perfect day.

      Until the explosions.

      The first explosion blew apart the marketplace. The deafening roar came a split second after the flash, then debris, smoke and flames spewed into the sky. Fifty metres from where Eva was situated, hell itself was unleashed.

      Eva realised she still had the phone to her ear.

      “Are you still there? What’s going on?” Nancy was yelling. “That sounded like an explosion.”

      Eva’s focus snapped to what had to be done next. “Coffee machine malfunction. I’ll call you back.” She hung up without waiting for Nancy’s reply.

      Disorientated, Eva tried to process the event. Her first instinct was to run toward danger, a characteristic that often got her in trouble. People scrambled in all directions. Many ran from the growing plume of dread. Others, braver ones, ran towards it, to help those who had been innocently buying fresh produce mere seconds before. Chaos reigned.

      The screams were the worst. Fear mixed with agony, and cries for loved ones no longer able to answer their anguished pleas. The only sirens were those of car alarms. The other sort would come soon enough.

      Eva was on her feet; the shock had worn off. She was in fight mode, ready to sprint into the fray. Her training kicked in, and she took her first tentative step towards the carnage.

      The second explosion blew her off her feet. Far closer than the first, the shockwave sent Eva tumbling. The third came seconds later. The explosions wiped out those who had rushed towards the madness, cutting them down in a blinding detonation. Market stalls and humans alike were torn apart, engulfed in fireballs of terrible force. The screams intensified.

      Eva had witnessed the cause of the final blast. Amid the carnage, a young man who couldn’t have been older than sixteen calmly pressed a button attached to a backpack. An instant later, he’d been vaporised.

      The three suicide bombs had decimated the peaceful tourist precinct of Old Town Lyon. All that was left was devastation, the dead and the dying.

      Eva had to help the wounded. She got to her feet and broke into a run, weaving through the throng of terrified people scrambling away from the chaos. One woman clasping an expensive handbag to her chest slammed into Eva, dislodging the phone from her hand. It clattered on the cobblestones, shattering the screen.

      Eva pushed on, leaving her phone behind. People needed her immediate care. Headquarters could wait.

      Amid the terrified mass, one person caught Eva’s attention. More precisely, one person’s hand. A young man, roughly the same age as the youth who had detonated the last bomb, ran towards Eva, his thumb frantically pressing a red button attached by wires to his backpack.

      A fourth bomber.

      Eva drew her pistol and skidded to a halt. Planting her back foot, she fired three times into the air. Even in the frenzied rush, the crowd froze. Except one person. The bomber sprinted away from Eva, snaking through the now-stationary crowd.

      Eva aimed at his head. Given he had an explosive device strapped to his back, it seemed the safer option. Her gun traced his movements, waiting for a clean shot.

      Ahead, she spotted was a gap in the crowd. Eva would have her chance. But as the bomber reached the edge of the gap, a bearded man carrying his daughter stepped into the line of fire. Eva lowered her gun, unable to take the shot.

      Ball nuggets.

      Eva broke into a run, determined to not lose her prey. She followed him into the narrow side street.

      Her first priority was to make sure he didn’t sacrifice any more innocent lives. Plus, he could provide vital information if taken alive. Eva thought back to why she’d been in the square in the first place. Her mission had changed. Eva was now on the tail of a terrorist. And she was gaining on him.

      Lyon was one of the worst cities in the world for a street pursuit. The city was a labyrinth. One Eva didn’t know. Old Town had over 300 secret passageways, most behind unlocked doors. Despite this, the bomber’s course was amateurishly straight. No double backs, no detours to mask his intent. It was like he’d been shot out of a cannon.

      So much for a cruisy first assignment. Having been at MI6 for a year, Eva had only recently graduated to field work. She was still learning the ropes. Turned out there was more to spycraft than knowing how to mix a martini.

      The kid was either unfit or the backpack was heavier than it appeared. Probably both. Good.

      A straight section of paved street stretched out before them. Eva had her chance. She stopped and lined him up in her sights, then took the shot, followed by two more in quick succession. All three missed their mark. Her prey didn’t break stride, and tore around the corner. She recommenced her pursuit.

      Cursing herself, Eva sped up. She was normally an excellent shot—just shy of Olympic qualifying, apparently. This was due in part to her MI6 training, but mostly to her emotionally abusive douchebag ex-boyfriend, who used to own a firing range. Running and shooting with any semblance of accuracy was next to impossible. A steady hand and controlled breathing were key. Eva had no such luxuries.

      The pursuit surely hadn’t gone undetected. The explosions had rocked Lyon. A plume of ugly black smoke hung over the city like a portentous spectre. A young man wearing a backpack with wires hanging off it, being chased by a woman with a gun would surely have been called in. Eva had to make sure she reached the bomber first. The last thing she needed was a trigger-happy gendarme shooting a terrorist and accidentally exploding another bomb—and her.

      Eva ran on.

      She passed cafés and high-end boutiques. She flew past couples wearing scarves and berets. If she spotted someone carrying groceries with a baguette hanging out of the bag she’d have to yell at them for being a cliché. Eva shook her head. She had to focus.

      She darted through the narrow cobblestoned streets, her hours at the gym paying off nicely. Her quarry was a mere 30 metres ahead now, and she was gaining on him with every stride. The young man threw a panicked glance over his shoulder.

      Eva may have been a freshly minted spy, but she was accustomed to danger. Explosions and gunfire were all too familiar—in fact, she’d been shot at far less since becoming a spy. That was a concerning thought; one she’d have to digest another time.

      Rounding a corner, the bomber skidded and diverted his course. Something had spooked him. As she turned the corner, Eva saw why. Two police cars had pulled up and blocked his path. Gendarmes were clambering out, fumbling for their guns.

      The bomber scrambled sideways, watching Eva approach. The three young frightened gendarmes traced his erratic movements with their guns. Their eyes were wide, fear etched on their features.

      “Arrêt!”, one of the young police officers yelled, his voice cracking.

      The bomber didn’t hesitate. He sprinted toward a side street and away from the Eva. The gendarmes traced his movements and aimed.

      They were going to shoot him in the back. More specifically, in the backpack. The one that contained a very explodey bomb. Not only would they lose their only living bomber, they’d take out everyone in the area, including themselves.

      The cops hadn’t noticed Eva’s advance. With only a split second to act, Eva made a rash decision. Her forte.

      With a panicked eye on the terrorist, one of the cops yelled, “Tirer!” and the rest tensed.

      Still sprinting, Eva levelled her gun. Her target bounced in her vision, making precision virtually impossible, but she did her best to control her aim. Three shots in quick succession roughly hit their target. The front right tyre of the police car exploded, collapsing the front of the vehicle. All three cops turned their guns on her.

      At least she had their attention.

      The bomber careened toward the corner. Eva followed. She flung her gun arm backwards and fired into the windscreen of the cop car. The three gendarmes dove for cover.

      Over her shoulder, Eva yelled, “Pardon!” and waved an apologetic hand.

      She silently prayed the police would be slow to react. Eva didn’t want to wind up shot in the back instead. Not only would they be shooting the wrong person, but they’d mess up her smooth, unblemished skin. Eva was quite fond of her bikini bod; bullet holes would definitely cramp her style. Then again, so would death.

      Thankfully, no shots rang out. As she skidded around the corner, she saw that the bomber was still within striking distance, though the gap had widened. As if suddenly noticing the labyrinthine streets, the terrorist diverted from his straight path and tried a nearby door. It could have led to a hidden passageway, or it could just as easily have been someone’s garage. He lucked out and dove in.

      The bomber must have assumed he’d lose his pursuer in the warrens of the city, and she’d simply give up.

      He didn’t know Eva.

      She tore the door open, raised her gun and scanned the low passageway for threats. It was empty. Ten metres down, it split into three. Two of the paths shone with sunlight, the other was dark as a crypt. Eva slowed her pace and controlled her breathing, focused on sound; any sound.

      At first there was nothing but the slight sound of the city. Traffic, the faint sounds of sirens. Then, the slightest shuffle, the movement of a shoe, or a backpack against a wall.

      Got you, you little cockwomble.

      The darkest passageway. Of course. She edged her way down, listening intently, her pace careful, gun at the ready.

      Eva pulled back the hammer of her pistol, but it was all for show. She was a good agent, she’d counted her shots. She was out of bullets.

      No ammunition, no phone, no backup. If only she had a pencil.

      Her eyes finally adjusted to the semi-darkness. There he was, wedged against the wall like a spider. Just like a spider, being cornered didn’t make him any less deadly. Eva wasn’t about to take her eyes off him.

      Her weapon raised, she edged forward, mind racing. Her options were limited. The bomber relaxed his shoulders ever so slightly, perhaps suspecting what her hesitation meant.

      His face descended into a scowl. “You should go home while you can. Stay there for a long time. A war is here. You are not prepared to withstand the oncoming tempest.”

      Eva stopped her advance. “That’s where you’re wrong.” Her smile made him take a step back. “I am the oncoming tempest.”

      “Mere words. What could possibly make you the tempest?”

      “We haven’t been properly introduced. The name is Destruction. First name Eva.”

      The bomber grunted. “Eva Destruction? You sound like one of those Bond girls.”

      “Been one of those, don’t recommend it.”

      Amusement drained from his face. “What do you think is going to happen now, little girl?”

      “Little girl?” Eva’s hackles were up.

      “You with the gun, pretending to be like a man.”

      “You’re right, this espionage stuff is really hard. My vagina keeps getting in the way.”

      A derisive snort. “So you are one of these forceful women, then? One that demands everything?”

      “No. I’m a woman. Welcome to the 21st century. We have smartphones, gay marriage and, like, eleventy billion ramen restaurants. Enjoy your stay.”

      “You have a very smart mouth.”

      “It’s kind of my thing. Now, back on topic, what do I think is going to happen? I’d like to say you put down the backpack and we go have a hot chocolate, but I’m guessing that’s not on the agenda.”

      “It is not.”

      “Not a hot chocolate fan?”

      The bomber grasped the red button, but still nothing happened. Unintentionally, Eva let out a snicker. That only made him press the button more frantically.

      She don’t know what three-year-old had constructed the bomb, but their soldering was as useless as the g in lasagne. She eyed the dangling wires, thankful for their ineptitude.

      The bomber followed her gaze. His head snapped around, trying to inspect the backpack, like a dog chasing its tail. He managed to grasp two of the dangling wires, a menacing sneer smeared across his mouth.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid.

      As the youth twisted the wires together, Eva backed up. A beep from the bowels of the backpack didn’t bode well. The bomber grinned at Eva as he fumbled for the red button.

      Eva turned and ran.

      She managed to open the ancient door and leap outside before the explosion engulfed her and she was propelled forward. The world turned dirty orange and black, and the edges of Eva’s vision became ashen. Flaming debris, screams and smoke wrapped around one another in a terrifying cacophony of the senses.

      Eva had one last thought before she blacked out. She hadn’t called Nancy back.

      Everything went dark.
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      Eva awoke with a scream.

      She fought to move her arms and legs. As Eva’s eyes adjusted to the light, she saw that she was tied to a wooden chair in the centre of a stark room. The only illumination was from a solitary bulb in the corner of what appeared to be a basement. This was no police cell.

      Eva smiled. Classic.

      It was such a textbook example of Interrogation 101, it was almost cute. If this was meant to intimidate her, they had thoroughly failed. This set-up might work on a petty criminal, but Eva was quite familiar with interrogations, and was made of far sterner stuff.

      The plastic ties were irritating, though. Handcuffs were easy to escape from. Lock-picking was one of her hobbies—she always carried a bobby pin, just in case. Once upon a time, before becoming a ‘respectable’ spy, Eva had led a less-than-illustrious life. Picking locks had been part of her regular routine. But the plastic ties were problematic. She had far more experience with handcuffs—and not exclusively in a professional sense.

      A slight cough caught her attention. Eva twisted her head to get a view of her captor. The lone woman was tall and slender, jet black hair cascading down her long, elegant neck. She held herself with confidence.

      “I am glad you are awake,” she said with a painted-on fake grin. “It is not much fun asking questions of someone who is unconscious, no?”

      The woman’s French accent was thick, but she took care to enunciate every syllable. Eva spoke fluent French, but would stick with English for now. You could learn much from someone who may struggle to choose the most appropriate word.

      The woman moved forward so Eva wouldn’t have to strain to see her. “I apologise for your current predicament. I’m afraid my employers insisted.”

      Eva tilted her head. “And who might your employers be?”

      The tiniest crease of amusement appeared for an instant in the corners of the woman’s mouth before disappearing just as quickly. “Let us just say they are interested in your involvement in the incident in the square…”

      Eva noted she didn’t use the words terrorist incident.

      “… but regardless, I do not agree with you being manacled.”

      With a shrug, Eva said, “If I had a dollar for every time I’d been strapped to a chair…”

      Her captor raised an eyebrow, as if waiting for her to complete the sentence.

      Eva thought. “I’d have, like, twelve dollars.”

      The woman frowned. “This does not seem like a lot of money.”

      “Do you think I should consider raising my prices?”

      “You ’ave a sense of ’umour.” The woman folded her arms. “You will need that in the ’ours to come.”

      It wasn’t a threat, more a statement of fact. Eva envisaged torture in her near future—unless she did something about it. She sized up her captor.

      “You’ve done military service, but that was some time ago. Am I right?”

      The woman tilted her head, but offered no verbal response.

      “It’s the way you stand, rigid, like you’re at attention. Your accent, your flattened consonants, means you’re from—”

      “I ’ave ’eard this about you,” the woman interrupted. “You like to analyse people, hmm? This is a good gift to ’ave, to read people, I think.”

      “You… you know who I am?”

      “Yes. You are Eva Destruction. My organisation ’as a file on you. Keeping an eye on spies is nothing new, of course. But we ’ave been monitoring you for quite some time, for different reasons, of course. Your entries before you joined MI6 were, shall we say, more colourful, yes?”

      This was a turn-up. Not only did they know she was a spy, they knew about her life before she’d become one. Her criminal exploits back in Australia were hardly worthy of international interest. That meant they had been tracking her ex.

      Was that why she was here? Enough of being on the back foot. Eva needed answers.

      “So where are you from?” Eva asked. “I’m going to take a wild stab and say DGSE?”

      The DGSE, or General Directorate for External Security, was the French equivalent of MI6. The more likely candidate to talk to Eva was the DGSI, the French domestic equivalent to MI5 or the FBI, given that the event had taken place on home soil. But that wasn’t Eva’s assumption.

      “Pardon?” The woman appeared genuinely surprised.

      Eva had her. “The fact that this isn’t a formal interrogation and there’s no one around to record it means this is either an officially unofficial DGSE interrogation or my library fines are way more out of control than I thought.”

      The woman frowned approvingly. “I see now why MI6 ’ired you.” She traced her finger slowly along Eva’s jawline. “You are more than just a very pretty face. My name is Isabella Beart.” She ran her thumb over Eva’s bottom lip. “And I do indeed work for DGSE.”

      Eva did her best to ignore the intimate caresses. “Then you know I’m your ally, your friend. And friends don’t usually tie each other up.”

      Isabella tilted her head and pouted. “Depends what type of friends you ’ave, is it not?”

      “Look… that’s a really good point, and one I’d usually be making, but…”

      The DGSE agent folded her arms. “Ms Eva Destruction, you were seen cavorting with a known terrorist, Mustafa Khoury, formerly of Lebanon, recent resident of the ’ousing estate Rose des Vents in Aulnay-Sous-Bois.”

      “Chasing a known terrorist. Slightly different to cavorting.”

      “We ’ave witnesses stating you were protecting the terrorist. You fired on gendarmes.”

      “Sure, if you want to talk facts.”

      “Friends do not shoot at friends usually, hmm?” As if to reinforce the point, she pulled a PAMAS pistol from her jacket. The message was clear. While admiring the pistol, she said casually, “So, my question to you is, why is MI6 assisting terrorists?”

      Isabella was an experienced interrogator. One second she was flirting, the next she pulled a gun. Keeping the subject off kilter would normally be an effective technique, but not on Eva. She knew all the tricks, and she was losing patience.

      Eva sighed. Her options were limited. The DGSE weren’t her enemy, so there was no point fighting her way out. She had nothing to hide. She gave Isabella a concise rundown of events. She retold the incident with the gendarmes repeatedly, until Isabella finally seemed satisfied that Eva had been protecting the police rather than aiding a terrorist. She made sure to include the part about the oncoming tempest.

      That caught Isabella’s attention. “So this was not isolated? There is more to come?”

      Eva nodded. “I got that impression. At least, that’s what he believed.”

      “Huh.” With that, Isabella left the room.

      And left Eva strapped to a chair, unable to move, without food or drink and, more importantly, without a toilet break.

      Forty bladder-crunching minutes later, Isabella returned. She didn’t appear happy.

      “I ’ave spoken to my superiors,” she said emotionlessly. “You are to be executed for treason the day after tomorrow.”

      “What?”

      Isabella frowned. She pulled a small, slender device from her pocket and pressed a button on the side. The flick knife sprung to attention. Isabella held the knife to Eva’s neck and ran the flat of the blade along her soft skin. “This is joke. You like jokes, do you not?” She brought her face close to Eva’s, inhaling her scent slowly. Isabella traced the blade along the length of Eva’s leg, then in one quick movement, cut away her leg bindings.

      With Eva’s hands still bound, Isabella sat astride her. “My superiors believe we should be partners. They ’ave contacted MI6 to request this.”

      Wriggling her arse into Eva’s lap, Isabella ran the knife along Eva’s cheek, slowly, lovingly. “You shall make an excellent partner, I think,” she said, her hand caressing Eva’s neck. “Yes, an excellent partner indeed.”

      One moment Isabella was staring into Eva’s eyes, the next she’d leapt up and cut her wrist ties. Eva wasn’t sure if the semi-seduction was part of the act or the true Isabella. Time would tell.

      Eva hoisted herself up unsteadily and rubbed her wrists, then stretched and cracked her back. Being stationary for so long never agreed with her.

      Isabella stood back and admired her. “I am curious. What will the amazing Eva Destruction do next, I wonder?”

      “Pee,” Eva replied matter-of-factly. “Then get coffee. Then catch the bad guys.” She pondered for a moment. “Yeah, definitely in that order.”

      [image: ]

      The lavish surrounds of the Cour des Loges was a welcome change of scene. The warm, candlelit restaurant was far removed from the dingy basement where Eva had been interrogated. Having enjoyed a glorious five-course degustation, she wiped her mouth with a stiff white napkin and conceded defeat. The five-star hotel was a milieu Marie Antoinette would have felt right at home in. Despite being so full, Eva still wanted to order the cake.

      The juxtaposition between interrogation and indulgence was as stark as it was swift. One moment Eva had been strapped to a chair, the next she was in a luxurious hotel suite taking a soothing bubble bath while drinking expensive champagne. She was surprised she didn’t have whiplash.

      Isabella leaned back in her chair, seeming to approve of her companion’s gratification. She refilled Eva’s glass without asking. “This Frascati is amazing. I buy it by the crate from Italy. It is extremely un-French of me, no?”

      Eva shrugged, unsure how to reply. Isabella pulled out a silver cigarette case and lit one with a match.

      Eva was aghast. “Can you do that here?”

      Isabella regarded her curiously and surveyed the empty restaurant. “I think you will find there are different rules for the DGSE.”

      “But you haven’t been able to smoke in a French restaurant for at least a decade.”

      Isabella frowned in acknowledgement and took another drag. “So this is not your first time in France?”

      Eva assumed Isabella knew that wasn’t the case, but decided to play along. For now.

      “No, not at all. I have a place here.”

      “A place?”

      Eva shrugged. “Well, more like a castle. In the Rhone Valley.”

      Isabella laughed, then saw Eva’s face. “You are serious?” It seemed she wasn’t as well-informed as she made out. “You ’ave a castle? Why on earth would you work at MI6 if you ’ave such a thing?”

      “It was a gift. I didn’t earn it. If you know anything about me then you’ll know I make my own way. I’m not one to sit back and just take things.”

      Her companion took a long, slow draw of her cigarette and let the smoke dance over her tongue. “But sitting back and taking things can also have its benefits.” She hefted a suggestive eyebrow. “It can be most pleasurable, no?”

      Her flirting was incessant. The fact that it had continued long after the interrogation told Eva it was no act.

      Eva toyed with the remains of her crème brûlée and tried for a casual tone. “You know I’m straight, right?”

      Isabella poked out her tongue and used her finger to delicately remove a speck of tobacco. She fluttered her eyelids seductively. “So is spaghetti until it is ’ot and wet, hmmm?”

      Eva rolled her eyes. “I’ve seen that meme too.”

      “I ’ave found that memes, like lies, work best when they ’ave an element of truth.”

      “And spies know all about lies.”

      “That is our business, no?”

      Here was Eva’s opportunity to bring the conversation back on track. “Speaking of business, what do you know about the attacks so far?”

      A small huff of disappointment told Eva that Isabella was reluctant to be brought back to work. Too bad. Lives were at risk, and Eva had nearly died. She wanted answers. She wanted revenge.

      “My people are examining CCTV footage from nearby businesses and train stations, as well as footage from personal recording devices. We ’ave profiles for three of the perpetrators and are working on background motivations.”

      “You’ve IDed them already? Any known links to terrorist organisations?” Eva asked.

      Isabella paused to ash her cigarette. “Not that we can find, but it is early days, yes?”

      Eva frowned, impressed. “I wouldn’t say that. You’ve identified them already. Your people work fast.”

      “My people are ’ighly motivated. The incidents today cost over one hundred lives. My country is sick of such acts of violence. We will stop at nothing until we know who did this. That is what we do.”

      Eva rubbed her wrists. She had no doubt about the lengths Isabella and her people would go to. “Pretty sure it’ll top the agenda at the NATO summit.”

      “This is a sensible assumption.”

      “May I use your phone? I need to check in with MI6.”

      “But of course.” Isabella retrieved a phone from her handbag and handed it to Eva. “They ’ave been informed of their operative’s good ’ealth.”

      Eva nodded. She didn’t ask if they had also been informed that said operative had been strapped to a chair and grilled like a criminal. She highly suspected they hadn’t.

      Eva excused herself and found a quiet little alcove in the majestic surrounds of the old hotel. After multiple transfers through untraceable connections she was finally put through to her handler.

      “Thank Christ, Evie. I’ve been worried sick.”

      Just hearing his voice made Eva feel safer. Paul Cavendish had been her handler, mentor and voice of reason since her first day at MI6. He was also one of her closest friends.

      He also happened to be Nancy’s husband.

      That Nancy didn’t know either of them worked for MI6 was something they weren’t comfortable with, but they were actively complicit in the deception. They were spies, after all. Eva was sure the truth would come out one day; she just hoped she wasn’t nearby when it did. Or that she at least had access to copious amounts of alcohol.

      She gave Paul a fast rundown of her experiences, and very scant details about her interrogation, which she referred to as ‘slightly aggressive questioning’ on the DGSE’s part. She’d delve into that particular protocol breach another time. Firstly, because there were more important things going on, and secondly, because she was speaking on Isabella’s phone. She didn’t know who was listening in.

      Paul listened intently, asking only the occasional question. When she finished, Paul gave her a rundown of MI6’s understanding of the events. This matched the DGSE’s in almost all aspects. Except for one.

      “We’ve had a breakthrough they haven’t,” Paul said with a detectable note of triumph. “The last bomber, your good friend Mustafa Khoury, is either a world-class idiot or we’ve been amazingly lucky—possibly both. We ran the photos of the perpetrators through our database and hit a match. Mustafa passed through Heathrow six months ago, under the alias of Akram Nazari. From there, we just traced the use of that identity and matched it with the known facial features and Bob, as they say, is your uncle.” There was a crunch, as if Paul was eating a biscuit. “Vienna.”

      “I’m sorry?” Eva asked.

      “Vienna, that’s where your mate Mustafa was two days ago—at a pretty fancy hotel, I might add. A simple credit-card trace. Like I said, world-class idiot. He used the same identity to book the hotel, and paid with the same card—three weeks in advance, by the way. The Viennese authorities jumped on it, and the hotel’s CCTV footage confirms it. It’s the same man.”

      “Boy,” Eva corrected him.

      Paul ignored the comment. “In light of your new partnership I thought you’d like to be the one to drop this piece of intelligence. It will be good to suck up to the cool kids at the new school with a sweet new pogs.”

      “Dude, how old are you?” Eva asked, laughing.

      “Old enough to know about pogs, apparently, and how you’re missing out if you’re not part of the cool crew.”

      “Wow. I’m seeing a whole new side of you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I didn’t say it was a good thing.” Eva was thankful for his efforts to cheer her up.

      Paul’s tone turned grave. “Evie, you need to be careful.” There was a pause, as if he was selecting his words carefully. “I want you to be wary of your new friends.”

      She let her silence ask the next question for her. Far across the restaurant, Isabella extinguished the last of her cigarette and perused the dessert menu. She seemed oblivious to the conversation, but Eva couldn’t rely on that assumption. That sort of thing got you killed.

      Thankfully, Paul continued without prompting. “It’s almost like someone knew what was going to happen. The DGSE had the profiles all lined up and ready to be released. Any faster and they’d have been circulated beforehand. It could be down to good police work…”

      The unfinished sentence said much.

      “But you don’t think so?” Eva asked, really hoping Isabella’s phone wasn’t bugged.

      There was a long pause. “No, I don’t. This thing smells fishier than Billingsgate Fish Market.”

      Eva was intrigued that Paul had reached the same conclusion she had, albeit for different reasons. She was a rookie, but an experienced agent like Paul sharing her doubts made her feel validated. Isabella should be eyed with caution. The interrogation and the incessant flirting, combined with Paul’s well-honed scepticism, put Eva on edge. She would have asked more questions, but it wasn’t a secure line.

      If Isabella, and possibly the DGSE, weren’t to be trusted, the next logical question was why? The DGSE was renowned for its professionalism and integrity. What reason would one of the top spy agencies in the world have to lie? It didn’t add up.

      Eva decided they were questions for another time. “Am I to assume I’m no longer looking for a dead MI6 spy?”

      “If you pass him on the street, give me a call, otherwise this is your primary, secondary and tertiary mission. Two cabinet ministers were among the dead. The Prime Minister is out for blood, and the king has issued a strongly worded statement. He even used the word ‘miffed’, so you know he’s pissed. The stock market has tanked and the Euro is worth less than my last bonus. The entire world is searching for answers, Evie, and right now you’re the prime candidate to bring home results. No pressure, but I’ve put my lily-white arse on the line to keep a neophyte on the case. We need results, and we need them fast.”

      Paul must have swung some hefty influence to keep her rookie arse in the game. It was a lot of pressure, but the one thing that made an impact was that her friend had her back. That was all she needed for motivation.

      “Seeing as I’ve been Shanghaied into this cross-agency arrangement, can I ask that you book me onto the next—”

      “Flight to Vienna? Already booked. Accommodation, transport, surveillance and weapons packs will all be awaiting you on arrival. I’ll text the details to Ms Beart’s phone as soon as we’re done. I’ll require daily updates. You’re booked under the name of Chlamydia Phlegm.”

      Eva sighed. “No I’m not.”

      “No, you’re not.” Paul chuckled. “But that would be a pretty good code name, don’t you think? I’ll keep that one on file.”

      She had to smile at her friend’s continued attempts to cheer her up, even though it had only partially worked.

      “Keep your tuchus out of harm’s way, Evie. I don’t want any awkward conversations with unnamed parties.”

      He wasn’t referring to the MI6 hierarchy; Paul was talking about his wife. He rang off and Eva returned to Isabella, who was enjoying another cigarette.

      “How was Cavendish? I ’ave ’eard ’e can be quite priggish.”

      Eva did her best not to smile. She’d seen her friend singing I will Survive while standing on a bar, dressed as a unicorn. Priggish he wasn’t.

      “He’s a good egg. Not priggish. He’s actually quite modern in his opinions, especially about advancing women in the Secret Service.”

      With a blank face, Isabella extinguished her cigarette. “There are two universal truths about the modern male. They are nowhere near the feminist they think they are, and their toilet aim is far worse than they think.”

      Isabella made a good point. Not wanting to discuss Paul further, Eva changed the subject. She gave her new partner the news about the alias, credit card and Vienna link.

      Isabella’s reaction was one of genuine surprise. Either that, or she was a world-class actress. Eva hoped for the former. After a few phone calls that was that, they were off to Vienna. The French spy picked up her handbag and headed for the front entrance.

      Eva glanced at the table. “Don’t you need to pay the bill?”

      Isabella scoffed, then inspected Eva’s face. “Oh, you are serious?” She shook her head. “We have different rules in the DGSE.”

      Eva nodded, rubbing her wrists again.

      Isabella continued. “As we are to be partners, there is one thing you must know about me.” She ran her fingernail down Eva’s bare arm, giving her goosebumps. “Rules, they are for the unimaginative, the wearisome and the classe inférieure. They are boring!” She elongated the last word. “We will ’ave much fun, you and I. Fate has drawn us together, but misery acquaints a man with strange bedfellows, yes?”

      Eva knew the quote. The Tempest. “You know Shakespeare?”

      “Personally? Non.” Isabella wrinkled her nose. “But I am aware of his work. Just as I am aware you are no man, Eva Destruction.” She slid her hand across the small of Eva’s back. “Come, we ’ave only just started our journey. You and I will be great partners.”

      Eva wasn’t sure if that would turn out to be true, but one thing was certain. Her time with the DGSE agent would be anything but boring.
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      The Hotel Imperial wasn’t your regular terrorist hangout—not that Eva had been to many terrorist hangouts. The majestic Viennese hotel wasn’t your regular tourist trap, either. The hotel’s opulent surrounds, complete with marble statues and extravagant crystal chandeliers, were enough to make even a Kardashian step back and say, ‘Woah, tone it down, dude.’

      The flight to Vienna had been uneventful, if Eva ignored the less-than-subtle innuendo from her travel companion. During take-off Isabella advised that her “landing strip is all clear”. She mentioned the benefits of “’ead in the clouds”, and upon landing she whispered that she “loved going down”. At times Eva wasn’t sure if her companion was a spy or a fourteen-year-old boy.

      Eva still was uncertain if Isabella was flirting because that’s who she was, or if the DGSE agent was trying to keep her off-balance.

      Regardless, Eva had a mission. The English press was in a frenzy about the cabinet ministers. Terrorist incidents were newsworthy enough, but with well-known politicians involved, the press were baying for blood. And a rabid English press was not a pretty thing.

      As they sat in the palatial surrounds of the hotel foyer, Isabella impatiently tapped her foot. They had been waiting for the hotel manager for an hour. Meanwhile, hotel life went on about them, with elegantly dressed staff flitting about the aging clientele like remoras tending to elderly sharks.

      Across the marble floor came the click-clack of sensible shoes. A prim woman marched towards them. She was dressed in a crisp pantsuit, her black hair tied back in a severe bun, her make-up thick, but perfectly applied. She looked like a stern governess crossed with Posh Spice.

      After curt introductions, the manager said in accentless English, “I understand you wish to gain access to one of our executive suites?”

      “That is correct,” Isabella stated in a manner that clearly conveyed her feelings about being kept waiting for so long.

      “I’m afraid that is quite impossible at the current time.” The manager’s face remained unmoved.

      Between clenched teeth, Isabella asked, “And may I ask why?”

      “Are you an Austrian citizen?”

      Eva stepped in before Isabella lost it. “I’m Australian, that’s close enough, right?” Her joke received no response. It was as if the woman was made of Botox. Eva could see where this was going. She added, “No, we’re not.”

      “No. You are not.” The manager placed her hands behind her back and rocked on her heels. “You have no jurisdiction here. You may not have access, but I am able to ensure that suite 513 remains unbooked, at great expense to the hotel.”

      The manager’s tone suggested she expected them to bow in gratitude. There was no bowing. There was also no expense. Paul had advised Eva that the bomber had booked the suite for three weeks. Either the manager was ill-informed, or she was deliberately misleading them. Looking at the prissy manager, Eva suspected it was the latter.

      The manager continued. “Until such time as the legitimate authorities present themselves, I will not let any Tom, Dick or Harriette into our suites without a warrant. Hotel policy.”

      The good old “just following orders” defence. Their combined credentials meant nothing to her. Why would they? Spies were nothing new to Vienna.

      A neutral country, straddling the divide between the East and the West and close to the Balkans, Vienna had always attracted secretive types. Austria had the most liberal spy laws in the world. Spying itself was not illegal unless it directly targeted Austrian interests. The place was basically a stock exchange for information.

      Vienna was a city of secrets.

      Surely there had to be a human somewhere underneath that thick veneer of make-up. Eva decided to try a new direction.

      “Look, we’re obviously all working women here—”

      “Working, yes, but you two,” the manager eyed their outfits, curling her upper lip in disdain, “appear to be from a whole other profession.”

      She didn’t mean espionage.

      Eva chose not to respond to the slight. “Listen, I know rules are import to folks like you—”

      “Like me?” the manager spat. “What do you know about me?”

      Eva assessed her, from her sensible shoes to her tight bun. “I know you reek of self-loathing, like someone who acts in infomercials for a living.”

      Both the manager and Isabella stared at her in disbelief. Isabella was the first to move, placing a hand over her mouth to stifle a giggle.

      Posh Spice had riled Eva. They weren’t getting into that room today. The manager had been wasting their time.

      She wasn’t done. “I don’t know why you’re so unhappy in life. Is it because you realised Donkey Kong isn't an actual donkey?”

      The manager vibrated with anger, and her face grew steadily redder. She was about to blow her tightly wound bun.

      Isabella plastered on her best fake cordial sneer. “Thank you for your time,” she said, and ushered Eva away.

      Eva was aghast. She hadn’t even used her good material yet.

      The manager swivelled and marched back to her office. Despite her anger, Isabella’s gaze followed the woman’s arse as it snaked towards the door. Definitely gay.

      “Come on,” Isabella said as she shoved her partner along. “We should ’ead back to our ’otel. We will not get in the ‘otel room today. Let us go.”

      “I’m not letting the likes of that,” Eva pointed a thumb in the direction of the manager’s office, “determine if we succeed or fail.”

      “Then what...?”

      With a wrinkle of her nose, Eva said, “Give me a minute.”

      Eva calmed herself and guided Isabella towards the luxurious couches facing the hotel bar. As they sat down, Eva selected an option on her new phone and waited for the software to download. The phone had been issued in her weapons pack on arrival.

      She hadn’t really needed the hotel manager’s permission, although it would have been easier. Now they had to be sneaky. They had to be spies.

      They sat in awkward silence, like an uncomfortable married couple.

      “If you could travel to anywhere in the world right now,” Isabella began, “where would it be?”

      Eva was intrigued by the change in topic. Clearly they were past the ‘And what do you do?’ stage. Eva had been to so many amazing destinations. She’d seen more of the world than most. And not the tourist-checklist spots, either. She’d been to many out-of-the-way exotic locations. But none of those were her answer.

      “There’s a place a couple of hours away from my home town, called Jan Juc.”

      Isabella nodded approvingly. “This sounds very French, I think, yes?”

      “Not really. It’s a surf beach. I go there and the world falls away. It’s my safe place. You have one of those?”

      Isabella nodded. “I understand the world falling away part. A little café, overlooking a park near my parents’ ’ome in Créteil. I used to go there when I was a child. I was bullied in school and it was my safe ’aven. It always made me feel protected, like a womb, yes? Ever since, I go there to make sense of the world, to feel safe. It is very special to me. We have these places ’alf a world away from one another, but I think we are similar, you and I.”

      “Maybe we are, Isabella,” Eva agreed.

      Eva thought this was a good opening to get to know her companion. On the brief flight to Vienna all their conversation had been about the mission—well, that and Isabella’s frequent innuendo. Now they had a few moments of downtime, it was time to figure out who she was really working with.

      “So,” Eva began. “When I was nineteen, I was in love.”

      Isabella crinkled her forehead, as if wondering where the statement had come from. “Was it a girl? Is this your way of coming on to me? I must say it is about time. It ’as been a whole twenty-four ’ours. I was believing I ’ad lost my touch.”

      Eva grinned. “His name was Chad.”

      “Boo.”

      Eva chuckled and went on. “He was my world. I was beyond smitten. I’d given everything up for him. University, my family, my friends. Pretty much every dollar I earned was put towards our future. But when you’re in love none of that matters, right?”

      Isabella said nothing, but nodded for her to continue.

      “Here I am, madly in love with the bloke who I’m going to spend the rest of my life with, and he suggests we get a little kinky.”

      Isabella leaned forward. “Please use as much detail as possible.”

      “He suggests we tie each other up. I, of course, agreed. I’m always down for that sort of thing.”

      “I am taking mental notes.”

      Eva ignored her. “Chad is all loving, strips down and handcuffs me to the bed. And then…” Eva sighed. “Then he went and made a sandwich.”

      “What? I think this is quite a foolish man.”

      “I know, right? When he came back, he was fully dressed. He pulled out our suitcases and started loading them up with everything we owned.” Eva shuddered at the memory. “So, picture me, chained to the bed…”

      “I can think of nothing else right now.”

      “… and screaming blue murder while he casually packs up all our worldly possessions. Takes the lot. All my books, my CDs, my clothes. Everything. He cleaned out my purse, took my cards and cleaned out my accounts. He… was not a nice person.” A slow exhale. “I’d like to say that was an isolated incident, but I don’t like to lie.”

      The truth was, Eva was gun-shy of any new relationship. Not just the likes of Chad, who littered the battlefield of her dating life like the first day of the Somme. The main reason was her recent ex had scarred her like no other man had, and hoped, ever would again. It would take an amazing person to make Eva trust once more. She would, but only when she was ready, and more importantly, when she could be certain the person wouldn't manipulate her into being someone she wasn't.

      Eva caught herself. Did she just say person? She meant man, surely? She did, didn't she? She was pretty certain she did. Yeah, of course she did.

      It was refreshing for Eva to be free of relationship dramas. A rare occurrence. She knew it would be temporary and she'd soon be back on the battlefield once more. But for now, she was thankful for the reprieve, or lull in the eye of the storm, or whatever it currently has was.

      Isabella frowned. “I am unsure what it is you are saying.”

      “What I’m saying is I have some trust issues. That, and I make the worst choices in men.”

      “Maybe that is your meaning?” Isabella ran her fingers down Eva’s arm. “That men are the problem.”

      “No, that’s not my point at all. It’s that people have to earn my trust, over and above normal folk, simply because of my past. I don’t know you, Isabella, I don’t know you at all. I know you’re a flirt, that you’re good at what you do, but I know nothing about you. Tell me something that defined you.”

      Isabella gave a slight shake of her head. “You are a very strange spy, Eva Destruction.”

      Eva shrugged. She wasn’t going to argue the point. Folding her arms, she waited for Isabella’s response.

      “’er name was Alexis,” she started, staring off into the middle-distance. “She was everything. A spy, like me, but also unlike me in every way. She was smarter, braver, more loving than I could ever be. I was temperamental, ’ot ’eaded, hmmm? I made rash decisions. She calmed me, made me focused. She made me a better person, no?”

      “This story doesn’t sound like it’s going to have a happy ending. Go on.”

      “We were on a mission together. Our superiors, they did not know of our love. We were after a state scientist who was selling a small amount of nuclear material on the black market. We underestimated him. I was meant to have Alexis’s back, but I rushed in like an impetuous child. I was not covering my partner when things went bad…” There was a long pause. “She died.”

      Eva saw the earnestness on Isabella’s face. She was on the verge of tears. Her gaze remained resolutely on the other side of the room. Was this the true Isabella?

      Eva placed her hand on the spy’s knee. “Why did you tell me that story?”

      Isabella sniffed, then straightened her spine as if hardening herself. “You see? I too ’ave learned from my mistakes. I would never let my partner down. My new partner should know this.”

      Not quite knowing how to respond, Eva nodded. “I have to get back to work.”

      Isabella pouted. The old Isabella seemed to have returned. She ran a finger along Eva’s thigh. “Such dedication. I wonder if you pursue all things with such passion?”

      Eva gently moved the French woman’s hand away and held up a finger to silence her protest. With the same finger, she told her to wait.

      She would digest Isabella’s story later. She was relieved to know there was a more human side to her partner. It would make working together easier. But she put it aside for now. Eva had a mission.

      Eva rose and walked towards the bar. On the way, she tapped on her phone.

      There was no way Eva could leave the hotel without answers. There were so many questions. How did Mustafa afford such a place? And why Vienna? The city had centuries of spy history, but why would that appeal to terrorists? Perhaps it made it a logical meeting point for them. Eva didn’t think so. There was something else at play here.

      It was all supposition and gut feel. Eva had to provide more than that. There was a lot of pressure from her superiors at MI6 who thought hiring an Australian was ludicrous even before they met the mouthy, tattooed feminist. They had little faith in her abilities.

      Then there were Isabella and the DGSE, who were probably of the same opinion. Eva could feel Isabella’s gaze boring into the back of her head and knew she had to succeed in order to gain the trust of her new partner.

      Eva was never one to be defined by the opinions of others. She had a mission. She had a clear objective. She would prove to the grey haired, blue-tie set that she was a great secret service operative. That she deserved her position and their respect. Eva would show them all.

      Spurred on with a righteous fire in her belly, Eva cleared the last of the stairs up to the bar with a spring in her step. Unfortunately, there was a bit too much spring, and she tripped over her own feet. With her phone in her hand she stumbled and went sprawling into a table of four middle-aged businessmen. Empty coffee mugs, plates and laptops went flying. Eva bounced off the table and landed ingloriously on her arse.

      Elegant AF.

      Issuing multiple apologies in each of the three languages she knew, Eva backed away from the stunned businessmen. Not watching where she was going, she tumbled into an elderly couple sharing a rather large cocktail at another table. The sprawling table dance and profuse apologies played out all over again.

      The entire bar must have thought she was drunk. The shock on Isabella’s face mirrored the appalled expression on those of the guests. Worried hotel staff rushed over, pretending to be concerned for Eva’s welfare, anxious to stop the crazy lady from bumping into their patrons.

      Eva raised her arms, claiming to be fine, but as she did so, she bumpted into a third lot of people on her way out of the bar. The scathing glares burned her back as she stumbled away. Isabella stared at her in stunned silence. Eva ignored the gaze, flicked her hair and motioned for Isabella to follow her out of the bar.

      When they reached the far end of the foyer Isabella appraised her partner with grave concern. “Are you… Are you alright?”

      Eva ignored the question. “We’re going to search the room.”

      Isabella gave a slight shake of her head, clearly confused. “Did you not ’ear the manager? We are not authorised.”

      Eva tilted her head. “You don’t strike me as the kind of person to seek permission, Isabella. Didn’t you say rules are for the unimaginative? You’re not all talk, are you? Is it possible I’ve misjudged you?”

      “Now who is teasing?” Isabella smirked. “But ’ow would we do this? We have no key.”

      Eva winked at her companion and called a number in her phone. It was answered almost instantly. “Hey Trev, got a job for you. Check my phone, I’ve scanned several… yep that’s the one. Hotel RFID keys… Can you… yep. Room, 513… Thanks. Text me when you’re done. You’re a champ, cheers.”

      She rang off, enjoying the confusion on Isabella’s face. Eva couldn’t help smiling. Isabella must have thought she was clumsy and unprofessional, colliding with hotel guests. In fact, she was the complete opposite.

      Eva had researched the hotel on the taxi ride over. The online reviews raved about the convenience of the RFID room keys, which gave guests the option of using their cell phone as a key.

      Eva explained to Isabella that she’d turned her phone into a RFID scanner. Each time she’d bumped into a guest, she’d skimmed their room key information. She’d have at least five codes. Trev, the IT boffin at MI6, was currently pulling apart the data so he could provide Eva with a range of codes to find the one able to break into Mustafa’s room.

      Isabella’s admiration was clear on her face. “Impressive.”

      “You should see what I can do with a pencil.”

      “I would very much like to see what you could do with a pencil. I feel I would find it, stimulating, no?”

      “Don't flirt with me, I’m working here.”

      “Oh, I'm not flirting.” Isabella raised an eyebrow. “If I flirt with you, you will know it.”

      Eva’s phone vibrated in her pocket. Trevor had already cracked the codes. He had a range of frequencies; all Eva had to do was hold the phone up to the door and she’d be in.

      They got in a lift and Eva hit the button for the fifth floor. As they ascended, her mind wandered. Why had the terrorist been in Vienna? He was a French citizen, why would he need to come to Austria? And why an expensive five-star hotel? Why would he want to stand out? Where did he get the money to pay for three weeks in advance?

      The name “suicide bomber” tended to indicate he wasn’t planning a sleep in and an à la carte breakfast. So why book the room for so long?

      So many questions. It was time Eva found some answers.

      The elevator pinged and the doors opened. The cream wooden panelling and gilded edging of the fifth floor screamed opulence. At a thousand Euros a night, you’d hope so.

      Another thought pushed its way into Eva’s mind. Why did Isabella seem less eager to search the room? Didn’t she think they would find anything? If so, why come all the way to Vienna? Why give up so easily when faced with a prissy hotel manager? Eva decided that was a question for another time.

      Room 513 had a “Do Not Disturb” sign on the door. Eva held her phone to the touchpad and waited for it to cycle through various frequencies. She was disappointed she couldn’t show off her lock-picking skills, but technology moved fast, and she had to move with it.

      A tiny beep on her phone was followed by a click of the door. Success.

      The door opened silently and the two spies drew their guns. The suite was large. Ridiculously so—you could fly a few zeppelins around and still have room left over. Several doors led off the main room, indicating multiple bedrooms. Large glass doors opened to a balcony at the far end.

      With her gun ready, Isabella nodded to the nearest door and motioned for Eva to follow. They cautiously entered the room, covering one another, scanning for any threat. There were none.

      The smell of stale food permeated the room. Discarded chocolate bar wrappers and empty condom packets littered the floor. Someone had been having a good time.

      Isabella placed her gun on the bedside table and began opening drawers. They were stuffed haphazardly with clothes. Why would a suicide bomber leave clothes behind? It didn’t add up.

      Eva was about to mention this to Isabella when she heard a click behind her. It wasn’t any old click. It was quite specific. It was the metallic click of a pistol. They weren’t alone.

      Eva turned to see a person of short stature in the doorway. He couldn’t have been more than five foot. He wore a stylish grey suit and vest, and his facial hair was trimmed and neat. Eva would have considered him rather dapper if he hadn’t been holding a gun on them.

      Two guns against one would have been far better odds, but with Isabella’s gun out of reach on the bedside table, their chances were less favourable. Plus, the man had his gun trained on Eva and hers at the floor. He had a considerable advantage. Talk was the better option.

      “Hi there,” Eva said cheerily. “You’re just in time!”

      The man raised a curious eyebrow, but said nothing.

      “Yes,” Eva continued, realising she had no idea where this was going. “Uh, just in time to help us, ah…”

      Eva glanced to Isabella for aid, but the DGSE agent just gazed at her, confused. She had no idea what Eva was on about. That made three of them. The man ignored Eva’s floundering and stepped forward.

      “Good afternoon, ladies, my name is Herr Ludger Volmer,” he said in heavily accented English. “I work for the Bundesamt für Verfassungsschutz und Terrorismusbekämpfung.”

      Eva shook her head. “I’m sorry, I’m going to have to ask you to repeat that.”

      “I wish you wouldn’t.” The slightest hint of delight crossed his lips. “You may call it BVT for short. It is the Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution and Counterterrorism, similar to your FBI or MI5.”

      “Well, that’s lucky, we’re from—”

      “I am aware of your employers,” Volmer said, cutting Eva off. “But I do not think you are authorised to enter this suite, Fräulein Destruction and Fräulein Beart?”

      “I assume the hotel manager told you we were coming?” Eva tucked the gun into the back of her jeans.

      The man shrugged, then nodded, acknowledging Eva’s gesture, and lowered his own weapon. “That’s a nice girl. You ought to go careful in Vienna. Everybody ought to go careful in a city like this.”

      With a heft of an eyebrow, Eva said, “Did you just quote The Third Man? That’s impressive.”

      The man’s face lit up with a genuine grin. “You know that movie? This is excellent. I use that line often and no one understands that it is from the film. You are my new best friend. Now, as my new best friend, tell me, are you Isabella or Eva?”

      “Eva.”

      “Ah, exceptional. I am most pleased to meet you.” He extended his hand and they shook. “I assumed the manager would not be able to dissuade you from coming here.”

      He nodded to Isabella, but did not offer her his hand.

      Volmer continued. “I gave her explicit instructions not to allow any other law enforcement up here, local police included. One cannot set a trap if too many people are trampling it, yes?”

      “Trap?” Eva asked. “For what?”

      As if on cue, the front door clicked. The short man moved like lightning. Through rapid hand gestures, he motioned for the other two to hide, their weapons at the ready. It was doubtful it would be hotel staff. Another agency was possible, but so was another member of Mustafa’s team. There had to be a reason the room had been booked so far in advance. That reason may have just walked in.

      Though the newcomer couldn’t be seen, the footsteps seemed cautious, tentative. This was not the stride of someone who worked at the hotel or had booked the room with nothing to hide. The footsteps went past the room they were in, down the hall to another.

      Volmer motioned for them to follow and put a finger to his lips. He peeked through the crack in the door. Nodding to indicate the coast was clear, he tiptoed around the door, pistol raised. Isabella and Eva followed, adopting a similar stance.

      Edging forward, the three entered the hall. Eva controlled her breathing, finger on the trigger. She remembered her training. She also remembered her mistake back in Lyon. There was no room for slip-ups now. Whoever had entered the suite could be their only lead. They couldn’t lose this suspect.

      Creeping forward as silently as possible, the three stalked towards the sound of movement. Without warning, a young man emerged from one of the bedrooms, his back to them. He was of a similar age and complexion to Mustafa. Under one arm he carried a pile of clothes. The sleeve of his bright red shirt was pulled over his other hand, and he wiped the hotel desk with it as he headed towards the kitchen. In his mouth was a half-eaten muesli bar.

      Given the circumstances, Eva thought her cough was extremely polite. The young man spun on the spot, panic smeared across his features. When he saw the three guns trained on him, he jumped backwards and dropped the bundle from his arm. The muesli bar stayed put.

      His hands shot up in the air and his eyes darted to a small machine pistol Eva could see laying on the bed. Like Isabella minutes before, he’d been caught off-guard and unarmed. Diddums.

      As he took in the scene before him, his mouth gaped and the muesli bar tumbled from it. Eva could understand his reaction. With two sexy spies and a person of short stature, they must look like the cast of a 70s TV show.

      It was Volmer who spoke first. “We apologise for startling you, Herr…”

      The newcomer seemed disinclined to supply his name. His gaze flitted between the three of them and the front door, the only means of escape. His options were limited. A cornered man was a desperate man, and desperate men made stupid decisions. Eva kept her gun trained on his chest, her finger never straying from the trigger.

      The kid stood stiff, tense, then moved backwards to rest against the couch, trying to look casual. He attempted an air of tranquillity, but it was a façade. He must have accepted there was no way out. He pointed at the muesli bar and raised his eyebrows, as if asking if he could pick it up. Volmer gave a slight nod.

      The kid returned the nod and slowly reached down for it, keeping his eyes on the three of them. His shoulders relaxed slightly.

      He took a bite of the bar. “So what is this,” he said, waving the muesli bar at them. “You look like an improv comedy troupe of some description.”

      Eva preferred the 70s TV show analogy. His English was heavily accented with a French inflection. He knew what a comedy troupe was. The casual manner was forced, the sharpness in his eyes betrayed him. The guy was panicked but smart. His eyes kept darting to Isabella, probably because she was the main obstacle between him and the door.

      Eva said, “Perhaps you could tell us your name?”

      The young man smirked. “Justin Bieber.”

      “Look, dude,” Eva used what she hoped was a soothing tone, “if you don’t want me to shoot you, you’re off to a terrible start.”

      The kid gave a slight chuckle, but said nothing further.

      “Okay, Justin,” Eva said. “Maybe you could tell us why you’re in this suite?”

      “I am robbing it.”

      “I see,” Eva said calmly. “So you came all the way from France to break into a hotel room in Vienna. Sounds like a pretty inefficient thief if you ask me.”

      “My methods are not your concern.”

      “No,” Eva conceded, “but your welfare is. As you’ve probably figured out by now, you’re outnumbered and outgunned. And this one here,” Eva nodded to Isabella, “has an itchy trigger finger.”

      “Yes, they call me Itchy,” Isabella said, her voice dripping with contempt.

      Eva eyed Isabella. “No, you don’t want people to call you Itchy.”

      “Why not?” The DGSE agent appeared confused.

      Eva gave a slight shake of her head. “You just don’t. Trust me.”

      “What’s his name?” Justin nodded to Volmer. “Mini Me?”

      “Being shot in the kneecaps is just as painful as being shot anywhere else, sir.” Volmer aimed his pistol at Justin’s crotch. “But for you, I can always aim slightly higher.”

      Eva was losing control of the situation. “I think everyone needs to calm the fuck down, okay?”

      In a slow, deliberate movement, Eva took her gun and tucked it into the back of her jeans, then raised her empty palms. The kid was too valuable to have this many weapons trained on him. She gestured for the others to do the same. Reluctantly, her comrades followed her lead.

      Justin’s shoulders relaxed, but his eyes remained vigilant, searching for any escape. He had to know there wasn’t any. Cornered by representatives from three separate governments, his options were limited.

      “So,” Eva said nonchalantly, “how do you know Mustafa Khoury?”

      The sudden jolt of his head said far more than any verbal answer could. He knew Mustafa, and was shocked Eva knew his name.

      “I… I don’t know anyone by that name,” Justin said, his voice cracking.

      Under his breath, Volmer said, “I think our friend here needs to attend some of those improv classes. He lies like a cheap Chinese watch.”

      “You’ve been caught clearing out the rooms of suspected terrorists.” Eva planted her fists on her hips. “I think you’ll find working with us will mean—”

      Justin scoffed, interrupting her. “A war is coming to this place. Nothing you do here will halt the oncoming tempest.”

      There was that word again. Tempest.

      Eva was about to ask more when there was a noise from behind her: the distinct click of the suite door being opened. All three spies pulled their guns and aimed them at the new threat.

      The door opened slowly. The prissy hotel manager gawped at them in shock. She flung her hands in the air and the tray she’d been balancing went flying. As it clattered to the floor, Eva turned to see Justin flip backwards over the couch.

      He rolled across the floor then broke into a sprint, headed directly for the balcony. In seconds Isabella had her gun trained on him and fired two shots. The balcony door shattered. The hotel manager screamed.

      Eva shoved Isabella’s gun upward. “Don’t shoot him!”

      They needed him alive. A bullet in the back would make getting answers slightly problematic.

      Without breaking stride, Justin leapt through the shattered glass door and out onto the balcony, his three pursuers close behind.

      Volmer raised his gun as he ran. “Where does he think he’s going? He is five floors up, it’s not like he will…”

      He stopped mid-sentence as Justin leapt over the balcony railing. The jump was perfectly aimed and he landed on another balcony, diagonally across and one floor down. He rolled away, out of sight and out of range.

      “Merde!” Isabella spat.

      Her angry glare drilled into Eva, who ignored her rage. Arguing about not shooting Justin, their only live lead, could wait. Catching him couldn’t.

      Eva was fit and limber, but parkour was not her bag. Neither was breaking her neck. But she wasn’t willing to let their only lead disappear.

      She took several steps back and leaned into a crouch, sucking in deep breaths as if she were about to dive into the sea. Except there was no water to break her fall.

      Volmer was wide-eyed. “Are you mad?”

      Eva winked and leapt into the void.
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      She landed on the balcony with a sickening thud.

      At least she landed. More accurately, at least she landed before hitting the unforgiving concrete below. There’d been a good chance of missing the small balcony altogether, but she’d made it, with no small amount of luck.

      In a move that would make a paratrooper proud, Eva controlled her roll and was on her feet in seconds. She would have congratulated herself, but then she saw Justin’s face. He was in the hotel suite, having jimmied open the balcony door. His stunned expression was all the congratulations she needed. Clearly he hadn’t thought anyone would be insane enough to follow him.

      He didn’t know Eva Destruction.

      Recovering quickly, Justin stumbled through the hotel room, heading for the door. As he went, he flicked furniture behind him, creating an obstacle course.

      “Fräulein Eva!”

      Eva glanced up to see Volmer standing on the edge of the balcony above. He threw a cell phone and she caught it.

      “Isabella is on her way down to the ground floor. I cannot keep up. I will call you on that. Go!”

      She didn’t need to be told twice. Eva ran, hurdling the ornate chairs and lamps strewn across her path. The heavy hotel door hadn’t fully closed by the time she reached it. She wrenched it open and bounded into the hallway just in time to see Justin slip into the stairwell at the end of the hall.

      The screech of an alarm assaulted her ears. She saw why. On his way to the stairwell Justin must have punched the fire alarm. The glass had been smashed, and the red metal lever was down. Clever boy. Confused and panicked people milling in the lobby would only aid his disappearance. But he had to get there first.

      Within a few bounds, Eva was in the stairwell. Even over the alarm she could hear Justin’s frantic footsteps descending. Taking four steps at a time, Eva reached behind her back, but her gun was gone. It must have dislodged during the landing. When she returned to London she’d need to fill in all sorts of paperwork, but for now she’d just have to take Justin out the old-fashioned way.

      And yet again, she didn’t have a pencil.

      Increasing her pace, Eva hoped Isabella would be able to make it to the ground floor before her. She would hate to tell her superiors she’d let the lone witness slip through her fingers a second time. She had two more floors before that could happen. Eva quickened her pace.

      You’re mine, you little badger fluffer.

      It wasn’t to be. As Eva passed the sign for the first floor, light flooded the stairwell below. Justin had reached the ground floor. After a final sprint, she burst into the lobby. As suspected, confused guests meandered towards the exits, unsure if the alarm was real. Eva couldn’t see Justin or Isabella.

      “Eva!” Near the front entrance, Isabella jumped to be seen over a group of Asian businessmen. “Over here!”

      Before Eva reached Isabella she saw a faint glimpse of red. Justin! He was walking as fast as he could without drawing attention to himself, heading towards the kitchens. Away from Isabella.

      Eva changed her trajectory, careening around an elderly couple, and motioned for Isabella to follow. Together they sprinted towards the kitchen. Thankfully the crowd had thinned in that area, and the closer they came, the fewer obstacles they encountered.

      They surged through the swinging door. Isabella had her gun ready. Eva was armed only with her wit and her devastating fashion sense—a heady combination. Sweeping for threats, they found none.

      The kitchen was abandoned and eerily silent. Pots of food, still steaming, stood on the stove. Vegetables lay half diced on counters. The staff had left in a hurry. As they made their way carefully through the kitchen, Eva picked up a large carving knife. Sure, her wit was cutting, but this was slightly sharper.

      A rudimentary search determined that Justin wasn’t in the kitchen. They exited via a rear door into startling daylight.

      A group of white-hatted chefs sat on milk crates smoking cigarettes. They didn’t seem too fazed by the alarm. Eva approached them, and in stilted German asked if they’d seen a man in a red shirt run past.

      A rotund chief responded in perfect English. “He went that way,” he said, pointing towards the main thoroughfare. “He seemed to be in an awful hurry.” He appraised Isabella. “Now why would such a man run away from a woman such as this?”

      “The world is a mysterious place,” Eva replied.

      “May I have that back?” the chef asked, nodding at the knife in Eva’s hand.

      “Sure,” she said, handing it back, then she took off. She’d done so much running in the last twenty-four hours. These foot pursuits were playing havoc with her heart rate, but they’d be doing wonders for her butt.

      With Isabella on her heels, she sprinted onto Vienna’s main thoroughfare, the Stubenring, where wide, tree-lined streets circled the old city. Trams and cars motored along at an unhurried pace, unlike Eva and Isabella.

      “There!” Isabella called out, pointing.

      There was Justin, head high, sprinting along the footpath. Shocked pedestrians jumped out of his way. Luckily, he was easy to spot in the crowd. The bright red shirt had definitely been a bad choice.

      The two spies sprinted down the street, dodging pedestrians and dog walkers. The DGSE agent seemed fit, keeping pace easily and hardly straining for air.

      She gave Eva a sideways glance. “I could have taken him out,” Isabella spat.

      “And that’s why I stopped you. We need him alive.”

      “Of course alive! What do you take me for?”

      Eva didn’t have an answer to that. Glimpses of red among the crowd kept them on target. They ran on.

      The phone in Eva’s hand rang. Without missing a step, she answered. It was Volmer.

      “Where are you?” he asked.

      As she crossed an intersection, weaving through slow-moving traffic, Eva glanced up at the nearby street signs. They told her she was at the intersection of Schubertring and Himmelpfortgasse.

      With a grunt, Eva replied, “A street.”

      Volmer found the answer less than helpful, so Eva did her best to pronounce the tongue-twisting Austrian names.

      “Ah!” Volmer proclaimed. “He appears to be headed toward the Danube.”

      “He’s on foot, but moving fast, with a significant head start,” Eva panted, still running. “I need to do something to improve the odds.”

      She hung up and veered off the sidewalk. Eva zipped between cars braking for a red light and made for the tramline centre strip. Isabella followed, her forehead wrinkled in confusion.

      Passengers were alighting a tram at a nearby stop. Now was Eva’s chance. She leapt aboard and headed towards the front. Isabella was with her every step of the way.

      “This is your solution? A tram? James Bond, ’e never use a tram.”

      “He also never had hair like this.” Eva flicked her head for effect. Her hair was totally on-point today.

      Isabella frowned, reluctantly conceding the point.

      The tram jolted as it took off, causing Eva to momentarily lose her footing. Isabella steadied her so she wouldn’t fall. When Eva reached the driver’s cabin she knocked on the perspex window. The young woman at the controls kept her eyes forward and scowled, as if she didn’t like interruptions.

      Eva knocked again and said, “Entschuldigen Sie,” impressed at her retention of high-school German.

      The driver continued to ignore her, but the scowl intensified.

      “Allow me,” Isabella said.

      The metal clang against the window caught the driver’s attention. The gun retained it.

      “Relax,” Eva said. “We’re not here to hurt you.”

      “Is this a hijacking?” the driver asked in perfect English.

      Isabella snorted. “Of a tram?”

      “It could happen.” The driver seemed hopeful.

      “We are law enforcement officers in pursuit of a suspected international terrorist,” Eva said, getting back on topic. “Over there, in the red shirt. We need you to miss the next few stops to keep up with him.”

      The driver sat up in her seat, apparently revelling in the excitement. They were gaining on Justin. Thankfully, he was keeping to the main thoroughfare, seemingly with a final destination in mind.

      Eva heard a tap tap tap and turned to look at Isabella. She’d tucked her gun away and now had her phone in her hand, typing away.

      “Updating Facebook, are we?” Eva asked.

      Isabella pressed one more button then stuffed the phone in her pocket. “As a matter of fact, yes. I was updating my status: ‘Just about to crash a tram, LOL’.”

      “Funny.”

      Justin had slowed, unable to keep up the pace. He appeared unaware that his pursuers were gaining on him.

      The tram gradually decelerated as the traffic light ahead turned amber.

      “Run the light,” Eva ordered.

      “But… but we will crash,” the driver said, her bravado disappearing.

      “You ever played video games?” Eva asked. “You have to plant your foot or you’ll never get to the next level.”

      Instead of looking scared, the young driver’s face lit up. “Like Mario Karts?”

      Eva laughed. “Just like Mario Karts. If you crash, blame the chick with the gun.” Eva deliberately didn’t look at Isabella. She nodded at the windscreen. “Punch it.”

      “I’ve always wanted to do this!”

      Eva thought the tram driver was enjoying herself a little too much. She rang the bell and leaned forward. The tram was relatively modern, but it wasn’t exactly a bullet train.

      The driver grabbed the microphone and practically yelled, “Stütze für Stöße!”

      The passengers clutched poles and held their arms forward with panicked expressions. Isabella and Eva regarded each other in confusion.

      The driver must have noticed their perplexed expressions. “I said brace for impact.”

      The tram didn’t slow down. As the light turned red the driver clanged the bell repeatedly and bellowed a joyous squeal. She seemed to be having the time of her life.

      The tram careened through the intersection and smashed into a Citroën, sending it spinning into oncoming traffic. On one side of the tram a BMW squealed to a halt and a Porsche SUV rear-ended it. On the other, two Mercedes smashed into one another. Angry drivers honked and shook their fists at the tram. But they were through.

      The tram driver bounced in her seat. “I’ve never felt so alive!”

      Eva grinned at her. “You and I should definitely hang out.”

      Isabella folded her arms and scowled.

      Justin seemed unaware of the carnage behind him. He’d stopped and was doubled over, sucking in deep gulps of air. He didn’t appear used to running. The longer he rested, the closer they got. They were a mere hundred metres away now. Even better, he had no idea they were there.

      Justin was hunched near vast parkland with some sort of amusement park nearby. Eva could see the occasional flash of rides over the tree line. If they didn’t catch him soon he could escape into the chaos of the park and they’d lose him. They had no time to waste.

      “Let us off at the next stop.” Eva didn’t take her eyes off the wheezing figure ahead. “And thank you.”

      “Wait, wait, I can run the next set of lights!” The driver sounded hungry for more.

      “That won’t be necessary,” Eva said evenly.

      The tram driver’s disappointment was palpable. It was like letting a kid go on a roller-coaster only to tell them they had to ride the merry-go-round for the rest of their life. But the driver’s lust for excitement wasn’t Eva’s priority.

      As the tram pulled up, the doors opened automatically. Eva managed to shout, “Danke!” over her shoulder as they leapt out.

      With Isabella by her side, Eva threaded a path through the traffic. Justin had taken off again, but at a dawdling jog this time. He seemed spent. Eva was just getting started.

      With leisurely traffic on one side of the wide street and parkland on the other, it was certainly picturesque. They were closing in on him. They had the element of surprise. They were only 20 metres away, and he had his back to them. They had him. All they needed to do was—

      “’ey, Justin!”

      Eva’s head snapped around to stare at Isabella. What the hell, woman?

      Their prey turned in panic and sprinted, terrified, into the park. Eva cursed and followed. She scowled at Isabella.

      “What?” she asked. “We ’ave ’im.”

      “Not yet we don’t.”

      Justin dashed towards the entrance of the amusement park and leapt over the barrier. An elderly security guard managed a winded, “Halt!” but nothing more.

      Isabella and Eva followed suit and bounded into the park. Being late in the day, it was sparsely populated, so spotting his red shirt wasn’t difficult. Cheesy music permeated the grounds, and the smell of fried food was everywhere. A giant Ferris wheel loomed over the park.

      The phone in Eva’s hand rang. “Volmer, we’ve entered an amusement park. We’re close to him now.”

      “Keep with him. I am not far away. I shall be there with reinforcements within minutes.”

      Without bothering to reply, Eva hung up. Justin entered a long alleyway of arcade attractions. Eva gestured for Isabella to keep on him; she’d go the long way around and hopefully head him off. She was faster than Isabella, and Justin was exhausted.

      Eva split off and sprinted past cheap amusements: quoit tossing, laughing clowns and the like. She was beginning to pant, but wasn’t about to stop. Not now. She doubled down and increased her pace.

      As she rounded the corner Justin spotted her. He skidded to a halt in front of the Ferris wheel, confusion and panic clear on his face. There may as well have been a bubble above his head that said, “Where the hell did you come from?”

      A grin spread across Eva’s face. She could see Isabella running towards him. They had him in a pincer move.

      Taking a second to grab a breath, Eva said, “You have nowhere to go!”

      Sweat and dread dripped from his face. With an expression of horror, Justin hurdled the barrier in front of the Ferris wheel.

      “Okay, you had one place to go.”

      Guards yelled as Justin scrambled over the various barricades designed to corral passengers and headed directly towards the open door of an ancient carriage. Two guards leapt in front of the door, arms out, as if ready to catch him. The door closed behind them and the wheel groaned as it moved slowly upward.

      Instead of backtracking, Justin sped up. He placed a foot on the barricade and launched himself into the air. Arms outstretched, he flew skyward and grabbed the ledge of the wooden carriage. The guards scrambled to seize his legs, but he managed to clamber out of their reach.

      A panting Isabella reached Eva’s side. Volmer and four uniformed police officers arrived seconds later. Every one of them had a gun out, spooking the tourists and guards alike.

      Through halting gasps, Volmer yelled at the bemused worker manning the Ferris wheel controls. After a brief exchange, Volmer spat, “Scheisse!”

      “What is it?” Eva asked.

      “It has to go fully around first,” Volmer explained with a scowl. After a pause, he added, “And hello. Very good pursuit, ladies.”

      The two agents nodded. Eva would have objected to the use of such a pejorative term, but she was too busy sucking in precious air. Volmer walked off to speak to the guards, most likely making sure they’d be ready when Justin came back down.

      The phone in Isabella’s pocket buzzed and she quickly glanced at it, then shoved it back in her pocket.

      Eva whispered, “I’m going up there.”

      Isabella was stunned. “Are you mad?”

      “I wish people would stop asking me that.”

      It was a calculated risk. Given the number of guns on the ground, Eva knew she had to calm the situation. Justin was contained, but that didn’t mean the ordeal was over. When he came down there were likely to be a lot of itchy trigger fingers pointing his way. The events in Lyon had made worldwide news. People were spooked. Europe was on edge. Justin would know his options were dire. If she could talk to him she might be able to keep him from committing suicide by cop, or worse.

      Eva watched the giant spinning wheel. She had to move now or she’d miss the next carriage. She didn’t ask for permission—she never did. In a lightning-fast move, she bolted towards the next carriage, just as Justin had. And just like Justin, she encountered shouts, and guards trying to intercept her path.

      Using the shoulder of a crouched guard as a launch pad, Eva bounded over the barricade and onto the side of the incoming carriage. It was like sprinting across stepping stones on a pond, except if she fell she wouldn’t get wet—she’d fall into the churning gears of an antique mechanism. So, not quite the same.

      Eva pushed herself up and rolled onto the roof. Heaving, she gazed up into Justin’s astonished face, one carriage up. He gawped at her as if she was insane. As Eva glanced down at the disappearing ground, she had to concede there might be something in that.

      The speed of the wheel increased—they must have been eager to get Justin back on terra firma. She didn’t have long.

      Over the rushing wind, she yelled, “Justin! I just want to talk. I’m unarmed.”

      There was a pause. “My name is not Justin Bieber!” He hid himself behind the lip of the carriage.

      Eva couldn’t help but smile. “I know.”

      “Well… good.” Another pause. In a slow, tentative move, he stuck his head over the edge of the carriage. With an unwavering stare into Eva’s eyes, he said solemnly, “They will kill me, you know.”

      “They won’t.” Eva shook her head. “They want to talk about the terrorist incident in Lyon. Just questions, okay?”

      To Eva’s utter surprise, Justin laughed. A full, unbridled belly laugh.

      “Do you really think this is about terrorism?”

      Her brow furrowed. “What else would it be about?”

      “You… you don’t know?” He tilted his head and considered her. “Oh, sweet girl, if that is true, you need to leave Europe today and never come back.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Because chaos is coming. A tempest. It is coming and nobody can stop it. Not you, not me.” He shook his head. “Where are you from anyway?”

      “MI6,” Eva replied.

      “You are English.”

      “No I’m bloody not, mate. I’m Australian.”

      “Then… I do not understand.” He tilted his head inquisitively. “How did you…”

      “It’s a long story. There were megalomaniacs, explosions, assassins and a pink umbrella. It was a whole palaver.” Eva inhaled, knowing time was short. “What about you? How did you get caught up in all this?”

      “Despite what the news media would have you believe, people with my skin colour are not all terrorists.”

      “I know that. But in my defence, your friends did blow themselves up in front of me.”

      “But not for terrorism. Fear isn’t The Tempest’s goal. There are more players at work here than you know.”

      “The Tempest? What do you mean The? The Tempest is actually a thing, an organization?”

      Justin tilted his head. “What did you think you were chasing? A whirlwind? The Tempest will wreak devastation across this continent.” He gazed at the ground. The wheel had reached its apex and begun to descend. “I do not have much time now.”

      Eva wondered what he was on about. If The Tempest was an organisation, of course they were terrorists. What else would they be?

      “If time is running out, what do you have to lose?” she asked.

      Justin knit his brow, as if contemplating the question. He rose on his knees and nodded as if permitting Eva to ask.

      “If Lyon wasn’t about terrorism, what was it about?”

      Justin shuffled uncomfortably and pulled at his bright shirt nervously. He held Eva’s gaze and took a deep gulp of air. The carriage continued to descend.

      The crack was so faint Eva almost didn’t hear it.

      The centre of Justin’s red shirt grew darker, the darkness moving outward like a stain. Dark red over bright red. He gazed at the wound, confused. Then his mouth opened in silent shock, his eyes staring pleadingly at Eva.

      One second he was gawping at her, the next, Justin’s limp husk toppled off the side of the carriage like a lifeless mannequin. The body fell, colliding with the spokes of the wheel on its horrific trajectory to the ground.

      Eva covered her mouth as she screamed. The next minute took an eternity.

      When the carriage finally neared the ground, she leapt off and landed hard. She scrambled to the body. Isabella was already there, towering over it with her pistol in hand.

      Shock etched across her face. “’e ‘ad a gun. I ’ad to take the shot.”

      Volmer approached quietly, staring at the body.

      Eva wiped away a tear. “I didn’t see a…”

      Before Eva could finish the sentence, Isabella leaned down and rolled the body over. Clutched in Justin’s lifeless hand was a small black pistol.

      Eva never saw the pistol. But there it was. If he had a gun why didn’t he use it to fight his way out? And why hadn’t Eva seen it? She’d been so close.

      The police strode up, guns ready, searching for further threats. Isabella held her pistol up, finger off the trigger, relinquishing it. One of the officers took it from her and motioned for her to follow. The police would have many questions. They weren’t the only ones.

      Volmer peered down at Justin’s body and nudged it with his foot, as if trying to confirm that he was truly dead. He grunted.

      “I did not see a gun either.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    

    
      “You think this is about terrorism?”

      The words echoed around Eva’s skull.

      She sat in the BVT cafeteria on an uncomfortable aluminium chair, drinking appalling coffee from a styrofoam cup. Eva gazed out into the courtyard, where a lone anaemic tree was silhouetted in the fading light of the day. The tree seemed oddly menacing, its bare branches extended like skeletal fingers clutching at the night.

      One thought occurred to her. Well, two. The first was, what else would Lyon be about if not terrorism? The second was, why hadn’t the person responsible for this coffee been hung, drawn and quartered?

      It was the 21st century. People blowing themselves up was, unfortunately, not that uncommon. And every single time, it had been related to terrorism of one form or another. What made Lyon any different?

      There was one aspect that made Lyon stand out. No group had yet claimed to be behind the attack. That was odd, but not altogether unusual—terrorist incidents had occurred before without anyone claiming responsibility. But it still didn’t sit right with Eva.

      If The Tempest was an organisation, like Justin claimed, why hadn’t they come out as the ones responsible? Who was behind The Tempest? What was their ultimate goal? War in Europe? Why? To what end?

      In news that surprised no one, Justin’s real name was not Justin Bieber. It was Nur Hakim. Born and raised in Marseille, he apparently came from a good family. Like Mustafa and the other suicide bombers, he had shown no outward signs of radicalisation. Then suddenly their photos were on every news website in the world.

      To the outside world, it appeared that the incident was over. There had been a terrorist attack. The relevant government organisations had traced the perpetrators to a hotel room and found someone covering up evidence, who’d then been killed evading authorities. It was all rather neat.

      Except it wasn’t.

      Something about it gnawed at Eva’s insides. She didn’t believe it was over. Not by a long shot. The maddening part was, there was little she could do about it. MI6 believed her work was done. What could a lowly new agent do to change their minds? A gut feeling was far from a persuasive argument.

      But she felt sure there was more to it. For one thing, there was Justin and the gun. Eva was sure she hadn’t seen one. And how had it stayed in his hand during the fall?

      Another question that made her uneasy: was Isabella all she seemed? Back in the hotel room Justin had kept eyeing her. At the time, Eva had thought it was because Isabella stood between him and the door. Now she wasn’t so sure.

      Then again, Eva could just be paranoid. Or on some sort of bad coffee trip. Possibly both.

      With their only lead dead, there was nothing more Eva could do. It wasn’t like she could bundle up her doubts in a report. MI6 weren’t keen on acting on “feels”. Especially not from a rookie agent.

      So Eva sat and drank her awful coffee because she had nothing else to do.

      “’ello.”

      Eva glanced up. Isabella appeared ragged and drained. The French agent flopped into the seat beside her with a grunt.

      “They ’ave finished my interrogation,” she said meekly.

      “You mean questioning?”

      The DGSE agent frowned. “No, I mean it was an interrogation. They treated me like I was a ’ostile, they were incredibly aggressive.”

      “No idea what that’s like.” Eva took a sip of her coffee, more for effect than out of a desire to drink any more of the vile substance.

      Isabella gave a slight pout. “Again, I am sorry about Lyon. My superiors insisted. It would ’ave been awfully unpleasant for you.” She waited a moment. “Well, not all, I ’ope.” She ran her thumbnail along the seam of Eva’s jeans.

      “Wow, you’re still trying it on. Are you permanently in heat, woman?”

      Isabella shrugged and lifted her eyebrows.

      Eva swirled her coffee, contemplating the thoughts in her head. Not least of which was, why was the coffee grey?

      “Where to from here for you?” she asked.

      Isabella stretched her arms over her head. “I ’ave ’ad my weapons and phone confiscated. I will stay ’ere one night and then they will quietly put me on the first flight to France in the morning. They have made me… do you know the Latin phrasing, persona non grata? That is me.”

      “That’s funny, because…” Eva trailed off. “Never mind.”

      “No, go on.” Isabella nodded encouragement, seemingly happy for the distraction.

      “In diplomatic relations, when someone is deemed persona non grata it’s based on the Vienna Convention for Diplomatic Relations. Given where you are, you couldn’t get more poignant if you tried.”

      It wasn’t a good anecdote, but Eva needed to add something to the conversation. Isabella was being shunted out of the country as soon as possible. That meant the Austrian authorities didn’t think she was completely innocent, nor completely culpable. Eva could sympathise with the sentiment.

      Eva sighed. She wasn’t here to play nice. “Why did you shoot him, Isabella?”

      The spy pursed her lips. She wasn’t upset by the question; in fact, it appeared she’d anticipated it. “Remember when I said I could never leave my partner again?” She waited for Eva to nod. “I was protecting you, Eva. I wasn’t able to follow you onto that carriage, but I never took my eyes off the two of you. You are my partner, I could not leave you defenceless. I ’ad your back. There was a threat to your person, I ’ad a shot and I took it. You must believe that.”

      The earnestness in her answer was jarring. Perhaps the hours of questioning had worn down her defences, Eva didn’t know. But in that brief instant, Eva believed every word.

      Eva gazed at the tree in the courtyard. It looked less menacing than it had before. Instead of a skeletal spectre, it now appeared more like a lone outcrop of the natural world, engulfed by cold industrial surrounds.

      All these doubts, but what for? Eva thought to herself. So what if the French authorities had gathered information on the terrorists suspiciously quickly? So what if Isabella was flirtatious? Bishop, an acquaintance of Eva’s at MI6, was like the human equivalent of Pepé Le Pew, yet she trusted him with her life. Would she be so upset about the death of Justin if she hadn’t seen him die?

      “Ladies!”

      Volmer strode confidently towards them. Once again, he was immaculately dressed. He beamed a broad grin at them, oozing charm, waving like they were old friends. Eva didn’t buy it.

      “I was hoping to take you both out for a lovely dinner this evening, but I am told that it is not to be.”

      “Why is that?” Eva asked.

      Volmer gave a little bow. “I have been given the pleasure of escorting Madam Isabella to further questioning.”

      “Further?” Isabella’s response was louder than it should have been. “I thought we were done.”

      “Alas, that is not to be. Bundesministerium für Inneres wish to ask their own series of questions. They are jackals, but while they are guests in our office they should behave themselves. I do apologise for the inconvenience. They should know never to inconvenience a lady.”

      Isabella ran her finger over the tabletop. “Who are these idiots? And can I have my gun back before the interview?” She paused. “Answer the second one first.”

      Volmer chuckled. “My apologies, the gentlemen are from the Federal Ministry of the Interior. As for your second request, I am afraid you will not see your firearm again, Fräulein. It is now evidence. The remainder of your personal effects have already been transported to your hotel room.”

      “If I ever get there.” Isabella folded her arms.

      “You will! You shall be accorded my country’s supreme hospitality this evening.”

      “Right before you throw me out of the country,” Isabella spat.

      Volmer shrugged. “Let us not dwell on negatives; there are far too many in our profession, yes? Instead, let us focus on the positives.”

      “Such as?” Eva asked.

      “The lovely sunset, the beautiful city as a backdrop, my amazing buttocks.” His eyebrows danced suggestively at Eva. “All these things are worth admiring, would you not say?”

      Eva tittered. “Sorry, Volmer, not going to happen.”

      His face fell comically. He was only half serious. “But why, my love? I had already booked the wedding chapel for myself and either or both of you.”

      Eva rolled her eyes. Smooth he wasn’t. “Are you an emotionally abusive bad boy who will lie to me for the entirety of our relationship and in your downtime try to take over the world?”

      “This seems unlikely. I do not have that much time to spare. I have just taken up Pilates.”

      Eva smirked. “Then you’re not my type, I’m sorry.”

      He gave a slight shrug and turned to Isabella, his face expectant.

      “You’re way off.” Isabella shook her head fervently. “For so many reasons.”

      Volmer shrugged. “You cannot blame a man for trying.”

      “Yes, you can.” Isabella’s face was etched from marble.

      Volmer shrugged in defeat and bowed slightly. His phone rang and he excused himself.

      As he strode away to speak in private, Eva tried to determine how she felt about Volmer. She didn’t know the man, but he seemed sincere enough. The charm was forced, but there was enough genuineness in his manner to make him likeable.

      “Do you want some free advice?” Isabella asked.

      “Does a Humvee driver have a small penis?”

      Isabella regarded Eva blankly.

      “That was a yes, Isabella.”

      “Watch him—Volmer.” It appeared Isabella was reading her mind again. “The little weasel is not as innocent as he seems.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Think about it,” Isabella said, watching him. “Why would the BVT assign a lone agent with no backup to that ’otel suite? Wouldn’t they set up surveillance instead? You’d need that for a trial, no? Footage of a suspect rummaging around the room. Why would they allocate only one agent? Doesn’t that sound all too convenient?”

      Eva wanted to ask more, but it was too late. Isabella’s eyes returned to the table as Volmer approached.

      Isabella reluctantly pushed herself up from the table and grasped Eva’s arm. “Au revoir, mon amour.” She kissed Eva tenderly on the cheek.

      Volmer gave a slight bow, extended his hand to Eva, kissed it, then snapped his heels together. “Goodbye. My country very much liked having you, Fräulein Eva.”

      Isabella leaned close enough for her warm breath to tickle Eva’s ear. “And I will always regret not ’aving you.”

      After they left, Eva peered out into the courtyard. There were too many unanswered questions. Too many dangling threads. One thing was certain: Eva wasn’t finished with the case. Not by a long shot.

      Yes, she was a rookie agent, but she had brains and she intended to use them. There were so many things that didn’t add up. Isabella’s story about Justin and the gun was as believable as a Flat Earth convention. If Isabella deliberately took that shot, had she been acting alone?

      If Justin’s assassination was a deliberate act, had it been sanctioned by the DGSE? Contrary to what spy stories would have you believe, spies were not generally rogue agents, acting singlehandedly, relying on their skills and tenacity to save the day. There were dozens, if not hundreds, of dedicated professionals behind every action. If Isabella took out Justin under orders, there would be a record. But where?

      Think, you stupid cow.

      It took a minute of staring at the bare tree. Suddenly, Eva’s mouth twisted. She remembered Isabella tapping away on her phone on the tram, joking about updating Facebook. And then she remembered Isabella received a message just before Eva leapt onto the Ferris wheel.

      Isabella’s phone.

      If those messages were so important that Isabella would interrupt the pursuit of a suspect, Eva wanted to know what they contained. She had to get into Isabella’s hotel room and steal her phone.
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      Eva leapt off the building.

      It was lucky she was attached to a rope.

      Abseiling down the outside of a ten-storey hotel in the middle of the night was a piece of cake. If that cake was laced with barbed wire and broken glass, that is. At least she liked her outfit. All black and tight Lycra. If she died, it would be in an outfit that made her butt look amazing.

      Righting herself, Eva descended arse-first down the exterior of the building, very slowly. At any moment Isabella would complete her questioning and return to her room. But Eva wouldn’t achieve much by plummeting to her death. A comfortable middle-ground had to be achieved.

      After two floors, her pace became steady. After three she actually began to enjoy herself. She was four floors down when she became cocky and lost concentration. For a brief second Eva allowed herself to think about what she had to do when she reached Isabella’s window. That moment of distraction caused her to miss the next step. Instead of brickwork, her foot met the gap where the window frame started. With her foot meeting only air, she overcompensated and completely lost her footing. Both feet slipped from the building and Eva fell.

      The rope scorched her hands as she tumbled, but she couldn’t let go. That would be certain death. Clasping the rope between her feet, Eva managed to slow her descent. Her fingers burned and bled, but she’d stopped the fall. She stared down at the tiny, oblivious cars driving on the street below.

      Chicken punching Jesus. That was too close.

      A quick count told her she was on the fifth floor. Exactly where she needed to be. Eva would have laughed if she was certain she wouldn’t fall again. She didn’t take the chance.

      She wrapped one leg around the rope and swung herself over the centre of the window. For once, she lucked out. It slid open smoothly. Why would you lock your window five floors up? Who would be crazy enough to enter a hotel room that way? Eva had to admit it was a good question.

      Eva had intended to break into Isabella’s hotel room the same way they’d entered Mustafa’s. Be it electronic or the old-fashioned manual method, Eva would have been in the room in seconds. At least, that was the idea. The guard stationed outside the room put a crimp in her plan.

      Plan B was less appealing. Given Eva’s recent experience with hotel balconies, it was a scheme she entered into reluctantly.

      She’d needed equipment. Abseiling down a hotel couldn’t be done with three cocktail napkins and a complimentary bag of peanuts. She’d needed rope, and lots of it.

      Unfortunately, the hotel’s concierge didn’t speak English or French. The ensuing pantomime as Eva requested directions to the nearest hardware store must have appeared bizarre to onlookers. She mimed using hammers, saws and lassos. Eva must have seemed like be an ultra-violent cowgirl. Eventually, the concierge caught on. After a quick taxi ride, Eva had all she needed.

      It worked. Eva inelegantly tumbled into the hotel room. After what seemed like several hours, her sphincter unclenched and she let out a deep sigh of relief. As her eyes adjusted to the dark, she realised the room was a mirror of hers several floors up—that is, the same as hotel rooms the world over.

      Isabella’s purse and gun holster were sitting at the end of the bed. As was her phone. Eva grasped it and pressed the home button. Of course, it asked for a code or fingerprint. Eva had neither of these things.

      But she would.

      If a device was electronic, it could be hacked. It might take time and resources, but in this century nothing remained hidden for long. The age of secrets was over.

      Eva pocketed the phone and glanced at the window, knowing the dreaded rope awaited her. But before she could take a step in that direction she heard footsteps and the sound of someone sliding in a room key.

      She’d never make the window in time. The bathroom was closer. She dove in and silently closed the door behind her. Alone in the dark room, Eva could hear nothing but the thunderous sound of her own heartbeat.

      The door creaked open and soft footsteps crossed the floor. There was no window in the bathroom. The shower was glass and offered no hiding place. There was no escape. Isabella would eventually need to use the bathroom. What would Eva say when that happened? There was only one thing to do.

      Eva took off her clothes.

      Stripped down to her underwear, she folded her pants and top in a neat pile. Eva placed her shoes on top and tucked Isabella’s phone deep inside one. She blew out a silent lungful of air.

      Steeling herself with a clenched fist, she opened the bathroom door. Isabella had her back to her, angrily stuffing clothes into her suitcase.

      “You said you regretted not having me,” Eva said in her best sultry voice. “Life is too short for regrets, wouldn’t you say?”

      A stunned Isabella spun around. After a moment of shock, her face lit up like a bonfire at a fireworks factory.

      “I never thought we’d meet again, Eva.” Her gaze rolled up and down the MI6 agent’s body, lingering on her lingerie. “But I am most pleased to see you.” She took a slow breath and stepped forward. “All of you.”

      Eva tilted her head and raised an eyebrow. Internally, she was screaming in panic. Outwardly, she channelled the ghost of Lauren Bacall. She would most likely be forced to sleep with Isabella. That’s what spies did, wasn’t it? Get in bed with the enemy? Did that extend to allies? At least she wouldn’t have to climb that rope again.

      Isabella glided towards her, positively beaming. One hand wrapped around Eva’s bare waist, the other slid along her jaw. She was taking her time, admiring her unexpected gift.

      Throatily, she said, “’Ow did you get into my—”

      Before she could finish, the door opened and Volmer barged in, head down.

      “Apologies, Fräulein Isabella, but I must ask —”

      On seeing the two of them, he halted his sentence as well as his stride. It took the BVT agent a moment to assess the situation. There was Isabella, her hands on Eva, who was stripped down to her underwear.

      Shock gave way to surprise, which gave way to intrigue. This in turn gave way to something else entirely. It was like all his Christmases had come at once, along with Easter, New Year’s and Hanukkah. It appeared he would, too.

      “Ladies, this is completely inappropriate.” He shook his head for effect. “Isabella is persona non grata. My government would not stand for such fraternisation.”

      Volmer walked over to the hotel desk, pulled out a chair and positioned it at the end of the bed. He sat and crossed his legs.

      “Should I order up some champagne?” He grinned.

      Isabella took her hands off Eva and folded her arms. “We will not be performing for you, Volmer. You need to leave.”

      “What if you divulge critical state secrets during the throes of passion? I believe this requires close supervision.” He glanced about the room. “Do you think it’s possible to order some popcorn, too?”

      The little man placed his feet on the bed and slid his hands behind his head. He clearly wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.

      As unexpected as his entrance was, for Eva, it was entirely welcome. She couldn’t speak for Isabella, but based on her scowl it seemed clear she wasn’t pleased with his enforced supervision.

      Eva didn’t want to sleep with Isabella if she could help it. Volmer was her out.

      “I can’t do this with him watching!” Eva flung her hands up in exasperation. “I was already nervous.” She eyed Isabella. “I’m sorry, I can’t, not now.”

      Eva marched towards the bathroom. Volmer watched her with pleasure, clearly enjoying the show.

      “Mon ange!” Isabella bellowed after her. “We can fix this, he can go!”

      Eva slammed the bathroom door behind her and exhaled a huge sigh of relief. Scrambling for her clothes, she dressed to the echoing sounds of insults being flung in French and Austrian German. She tucked Isabella’s phone down the back of her pants.

      When Eva finally emerged, a tense détente had been reached, with both parties scowling at one another from opposite sides of the room. Eva approached Isabella and kissed her lightly on the lips. Volmer sat up.

      “I’m sorry, I thought I could do this.” She ran her hand down Isabella’s arm. “I suppose this is finally goodbye.”

      The disappointment on Isabella’s face was tangible. She blew out a breath, in part frustration and in part steadying herself. She extended a delicate hand.

      “For the second time I am saying au revoir, Eva Destruction.” She kissed her hand. “We may not meet again, but know that I will always ’ave your back.”

      Eva nodded and headed for the door. She couldn’t look at Volmer. When she walked outside, the guard gave her a startled look, his expression an understandable where did you come from?

      As she scurried down the hall, she reached back to confirm that Isabella’s phone was still there. Relief washed over her. She tried to ignore the tiny part of her that wondered what might have been.
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      Eva lay in her hotel room and stared at the ceiling, her phone held to her ear. The TV was on mute, news coverage silently displaying endless shots of the iconic Ferris wheel.

      “Hey Trev.”

      “Eva! This is unexpected.” His enthusiasm was endearing.

      Trevor was her tech guy—the one who had cracked the room key in no time. He had a crush on Eva like the bottom of the Mariana Trench. Eva didn’t encourage it, or take advantage of his not-so-secret infatuation, and to his credit, Trev never let it get in the way of his work. Which is exactly why Eva was calling.

      Espionage had changed. It was never all shadowy figures in trench coats and honourable, incorruptible spies, as the books would have you believe. It was more brutal, dirtier and far less moralistic than that. And in the new century it had changed again. It was less about a nation’s secrets and more about protecting their citizenry from the brutality of random acts of violence.

      Lyon had been a failure in that endeavour.

      Espionage was still about ideologies, albeit with different end goals. The superiority of communism was no longer at stake, but some similarities survived. Although the game had changed in the new century, terrorism like communism before it, was still one group of people wanting to impose their dogma on another.

      Creating fear for coercive purposes was at the root of terrorism. Lyon had achieved the fear, that much was certain. Many terrorist acts were perpetrated in the hope of prompting retaliation, making martyrs of the perpetrators and fuelling further jihad. It was this second part that was missing from Lyon.

      Nobody had claimed responsibility. Not one mention of the organisation known as The Tempest. If it wasn’t about making martyrs, what was it about? If it was to rejoice at how weak a country was, where was the gloating? It didn’t add up.

      Another changed aspect of espionage was the newfound reliance on technology. Disappearing ink and microfilm had given way to hackers and metadata. That was where Trevor came in.

      “Got a job for you, Trev,” Eva said. “Well, two.”

      “I’m all yours… I mean… um…” She could virtually feel him going red over the phone. “I mean, what can I do for you, Eva?” He let out an embarrassed sigh.

      “I’ve sent you a mobile phone in a diplomatic pouch—you should receive it in the next few hours. I need you to crack it and search for any messages around the time of the incident at the Ferris wheel.” Eva glanced up at a picture of exactly that on the TV screen.

      “Oh, okay. We’ve made some pretty cool leaps in recent times cracking those things. Not that we’d tell the general public, of course.” His earnestness was endearing. “What’s the other thing?”

      “Need you to do some digging for me. It’s about the incident in Lyon.”

      “Not a problem at all,” he said confidently. “Every available bod has been thrown at that, me included. So whatever you need, I’d probably be looking at it anyway.”

      It didn’t surprise Eva in the slightest. Two cabinet ministers were dead, along with three other UK citizens. Parliament was in an uproar. The opposition were baying for the Foreign Minister’s head. Eva knew her personally and was certain the minister would not go quietly. The leader of the opposition had called for an enquiry on who knew what and when. It was pure grandstanding before the next election. The findings of an espionage inquiry would never be made public, and the opposition knew that. The Prime Minister didn’t have a great deal of support and the sharks could smell blood in the water.

      “I’m thinking about how these kids were recruited. They’re from different cities, different sects, different imams. None of them seem connected, but there they were on the same day, striking fear into the world. If this was one of those detective movies I’d be trying to join up the pieces of red string.”

      “You and every other agency in the world with a passing interest.”

      “So I’m guessing nobody’s found anything?”

      “As you Aussies say, bugger all mate.”

      His accent was actually pretty good. He’d been practising. For her. Eva decided to put that aside for now. She had to focus.

      “But they were recruited, there must be breadcrumbs. They’re all separate, so that means it probably wasn’t in person, so that means…”

      “There will be an electronic footprint of some kind. Yeah, okay, I see where you’re going with this. Right, let me see what I can find. If they’ve found computers then they’ve found their digital IDs. I can start there. We’ll make an IT boffin out of you yet, Eva.”

      “Maybe see what’s on the black net too.”

      “The what?”

      “Black… net. The thing you told me about. Where you can buy drugs and guns and stuff without being traced.”

      “Black…? Oh, you mean the dark web.”

      Eva shrugged to no one. “Sure.”

      Technology and Eva weren’t firm friends. In her café, the point of sale was a shoebox. Computers weren’t her thing. She’d been working on it, but at times she felt like one of those apes at the start of 2001: A Space Odyssey, wailing at an obelisk.

      “If it helps,” Eva said, “maybe search for key word ‘tempest’. Either as something bad coming or an organisation known as The Tempest. It might not show up, but you never know.”

      Trev promised to do his best and hung up. She knew he would. There was so much bugging her about the case, it was good to have someone who would help her work through it without thinking she was being paranoid.

      She unmuted the TV. CNN was covering a live news conference. The families of the perpetrators had bravely fronted the media. Their faces were grave, full of remorse and fear. Nobody wanted their religion, their town or their family tarnished in such a way. Eva felt for them. These families, who had nothing to do with the violence, carried the burden.

      Not only did they have to contend with the loss of their loved ones, but they had to endure accusations of being complicit in the acts of terror. It was a weight Eva didn’t think she could take with as much grace as these people. They were brave, stoic and articulate. They were also angry. Angry at whoever had convinced their sons to perpetrate such heinous acts. Eva was going to do her best to bring these people justice.

      A phone buzzed somewhere in the room. It wasn’t hers—she’d spoken to Trev on that one, and it was still in her hand. It was the one Volmer had tossed her the day before.

      The message simply said:

      Please meet me at the Plague Column at 1 pm.

      I have news regarding our mutual friend.

      It seems she’s been playing us all.

      Come alone.

      V

      Eva didn’t like the sound of a plague column, whatever that was. She assumed the message was from Volmer, but why send a text message and not see her in person? Why the cloak and dagger?

      More questions.

      Eva hoped the meeting would finally supply some answers, instead of posing more questions. There was only one way to find out. Eva was going to go see a plague column.
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      Before Eva met with Volmer, she needed to check in with her handler. With her supposed partner being thrown out of the country, Eva needed to find out where she stood.

      “Hey Paul.”

      “Hey Evie. Still Australian?”

      “Effin oath, mate. Still a pommie git?”

      “The pommiest.” The pleasantries out of the way, Paul leapt straight in. “I received your report and we’ve done some digging.”

      Eva had asked Paul to investigate both Isabella and Volmer. She wanted more information on who she was working with, although the former was less of an issue now.

      “I’m sure it will be no surprise that spy agencies do not normally share resumes.”

      Eva didn’t answer. She knew Paul would have something, so there was no use asking.

      “However,” Paul said, and Eva smirked, “it is always wise to know who your allies are.”

      “You spy on other spies?” Eva tsked. “I’m shocked.” She really wasn’t.

      “Evie, this is the world’s second oldest profession, we’ve been at this for a while. We know what we’re doing.”

      Eva thought that sometimes it resembled the world’s oldest profession, but decided not to mention that.

      “They both have exemplary records. Isabella is highly skilled in,” he paused as if reading, “ah, many lethal things. She’d be good to have in a scrape. There’s some sort of investigation into a liaison with another operative but the details are sketchy. Apart from that, she’s dreadfully highly regarded. Some say a future leader of the whole ball of wax.”

      That didn’t surprise Eva. In their short time together Isabella had seemed extremely driven, and happy to take advantage of her station. Emptying a fancy restaurant in Lyon for a chat and a smoke was the first example that came to mind.

      “But that may all be over now she’s back in France,” Paul continued. “The way I hear it, her political enemies are using Vienna as leverage. Politics is everywhere, I’m afraid.”

      “You are well informed.”

      Paul paused. “Spy.” Eva could feel his smugness radiating through the phone. “I’ll send you her file. We have some information on the midget as well.”

      “Pretty sure you can’t say ‘midget’, Paul.”

      “Can’t I? It’s so hard to keep up with what’s politically correct.”

      “You’ll find ‘midget’ is highly offensive to those with dwarfism. I think the States prefer ‘Little People’, but ‘person with dwarfism’ is accepted everywhere else. Ideally, you just call them by their name.”

      “How are you so knowledgeable about such things?”

      “It’s called Google, dude.”

      “Ah, I’ve heard of that,” he said dryly. “Anyway, he checks out, too. Although apparently he has a temper, so that’s probably why he’s not higher up.”

      “Is that a short joke?”

      “It is now.”

      Eva told him about the mysterious text from Volmer. Paul being Paul, he already knew Isabella’s phone was on its way to Trevor.

      He cleared his throat. “How did you get her phone, Eva?”

      “Ah, I was hanging around and there it was.”

      “Right.” His tone made it clear he didn’t believe a word of it. “Evie, you need to stop being so reckless. Leaping off balconies, jumping on Ferris wheels, these are not the actions of an MI6 agent who still wants to have a job by Christmas.” There was an earnestness in his voice Eva found unsettling. “I’m going to be honest. I’m getting all sorts of pressure to recall you. You’re a rookie agent on her own. They’re saying you shouldn’t be running around Europe creating headlines.”

      “What should I be doing? Staying in the office and making them coffee?”

      “Now, Evie, that’s not…”

      “Look Paul, I know I’ve stuffed up. Both Lyon and Justin could have been handled better.”

      “Who?”

      “Nur Hakim. I know I’m a fresh agent, Paul, I get that, but there’s something going on here that’s not normal.”

      “That’s the problem, Evie. You’re fresh out of the packet, and they’re asking how you know what normal is. Espionage is a weird beast, it’s not what they show you on the telly.”

      He had a good point, but Eva wasn’t about to concede.

      “Do you think I’m good at my job? Do I give absolutely everything to what I do?”

      “Without a doubt in the world,” he said firmly. “I’ve tasted your coffee.” He gave a little chuckle; he was deescalating the discussion. “And I’ve never known anyone with better instincts, either.” He sighed. “Go do what you do, Evie. I’ll protect you as best I can, but you need to work fast, alright? I can only distract them with shiny things for so long.”

      “Understood.”

      Eva rang off and stared at the ceiling. No pressure, then. All she had to do was find evidence to back up her vague feelings, and potentially outsmart professionals who had been in this game far longer than she had—all within the next day or so.

      Piece of cake.

      The only trouble was, that cake seemed to be in a heavily guarded steel vault, buried deep underground.

      On the moon.

      [image: ]

      To Eva’s surprise the Plague Column was not a euphemism. It was an actual column of plague.

      Well, at least an artistic representation of such. The sculpture was carved in a twisted, swirling statue full of crazy-looking characters, mad kings and snarling beasts. It was located on the beautiful Graben strip of high-end shops, taking centre stage in the wide, car-free mall.

      Eva couldn’t seem to take her eyes off it. Every angle of the sculpture offered something new.

      “It is beautiful, yes?”

      Eva turned to see Volmer standing beside her, admiring the monument.

      She nodded. “And horrific.”

      Volmer pursed his lips in agreement. “In my experience these two things are usually intertwined.”

      Eva didn’t reply. Instead, she sat at the base of the statue and motioned for Volmer to join her. He parked himself with a plop and glanced back at the plague column.

      “It is one of the great ironies of the city,” Volmer said, mostly to himself. “It was made to commemorate the last great plague. The Kaiser promised to erect it if his people were saved.”

      “Noble, I guess.” Eva shielded her eyes from the light reflecting off the gold of the statue.

      “Oh, he was most noble,” Volmer said, dripping with insincerity. “Leopold the First fled the plague as soon as it arrived, leaving the people to fend for themselves.”

      “Ah.”

      Volmer grinned, pleased Eva had gotten his point. “This is the way of great men, would you not say? Sending innocents to their deaths while they sleep soundly on sheets of silk.”

      “You’re quite philosophical today.”

      “It is Tuesday. I am very philosophical on a Tuesday,” he said earnestly. “On Wednesdays I speak only in haiku.”

      “And Thursdays?”

      “I rap in Yiddish.”

      Eva giggled. He certainly did have charm.

      “Why am I here, Volmer?”

      “My scintillating company?”

      “That’s a given.” Eva smiled. “But apart from that?”

      Volmer’s face suddenly turned serious. The transition was unsettling. One second he was all charm, the next he looked grave, practically scared.

      “How well do you know Isabella?”

      “Not well at all. Only a few days, since the attacks in Lyon.”

      Eva imagined her partner was back in France by now, safely within the confines of her own home. She wondered how Isabella’s superiors would respond to her actions in Vienna.

      He tilted his head. “You seemed rather intimate last night.”

      “Well, yes, ah. That was a once-off, I assure you.”

      “Very well, that is your business, of course. But I need to know how close you are with that woman.”

      “Not exceptionally. The first time we met she tied me up.”

      “I do not need to hear your sexy talk. At least not without a stiff drink in front of me.”

      “No, not like that…” Eva closed her eyes to compose herself. “What is this about, Volmer? Is this concerning the incident at the Ferris wheel? Because I have my own doubts about that.”

      “Oh, as do I, pretty lady, as do I.”

      Eva’s feminist hackles immediately went up, but now was not the time to smash the patriarchy.

      Volmer went on. “But there is more to it than that, I assure you. So much more.”

      “Like?”

      “She had an ex-lover, a spy, like the both of you.”

      “The one who was killed? She told me.”

      “She did?” He sat up straight. “Then you also know her ex-lover is not dead. Why doesn’t MI6 have every available agent on this?”

      “What? Wait up.” Eva held up her palms. “Isabella’s ex is alive? Alexis is alive?”

      Confusion crossed Volmer’s face. “Alexis? You mean—”

      Volmer never finished the sentence. His head splintered in an explosion of skull fragments and blood.
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      Screams filled Graben as well-dressed locals and tourists alike shrieked in panic. One second Volmer was casually chatting, the next his head had been blown apart by an unseen bullet.

      Shoppers scrambled over one another, running in all directions. Not knowing where the shooter was meant nowhere was safe. Eva dove to the ground and rolled. She extracted her pistol and lunged at the opposite side of the column.

      Further bullets pummelled the statue, splintering wood, plaster and marble. The gunshots echoed around the canyon of buildings. Any pedestrians not already alerted by the first bullet stampeded at the further salvos. Europe was a continent on edge; it needed little encouragement.

      Weapon facing skyward, safety off, Eva assessed her situation. Volmer’s wound was so complete, so devastating, it could only have come from a high-calibre weapon. That meant a sniper. That meant Eva wasn’t safe even behind the base of the column.

      She didn’t glance back at Volmer’s body. She couldn’t. She’d liked the short-statured man. He was charming and funny. But now he was dead. Eva’s survival instinct took over. She would mourn later, but first she had to avoid dying the same way he had.

      The statue only afforded temporary cover. With panicked pedestrians fleeing the street, she had no chance of blending into the crowd. While the bullets had stopped temporarily, that was only because she’d found brief cover. She’d have to come out eventually. If the sniper was well-hidden and patient enough, she would be an easy target. Worse, if there was more than one shooter, she was screwed.

      Eva needed to even the odds.

      Making a mental map of the square, there were countless sniper nest options. High buildings on all sides with plenty of windows provided ample spots to set up a rifle. But the sniper would need the ability to get away cleanly. On a pedestrian strip, that wasn’t so easy. Plus, the buildings were old—not all the windows opened.

      Think.

      She thought back to her phone conversation with Paul. He’d called her reckless. He was right. She’d been far too impulsive. She’d chased down a suicide bomber, spent all her ammunition and practically told him he had loose wires. She was reckless. She needed to do better. She needed to be better.

      Eva could either keep making the same mistakes or learn from them. She needed to live up to Paul’s expectations. She needed to become an MI6 agent. Time to grow the hell up, Princess.

      The sniper would have to be elevated in order to get a clean shot. They couldn’t shoot through a crowd, they would need to be above it. Eva pulled out her phone and put it in enhanced photo mode, then held the camera over the base of the statue. She scanned for open windows or the barrel of a gun poking over a building ledge. There were only a finite number of positions from which that shot could have been taken. She also took into account access to cross streets and light rail stations for getaway options.

      Painstaking minutes later, Eva had the bastard. He wasn’t in a building at all. He lay atop a souvenir kiosk further down the street. There he was, face down, grey hoodie on, peering through his sniper scope. It was a good position. Slightly raised, invisible to passers-by, easy access to the street when he was done. It was perfect—until Eva spotted him. He was no longer a sniper now. He was prey.

      Mental calculations were made, tactics formed. She was armed; always a bonus. But her adversary had a scope, and better range. Nothing was to be gained by further contemplation. Eva had to act. She took off her sweater.

      Eva exhaled. She’d have one chance, then the element of surprise would be blown. She steeled herself with one great inhale.

      Let’s do this, you wazcock.

      Eva threw the sweater to her left and instantly moved to her right. In seconds, her top was peppered with bullets. Eva commenced firing at the souvenir kiosk as she ran towards it. She counted her shots as she sprinted. Eight, seven, six. The sniper ducked for cover. Five, four, three. Eva kept firing, her aim true. Two, one.

      She dove into the open doors of a department store. She’d gained 20 metres. Not bad. But it was less than halfway, and now she’d lost the element of surprise. Eva reloaded.

      The department store had been her goal all along. The store was large and had more than one entrance onto Graben. The sniper had missed his best chance of taking Eva out. Now she had the advantage, and he was cornered.

      Eva ran through the department store, gun in hand. Racks of fancy clothes and half-dressed mannequins flashed by. She screamed for people to move out of her way. Frightened pedestrians who had sought safety in the store did exactly that. The angry armed woman always had right of way.

      By now, she was sure the sniper would be panicked. Either his quarry had eluded him or she was coming after him. Neither option was great, but if he was wise he would fear Eva’s wrath.

      Nearing the second entrance, she slowed. Unfortunately it didn’t offer a clear eyeline to the kiosk, but it did afford other benefits. The sniper couldn’t know she would emerge from that entrance. If he was a good strategist, he’d suspect it, but he’d never know for sure. That gave Eva an advantage. One she was ready to exploit.

      With her gun in her hands and a full clip loaded, Eva was as prepared as she was ever going to be. She gritted her teeth and cracked her neck.

      With a banshee-like screech, Eva tore through the entrance, firing her pistol at the roof of the kiosk. She was relentless in her shots, not giving the sniper a chance to return fire. At close range his rifle would be more of a hindrance.

      She ejected the clip and threw it aside, slapping in another. She pulled back the slide and fired once again. Still no response.

      In the last 2 metres before she reached the kiosk, Eva took giant strides and launched herself. She clambered up the side, holding on to the roof with one hand, pistol in the other. She flung her arm over the roof and hauled herself up, ready to blow away the man who killed Volmer and tried to assassinate her.

      There was nothing on the roof but a sniper’s rifle. A lone Remington 700, still positioned on its bipod. The sniper had fled. Eva thumped her fist on the roof.

      “Twatfaced fucknuggets!”

      She scanned the virtually empty street. At the nearest cross street, a lone grey-hooded figure jumped on a red Ducati motorbike. He plunged in the key and threw a panicked glance over his shoulder. The fear in his eyes told her all she needed to know. He knew she was on his arse.

      Eva jumped off the roof. With feet firmly planted on the sidewalk, she stared the sniper down.

      With shaking hands, he started the engine.

      Eva raised her pistol.

      He pulled the clutch and tapped his foot to put the bike in gear.

      Eva cracked her neck.

      The bike spun its wheel and he fishtailed off.

      Eva exhaled.

      He wove through pedestrians.

      Eva closed one eye and aimed.

      The bike dipped off the curb and sped down the road.

      Eva fired.

      The front tyre exploded and an instant later the bike slid out from beneath the sniper. Sprawling over the handlebars, he landed heavily on his back and slid along the asphalt into the path of oncoming traffic. A Mercedes skidded to a halt mere centimetres from the sniper’s head.

      Scrambling to his feet, the sniper sprinted away from Eva, who gave chase. The tables had turned, and Eva didn’t want them to turn any further. She made ground quickly.

      The side street was just as empty as Graben. The lone figure was an easy mark. Her prey didn’t look back once, so intent was he on his mad scramble for freedom. He tore at his hood and ripped it off his head.

      He was only a kid. His white, bare skull was adorned with random amateurish tattoos. His movements were erratic, betraying his fear. He should be afraid. Moments before he had been a god with power over life and death. Mere seconds later, he was bolting for his life.

      She had a clean shot. Centre mass, easy kill. She could take him. No collateral damage. One shot and he’d be down.

      Eva didn’t take it.

      Sprinting after him, she had another plan. It wasn’t reckless. Crossing the road, she passed a sparsely populated café near a Louis Vuitton store. A lady’s blue coat hung over the back of a chair. Without breaking stride, Eva stole the coat and kept running.

      She wished she had her surveillance pack. It would have made shadowing the kid so much easier. Unfortunately, it was tucked away in the hotel room, no use to her whatsoever.

      The young sniper made a beeline for the train station. Eva knew Karlsplatz Station was a central hub, just as she knew she couldn’t let him slip through her fingers.

      The kid never glanced over his shoulder. He dashed down the escalators, weaving through commuters as he descended towards the station. He must have thought he’d lost her.

      Good luck with that, Twatmonkey.

      He barrelled through the touch-on point and sprinted towards the platform, where the clatter of an oncoming train assaulted Eva’s ears. She walked towards the platform and slipped on the coat. As she stood waiting for the train, she did her best to appear inconspicuous while sucking in lungfuls of air.

      Extracting the hair tie from her ponytail, she shook her dark hair loose. Anything to mask her identity. She used the reflection in the glass of a nearby advertisement to keep her prey in view. Hiding behind a group of backpackers, Eva tried to gather her thoughts.

      What the hell is this all about?

      Eva assumed whatever Volmer had been trying to tell her had gotten him killed. That meant someone knew what he knew, and they knew Volmer was about to tell Eva. But what was it?

      Passengers shuffled in readiness as the train approached. The sniper was so focused on getting onboard that he ploughed through the alighting passengers, never once observing his surroundings. Eva followed, careful to keep other commuters between her and her target. The train left the station and she used the reflection in the windows to make sure he stayed put.

      As she listened to the soothing clickety clack of the train, Eva returned to her musings. What was the critical information Volmer had been trying to give her? Eva ran through the conversation in her head. What had Volmer said? That Isabella’s former lover was alive. Why did the name Alexis surprise him? And why did he specifically say that MI6 should have agents searching for her? Surely that was DGSE’s problem?

      For several minutes, questions bounced around Eva’s brain, but no answers shook loose. It was like doing a jigsaw puzzle in the dark, while wearing boxing gloves and someone was playing a tuba. Eva hated the tuba. She needed more information. She needed the sniper, and she needed to know who had sent him.

      The train slowed and the sniper rose from his seat. Trying to appear as casual as possible, he shuffled towards the door. Eva didn’t buy it. If his jaw was any more clenched it would snap. Thankfully, other commuters were using the same stop, so Eva waited for them to walk along the aisle before she stood up.

      The train came to a halt and the doors slid open. The signs said Längenfeldgasse Station. The sniper bolted towards the exit, and Eva pushed past passengers and did the same. She wasn’t about to lose him now.

      He sprinted up the escalators, weaving around chatting travellers. Eva followed, keeping enough distance between them that he wouldn’t notice her pursuit. She tried to recall all her training and all the books she’d read on street surveillance. Sometimes having a near-photographic memory came in handy.

      He didn’t seem to suspect he was being followed. He never looked around, never doubled back or altered his course. He was certainly in a hurry.

      Where are you going, little man?

      He rushed out of the station and across a cobblestoned street. Head down, hoodie back over his head, he plodded towards a stone bridge over a small river. Graffiti adorned the buildings, and the area appeared more run-down than other parts of the city Eva had seen.

      The sky grew darker. It was late in the day, but a storm also appeared to be brewing. Low clouds seemed ready to break at any moment, giving the city an ominous haze.

      Once over the bridge, the sniper turned left and crossed the street. He certainly had a destination in mind. He slowed as he approached a darkened hotel. The weathered red sign stated it was the “Star Inn Hotel”—or at least, it had been. The windows were boarded up, and graffiti and rubbish littered its exterior. It didn’t appear to have been operating for some time. A curved, paved driveway rose up to meet a portico at the front.

      Suddenly the heavens opened up, and sheets of rain fell. The sniper seemed oblivious. He trudged up the driveway, hands in pockets, rain soaking his hoodie. A late-model Peugeot idled in the abandoned driveway. He went directly to the driver’s window and started talking. The driver was obscured by the street lights bouncing off the windscreen. Eva held back, observing from afar.

      A leather-gloved hand extended from the driver’s side window and handed the rain-soaked shooter a package. It was large enough to be a bundle of cash.

      The shooter accepted the package with a nod and turned to walk away, then hesitated. He took a step towards the blue car and appeared to try and explain something, using hand gestures. One motion appeared to be that of a rifle, followed by a shake of the head. The sniper talked rapidly, as if trying to justify himself. He raised both hands, as if to say not my fault.

      Eva heard raised voices. An accusatory gloved finger stabbed out of the car. The sniper, for his part, seemed to be giving back as good as he got. Gestures became more animated, voices rose.

      Until the gunshot.

      The sniper was propelled backwards, as if punched by an invisible fist. He collapsed onto the driveway and didn’t move. Nothing happened for several seconds. Perhaps the driver was making sure the sniper was actually dead. Then, slowly, the car edged its way down the dark driveway.

      Eva sought cover on the soggy street. The car crept towards her, then stopped. Brake lights lit up the exterior of the hotel, then the car reversed up the driveway. As it neared the body, the Peugeot stopped and the door opened. A gloved hand reached out and picked up the package that had been given to the sniper. The door slammed and the car moved back down the driveway.

      Eva held her gun by her side, ready to act. Things were unravelling quickly, she needed to keep up. So much death, so much at stake. She flicked off the safety.

      As the car drew close to Eva’s position, she casually stepped into the Peugeot’s path. The rain pelted her, the headlights shone in her eyes. She raised her pistol. The car stopped.

      Now what? Eva thought to herself.

      Rain cascaded down the windscreen, obscuring the driver, but Eva didn’t need a clear view to know where the driver sat. She pulled back the hammer as water bounced off the barrel of her gun.

      “Get out of the car.” She aimed at the driver’s side. “Now.”

      There was no response except for the low thrum of the car’s engine.

      Eva thought of issuing her command in different languages, but didn’t see the point. Someone aiming a gun at your head generally sent a clear message as to what your next move needed to be.

      Eva lost her patience. The driver’s side mirror exploded in plastic and glass. She pulled the hammer back again. Rain continued to fall. The car continued to thrum. Eva aimed at the driver’s side of the windscreen. She remained silent. The driver knew what she wanted.

      The two forces faced off for several moments. The only sounds were the quiet purr of the engine, the constant rain and the faint sound of distant traffic.

      Eva shot the second side mirror, its obliteration as comprehensive as the first. As Eva retargeted, the engine roared and the car jerked forward. She fired at the driver, punching holes in the windscreen. The car barrelled forward. Eva kept firing. There was no chance to dive out of the way.

      Eva tucked her forehead into the crook of her elbow and placed her palms on the back of her head. The head had to be protected, she’d read somewhere. She leapt up as the car tore towards her. As it hit, she rolled, keeping her back to the glass and her head tucked between her elbows.

      Tumbling end over end, gravity lost all meaning. Every part of her was pummelled, the wind knocked out of her and pain smashed into her. She bounced over the roof of the car, then she was in mid-air. Eva didn’t know if she was up or down. She hung there for what seemed like eons, then gravity decided to show her precisely which way was down. She landed on her back with a thud, knocking any remaining air from her lungs.

      The car screeched down the road. Pistol still clenched in her grip, Eva groaned and raised her arm. Blood dripped into her left eye, but she was alive. That meant she could fight. She blasted the rear window of the Peugeot, letting them know they’d failed, and that Eva Destruction would make them pay.

      Eva loosed two more shots, but it was too late, they had escaped.

      Eva spat blood and struggled to her feet. Hands moved over her body, checking for broken bones. Everything appeared in place. Except maybe her pride.

      But Eva knew how to find the driver.

      It had only been a glimpse, that was all she needed. Right before she’d tumbled over the roof of the car, the light had fallen on the driver’s face.

      She knew who had killed the sniper. That meant she knew who’d hired him. She knew who’d had Volmer killed.

      Eva had seen her face.

      Isabella.
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      “I bloody well knew it, Paul!”

      Eva held the phone to her ear and paced the hotel room like a caged panther. A particularly angry and rabid caged panther. And an armed one at that.

      She should have followed her instincts. Isabella couldn’t be trusted. The whole flirting thing was a distraction. The woman had a plan all along.

      When Eva had contacted Paul in a rage after being struck by the car, he’d insisted she go to hospital. They’d patched her up and confirmed nothing was broken, though the bruises were coming thick and fast. She was turning so purple people would soon confuse her for Grimace.

      After returning to her hotel, Eva wanted to call Paul back immediately but there was one thing she had to do first. She’d shut the blinds, turned off her phone and put a “Do Not Disturb” sign on her door. Eva remembered Ludger Volmer. The funny, charming man. His words may have veered into chauvinism occasionally, but he’d seemed to be coming from a good place. And then he was assassinated, right beside to her. Eva squatted with her back to the wall and let the regret wash over her. She hadn’t known him long enough for tears, but she owed him that and more. She owed him revenge.

      When she’d called Paul he’d told her what she already knew. The Vienna police had confirmed that the prints on the sniper rifle matched the kid Eva had pursued and seen murdered. At least the authorities believed that much. The other part of the story was more difficult for them to accept as true.

      After lengthy questioning by the local police and the BVT, Eva had been released. After the story she’d told, she would have thought Isabella would be the most wanted woman in Austria, but that wasn’t the case. The police and BVT didn’t believe Eva could have identified Isabella while flying over the windscreen. They took her statement with a huge serving of scepticism.

      All borders were on alert, but Eva didn’t think that would be much use. Isabella was far too clever to be caught that way. The DGSE had been informed, but Paul had said they were yet to respond to Eva’s accusations.

      Eva knew what she’d seen. It was Isabella. She’d killed Justin at the Ferris wheel. She’d hired a killer to murder Volmer, and probably Eva too. When that was botched, she’d executed the sniper.

      It was no longer a collection of vague suspicions, Eva had seen Isabella killing in cold blood. She was meant to be in France. Isabella had shot straight to number one on MI6’s “If-you-wouldn’t-mind-could-we-possibly-have-a-chat?” list.

      Now the obvious question: why?

      That was exactly what Paul and Eva were currently trying to work out, but they were coming up empty.

      “Oh, and another thing,” Paul said, interrupting Eva’s thoughts. “When I contacted the DGSE, they claimed to have no record of your interrogation with Isabella.”

      “What? Does that mean she was operating independently?”

      “Possibly, or it could mean they’re covering their arses because the faeces has just hit the electric cooling apparatus.”

      The more Eva learned about this case, the less it made sense. Why would a DGSE agent be involved in terrorist acts? Why would Isabella deliberately take down a suspect, then target agents from other agencies? Eva needed more pieces of the puzzle.

      She sighed. “So we don’t know if she was acting under orders or had gone rogue.”

      “Not definitively, but we do know she wasn’t acting alone. The phone you sent to Trev? He cracked it.”

      “Finally, some good news. What did he find?”

      A small chuckle from Paul. “Exactly what you thought he would. Isabella messaged at four fifty-four in the afternoon, right about the time you said you were on the tram. She sent a message asking if she should take out the ‘final obstacle’.”

      Eva clenched her fist. “And she received a reply?”

      “Yes, four minutes later, a one-word reply: ‘proceed’.”

      That must have been when Eva was at the base of the Ferris wheel, about to jump on. Well, that confirmed Isabella had at least one accomplice. She’d been given the go-ahead to shoot Justin when she had the chance.

      “We traced the number but unfortunately that’s where our luck runs out. It was a disposable phone, paid for in cash at a convenience store in Slovakia. I doubt we’re going to find much there. It’s since been deactivated.” Paul sipped something, most likely tea. Sometimes the Englishman could be such a cliché. “Trev mentioned you also asked him to look into how the terrorists were recruited on the dark web? Any videos mentioning tempest and the like?”

      Eva had nearly forgotten about that. Luckily her crew hadn’t.

      Paul went on. “He found a few. We traced them back to IPs in Austria and France. There is mention of an oncoming tempest, as well as a war in Europe. The organisation behind it also calls themselves The Tempest. Pretty damn ominous stuff. We have the IT boffins working to see if they can narrow in on who The Tempest actually are or at least where exactly they’re posting these videos from.”

      “Hmm,” Eva was only half listening. “Paul, I need you to do me a favour.”

      “No, Evie, I can’t do it.”

      “I haven’t even asked.”

      “You don’t need to. I can read you like a neon billboard, woman.”

      Eva pursed her lips. “I need you to get me on the first flight to Paris.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that Evie.”

      Her fist clenched the phone so hard she was afraid it would break. “Why?”

      “The hammer is down, I’m afraid. Top brass has made the call. You’re being recalled immediately. You instigated an unauthorised pursuit in which you failed to apprehend the suspect and he ended up dead, again. And then you failed to detain his killer, I hate to sound glib, but that’s the way they’re reading it upstairs.”

      Eva knew Paul was in a tough position. On one hand, he was one of her very best friends in the world. On the other, he was a professional. He had to follow the correct protocols. But at that precise moment, Eva didn’t give a flying fig.

      Paul went on. “I warned you, didn’t I? This had all eyes on it, on you. I know that isn’t how it all went down, mind, but that’s how it’s being spun. The upshot is, my love, you’re being benched until an internal inquiry has been conducted. And based on who is pushing this through, I think you’re in trouble. I don’t to sound alarmist, Evie, but to be perfectly frank, you’ll be damn lucky to have a job at the end of all this.”

      That was it then? Eva had worked barista jobs that lasted longer than her career with MI6.

      “Then you’re saying I have nothing to lose?”

      A pause. One of Paul’s famous pauses. “No, I’m not saying that at all.” His words tumbled out fast. “Evie, I know what you’re implying here. If you are facing disciplinary action and likely dismissal from MI6, then what’s the point in playing by the rules? That’s what you’re thinking, isn’t it?”

      Eva shrugged. “Not at all,” she lied. “Anyway, on an unrelated topic, I think I need some time off, Paul.”

      “Okay.” His voice was wary. “When you come back, I’ll make sure you get some paid leave after we—”

      “Now. I need some time off now. For personal reasons.”

      “Evie, we both know what you’re planning, and it is my duty to inform you that you’re swinging awfully close to a word that starts with t and ends in reason. Don’t follow her back to France.”

      “Paul, she killed Volmer.” Eva hoped he didn’t hear her growl. “And she hit me with a car.”

      “Yes, I understand, but you need to realise—”

      “Paul,” Eva strained to keep her voice under control. “She. Hit. Me. With. A. Fucking. Car. I want blood.”

      “You need to keep that anger in check, Evie.”

      “With a car, Paul!”

      “Calm down.”

      “I will,” she sighed. “I will.” Eva took a deep breath. “After I punch her in the crotch. Like, a lot.”

      “Evie…”

      “And really hard, too. I’ll take a run-up and everything.”

      “I’m going to be explicitly clear here, so there’s no chance of miscommunication. Do not, under any circumstances, go to France. Do you hear me? Evie? Don’t go to France.”
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      The “fasten your seatbelts” sign pinged off and passengers unbuckled their straps. Overhead bins were flung open and people scrambled for position, eager to be first off the plane.

      Eva unclipped her belt and gazed out the window. Her brief tenure at MI6 was probably over. She was going to miss it.

      She’d been hired over the cries of older, more dignified white men who claimed she’d be a disruptive influence. That, argued Paul and Bishop, was precisely why she should be hired. Eva thought differently to other spies, had different life experiences, and attacked problems in unique ways. She had game, too. She’d brought down a megalomaniac hell-bent on manipulating the world to his own ends. She’d been damn good at it, too. Now, after a year of training, it seemed it had all been for nothing. Eva hadn’t saved the world this time. She couldn’t even save an abhorrent sniper. Maybe she wasn’t cut out for this gig. Maybe those old stuffed shirts at MI6 had been right all along. Tattoos and attitude meant little in the face of real-world espionage. She’d go back to where she did her best work: making coffee.

      But there was one thing she needed to do before ending her career as a spy.

      Catch another spy.

      Over the loudspeaker, the pilot said, “Bonjour ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Paris.”

      She retrieved her bag from the overhead bin and shuffled towards the exit. With her castle in the Rhone Valley, she was practically a local. French immigration should probably know her on sight by now. That was part of the problem. She was travelling under a burn identity, one she’d use once and dispense with. She couldn’t risk Isabella knowing she was coming.

      That is, if she was even in the country. Would Isabella be stupid enough to return to the DGSE? Paul mentioned they were noncommittal regarding their agent’s alleged actions. Perhaps they were waiting to talk to her themselves. Or maybe she’d been acting under orders. Either way, Eva would meet Isabella again.

      Eva proceeded to the airport exit. Austria and France being part of the Schengen Area meant Eva didn’t have to worry about customs, but she was flying under the name of Lea Ackland anyway, just to be safe. Not as inventive as Chlamydia Phlegm, but it would do the job.

      Theoretically, Isabella could be anywhere on the continent—or in the world for that matter. But Eva didn’t think so.

      She got into a taxi and gave the driver an address.

      She knew where to start.

      [image: ]

      Eva recalled the conversation she’d had with Isabella. “A little café, overlooking a park near my parents’ ’ome in Créteil. It always made me feel protected, like a womb, yes?”

      Except that was a lie too. She didn’t grow up in Créteil. She grew up in Saint-Blaise. Eva had her file. There was one park near her parents’ old home, and there was an old café there still operating. It made sense for Eva to camp out there. Well, it made only a little sense, but it was all Eva had.

      If it was any more of a long shot Eva would have been on Mars. Eva had staked out the café for two days, living off eclairs, tarts and brioche. She was certain she was turning into a pastry. But this was where her gut told her to be. Eva had no other choice, unless you counted a full-frontal assault on DGSE headquarters, and that probably wouldn’t end well.

      The café was small and cosy, and the elderly proprietors were warm and welcoming. If these were the people Isabella had sought sanctuary with as a child, Eva could understand why. They knew everyone by name, asked about their families and shared jokes like old friends. The worn wood of the tables, the smells of home cooking, the warm family atmosphere was intoxicating. Eva wanted to stay here herself. Although after two days, the owners were giving the odd tattooed foreigner suspicious glances.

      Nearing closing time on the second day, Eva conceded the folly of her choice. Surely Isabella would have a bolthole somewhere else in the world. Eva did. In a little town in Australia she had a house, fully paid up. Inside were currencies of all descriptions, hidden gold and silver bars, false identities and a weapons stash—her insurance policy. She was certain Isabella would have something similar. Most spies would, just in case their profession turned on them.

      The bell above the door gave an anaemic tung, having lost its crisp ting long ago. A woman in large dark sunglasses strode in. She wore an equally large black hat, blonde hair poking out like albino spider legs. There was something familiar in her walk.

      Behind the counter, the owner gave a half smile and a hesitant nod, as if she wasn’t sure if she recognised the woman or not. The woman briefly scanned the café and ordered half a dozen batards. The owner wrapped them in paper and seemed on the verge of asking something, but before she had the chance, the newcomer handed over some cash. With a curt, “Merci” she rushed out the door and onto the street.

      Eva watched the woman leave. Her mannerisms had a familiarity to them. Sure, the hair was different, and the clothes gave the impression of a larger woman. Even her body movements had a stiffness to them, but there was no denying it. It was Isabella.

      Eva flung a fistful of Euros on the table and she was off. She considered calling Paul, but what would she tell him? “Oh, hey, disobeyed your direct order, but I found her, send help!” Even if MI6 were on her side, the apprehension of a DGSE agent on French soil would be a diplomatic minefield. No, Eva was on her own. On Isabella’s home turf. With no backup. Or plan.

      What the hell are you doing, Eva?

      In a flash, the answer came to her: your job. It was a surprise, even to her. The answer was simple enough, but the implications were huge.

      Eva wanted to be an MI6 agent. She enjoyed it. And she was damn good at it, despite her past mistakes, and the opinions of others. This was her life now, and she wanted to keep it that way.

      Eva exited the café, her own disguise an exercise in minimalism. Baggy long-sleeved top, aviator glasses and hair tied up in in a ponytail, tucked under a baseball cap. It wasn’t what you would call a master disguise, but Eva had hoped it would have afforded her at least a moment of obscurity. But the way Isabella had shot out of the café, Eva knew she’d been made. Time for a new tactic.

      Saint-Blaise must have been a quaint part of Paris once. Now decidedly rundown, this area appeared dominated by those who cared little for the old ways. Older dusty cars, piles of litter and roaming wild dogs on the streets. The quaint little café seemed to be the last bastion of the old guard, slowly surrendering to a less caring world.

      Isabella would know she’d been made, too. The DGSE agent would be well-versed in street counter-surveillance. Eva needed to act quickly. Right now Isabella was probably doubling back, performing blind turns, utilising her knowledge of the local streets. That was old-school espionage. Eva’s solution was anything but.

      Remaining completely stationary, Eva activated an app on her phone. It only took a minute. The screen showed Isabella walking down a street, totally oblivious to the fact she was being watched. She was performing all the right moves: stopping randomly to apparently tie her shoe, utilising cross streets to innocuously peer behind her. The longer Eva watched, the more casual Isabella’s stride became.

      She had no idea she was being followed. Fifty metres above the streets of Saint-Blaise a microdrone tailed Isabella. The unpiloted aerial vehicle, or UAV, kept pace with ease. The drone was equipped with high-definition cameras and infrared thermal imaging capabilities, and its intelligence software used facial recognition and clothing detection. Once Eva tapped on her, the drone locked onto Isabella and shadowed her every move.

      It was the only bit of tech Eva actually liked using. Her instructor had called it Eva-proof equipment. Modern technology wasn’t her friend, but as this was almost completely hands-off, it was a pleasure to use. Once she’d identified Isabella, the drone did everything else.

      As she walked towards Isabella’s location Eva felt no need to rush. The drone did the hard work; all she had to do was wait for Isabella to reach her destination. On screen, Isabella strode unhurriedly towards a block of flats. They appeared decidedly rundown and low-rent. The perfect hiding place. Unless you were being followed by a surveillance drone, that is.

      Isabella unlocked the front door of the apartment block and went in. Eva didn’t know which apartment she was hiding out in, but there appeared to be only half a dozen in total, judging by the doorbells at the entrance. She’d narrowed the search from the entire world to a handful of apartments. Not a bad afternoon’s work.

      There was a spring in Eva’s step as she strode in Isabella’s direction. With any luck, she’d have her apprehended by the end of the day. Just as Eva reached peak smugness, Isabella appeared on Eva’s screen.

      She’d emerged on the balcony of one of the apartments and was staring directly into the drone’s camera. In one smooth movement Isabella raised a gun and shot the drone. Eva’s screen went black.

      She’d been made.

      Stupid wazcocking technology.

      Eva broke into a run. Isabella knew she was coming. She was armed. She was cornered. She’d be ready for Eva.

      Not that any of that mattered. Eva hadn’t come this far to lose Isabella now.

      As she sprinted around the final corner, Eva pulled out her pistol. The time for stealth was over. It was time to make some noise.

      Without breaking stride, Eva bounded up the stairs and shouldered the cheap wooden front door. It splintered from its hinges as Eva burst through. She scanned the hallway: no threats present. Above her was a glass atrium, the once-transparent glass milky with age, moss growing where there had once been a clear view of the sky.

      Her gun raised, she moved up the stained, aged stairs. They creaked underfoot, sounding like bass drums to Eva.

      Her pistol sweeping left to right, she edged along the mildewy hallway. A cacophony of exotic smells seeped from under the apartment doors. The faint sounds of TVs and radios added to the soundscape. There was no way Eva would hear Isabella coming. The counter was that she wouldn’t hear Eva, either.

      She paused at the door of the apartment where Isabella had fired on the drone. The longer she hesitated, the more time the DGSE agent would have to escape. Eva couldn’t let that happen. Using her heel, she kicked the door in. Just like the door to the apartment block, it buckled and flew open. Eva didn’t fire. There was no target. Well, not a live one.

      An old woman in a tattered house dress stared at Eva, her eyes wide with shock. Her body slumped backwards in a recliner, and there was a clean bullet hole in the centre of her forehead. Eva touched the woman’s neck. No pulse, but she was still warm. A fresh kill.

      Isabella must have executed her to get to the balcony. This wasn’t Isabella’s apartment. She’d killed the old woman purely to get a shot at the drone.

      Isabella was a cold-blooded murderer.

      A quick search of the apartment failed to reveal her target. Isabella was somewhere else in the complex. There were five more apartments—too many to explore one by one. Eva needed to narrow down the search.

      Returning to the landing, Eva tucked the pistol into the back of her jeans and casually pulled the fire alarm. In seconds a shrill siren sounded. Tenants piled out, wearing undershirts and carrying children. Within a minute, all the apartments had been evacuated. Except one.

      Eva flicked off the alarm.

      Extracting her gun, she trod towards apartment four. This time Eva was certain Isabella would be inside waiting for her. That meant caution was the advisable course of action. It was obvious she would stop at nothing to protect herself.

      Eva shot the lock off the door and took cover beside it, her back against a solid brick wall. The door squeaked as it slowly swung open. The silence from inside the apartment was deafening.

      After a nervous exhale, Eva pushed herself off the wall and grasped her pistol with both hands. Her prey knew she was coming, was armed, and was far more experienced than Eva.

      Yeah, but does she know all the lyrics to REM’s “It’s the End of the World as We Know It”?

      Eva stepped into the small hallway, gun ready. It was as quiet as a politician’s conscience. The room wasn’t as well appointed as the other apartment she’d seen, with only stark furnishings: bare wooden floorboards, a couch, a small table and chairs and a TV.

      Suddenly a small black metallic device about the size of a hockey puck slid across the floor. Eva clenched her eyes shut, opened her mouth and covered her ears.

      The flash grenade exploded in a burst of light and noise. A split second later Isabella dove out of the bedroom, gun aimed at Eva.

      Too slow.

      Eva was ready for her. The second Isabella emerged, Eva fired. The bullet hit the revolver in Isabella’s hand, smacking it from her grasp. Isabella hit the floor hard. Eva fired twice more, close to Isabella’s writhing body, to ensure she had her full and undivided attention.

      Isabella, unarmed and clutching what had until recently been her firing hand, glared up at Eva, pure hatred oozing from every pore.

      “’ow did you recover from the flash grenade so soon?”

      Eva grinned as she stepped towards her. “Years in the front row of Aussie rock gigs, bitch.”

      It wasn’t entirely true. Eva had been trained on how to handle flash grenades, but she’d also been to plenty of ear-bleeding rock concerts in her time. Eva didn’t know if she shouted her answer due to the ringing in her ears. It didn’t matter. She had Isabella exactly where she wanted her. A cursory search revealed no other weapons on Isabella’s body.

      Eva grabbed a fistful of Isabella’s hair and dragged her across the floor to a kitchen chair. Using various kitchen electrical cords, she tied Isabella to the chair.

      “I think it’s time you and I had a little chat.”
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      It took a while —and plenty of jaw exercises—for Eva’s hearing to return. When it finally came good, Eva was ready to begin her interrogation.

      Isabella appeared genuinely shaken that she’d been taken down by a rookie agent.

      Too bad, Spunktrumpet.

      “’ow did you find me?”

      “Your own words Isabella, several times over. Do you remember our first meeting?”

      Eva tugged at a restraint, tightening it, to emphasise the point. Isabella grunted.

      “I do remember, yes.”

      Eva nodded and paced around her captive. “You made some joke about a meme, but after that you said something telling. You said that lies work best when they contain an element of truth. Do you remember?”

      Isabella glared at her.

      “So, when you later told me about the café near your home growing up, I found out where you truly grew up and worked back from there. It seems your safest place in the world betrayed you.” She let that hang in the air for a moment. “Speaking of betrayal.” She slapped Isabella hard across the face. “That was for Volmer.”

      Isabella sneered. “That little man was about to give you everything. Worse, ’e would have spilled all to the BVT.”

      “What was he going to spill, Isabella?”

      The DGSE agent tilted her head, a red blemish materialising on the right side of her face. She tutted, then rolled her eyes, as if to say, not that easy.

      “Then what can you tell me?” Eva folded her arms and assessed Isabella. “Straight or lesbian?”

      Isabella pursed her lips and lifted an eyebrow at the question. “I hate to disappoint you, but I am straight.”

      “What was with all the lesbian talk?”

      She shrugged. “All part of the game.”

      “And if I took you up on the offer in the hotel room?”

      Isabella took a moment to think about it. “Then we would have learned many things together I think, yes?”

      Eva recommenced her pacing, formulating another tack to try. Isabella was well-versed in interrogation. This was going to be tough.

      Isabella’s arms pulled against the restraints. “I do not understand why you ’ave tied me up like this, Eva. In spite of all the events, I thought we were friends. I could ’ave killed you back in Vienna, at the ’otel, but I did not.”

      “You ran me over.”

      Isabella frowned. “In my defence, you were shooting at me.”

      “You hit me with goddamn a car!”

      “But I did not kill you, no? I did not reverse over you, I did not fire my weapon at you. That is quite magnanimous of me, yes? You see? Friends.”

      Eva wasn’t getting anywhere. She decided to change the subject.

      “The identities of the suicide bombers. The DGSE knew them almost instantly. How?”

      Isabella poked out her chin. “The DGSE, we are incredibly good at what we do.”

      “Nobody is that good. Someone knew beforehand, and I think it was you.” Eva planted her fists on her hips. “I initially assumed they’d been identified quickly because Mustafa and the others had known terrorist links. But they didn’t. None of those kids had links with any terrorist organisation. The funny thing is, that’s not what you told me. So my question is, how did the DGSE know their identities?”

      Isabella shrugged, as innocent as a sleazy guy asking if you wanted a teabag.

      Eva went on. “You knew the attack was coming, Isabella. Either you alone or people within the DGSE, but you knew those bombers were going to strike. You knew innocent people were going to die, and I want to know why.”

      The chatty Isabella was suddenly quite cagey. She pursed her lips and shook her head as if to say, preposterous. Eva didn’t believe it. Isabella was involved, and Eva wanted to know how—and, more importantly, why.

      Eva pulled up a flimsy wooden chair in front of Isabella. Straddling it, she stared into Isabella’s eyes. “What about the families of your victims, Isabella? A hundred and ten people died with your bombs. Don’t you feel guilty about that?”

      The woman’s face was as stone cold as a glacier. Eva would keep poking until she found a kink in the armour.

      “What about the families of those children you so blatantly exploited? Hmmm? How would they feel about you sacrificing their sons for your own sick ends?”

      The disdain on Isabella’s face morphed. It was no longer tinged with contempt. It was something else entirely. It was menacing, vicious.

      “They are classe inférieure,” Isabella spat. “These people are all the same, whether they call themselves terrorists or not. They feed off my country like dogs, sucking us dry until we ’ave nothing left. ’ow do I feel about ’urting families like this? I feel nothing for them.”

      Eva tilted closer. “Careful there, Isabella, your prejudice is showing. Not exactly liberty, equality and fraternity, now is it?” Eva leaned back. “The families are innocent. They did nothing wrong until you stuck your hooks in their children, but they’ll be tarred as terrorist sympathisers, or worse, for the rest of their lives. You murdered their sons, their babies, for what? Don’t you care about that at all?”

      The way Isabella’s face transformed back into casual detachment made it plain she didn’t. She seemed not to care about the wreckage she’d wrought, on both the terrorist victims and the families of the perpetrators. She truly was heartless.

      Eva had gotten a reaction by mentioning the suicide bombers. She decided to push it further.

      “Again, I come back to your motive, Isabella. Forcing these kids to commit acts of terror isn’t going to rid your country of anyone of colour or of a certain religion. Your president spent time yesterday at a mosque, mending relations. So why sanction an act of terrorism? To what end?”

      Isabella gave a mirthless leer. “You think this is about terrorism?”

      Eva pushed herself away from the chair. It was virtually the same phrase Justin had uttered on top of the Ferris wheel. If it wasn’t about terrorism, what the hell was it about?

      For all the talk, Eva felt that she wasn’t getting anywhere. She needed concrete resolutions, not a vague collection of semi-answers. This was going to take a while.

      Just as she was about to launch into another round of questions, there was a deafening bang on the front door. Eva pulled out her pistol and aimed it at Isabella. She placed an index finger to her lips. Quiet.

      To emphasise the point, she wrapped a tea towel around Isabella’s mouth, forming an impromptu gag. She pointed at her to stay put. Isabella rolled her eyes. She wasn’t exactly going anywhere.

      In French, Eva called out, “Who is it?”

      A loud muffled male voice replied, “Fire brigade, ma’am. We are checking each of the apartments after the alarm. May I come in?”

      Eva peered through the peephole, gun barrel pointed at the door. On the other side was a member of the fire brigade, complete with full face respirator. That would explain the muffled voice.

      “All good here, thank you!”

      “Ma’am, I need to check, if that is alright? Regulations.”

      Behind the firefighter, other similarly clad members of the fire brigade were talking to various residents. They were all doing so with wide open doors.

      “Just a second, I’ll put some clothes on,” Eva said, rushing back to Isabella.

      She tilted the chair and dragged Isabella to the bathroom. Isabella’s gagged protests were silenced when Eva shut the door.

      Eva rushed to the door and opened it. The large bulky man nodded and gave a tweak of his helmet.

      “Thank you, ma’am. Now if I could have a quick scout of the apartment to ensure everything is alright.”

      Eva swivelled her shoulders seductively. “Are you sure that’s necessary?” She wasn’t happy about resorting to  flirtation. It rubbed against her feminist tendencies. “I’m pretty sure there’s no fire.”

      She thought about adding, ‘unless you count in my pants’, but thought it would be a bit much.

      “I’ll only be a minute,” he said as he stepped into the apartment.

      “The kitchen is over there,” Eva said in the most girlish voice she could muster.

      Stay out of the bathroom! Eva tried to project the thought into the man’s head.

      He roamed about the apartment, giving the oven a superficial inspection. He was certainly a big bastard. Six-four and could have played in the backline of a rugby team.

      Thankfully he didn’t head for the bathroom, but he didn’t seem to moving towards the front door either. There was something about his manner that put Eva on edge. Why the respirator when his fellow firefighters didn’t have theirs on? Why hadn’t he even glanced at the smoke detectors? Eva could see two from where she was standing.

      “Excuse me,” Eva said, walking towards him, “what exactly is it that you’re—"

      The backhand sent her flying. Eva’s back slammed into the kitchen table and her nose exploded in a fireball of pain. For man of his bulk he moved like lightning. He slammed the front door closed and bounded towards her.

      Eva extracted the gun from behind her back, but before she could even manage to bring it around, the big man barrelled his shoulder into her. The blow sent her flying backwards. The gun flew from her hand and landed somewhere near the couch, while Eva smacked into the fridge, hard. The world spun in and out of focus. No matter what, she had to stay on her feet.

      Eva wiped the blood cascading from her nose. Time for some Krav Maga, you fuckmuppet.

      Eva crouched into her fighting stance and cracked her neck. “Let’s do this, Marshmallow.”

      The big man took a swing, a big haymaker. Eva ducked and let his overbalance propel him forward. She used her mass to push him off balance, sending him crashing into the fridge.

      That’s one. Eva still owed him for the first cheap shot.

      “Who the hell are you?” she demanded.

      The man didn’t answer, he simply rasped through the respirator. His next punch wasn’t as wild as the last. Eva managed to duck the blow and get in a few rib shots, but not enough to harm a unit of his size. She was outmatched. She needed to get out of the apartment, but there was no way she was leaving Isabella behind.

      Before Eva could get in position, the man was at her again. Two massive fists flying, he went for successive headshots. Eva weaved past the first, but caught the better part of the second, which sent her careening across the carpet.

      A small chuckle escaped the brute’s mask. It stopped quickly when he realised what Eva was up to. She’d used the force of the blow to fling herself across the room. Right near where her gun was.

      As Eva scrambled for her gun she heard the shot. The pain struck her at the same instant. The bastard had shot her in the lower back. It was excruciating. She screamed and clutched at the wound. Blood flooded through her fingers, and her vision lurched into blackness.

      She was going to pass out from the pain.

      The brute kicked away Eva’s gun, forever out of her grasp, then strode into the bathroom. Moments later, as Eva clung to the last of her consciousness, Isabella emerged, a triumphant sneer spread across her evil features.

      She knelt down, her face level with Eva’s, and tilted her head curiously, but didn’t say anything. She observed the blood spurting out of Eva’s wound and grinned.

      She traced a finger across Eva’s arm, then slid it down her back. She carefully lifted Eva’s weak hands, which had been clenching her wound. Isabella examined the lesion and gave a tsk tsk. She then extended a finger and plunged it directly into the bullet hole.

      Eva shrieked in mind-numbing pain.

      Isabella covered Eva’s mouth and said soothingly, “Shhh, my love, shhh.” She yelled in Eva’s ear so she could be heard over the screaming. “Do you remember the last time we spoke in Vienna?”

      Eva couldn’t focus on anything. The pain was beyond comprehension. She writhed on the floor, slipping in the pool of her own blood.

      Isabella went on. “I do. I told you I would always ’ave your back.” She sunk her finger further into the bullet wound and Eva screamed like never before.

      She blacked out.
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      Eva was jolted awake by a splash of water in her face. She spluttered and strained against the ties that bound her to the same flimsy wooden chair she’d tied Isabella to. The tide had turned, but now she knew how vicious Isabella could be.

      Friend, hey? She glared at her captor.

      “Oh, do not look at me like that,” Isabella said with a pout. “It could ’ave been much worse. I could ’ave thrown coffee in your face, no?”

      If there’s coffee to be thrown, that’s my job, Eva thought. She knew how to make that shit burn.

      Eva assessed her situation. The dull ache in her back meant she’d been dosed up on something to deal with the pain. She rubbed her back against the chair. Something under her t-shirt crinkled, but she couldn’t quite feel it. The wound was numb.

      They needed Eva alive for some reason. She could only speculate as to why. Perhaps Isabella needed answers. Was Eva working with a team? Did the DGSE or MI6 know where she was?

      They were good questions. It was a pity the answers were no. Eva was on her own. Nobody knew where she was. There was no backup. No one would come for her. The SAS wouldn’t be swinging in on ropes and telling everyone how awesome they were. No one would save her.

      Eva could hear the shower running. She guessed it was the fake fireman. At least, she assumed he was fake. Eva didn’t know much about the Paris fire brigade, but she suspected beating up women wasn’t usually part of the service.

      Given the circumstances, Eva had to assume Isabella had gone rogue. She was hiding out, had been disguised, she’d murdered an innocent French citizen and had tended to Eva’s wounds personally rather than taking her to a hospital. Plus, there was no one else in the room. No witnesses.

      Isabella leaned against the kitchen table. She’d changed her outfit. This one matched her curves instead of disguising them. Two pistols lay beside her on the table, as well as an assortment of armaments. Based on the equipment, Isabella had come prepared for a siege. The weapons were all too far away for Eva’s liking.

      “Thirteen dollars.” Eva’s voice was hoarse and barely audible.

      Isabella leaned in. “What was that?”

      “Thirteen. Dollars.” Eva struggled to speak. She was weak. Very weak.

      Isabella shook her head, not comprehending.

      “When we first met,” Eva said, fighting for each word, “I said if I had a dollar for every time I’d been tied up, I’d have twelve dollars. It’s up to thirteen now.”

      Genuine amusement spread across Isabella’s features. She shook her head. “You amaze me every time we meet, Eva Destruction. Just when I think I ’ave you figured out, you come up with something new.”

      Eva did her best to sound strong. “You owe me a dollar.”

      Isabella stroked one of the pistols. “Perhaps I do, but,” she tilted her head, “do you really think you’re going to live long enough to spend it?”

      Doing her best to clear her head, Eva glared at Isabella. “The DGSE must be so proud of the little monster they’ve created.”

      Isabella shook her head. “You are not cut out for espionage. You are too weak, too feeble. You still have morals, for goodness sake. This profession is not for you. Only bastards are suited to this life, yes? You ’ave to be ’eartless to be a spy, Eva.”

      Heartless? Eva wasn’t heartless. She was many things: a decent dancer, a seasoned drinker, a bar room brawler. But heartless? No. Yet another person doubting her suitability for the job. Not that it mattered. Unless she escaped, she’d be nothing but landfill and a name on the MI6 memorial wall.

      The water in the bathroom was turned off, followed by the sound of a shower curtain being pulled back. After a few moments, the man who’d beaten the crap out of Eva marched into the living area with a towel wrapped around his waist. The flecks of grey didn’t mask the fact that he was in exceptionally good physical shape for a man in his fifties.

      He strode over to Isabella and gave her a deep, passionate kiss. Once he extracted himself from Isabella’s embrace, he gave Eva a wink and went to the fridge to grab a beer.

      There was no need for introductions. Eva knew who he was. Eva knew everything about him.

      Born in Essex, he’d joined the British Army at sixteen. He’d soon qualified as a Para, Parachute Regiment, and worked his way through the ranks. From there he’d quit the armed forces and joined MI6 as a field agent. Over the next two decades he’d excelled in many international missions, earning praise and distinctions. He’d racked up quite the list of achievements.

      He was also meant to be dead.

      Alexander Bourke was the man Eva had been tasked with finding on her original mission. It seemed obvious now why a supposedly dead MI6 agent had been seen near Lyon; he’d been working with Isabella.

      If she had a free leg she would have kicked herself. Alex was Alexis. Of course he was. Eva had presumed Isabella’s fellow agent would have been from the DGSE, not MI6.

      The not-dead Alex slithered up to Isabella and wrapped his muscular arm around her. They stared at Eva, as if admiring a treasured pet. Isabella nestled into his bare chest. Eva wasn’t sure her nausea was entirely related to her injury.

      Fighting through the haze of drugs and pain, Eva said, “You look better with the mask on.”

      Alex didn’t take his eyes off Eva. He said, “You’re right, she is sassy. Quite the attitude.” He frowned approvingly. “Tough, too.”

      “Now now, my love, don’t be getting ideas.” She patted his brawny thigh. “She’ll rip your throat out given ’alf a chance. This one’s not a plaything.”

      Alex looked Eva up and down. “Shame.”

      There was a familiarity and warmth in their banter. They seemed to actually be in love. Sick and twisted love, but love nonetheless. Psychopaths in love sounded like a movie from the 90s.

      Eva regarded Isabella. “Lies work best when they contain an element of truth.” She jutted her chin at Alex. “This is ‘Alexis’. The person you said you loved more than life itself.”

      Isabella and Alex grinned at one another, but said nothing.

      Eva went on. “The mission you told me about, the one where you were impulsive and Alexis died, that was another lie, wasn’t it? He didn’t die, he just appeared to, as far as MI6 were concerned. Then he went off and set up The Tempest. Am I right?”

      Isabella didn’t reply, just stroked Alex’s chest.

      After a swig of beer, Alex said, “She’s smart, too.”

      All the pieces were starting to fall into place—all except the keystone. The one piece that made everything fit together.

      “Why?”

      Neither replied. Alex took a big gulp of beer, draining the bottle. He turned to Eva. “You could at least offer your appreciation.”

      She shook her head. “For what?”

      He nodded at Eva’s midriff. “The bullet missed all your major organs”.

      “Am I meant to thank you for shooting me in the back? Did you get thank you notes from all your terrorist victims? Gee, thanks for blowing off my body parts and burning me alive, you’re the best. Love and kisses.”

      “Okay, perhaps appreciation was too much, but you could at least admire the craftsmanship.”

      “The what?”

      He sighed. “See, if I’d hit a lung or your heart, you’d be dead in no time. With that injury you could last days, weeks if we tend to it well enough. Imagine the information we could extract in that time. All the fun we could have while you bleed out. What a time we’ll have.”

      There it was. The veiled threat. Not even that veiled. Eva wouldn’t be getting out of this alive. They’d healed her just enough to extract the information they needed, then she was done for. There would be torture. There would be pain. There would be death.

      “So, my love, the question of the ’our is, who knows you are ’ere?” Isabella asked. “As we ’aven’t ’ad anyone kick in the doors yet, I’m assuming not many?”

      Eva squared her jaw. “Everyone.”

      “Everyone?” Isabella replied mockingly.

      “Yep,” Eva said confidently. “MI6, the DGSE, MI5, SAS, CIA, Mossad, Green Berets, Delta Force, the Mormon Tabernacle Choir, David Hasselhoff, Fozzie the Bear, fucken’ everyone.”

      Isabella and Alex laughed. Eva didn’t like those laughs. Sure, she thought she was naturally pretty funny, but she didn’t think it was her banter that amused them, More like her desperation.

      It was obvious Eva didn’t have any backup. She would die in this shitty apartment. If she was going to perish, she at least wanted to die with some answers.

      “What I don’t get,” she began, “is why you would want to recruit young kids to blow themselves up? There’s plenty who will do it for free without your help.”

      Alex opened the fridge and pulled out another beer. “True, but not when we need them to.”

      Isabella poked him in the ribs, as if to silence him.

      Alex shrugged and took another drink. “Who’s she going to tell?”

      The DGSE agent rolled her eyes and tilted her head, as if to say, go ahead. Alex grinned.

      Over three beers, Alex answered Eva’s question in great detail. Their joint mission had been to track a Belgian scientist who was selling black market materials. They’d tracked him to a warehouse in Sarajevo where he was trading plutonium for bars of gold.

      Like Isabella had told Eva back in Vienna, the mission went south. Isabella rushed in recklessly, the scientist died in the crossfire and Alex was badly wounded.

      Even before the mission, he and Isabella had become jaded with espionage. While he slowly bled out and they awaited extraction, they formed a plan. Alex would fake his own death, leave MI6 behind and use his skills to create a new enterprise. They set the warehouse on fire, dressing one of the terrorists as Alex, and had Isabella tell the story of how Alex had sacrificed himself for her. Standing orders were that only live agents would be extracted, so MI6 thought Alex was a pile of ash in Sarajevo.

      “But I still don’t get it,” Eva said. “To what end? A spy for hire is nothing new. I’m sure freelance ex-agents are a common thing.”

      Isabella and Alex beamed at one another. He shook his head. “This isn’t about spying on a politician’s wife or being a gun for hire for a drug cartel. It’s much grander than that. No one has ever tried this before.” He waited, enjoying the dramatic pause. “We call ourselves The Tempest. We’ve been using acts of terrorism to manipulate the stock market.”

      If he was expecting a round of applause, he was plumb out of luck.

      There it was The Tempest was Alex and Isabella. They were the shadow organisation behind it all. This wasn’t revolution, this was profit.

      Alex went on. “If you’ll excuse me for using the phrase, we’ve been making a killing.”

      If the evilness of their scheme wasn’t enough, their smugness was sufficient justification to execute them in the slowest manner possible. What sort of sadistic bastard killed innocent people for fun and profit?

      Isabella rolled her eyes. “Oh, don’t judge me with those self-righteous eyes. You don’t think your government does the same every other week? What do you think wars are about, my love? Being right? No, they’re about profit. Just like this.”

      They were truly insane. Terrorism for profit. There was no insult vile enough for these two.

      Alex oozed smugness. “Time an attack here, bump up a stock there. It’s pure genius. I can’t believe no one has tried it before.”

      “Maybe nobody has been as sadistic and twisted as you two fucking crazy bellend slapping spunktrumpets.”

      “Oh, they ’ave been, darling,” Isabella said, “believe me. They just ’aven’t ’ad our vision.”

      “So, what? You pick innocent kids off the street, tell them they’re terrorists and strap bombs to them? Jesus Christ.”

      “That was Nur’s job.” Isabella nodded at Eva. “You call him Justin Bieber. ’e was good at convincing them they were on their way to paradise. He could talk the talk, that is for sure. It is a shame we ’ave to find a replacement for ’im.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t have killed him then?” Eva glared.

      “Well, I couldn’t risk ’im spilling everything, now could I?”

      It was clear Eva was dealing with two psychopaths. Cold-blooded, unfeelingly merciless and without pity. They were truly vile. If she had half a chance Eva would slash their throats for the world to be rid of them.

      “I see you’re impressed,” Alex said, his words dripping with sarcasm. “It was all Isabella’s idea. Brilliance personified, when you think about it. Invest in oil stocks and blow up a tanker in the Persian Gulf. Need prices to go down? Let an Arab country foil a terrorist plot. Simple economics.”

      “What was Lyon? I assume something to do with the NATO summit?”

      “Oh yes,” Isabella smiled. “Defence stocks went through the roof. They were going to announce a scale back on spending. We bought up big at a ridiculously low price and ta da, made quite a sizable profit with minimal effort.”

      “But all those blameless people died. Those suicide bomber kids died. For what? A few pieces of silver?”

      “Far more than that!” Alex boomed. His face was angry. “I’ve seen my compatriots, my friends, die because of politics. Government officials don’t care about espionage or what is right or wrong—they care about the next election and the state of the economy. When they had to choose between a two per cent swing in some election or letting one of my friends die alone, bleeding out in the snow in the middle of Siberia, guess which one they chose? We are mere commodities. I simply took their game to the next level. Everyone is dispensable in the new world economy. The funds we’re raising will support people like us, and their families. They’ll live like the leaders who don’t give two shits about their lot. They’ll be compensated like they should have been years ago, not sacrificed on the altar of an election platform.”

      “It’s blood money,” Eva spat. “It will be tainted with the lives of those innocent people you cut down.”

      Alex shook his head condescendingly, as if talking to an ignorant child. “All money is tainted, girl. You think that steak you ate last week was from a humanely treated animal? You think that cheap phone you own wasn’t manufactured by economic slave children who don’t die early, tortured deaths? Wake up. We’re reaping vengeance on those who believe life is cheap, by using their own tactics against them.”

      They were truly insane. Eva didn’t buy the added moralising; it was pure justification for their blatant greed. Reason wouldn’t get through to them. She doubted anything would.

      “Why are you telling me all this?” Eva dreaded the answer.

      Alex gave an embarrassed shrug. “It’s a bit 80s bad guy confession, isn’t it? But it doesn’t really matter. You know you’ll die here, right? Telling you all this just cements that in your mind. Now that you know we can’t let you live, you’ll provide us with answers more quickly.”

      “Oh, gee, you’re right. Can you pass me that pencil over there?” Eva nodded to one by the coffee table.

      Alex picked it up and walked towards her, a curious expression on his face. He twirled it in his fingers like a wannabe-drummer. “Why on earth would you need a pencil?”

      “I need to write my last will and testament, obviously. I’m going to leave Isabella my spoon collection. Would you be interested in my assortment of My Little Pony hair ties?”

      Alex placed the pencil on the table and towered over her. “Sarcasm won’t save you, bitch. MI6 won’t save you. Nothing will. You think you’re smart now, but you’ll be spilling your guts soon enough, begging us to end the pain.”

      “What pain?” Eva asked.

      Why did you ask that, Twatmonkey?

      Isabella leapt from the table, twisted Eva’s body and without preamble punched her wound. Pain enveloped Eva completely. The agony was complete. Her vision was engulfed by intense, excruciating light.

      “Who knows you are ’ere?” Isabella screamed, followed by another punch. “Who did you tell?”

      Eva had never experienced anything so intense. The agony overwhelmed her. The questions and blows kept coming; Isabella never let up. She took delight in seeing Eva suffer. She panted like she was getting off on it. The woman was sick.

      The beating and questions were relentless.

      Eva passed out.
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      When Eva came to, Isabella and Alex were nestled in each other’s arms on the couch. It was a comfortable embrace, like two lovers watching television. Except there was no television. They seemed to be scrutinising a smartphone, no doubt reading news of their exploits. The two spies faced away from Eva, towards the door. Alex’s gun lay next to them on the armrest, alongside Eva’s. Eva kept her eyes mostly closed, so they’d think she was still out if they turned around.

      “What about a car accident?” Isabella asked.

      Alex gave a disapproving grunt. “I’m still inclined to get rid of her in another terrorist act.”

      “No, my love,” Isabella said in a soothing voice. “Even if we still had Nur and his little contacts, what would be the point? If we could use one of the fresh patsies, why would we waste someone we ’ad spent all that time and money readying for ’er?” Isabella nodded in Eva’s general direction. “It takes so long to groom them, we do not want to sacrifice one for no financial gain, no?”

      There was the sound of a kiss. Alex said, “You are a practical capitalist, my dear.”

      Isabella snapped her fingers. “’ow about we strip ’er naked. Snap ’er neck and throw ’er off a bridge? They will not know if it is suicide, assault or what.”

      “Perfect!” Alex replied, as if they’d just chosen what takeaway to order.

      Eva’s fate was sealed. All she needed to do now was be tortured more, suffer and die.

      Except that wasn’t going to happen. Eva Destruction was not one to lie down and simply hope for the best. She was a survivor. She was a fighter. And not a clean one, either. She may have been weak from torture, but Eva still had a pulse. That was enough.

      On the kitchen table were two spare clips of ammunition. Useless without a gun. But next to them, there was something she could use. A desperate plan formed in her mind. It was haphazard at best, laughable at worst, but it would do.

      Eva readied herself as best she could without arousing attention. Muscles tensed. She drew air into her lungs, knowing they would soon be put to the test. There would be no second chances, no do-overs. Mess this up and she was dead.

      Don’t fuck it up, Dildo Breath.

      Eva used her feet to propel herself skyward. She kicked out her shackled legs so the rear of the flimsy chair hit the ground hard.

      It landed with a crash, and the rickety furniture splintered under her weight. Every part of Eva was pummelled with agony. Her captors’ heads snapped around. Eva rolled around to fragment the chair further, then got to her feet. Her legs and arms were still bound, but she could move.

      As fast as her aching limbs would let her, Eva reached for the device on the table and hurled it at Isabella and Alex. It sailed between them, hitting neither.

      Alex untangled himself from his lover’s arms and scrambled for a gun. Eva jabbed her right arm at Alex. The chair leg slid from the ties and projected directly at his head. He ducked out of the way, the wooden projectile missing him by centimetres. A wry smile crossed his lips as he aimed the gun at Eva, as if to say, you missed your chance, bitch.

      The flash grenade exploded behind them. Eva picked up the other chair and hurled it at the kitchen window. The glass fractured as the chair sailed through it. Eva stepped onto the table, ready to leap through.

      But Alex had other ideas.

      The big man clomped across the floor, his eyes unfocused, stunned by the grenade. His lumbering hand grabbed Eva’s wrist. She snatched the only thing available to her.

      A pencil.

      She plunged the sharp object into Alex’s bulging neck. It sank into his flesh and instantly a geyser of blood spurted from his carotid artery. He screamed in pain. Eva used her palm to ram in the pencil further into his neck. He wheeled backwards, groping at the haemorrhage.

      Not waiting another second, Eva propelled herself at the window. She leapt through the fractured gap, not knowing what was on the other side.

      Eva plunged from the window, clutching at the air. The fall from the second floor wasn’t as high as she’d thought. The atrium over the apartment foyer hurtled towards her. Eva collided with it awkwardly, and a fraction of a second later it shattered from the impact. Eva crashed through and landed heavily on the floor, a barrage of glass fragments showering around her.

      She was bruised, cut and winded. But alive. The atrium had broken her fall. There was no time to be thankful. Eva pushed herself up with weakened arms and forced her exhausted body to keep moving.

      The pain was unbearable. Her body screamed for her to stop, to rest. But if she did, she’d be dead. With a wheezing chest, Eva lurched forward.

      She ripped part of her t-shirt and wrapped it around an elongated shard of glass. With a cough and a splutter, she staggered towards the front entrance. As she yanked it open, bullets shattered the glass above her head. They were firing blindly at her, but it was too late. She was through the door.

      Lurching onto the street, Eva wobbled on unsteady legs. Passers-by gasped at her bloodied and bruised appearance. Or it may have been the giant shard of glass she wielded.

      Isabella and Alex would be on their way down by now. She had to move. An old white beat-up Citroën with a pizza sign on its roof sped down the narrow street. Eva staggered onto the road and held the shard out menacingly. The driver skidded to a halt.

      Through the open front window, Eva stabbed the air in front of the driver’s terrified face. He slid across to the passenger side, away from the crazy lady with the glass.

      In heavily accented French, he asked, “Is this a carjacking?”

      Eva threw the car in gear and took off. “No, just an exceptionally aggressive alternate delivery.”

      As the aged car sped around the corner, Eva glanced at the rear-view mirror and saw Alex and Isabella burst from the apartment block. They scanned the street for any sign of Eva, but she was already gone. Alex clutched his bleeding neck.

      It seemed MI6’s focus on stabbing people with pencils had finally paid off. At least Eva had utilised one thing she’d learned. She hoped lead poisoning was fatal.

      For several blocks, Eva remained mute, using every ounce of energy she had left to keep the car on the road. Her eyelids were leaden, every fibre of her body screamed for her to shut down. She couldn’t let that happen.

      Suddenly everything turned black. Eva was jolted awake by the screech of car horns and the high-pitched squealing of the delivery driver. She’d veered into oncoming traffic. She fought the wheel to regain control of the vehicle.

      At the first chance she got, Eva pulled the car over and turned to the driver. “Sorry about that. Maybe you could drive.” She saw the terror in his eyes. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

      “Your very big piece of glass says otherwise.”

      “Sorry.” She put the glass down. “I was escaping some bad people. You saved my life. Thanks.”

      “Okay.” His clear eyes were sceptical.

      “My organisation will give you a reward,” Eva said apologetically. “I’m sorry if I scared you back there.”

      The driver’s shoulders relaxed. He nodded. They swapped seats and the driver took off for the hospital. As they drove in silence, Eva flipped open one of the pizza boxes in the back seat.

      “Is that Hawaiian? Sweet.” She took a bite. It was the single most delicious thing Eva had ever tasted.

      “Please do not eat my pizzas,” the driver said with a frown.

      Eva took another bite. She felt revitalised. “Can I borrow your phone?”

      The driver gave her a sideways glance. “Do I have a choice?”

      “You always have a choice, dude.”

      The driver shrugged and extracted a phone from his pocket. “Who are you calling?”

      “The big guns.”
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      Eva felt like a petulant child waiting to see the principal. She sat in the hospital chair, watching the rain cascade down the window. After being patched up she felt a million Australian dollars. Given the current exchange rate, that was pretty good.

      She’d called Paul from the pizza delivery car. Her boss/mate had been livid and relieved at the same time. That’s who she was waiting for in the hospital room. He’d jumped on the first available flight to Paris and was on his way up in the elevator. Eva wasn’t entirely sure what her fate would be. A promotion was definitely out; a treason charge was more likely.

      When she’d been admitted to hospital, she’d told her story to the doctors and they’d immediately called the police. Within minutes cops swarmed around her. She wasn’t one hundred per cent sure if they were protecting her or guarding her.

      The doctors said she’d live, but that the bullet wound was likely infected, and that the trauma to the lesion would likely leave a nasty scar. Bikinis would be out. It was a small price to pay.

      Mohamed the delivery driver would be given a citation and a hefty reward by His Majesty’s government. Eva had even called his boss to apologise for the late delivery, and the missing pizza slices.

      The sound of a knock made Eva turn. Paul’s beaming face poked around the door.

      “I hear this is the incredibly-daft-but-lucky-Aussie wing.”

      Eva leapt out of her chair and instantly regretted it. The painkillers were wearing off, and every part of her hurt. She was dizzy, but still managed to meet the tall, lanky Englishman halfway.

      He wrapped his big arms around her but didn’t squeeze as tightly as he normally did. At least he remembered she had severe injuries, even if she’d forgotten. Right now he wasn’t her boss, he was her friend. Albeit a slightly pissed one.

      They sat and chatted for a while. Eva could tell he was doing his best to remain calm, mainly due to what she’d been through. She knew him well enough to know he was also furious. She’d disobeyed a direct order. His direct order. She’d put herself in harm’s way. Others had died, and the perpetrators had gotten away, yet again.

      “What happens next?” Eva asked.

      “Well, I was thinking I’d try and find a decent pub in this godforsaken country. Do you think they even do pints here?”

      “Paul, I mean with me, and with Isabella and Alex.”

      “Well now, you’re a prickly one.”

      “Give a girl a break. I haven’t been able to shave my legs in days.”

      “Funny,” Paul said, showing no sign of amusement. “I’ve done some spin with the top brass. Took some doing, let me tell you. They think you were never off the case, and that I only said you were to put off anyone in contact with Alex or the DGSE.”

      “Good spin,” Eva said, genuinely impressed.

      “Any more and I’d be a bloody whirling dervish,” Paul said, rubbing the back of his neck. “You know you’re getting me an awesome birthday present this year, right? None of that nice socks rubbish. A big-arse Lego set, like a Millennium Falcon or something. Nancy will hate it, but I think it’s the least you can do.”

      “Two birthdays,” Eva said firmly.

      “Bloody right.” Paul grinned.

      Eva knew he didn’t actually expect her to buy him the gift, which was all the more reason she would. “And Isabella?”

      A frown. “I’d like to say even the DGSE can’t ignore this one, but they’re trying bloody hard to. An agent cavorting with a supposedly dead foreign agent and bombing her own country is pretty damning stuff. If she worked for MI6 she definitely wouldn’t be invited to the office Christmas party, but the Frenchies are being so damned cagey. They’re denying her involvement, of course. An all-points bulletin, or whatever their damn equivalent is, has been issued for an identikit likeness of Alex.”

      “Not Isabella?” Eva asked with a scowl.

      Paul gave a shake of his head. “I have a nasty feeling they’re going to sweep this one under the carpet. My hope is that the two of them flee France and we catch them on foreign soil, because I doubt Isabella will see the inside of a courtroom.”

      Before Eva could raise a protest, Paul lifted his palm. “And for pretty much the same reason, we need to find Alex before the Frenchies do. Can you imagine the ruckus that will ensue if a former MI6 agent is connected to terrorist attacks in France? We’d be thrown out of 9 Eyes, NATO, the G8, UAFA, and the Tin Tin official fan club.”

      “Pretty sure Tin Tin is Belgian.”

      “Whatever,” Paul said, then his face turned grave once more. “We need to find the buggers first. The French authorities have dropped a net on the city, but the place is a rat’s nest. You could hide out for years and never be detected.” He poked his chin at Eva. “Good work on finding her, by the way. We’ll make an agent out of you yet.”

      “So I’m not fired?” Eva asked.

      It amazed her how much she cared about the answer.

      Paul dropped one of his famous long pauses. “If you’re not you came bloody close to the wire, Missy. We’ll have to see. The smart money would be on you being turfed out on your skinny white arse, but you know me, I’m not that smart.”

      There was still hope. Even if she got away with being in France when she shouldn’t have been, there’d been too many failures in her mission. Too many missed chances. Too many lost lives. MI6 would have a hard time justifying the mouthy, inexperienced Australian keeping her job.

      Eva didn’t answer, but surveyed the scene outside her window. After a pause of her own, she said, “I want to be there. I want to see their faces when they’re caught.”

      “Evie, you’re getting on the next plane—”

      “The bastard shot me. She stuck her damn finger in my hole. Not a good hole, either. A very bad hole, Paul. Very bad. I want to see them go down, and not on each other.”

      “We don’t even know where they are, love. These are two highly trained and experienced spies. They know how to go underground. It’s what they do. It could be weeks, if at all. It could—”

      Paul’s phone rang. They smirked at one another.

      “If this was a movie,” Eva nodded at his phone, “now would be the time for someone to say they’ve been cornered.”

      Paul answered the call and listened. After uttering “Uh-huh” a few times, he rang off.

      “Well,” he said. “I guess life can be like a movie sometimes.”
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      As much as Eva hated to admit it, technology had succeeded yet again. To the chagrin of privacy advocates, since the attacks the French government had hooked its claws into private CCTV networks in the name of homeland security. The upshot was that they had tens of thousands of servers at their disposal, running facial recognition programs. It was a gross violation of privacy. It had also worked.

      A person answering to Alex’s description had been spotted at a train station. The photo was crystal clear: Alex and Isabella entering the main concourse of the Gare du Nord. There were also fuzzier photographs of them purchasing an international train pass and eating ice cream and laughing like tourists in love. Murder must be quite the aphrodisiac.

      Alerts had immediately been triggered in every French government organisation with a passing interest in the attacks in Lyon. Given the worldwide profile of the crimes committed, every man and his dog wanted in on the arrest. Based on the phalanx of uniforms, Eva wouldn’t have been surprised if the local dog catchers had been called in, too.

      Gare du Nord was an international train station; the EuroStar to London left from there. The nearby Gare de I’Est train station was also being covered, as it had international destinations as well.

      Eva assumed that even if they flew within the EU, airport scrutiny would be too tight. Rail travel could be more lax, so that’s where they took their chance.

      She and Paul stood on rue La Fayette, between the two stations, and watched the operation unfold. They were there in a purely ceremonial capacity, at the behest of the DGSE, perhaps as an olive branch, potentially to keep an eye on them. Their liaison had wandered off when the interdepartmental chest beating began.

      Paul paced up and down the sidewalk. He was livid that he could do nothing while the French were about to capture Alex. In one move they would ruin MI6’s reputation, and he was helpless to do anything about it. It should have been MI6’s collar. They’d wanted him first. Paul didn’t say it, but all this could have been avoided if Eva had caught him back in Lyon.

      It hadn’t been revealed that the photographs were of a former MI6 operative. As far as the agencies knew, he was merely a man with a description. When that information broke, the consequences would be catastrophic for MI6 and His Majesty’s government. A former British spy involved in terrorist acts in France would be news everywhere. It would tarnish them forever.

      If Paul had his way, he and Eva would grab Alex and take him back to the UK before the French authorities got their hooks into him, but that was unlikely. Paul’s inability to do exactly that led him to pace even faster.

      The station was surrounded by uniforms. There must have been several hundred officers from various departments, all jockeying for position and ownership of the shit-show.

      There was an agreement that all forces would hold off and not close in until the order was given. A sensible plan. A logical one, even. Of course, it didn’t work out that way.

      The Prefect of Préfecture de police de Paris, or the head of the Paris police department, ordered his people to swarm the station, in direct contravention of the agreed strategy. All hell broke loose.

      Representatives of various organisations tried to cover the same exit. While they argued with one another, passengers sailed right past. It was a textbook example of how not to run a dragnet. It would be laughable if their actions didn’t mean the slaughtering bastards were going to slip through their fingers.

      Across the road, Paul and Eva watched the shemozzle unfold. Clumps of commuters were streaming through while only the occasional one was challenged. There seemed to be no rhyme or reason to it. Even though she didn’t smoke, Eva wanted to light one up and blow smoke in disgust.

      Paul stared, open-mouthed, as a shoving match broke out between two uniformed groups. “It’s like they’re trying to re-enact the first days of the revolution. This is madness.”

      Being spotted at a train station had a sense of urgency to it, suggesting they had to leave right now. There was desperation to their tactic. It had also seemingly drawn every available French agent to the one location. Had they meant to be seen?

      Through the phalanx of uniforms, four civilian figures emerged and headed toward the taxi ranks. Two figures in particular caught Eva’s attention.

      “There, in the red,” Eva pointed toward a woman wearing a large black floppy hat and an ill-fitting red dress. “I know it’s her. The way she moved, the way they hugged one another. It’s them, I know it.”

      Paul squinted across the road and some distance away. The two had slipped behind a huddle of commuters waiting for taxis. He shook his head with a frown as if not seeing them. “The French are going mad trying to catch Alex, there’s no way he wouldn’t have been challenged. They’re going to do everything they can. Despite what their national football team would have you believe, they’re not idiots.”

      Eva eyed the chaos unfolding at the nearest exit. One officer took a swing at a rival department’s officer, but was pulled back by his compatriots. Eva hefted an eyebrow at her boss.

      Paul threw up his hand and yelled, “Taxi!”

      A passing taxi skidded to a halt in front of them. As the taxi with woman in the black hat and her partner took off, Eva and Paul bundled into theirs.

      To the driver, Eva said “I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but,” she sighed at the cliché, “follow that taxi”.

      The driver grinned at the challenge. Paul offered him an extra fifty Euros if he kept with them. The driver hunkered down behind the wheel like a rally driver, turned his peaked cap backwards and floored it. Eva wondered if he was related to the Viennese tram driver.

      As they raced off, Eva said, “Fiver says they’re still getting out of Paris on a train. They bought a rail pass, right? There’s another international train station in Paris, the Gare de Lyon. I bet that’s where they’re headed.”

      Paul tilted his head. “A fiver? You’re betting on MI6s reputation, Evie.”

      “Tenner?”

      “Fine.” Paul smirked. “A tenner.”

      The travel time to Gare de Lyon was normally twenty minutes. The way both taxis were speeding, they’d probably make it there in half that.

      Watching the streets of Paris fly by, Paul said, “If you have a chance to take Bourke, do it. We’ll find a way to get him out of the country. If we’re awfully lucky, his previous employment status will never be uncovered.” He paused. “But do not apprehend her.”

      Eva stared at Paul. He didn’t turn to face her.

      “Don’t look at me like that, Evie.”

      “You don’t even know how I’m looking at you.”

      “Yes I do.” He finally faced her. “We’re just after Alex. We leave her alone.”

      “What? Why?”

      Paul sighed. “The only reason we were invited to that little junket back there was because I agreed we wouldn’t harm or detain Isabella in any way.”

      “I didn’t agree to that!” Eva’s lips thinned. “I’m smelling something Paul, and it’s something that even a fertiliser expert would say was bloody whiffy.”

      He sighed. “There’s every chance Isabella will get off scot-free.” He spoke as if he was relaying unwelcome cricket scores, with a sense of inevitability. “The DGSE won’t want to deal with the mess created by one of its own. The government won’t want to deal with claims that a specially trained and vetted employee blew up their own citizens, especially not during an election year. The ramifications would be too great, the collateral damage too costly. Imagine the testimony if it went to court. The DGSE and French intelligence wouldn’t live this down for years. MI6 is still living down Philby and the Cambridge Five, and that’s nothing compared to this. Nothing. This will stain their country for a century.”

      Eva was too livid to answer. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. The woman who had tortured her, who had Volmer killed, who had masterminded the deaths of over one hundred of her own countrymen would walk free. It beggared belief.

      Paul went on. “No, my guess is that Isabella will be quietly shunted out of the DGSE, given a slap on the wrist and a hefty pension. There will be no justice for her or her victims.”

      Eva stared at him in utter shock. “Surely justice for…” Her voice trailed off.

      Paul took her hand and gave a weak smile. “Sometimes this profession needs to create the story the public want to hear. It’s not always the right one, but it’s the story that will be told.”

      They spent the rest of the trip in silence, the taxi in front never too far away. Eva did her best to refocus her mission. It was ironic that after all she’d been through, all the twists and turns, she was back to her original assignment. Catch Alex, the not-so-dead ex-MI6 agent.

      Ahead, the traffic was getting as thick as ratatouille, Eva lost sight of their prey. They were near Gare de Lyon, Eva’s hunch may well have been right, but they’d lost sight of the other taxi. The driver swore.

      They’d lost them.

      As they arrived at the beautiful early 20th century station they skidded to a sudden halt. The driver sighed heavily having lost them at the last stretch, and Paul threw him a wad of cash as they piled out. They ran in and Eva was momentarily awed by the beautifully ornate roof.

      The station was massive, being a major hub for France rail passengers. There were two halls with many platforms, too much to cover at once. Paul stood before the huge departures board and his shoulders slumped.

      “We’ll need to keep an eye out, split up,” he said, squinting. “We’re never going to cover all the ground we need to.”

      Eva took a few extra moments to study the board. There were several destinations within France. Possible, but unlikely. They would want the greatest amount of distance between them and Isabella’s mother country. The two next international destinations were Italy and Switzerland. Both had extradition treaties with France, but they were also international airport hubs.

      “You go to Hall One, platform three,” Eva said. “The Switzerland train.”

      Paul chortled. He would have known she’d choose the most likely for herself. “Why are you taking Hall Two?”

      A shrug. “Isabella’s preference for Italian wine. It’s not much more than a hunch, but it will do.”

      Paul nodded and ran towards the first hall. Eva ran in the opposite direction. The platform was barred by a lone ticket inspector. She was cheerfully checking each passenger’s ticket and wishing them a pleasant journey. When an elderly woman in a wheelchair needed to get through, the inspector went to assist her through the gate. Eva slipped through undetected. So much for covering Paris in a net. She had defeated a lone ticket inspector within two minutes.

      Finding an isolated alcove on the platform, Eva watched all newcomers intently. Nearly every part of her ached. She should have been recuperating in hospital, but she had other priorities.

      She bit her nails. With mere minutes before departure, she was weighing up whether she had time to speed through the train and peruse the commuters who had already boarded.

      She almost missed them.

      Almost.

      They had changed again. Alex was dressed as a train porter, complete with peaked cap. He carried two large bags. Isabella seemed to be channelling some sort of Hollywood starlet. They must have assumed you hide best out in the open. Her hair colour may have been red, and her dress far more ostentatious than her usual style, but Eva would know that walk anywhere.

      The two spies boarded the train as the inspector blew her whistle. Departure was imminent. Eva pulled out her phone and called Paul. She told him what she knew.

      “I’m on my way.”

      “You better run, dude.”

      Paul was already breathing heavily. “Won’t it appear suspicious if I’m running through a train station?”

      Eva laughed quietly. “Carry a fire extinguisher. Nobody’s going to stop a bloke carrying a fire extinguisher.”

      A quick glance at the platform clock told Eva he wasn’t going to make it.

      “Do I get on, boss? It’s leaving.”

      The train blew its whistle. The engine shunted. The only response from Paul was a series of grunts as he ran.

      “Paul? On or off?”

      The train’s whistle blew twice more.

      “Paul?”

      Paul let out an exasperated sigh. “Do it.”

      Eva ran at the train and leapt on just as the automatic doors slid shut. She was on. Through the doors she could see Paul at the gate, arguing with the inspector as he pointed at the train.

      The train sped up and Eva made her way through the carriage. Alex and Isabella had entered two carriages ahead. A sleeper car. Thanks to the money they’d accumulated through the deaths of others, they could easily afford first class.

      Eva assessed her situation. No gun, it had been left behind in Isabella’s hideout. No backup, once again. She was still weak from her recent ordeal. Alex may have a few years under his belt, but he was strong, and an experienced agent. And she knew exactly how vicious Isabella could be.

      A text message from Paul simply read, “Do what you have to.” Calling in the French authorities would mean they would apprehend Alex and implicate a former MI6 agent in terrorist acts. They couldn’t let that happen. Eva had to capture him herself.

      She was outgunned. It was time to get clever. Somehow.

      Within half an hour, the sky outside grew dark. Eva walked through the dining car, past seated passengers settling in for the long journey ahead.

      After two hours, most movement ceased and the kitchen shut down. Nearly everyone had bunkered down as the novelty of the train journey waned. People put themselves to bed or made themselves comfortable in their seats.

      Always vigilant for any sign of Alex or Isabella, Eva was careful to appear at ease wandering around the train, as if she was simply stretching her legs. After enough time had passed, she cautiously made her way to the first-class sleeper cabins. The train carriage was modern, but not overly opulent; functional comfort. Windows down one side, the cabins down the other. Walking tentatively up the hallway, she noted that all had their doors open or windows blinds not totally down, except one.

      Eva staked out a spot at the far end of the carriage and waited. It took a while, but she finally managed to catch a glimpse of Alex returning to the end cabin. As he entered, he rubbed the large bandage on his neck. He disappeared from view with a yawn. Being a bastard must have tuckered him out. The poor dear.

      Now she knew which cabin Alex and Isabella were in. There was a small niche behind it, away from the prying eyes of fellow passengers. In that little alcove, an air vent high on the wall led into the cabin.

      A full-frontal assault would be useless. Eva had fighting skills, but she was drained. No matter how good the element of surprise was, the other two would soon overpower her. Eva had no intention of being in that situation again.

      How could she use their cabin to her advantage? She smirked. It would take some doing, but she had them. Eva’s plan was to turn the sleeper car into a real sleeper car. Well, one cabin in particular.

      [image: ]

      Waiting until most train chatter had died down, Eva went to work.

      The kitchen was locked, but that meant nothing to her. Using her lock picks, she was in within seconds. The industrial kitchen was eerily quiet. She was careful not to disturb any of the pots and pans, to avoid making any noise.

      It took her a while to find what she needed. She stuffed a collection of items in her pockets, including a plastic piping bag and masking tape. The main target of her search was easy enough to find, but harder to transport.

      Ensuring the passageway was clear, she hauled the heavy container down the hall. She only passed one person, a dapper old man in a suit, and in French said, “Old lady in number fifty-five is having trouble with her respiration.”

      He gave Eva a pleasant nod and continued on his way. The gas cylinder didn’t contain oxygen. In fact, it would be used to deprive bodies of exactly that.

      After enough time had passed that Eva was confident she wouldn’t be disturbed, she implemented her plan. She taped the larger end of the piping bag around the cabin’s air vent. She then taped the point of the bag around the end of the hose attached to the cylinder. The gas within the cylinder was LPG, or liquefied petroleum gas. Inhalation could cause dizziness, and loss of consciousness, which was what Eva was after. Two comatose spies would be easier to deal with than two angry and heavily armed ones.

      The gas was denser than air, so would fall to the ground first. Eva had to be careful not to give them too much. She only wanted them to lose consciousness, not suffocate.

      As Eva turned on the gas, she muttered under her breath, “Night night, you megalomaniac murderous douchepoodles.”
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      The slap across Isabella’s face gave Eva great pleasure. So much so, she did it again. The DGSE agent spluttered awake.

      Eva watched the mental cogs turn, trying to make sense of what was happening. For Isabella, it would have been thoroughly discombobulating. One minute she’d been asleep in a cabin aboard a train, the next Eva was towering above her in something that was decidedly not that.

      “Is this,” she worked her jaw to bring forth saliva, “is this an ambulance?”

      “Yes,” Eva said brightly. “Do you like it?”

      Steadily gaining consciousness, Isabella’s eyes darted around the small confines of the vehicle, landing on Alex’s still-unconscious form, strapped to the gurney. Her mouth opened as if she were about to say something, then closed again.

      It had taken some coordinating, but Eva’s employers had come through for her. Once she’d confirmed that Alex and Isabella were unconscious, she’d cleared her makeshift apparatus and raised the alarm. The train stopped at the nearest station. How MI6 had obtained an ambulance on such short notice, Eva didn’t want to know.

      “Where… where are we?” Isabella asked, still fighting through the fug of disorientation.

      “The end of the line.”

      Eva opened the rear doors of the ambulance. They were inside the huge empty expanse of a warehouse. Aged concrete spread out under high rusted beams supporting a pockmarked iron roof. The old factory had been unused for decades.

      “Untie Alex!”

      Eva tilted her head and stared at the unconscious former-MI6 operative. “I don’t think so. We have our own plans for him.”

      “Why am I here?” Isabella insisted in a tone far more demanding than her position would logically allow.

      “Because of what you’ve done, Isabella,” Eva said, shoving her forward. “Because of all the people you killed, the innocent lives wiped out. And for corrupting young boys to blow themselves up for your profit, and for their families, who will never see them again.”

      Isabella laughed. It was a hoarse, pitiless laugh. “Those people are filth. They deserve all they get.”

      Eva elbowed Isabella forward, and she landed on her feet at rear of the ambulance. With an extra shove, Isabella cleared the end of the emergency vehicle.

      “Why don’t you tell them yourself?”

      Standing in a huddled group, about thirty people, mostly men, glowered at Isabella. They were all of Middle Eastern descent. They were angry. In fact, they appeared ready to riot.

      “Who,” Isabella spluttered, “are these people?” Fear rearranged her delicate features.

      Eva grinned an unkind smile. “These fine people are the parents, brothers, sisters, cousins and uncles of the men you sacrificed in the name of free market capitalism.”

      Isabella’s forehead creased in terror. It was ironic that someone who had spread so much herself was now overcome by it.

      “They are the families of Mustafa Khoury, Nur Hakim and all the others you killed in your sick little game. These are the relatives of the boys you corrupted and murdered for your own ends. They want to have a little chat.”

      As if on cue, members of the posse rattled chains and slammed pieces of wood against their palms. The horror on Isabella’s face was complete. She scrambled into Eva’s arms and grasped the front of her top.

      “They will kill me!” she screeched. “Do you ’ave no ’eart?”

      Eva tilted her head at Isabella and repeated the advice she’d heard recently. “You have to be heartless to be a spy, Isabella.”

      She nodded and two heavy-set members of the group stepped forward and grabbed Isabella by the arms. They dragged her, kicking and screaming, towards the seething group.

      Eva turned and walked away.

      When Eva had started her mission, she was unsure if she and espionage were the right fit for one another. Now she’d saved MI6’s reputation and completed her original assignment. Alex would be delivered with a bright red bow to headquarters. MI6 would use him to clean up any remaining threads from The Tempest organisation, if there were any. After that, she didn’t care what happened to him.

      With no suspect to parade around in front of the cameras, the French authorities would be forced to concede their dragnet had failed and they had let their prime suspect escape. There were no other witnesses, other than Eva’s testimony that Alex was one of the two main culprits behind the bombings.

      As for Isabella, if handed over to the French authorities she would never be forced to pay for her crimes. If she was brought back to MI6, it would be a diplomatic time bomb. The DGSE would demand MI6 return her, risking both organisations being linked to acts of terror.

      For everyone concerned, it was best if Alex and Isabella simply disappeared. There was little doubt in Eva’s mind that the authorities would find someone to blame for the atrocities. The public would demand it. It wouldn’t be the real parties, though. Lies would be created, sacrifices made and the world would move on. As always, few would ever know the truth.

      Eva had certainly made mistakes on her mission, taken extravagant chances with her own life and those of others, but there was one thing she was certain of.

      Eva Destruction was a spy.

      As she strode towards the ambulance, the first morning rays poked through the holes in the roof. Then the screaming commenced. Isabella pleaded for mercy. She cried out for compassion, for pity.

      Eva tried to determine how she felt. After much deliberation, she decided she was hungry. She started the engine, wondering if that café in Lyon would be open yet.

      
        The End
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        Want to read more about the Eva Destruction series?

        Sign up to Dave’s VIP Readers Group for more Eva news and special offers:

        davesinclair.com.au/newsletter
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        Not even death can keep her down.

      

      Fresh from digging out of her own grave, cursed dark witch, Dani, must hone her magi-coding skills to hunt down her own murderer.

      Soon she finds herself in the middle of battle between the light and dark. And the light usually wins.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      No two graves tasted the same. And no matter how many times I clawed my way out of the Earth, I never failed to inhale dirt as I ascended.

      Why these concerns were my first thoughts after a resurrection, I don’t know.

      The moon shone through the low tree branches, almost full. I tracked it across the sky all night while I waited to be set free.

      Unleashed, Angel would correct me. I leaned back on the pile of dirt, only a nailed in plank wood plaque with Danilo Santos on the other side. The cemetery would wait for a grave stone no one ordered. As I shifted the rope tied to my wrist, the bell jerked and sent the tinkle of the noise through the quiet night. It grated on me. That sound heralded my continued existence, but also my confinement by magic.

      Next time, I’d tell Angel to put a cell phone in my memory drawer or slip it into my dress pocket after I’m in the casket. He had a bad habit of making me wait. As if putting off releasing me rebelled against his family’s curse. A curse placed on my family which somehow ensnared the casters too.

      The snapping of twigs came from the entrance gate, and finally, I watched Angel slip through the steel barriers. His white gold hair gleamed like a beacon from the moonlight above.

      Finally, holy hell. His great-grandmother moved faster than he did.

      “I’ve been sitting here all night,” I grumbled, knowing it wouldn’t matter. No use complaining at him just to be ignored.

      He crouched in the freshly turned dirt and untied the bell at my wrist.

      An electric shock zipped its way through me, and I sighed at the freedom. Climbing the rest of the way out of my grave came easy after that.

      Angel didn’t help. In fact, he put a few feet of distance between us as I finally gained my footing on solid ground. My black dress was caked in mud and dirt; it was useless to try to wipe it away. I’d have to start labelling my clothes so Angel didn’t inter me in a favorite again.

      “Let’s go,” I said, scratching as much of the dry debris off my skin as possible. I trekked and stomped across the cemetery, continuing to try and loosen the grime. Angel’s car, a white Honda Accord, sat idling at the curb with the lights off.

      I folded carefully into the passenger side and waited. Once he climbed in next to me, he froze until I glanced over. The only light in the vehicle originated from the green glow of the dashboard console. Even in the dark, I could feel the cold disdain emanating from the glare leveled at me. “What?”

      He clicked his seatbelt with deliberate force.

      I sighed. “We both obviously know I’m immortal. If I fly through the windshield, I’ll come right back as usual.”

      His hands went off in a flurry of movement.

      Instead of arguing further, I rolled my eyes and clicked my seatbelt. “It’s not like you have to plan the funeral and pay for it. I do all the work. You just have to deliver the instructions and the bell. Stop being a baby.”

      He didn’t respond, only put the car in gear and pulled out onto the dead street.

      A shower and a bottle of wine would help clear the fresh memory of being buried alive from my brain. Or so I told myself every time it happened. Hopefully, we had hot water. It was always a lottery.

      With a werewolf downstairs and a family of witches upstairs, everyone kept odd hours. Well, unpredictable hours. But no one, dead or alive, used the shower after a full moon. Sam always got first dibs. It had never been a rule, but it became a thing in the house.

      We rode in silence. Angel refused to sign while driving. And the one time I offered to drive, he glared and refused to speak to me for a week.

      I picked dirt out of my broken fingernails as streetlights flashed down on the windshield enough for me to see. The stylist at the funeral home hadn’t bothered with a top coat. All that was left of Salacious Lady 99 had been pressed into my cuticles.

      Once I gained some semblance of my dignity, it would be a busy recovery week. New identity, obviously a manicure when my schedule freed up. I chuckled to myself. Like I had any sort of schedule to keep.

      Oh, and solving my murder should be added to that list.

      Thankfully, we didn’t live far from the cemetery where I owned my own plot. I looked at it like a real estate investment. If anyone ever got suspicious, I could just sell it or trade it. Not like it lost equity over time.

      I stared out the window as we made our way to the four-story run down building we called home. We being the only supernaturals in our little corner of Hercule, Illinois, just outside of Chicago. Too far away from any significant civilization to matter to anyone else, but different enough that we all seemed to band together.

      Well, Angel stayed out of necessity to me. He didn’t inherit his family’s gifts. It went with his ability to speak. His hearing was affected too, but he’d gotten the witches upstairs to magic him up a hearing aid to help with that.

      Now, if only I could get them to give him a personality, and all would be right in our little homestead.

      We pulled up the short incline drive, and I practically rolled out of the car in my effort to climb out of it as fast as possible. Shower. Wine. Shower. Wine. In that order, and then more wine to follow it up.

      I burst inside through a cloud of sage.

      “Doesn’t work,” I yelled as I bee lined for the bathroom. The white witches upstairs were always trying to keep me from coming back. Thinking sage could repel the evil in me. Dark magic, white magic, gray magic. It didn’t matter. It was all the same, just cost more depending on what kind you used. Sometimes that white magic shit cost the most. Thank all the unholy saints, the bathroom was empty. I flipped on the light, slammed the door, and studiously refused to look at my reflection.

      I didn’t need to see the dirt caked into my hair or the way mud hardened in the creases of my eyelids. Guess no one thought about that when they cursed my Filipino ancestors to immortality. Well, they didn’t think of a lot of things back then. I flipped on the shower and chucked clothes while I prayed it heated. Instead of testing it, I just climbed in. Not going to lie, even a cold shower would do after the night I endured.

      A knock broke through my concentrated effort to scrape the mud from my scalp. I cursed loud and thorough and in the language of my father. Then I figured whoever was out there wouldn’t know what it meant anyway. “What,” I shouted over the water spray.

      “I just wanted to grab something,” a deep masculine voice cut through the door.

      Sam.

      I let out a sigh. “Fine.”

      He entered to the creak of the hinges. “Sorry to interrupt. I know you like to be alone, well...after.”

      I didn’t respond to that. Any response might be taken as invitation, and I did not want anything resembling company for 24 hours.

      Natural deaths were usually easier to deal with. The murder, not so much.

      The sounds of riffling under the sink stopped, and then the door closed. I doubted Sam needed anything. This was his way of checking up on me, making sure I actually made it back.

      I was convinced they were all waiting for me to rise as a zombie one day. And not a one of them would believe me when I told them there’s no such thing.

      I scrubbed, loofahed, washed, and groomed myself until the water ran clear and cold. A stack of towels sat on the toilet. I hadn't grabbed any in my haste to reach clean. Sam must have put them there when he came in. That thoughtful bastard.

      If he planned for clean towels to get him in my bed again, he was nuts. Not after the shit he pulled the last time. I could walk on the wild side, but I don’t get that wild.

      I still didn’t look in the mirror while I brushed my teeth and hair. The acidic taste of whatever they put inside me at the funeral home still lingered. Really better not to think about it too thoroughly.

      The hallway still stank of sage incenses and the bundles they’d piled up around the front door. I shook my head but continued toward the kitchen in the back. It wasn't much bigger than a shoebox. Sam sat at the table with his feet slung up on the opposite chair. When I came in, he slid them off and thunked to the floor hard enough to rattle the overhead cast iron.

      He pointed to the countertop where Angel stood avoiding looking at me. At 4’9, the towel wrapped around my body doubled over and covered me from cleavage to shin. “Calm the hell down, Angel. I’m not going to seduce you.”

      Instead of answering, he let out a huff. His way of letting me know he didn’t appreciate the sarcasm.

      I poured from the bottle which Sam pointed out, all the way to the rim of a wine glass. Then I took both the bottle and the glass to the empty table. I wasn’t in the mood to see Angel’s judgment. At least Sam would talk to me.

      “Was it bad, tonight?”

      I shook my head. “No, the ground hasn’t gotten too cold yet, and the dirt wasn’t packed in. I was mostly bored waiting there for my ride.” The last part pointed at Angel who huffed again and left the kitchen.

      “You know it’s hard on him too,” Sam said, between bites of Cocoa Bites.

      “You mean it’s hard on him to untie me after I was murdered, buried alive, and then dug myself out of my own grave? Yeah, he has the rough job in this equation.”

      Sam pointed the spoon at me, dribbling milk on the table. “If you think about it, yes. He gets the punishment of his family’s curse, but none of the magical benefits. Maybe if he got the magic part, too, it wouldn’t be so bad.”

      The wine bottle shattered in my hand, and the liquid began to seep over the edge. I took a deep breath and concentrated the bottle back together, wine intact, between locking my eyes on Sam. He had frozen the second the glass shattered and eyed me warily. A little of my blood had to be mixed in there now too. Oh well, bottom’s up.

      “I do not want to discuss my family history or Angel’s family history. Or the shit deal either of us are stuck with after a two-hundred-year old blood feud. I want to drink wine, get a little buzzed, and not dream about dirt going down my throat.”

      Sam bobbed his head and pushed his sandy brown hair out of his face. He was tan and gorgeous and would be the perfect wolf for some lucky creature one day. If that dimple didn’t kill her first.

      I stood up and took my wine with me. “Goodnight Sam.”

      He didn’t answer, and I made my way up to the second floor and closed myself in my room. Obviously, my mood wasn’t going to even out until I drank myself to sleep and maybe took one more shower.

      I could still smell the formaldehyde.

      It didn't take long to pound through the bottle, and as my brain went all warm and fuzzy, the light seeped through my curtains with the sunrise.

      I wasn’t afraid of the dark. It was death I’d grown to fear. Each time I met my end, it felt harder and harder to come back to myself.

      The sound of an alarm somewhere in the house woke me well after the sunlight crossed my side of the house and window. No not an alarm. Someone with zero self-preservation pounded on my door. I pulled the covers up and cracked one eye open to check my phone screen. 3:00 pm.

      “Go away,” I called.

      The knocking stopped and then started again. Which meant Angel stood out there and obviously couldn't tell me what he wanted through the door. “Come in, Angel.”

      The door creaked open, and I jerked the covers down. His green eyes were wide and panicky while his skin appeared paler than usual.

      “What is it?” I asked, sitting up with a spike of adrenaline.

      His hands started, and in his panic, he didn't slow down enough for me to catch it all.

      “Do it again,” I told him.

      He forcefully signed my way. I really needed to get this man to stop with the media intake.

      If the news reported another body, another witch at that, then my murder might not be the only problem I had to face right now.
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      I didn’t even get a full twenty-four hours to regroup this time. Like, the universe conspired against me this resurrection. Can’t a girl recover from death in peace?

      I climbed out of bed and slugged on some sweatpants. My comfiest pair with holes around the cuffs from scuffing them on the bottom of my shoes around the house. The tank top I put on before after my shower would have to be enough. I didn’t have any boobs to speak of, anyway.

      The TV blared from the living room, and I shuffled in with a yawn. Sam handed me a cup of coffee, and I could have kissed that scruffy mug of his for it.

      Black, just like my heart.

      The news reported the murder, but nothing about a witch. Not that there would be. Supers were sort of an open secret. Everyone basically knew we existed, but no one talked about it. “How did you know there was a magical connection?” I asked, before sliding into the love seat and slinging my legs up. Perfect size for teacup me.

      Angel began signing, and I watched carefully, my brain still slow with sleep. “If you called the coroner’s office, how did you get the inside scoop?”

      He gave me one of those are-you-kidding looks. No response necessary. Angel and his family always did have to stay close to the morgues. If I didn’t turn up, they met problems too. The curse which locked my family into life, locked them in as my keepers as well.

      “What kind of witch?”

      White magic, he signed.

      That didn't fit with my murder. Usually when supers were killed, they matched magic with magic. Killing a white magic witch and black magic witch for the same purpose would cancel each other out.

      “Any other ritual type killing or witches dead?”

      Angel shook his head. I glanced at the clock.

      “Don’t you have school or something?”

      He shrugged and lowered his gaze to play with a pill of fabric stuck to our ratty couch from the 90’s.

      I let it go. I wasn’t in the mood to argue with him. Besides, when we argued, it was mostly just me yelling and him ignoring me. And it always ended with: you aren’t my mother. To be fair, he bordered on 28. Not outrageously young by any standards, but everyone seemed young to me. Even Sam at 40. Although, he didn’t appear a day over 25 himself.

      I turned to the only sun kissed occupant of the room. Sam lay across an oversized arm chair in the corner by the bookshelf which needed anchored twenty years ago and now looked like something out of Dr. Seuss.

      “Have you heard anything from your crowd? They could be travelling outside the city, and we are only just hearing about the local occurrences.”

      Sam scratched the middle of his chest and shook his head. “No, but I’ll ask when I see them this week.”

      The full moon approached, which meant the werewolf went a little loopy, and the three witches upstairs brought out all the sage. As if the full moon herb combination might somehow cleanse me from my own house.

      This Victorian was built before my family came to the United States, and it would likely be here long after I finally met a permanent end.

      Nothing worked, everything creaked and groaned like an old woman, but she was a beauty. You could still see it in the crown molding and the mullioned windows.

      I sat up and chugged down the rest of the coffee with a sigh. Then I shuffled over to the staircase and shouted, “Witches, get down here.”

      The sound of glass shattering came from the top floor and then a bunch of shuffling and creaking. Five minutes later, three women who didn’t look older than twenty flowed down the stairs in matching sun dresses. The triplets were by far the creepiest witches I ever met, but they payed rent, so I dealt with it.

      I met three pairs of wary brown eyes. “Have any of you heard of any witch deaths, murders, that sort of thing?”

      Tiffani-with-an-i glanced at her sisters before answering. “We have not, but the cards say something is coming. Already moving. Something old and dark.”

      She eyed me from the holes in my sweat pants to my red chipped nails. My black hair was bound in a messy bun on top of my head. Judgement with a capital J.

      “Assuming we aren’t talking about me since I’ve been here for a while, what else could it be?”

      Melanie, the one with a crush on Sam, answered this time. “We don’t know, and if we did, we wouldn’t tell you.”

      I blinked, unsurprised, but usually, they were more reserved around me, especially after being freshly resurrected. As if they were afraid my curse could contaminate their perfect poreless skin.

      “Ok. Good talk.”

      I spun back to the living room, and Sam chuckled to himself. Instead of throwing the coffee cup at him, I set it on the table and curled back up in my love seat. The pillows hugged me close, and I was tempted to doze off, but then a stomp dragged me from the edge of sleep. I let out a groan. “I just came back from the dead. Can’t I get one night off from this crap?”

      No response. Thank goodness.

      “Why don’t you go see Sylvester?” Sam offered.

      “An hour to get ready, then another hour to his part of Chicago, and it will take probably three more to find opium. I’m not in the mood to play with the Oracle today.”

      “Do you want to find out if your murder and the new one are connected?” Sam said. I hated when he became the logical one.

      “If I’m going, then you’re coming with me.”

      He shrugged like it didn't matter to him, but his lips had a little upturn in them. Mini road trip with the wolf. Better than Angel. At least Sam could talk and drive.

      I sighed and went back to my room to get dressed. It took about ten minutes to find the right outfit since Angel rearranged my clothes when he grabbed my funeral attire.

      The little bastard.

      I slipped into the sleeveless red velvet number with beaded fringe. It was very much the rage in the 20’s, and old Sly loved his prohibition era parties. If you showed up dressed wrong, you wouldn’t get into his house. And if you were banned from Sly’s, there was no telling when he will let you back in.

      I curled my hair, put on the fake lashes, and the shoes. Sam stood in the entryway with a fedora, his suit jacket, and my laptop. “All this work. Sly better be in a good mood today.”

      Sam opened the door for me. We exited and walked down the street to where he parked. An old beat up Volkswagen Beatle, black interior and exterior. I had no idea how he folded his 6-foot frame inside, but he managed it with some grace.

      The drive passed uneventfully, and I spent most of it avoiding Sam’s eye. Turned out he knew a guy when we arrived, so the two-hour hunt for Opium changed to a thirty minute pick up outside of town. It was already dark when we pulled up outside Sly’s hopping townhouse.

      Jazz blasted out the door, which stood wide open, and people spilled out onto the sidewalk and front steps.

      Sam easily cleared a path. Any super hanging about would catch his close-to-full-moon scent and slink out of the way.

      Sly sat at his usual chair in the living room just off the entry, a king on his throne watching all the minions dance.

      “Aw, my dearest Dani,” he said, rising to kiss both sides of my face. His brown weathered cheeks brushed mine, and I returned the greeting fondly. It was a bitch to get here, but I adored him all the same.

      “May I sit, Sly?” I gestured at the empty stool beside him. Only to be used for a question.

      His black eyes turned hard. “Are you here on business?”

      I held up the paper bag holding the opium. “Unfortunately, I am.”

      He nodded his head just once, and I sat. The magic of his stool, the table, his home whizzed through me, testing me, trying me on, and then it passed right out again dealing me inconsequential. And in the grand scheme of things, I am. My magic is nothing compared to Sly’s.

      “Are you ready to pay?” he asked.

      I reached out for Sam to hand me my laptop and opened it up. It took a minute to connect to the Wi-Fi. “What will it be, Sly?”

      He tapped his chin and nodded his head. Then he glanced at one of his guards and waved him over. After they shared a few words, he nodded and clapped the guy in the shoulder. Once he faced me again, I brought up the coding screen on my laptop and waited.

      “We would like a Facebook page. One that will help those of our kind find us. But deter those who have no need of my services. Public, but private to our community.”

      I stretched my fingers on the edge of my laptop. The silver on those areas already rubbed away. Sylvester wanted a magical cloak on a Facebook page to bring in the right kind of business.

      I grabbed a pin I kept stuck in a sticky sleeve along the edge of the computer and pricked my index finger.

      Magic always exacted a price.

      This would be a fast job for me, but I still had to pay for it. I rubbed the blood on all my fingers and made sure it continued to flow by squeezing a little bit. Then I focused and let the magic which always threatened to rise up flow through me freely. When I opened my eyes, it was done, and I sent Sly the log in details.

      Sly clapped his hands. “All done. Are you sure it will work?”

      It was my turn to hand out the “are you kidding” looks.

      He held up his hands in surrender. “No, you’re right. I know better. If anyone can seamlessly sync magic and technology, it is you, Dani.”

      While I let Sam pour hand sanitizer on my palm, Sly took the bag of Opium and pulled out two round pearls of greenish gray herb and dropped it into a diffuser in the center of his table. A few minutes later, the steam came out, and he leaned in. His black eyes went white, and he seized. I wanted to reach out, but I kept myself immobile. Sam hovered in the corner watching closely. Music still played in the other room but, this one, and the inhabitants, sat silent and transfixed as Sly worked.

      After a minute, Sly spoke. “As your question, Dark One.”

      I glanced around and watched as some of the room noted my affiliation and shrunk back. “Oracle. Are the recent murders of two witches connected?”

      He blinked, and then studied me with that unnerving gaze. Like he could see through me. Most likely he could. “There are more than two. So far seven witches across the face of our mother have been slaughtered. Two dark, two light, two unaligned, and one...” Sly stopped and cocked his head, still peering at me. “One that is not dead.”

      It was hardly a secret to those who knew my family name. It was the curse which broke dark magic for centuries. So, if there were two dark, two light, two unaligned, and me…how many more did the murder need to kill? And what was the end game? I had to think quick as Sly only allowed two questions and only before the smoke stopped.

      “Oracle, the white witches in my home told me something is coming. What is it?”

      Sly jerked against the table again and dropped his head to his chest. I waited. Once upon a time when I didn’t know anything about Sly, I tried to rush him. That ended badly. Never rush an Oracle. Especially if you already have one curse over your head.

      “There is something coming. It’s dark. Untested but strong.” He closed his eyes, and it was easier to look at him without the white staring back.

      Another minute passed. “I see what it is you want to know witch, but I am bound by the laws of the Gods not to disclose it. This is beyond witch deaths and curses.”

      I let out a sigh, and Sly dropped to the table, his forehead hitting with a thunk. Sam brought some water, and I placed it next to the diffuser for when he woke up. It might be five minutes, or it might be five hours. I stood and left the house, half the eyes which weren’t already drunk were on me. Sam followed and opened the car door for me to climb inside.

      “How screwed do you think we are?” Sam asked.

      I jerked off my heels and put the faded black moccasins I brought with me on my feet. Mostly, I wanted to keep Sam from seeing the quake in my hands. When I could formulate an answer, I looked up at him. So young, and so young to his magical gifts. “Basically, the world is probably on the brink of a turn.”

      His forehead crinkled in that way I found adorable. “What does that mean?”

      He pulled off the curb into the slow side street traffic toward the highway back home. “Every thousand years or so, the Gods get restless. A turn is like a change in management upstairs. Sometimes, it’s so seamless you don’t know it even happened. Other times...fire and brimstone.”

      “How do we know what we are going to get?”

      I shrugged. “Hold on to something and hope if it floods, there’s an ark waiting somewhere out back.”
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      We drove back home in mostly silence. It was heavy and oppressive and uncharacteristic of Sam. He was the happy one. The one I didn’t mind being around if I needed a quick laugh or a smile. I’d tried to keep him relatively untouched in my world. Unfortunately, that didn’t always work out well for me and those who chose to live around me.

      I trudged inside, already pulling the bobby pins from my hair to release the heft of it down my back. Angel jumped up from the couch under a mountain of text books. All of which crashed to the floor as he raced to the entry to question us.

      Sam walked toward his room, a confused look on his face, and slammed the door. Angel raised an eyebrow, and I could hear him asking, “What did you do to him?”

      I answered the question he didn’t actually ask. “Probably gave him nightmares for the rest of his life. Now go away before I do it to you too.”

      Angel had grown used to my sarcasm, even if he didn’t appreciate it. He crossed his arms over his chest and stared down at me hard, those green eyes boring into me as if they could reach my devil-spawned soul.

      “Okay, we saw the oracle, and he basically told us to buckle up.”

      Angel’s hands started going, and I didn’t have the energy or patience to finish watching him. “Angel, if I knew what we were facing, I would have told you that. For now, I’m going back to bed. I haven’t fully recovered...yet.” I almost said the words, and that would have brought it all back in my mind again. Instead, I focused on walking one step after the other to my room. Opening the door handle. Turning on the light. All these things were normal everyday things. I did them over and over all day. The repetition comforted me.

      I curled up on top of my bed, still in the vintage dress. To be honest, after the last time I lived through a turn, I didn’t know if I had the strength to do it again. It had only been a few hundred years since the last one. A little while before I got robbed of my mortality by meddling white witches.

      When an apocalypse breathes down their neck, people turned ugly. Not just humans, supers, demigods. All of them tapped into their most primal form, and nothing mattered but survival. I did some terrible things to stay alive then. Memories I kept buried for the sake of my already fragile sanity.

      My bedroom door creaked open, and I almost turned to tell Angel to get the hell out, but it was Sam. He wore a black pair of sweat pants and no shirt. When I caught the look on his face, I didn't have the heart to boot him from the room. He lifted me up and over on the bed as easily as picking up a milk carton. Then he curled himself up behind me and fell asleep in minutes.

      I wished Sam would find his own pack. There were other werewolves he hunted and ran with at the full moon, but he hadn’t found a pack to live with yet. Touch was necessary for his kind, and I did not make a good substitute for a shifter. As we learned in the bedroom department.

      For tonight though, I let him curl up and used his warmth to comfort myself. Tomorrow, I had to look at my files. Read how someone murdered me.

      In the morning, the alarm on my bedside table blared, and I rolled over to find Angel sitting in the chair next to my bed. “That’s not a creepy way to wake up at all.”

      I sat up, and he glanced anywhere but at me. He always did that like he feared catching a glimpse of my boyish frame might entice his snowy white heart into sin. “If you didn’t bring me coffee for this talk, then you should probably rethink your strategy.

      I got the morgue contact to get copies of your files and the other murder files, he signed.

      “Too much talking, not enough coffee,” I said, laying my cheek on my knee. He dumped the folders on my bed with a grumble and walked out.

      “That adorable ass better be bringing me coffee. Or he shouldn’t come back,” I called after him. More so to rile him up than anything. I had no more interest in Angel than he had in me.

      Clomping upstairs broke the silence as I straightened the folders. The click of heels on the stairway made me lean out to peak out the door. Tiffani-with-an-i inched down the stairs and out the door. The only one of her sisters with a job. But they paid the bills, so what did I care?

      I sucked in a deep breath and opened the report on the other girl’s murder. Glossy high res images greeted me first.

      “Jesus,” I whispered, turning them over fast, trying to get through them before I threw up. The report came next. The words I could handle better. There was an intimacy in words, but also a distance. I put those between me and the emotions and read the scrawled preliminary reports.

      The little white witch had her organs removed, and they had yet to be recovered. I rubbed my belly and thought about how much I appreciated my intestines inside my body. How terrible. The report did say the removal of the organs came post mortem. Thank goodness. This sounded like something out of a nightmare. There wasn’t any mention of a ritual or any ritualistic markers either. The police assumed a psycho serial killer or something for now.

      I put that folder aside and stared down at my own. I opened the file and expected to find images, but there were only pages of text. Angel had moved the images to the back of the file underneath the stack of reports. Like me, he figured I couldn’t handle the sight of it yet.

      My reports filled a similar vein of the other girl’s murder, but I’d been stabbed ten times in the torso and left for dead. No mention of organ removal. Reading the words and living through it are two very different things. But part of my curse meant I didn’t get much from my deaths except minor flashes. It must have been the magic’s way of ensuring my brain actually lived through immortality intact. A centuries old, dark witch in a psychotic break probably wouldn’t be good for the local population.

      I closed the second folder and hugged my knees to my chest. Angel came back in with a questioning eyebrow. “I’m not answering anything you say until I’m caffeinated.”

      He handed me a mug of liquid heaven, and I sat back into the pillows to try and erase the mental images of eviscerated bodies from my head.

      “The witches told me there is a big bad coming. The oracle told me the same thing. Now there are witches turning up dead in the area. It has to be connected somehow, but I don’t see it. Unfortunately, I think someone else is going to need to die before I can catch a connection.”

      He shuffled in the door way, and I watched his hands fly. When he finished, I sighed and answered, “I’d love to be able to go back to living a normal life. Magicoding is what I love. Maybe there will be some application to this, maybe there won’t be, but I do know I need to find my killer. Or I’ll fear they are lurking in corners waiting for me.”

      He started to sign again. “Yes, I know; I won’t actually die. But I don’t plan to live my life in some screwed up version of Groundhog’s Day either.”

      A man of few words, he just nodded, turned back out the door, and headed downstairs.

      Six and a half dead witches. I needed to figure out what the magical number was going to be. Eight? Ten? I couldn’t think of any rituals that required any certain number of dead witches nor organs. There was the usual blood sacrifice, but that never required more than a cut or a slice across a hand.

      These rituals were serious, and they were dark. But were they dark like my brand of dark magic, or did it go deeper? The creatures which kept to the shadows and didn’t touch the light of day, those beasts went deeper and darker than my magic. Like a shallow pond to the vastness of the ocean.

      These sorts of beings hadn’t been spotted since humans began spreading like an infestation. Maybe the turn had woken something up. And now it needed fresh meat to regain its power. None of these choices seemed very good. I wished I could take Angel’s advice and just go back to work, do my job, and ignore what was happening in my world. My mom always told me I had too much light in me. I cared too damn much. And she was probably right. Although, I’d rather have my hands removed than admit that to her out loud.

      I shifted down in the pillows and hugged my coffee tight between sips. The warmth warded off the chill in my room. The fall mornings were making things a little too cold. I’d had no problems overnight snuggling with Sam, but now my toes were starting to go numb.

      If Tiffani didn't use all the hot water, it would be a good time to contemplate my place in the world. I climbed out of bed and plopped my now empty mug on the side table. A bag on the floor caught my eye. It had a label on it with my old alias and some official looking stamps and script. They usually didn’t return personal affects for a while, but here mine sat. I fished out my wallet from the bottom of the bag. My cell phone needed replaced, so I left it there.

      Inside the wallet sat my old ID, which needed burned, and credit cards. I petted the platinum AmEx I worked so hard on my credit score to get. Now it would need to be cut up if the accounts weren’t already closed.

      A white card fell out and floated to the floor at my feet. I crouched down and read the numbers on the back in my handwriting. It said 72053, and on the other side was a name and a phone number. I didn’t remember getting this card, which meant it linked to my death somehow, and my brain suppressed it.

      How was a girl supposed to solve her own murder when her brain blocked out all the evidence?

      I turned the card over a few times and then sat it with my wallet on the table beside the empty mug. As I gathered my clothes and things to hop in for a quick shower, I thought about the card and the number. Something about it felt familiar and not in a suppressed sort of way, more of an I-just-needed-to-remember-what sort of way.

      The house was quiet as I stepped under the hot spray. Full moon tonight meant Sam would be gone. Angel avoided the house because of the witches’ full moon Sabbath rituals.

      I took pride in staying and watching them get angry when they can’t expel the evil out of me by lighting some candles and wafting some sage. It was usually entertaining to think about, but then it hit me. The numbers on the card were a pin code for a high security garage that I parked at when I visited senators and high profile politicians in Chicago. Supers were ingrained in all aspects of society. And some of them paid good money for the custom magical codes I could provide.

      A sharp pain seared through my head. My mind fighting back against the flood of memory threatening to break through. No, I just needed to figure out which high profile politician I met the night someone so brutally killed me.
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      The garage opened after I punched in the numbers. I knew enough about myself to know I’d never prostitute for work, or information, or anything. So my mind couldn’t be protecting me from that. But this garage was notorious as a meeting place for politicians and their mistresses. There had been two scandals centered around it in the last five years. Paparazzi had taken to parking outside the gates in case they would catch a glimpse of their next big story.

      The code changed regularly, and only a couple dozen people got such direct access. Why did I have it? The non-prostitution worried me more now that I considered it. Obviously, this information connected to my death, or I would know what my business here had been.

      A mid-sixties round balding man approached from the opposite direction with a lecherous grin. If he stopped me, I’d have to run. I pasted a scowl on my face, and he kept walking. What was it with senators and Asian women? Like a fetish or something.

      Two more men walked by, one kept his head tucked as if he didn’t want anyone to see him, and the other stared openly like the first one. I tried not to scowl at him and failed miserably. To be fair, my resting bitch face rivalled the pros.

      The hotel passage I felt the strongest about was one I actually enjoyed visiting. The interior had that vintage feel you can’t buy. It was built in the early 1900’s and withstood fire, flood, and disease. It made me feel younger just walking in the door. I headed straight to the strategically placed house phone and dialed the number on the card. It clicked to a voicemail automatically and relayed a room number and time: 724 at 6:00 pm.

      At moments like this, a girl knows how to wait. The bar beckoned from across the lobby, and I avoided the gazes of men looking to pay far too much for company and woman curious if I might make their job easy tonight. I sat at the bar, and it took two seconds for the bartender to size me up. “The girls usually sit at the high tops. Let’s the guys get a better look at the total package.”

      I slid a $20 across the counter and closed the black blazer over the cream shell I’d worn just to blend in. “I’m only here for a drink. Bourbon and Ginger Ale please. With a lime.”

      He chuckled, took the money, and brought back a medium shelf cocktail. It still burned a little going down despite the heavy soda pour. Man was not getting a good tip. I spun on the stool and scanned the lobby in case anyone wandered through I might recognize.

      “You look like you’re lonely,” a male voice said from nowhere. He’d slipped in when I’d been distracted and sat down next to me.

      “I’m not lonely. I have a bourbon,” I supplied, hoping he would take the hint. He chuckled softly and fixed his gaze on me. One brown eye one green. Not totally terrible looking, mid-40’s, although who was I to judge. With my ancestral genes, I was a 30-year-old woman in the make and model of a twenty-year-old. His suit said money, but his tie said married.

      “Do you come here often?”

      I crossed one leg over the other and stared him down. “Take a hike cowboy. I’m not here looking for a date. The bartender says, try a high top.” I waited for him to go away, but he ordered a drink and then one for me, same of what he got himself. A gin martini, stirred.

      I pushed it back. “I’m not playing hard to get. I really just want to be left alone.”

      He glanced up and stared over my shoulder. I felt it behind me, and it took all the composure I had not to get up and run away screaming. The man across from me had more sense, stumbling to his feet and backing away. He couldn’t even know what stood behind me, but it was instinct in him to flee.

      The creature came around and took the stool across from me. He was tall, over six foot, with honey golden blonde hair pulled up in a bun at the crown of his head. His eyes were steely gray, and everything in me froze at his smile.

      “I figured you would feel more comfortable here, amongst others. Maybe you would allow me to talk with you before you run away from me.”

      I tipped back the rest of my drink and signaled the bartender for another. The creature pushed away the other man’s drinks and ordered whatever I was having. Even the bartender wanted to get away from us as quickly as possible.

      “Little Witch,” he said, his voice even and calm. “What am I going to do with you?”

      My default setting when facing a creature who could snap me in half ran to sarcasm. It was home. “Forget I exist is probably my favorite choice.”

      “Do you know who I am?” he asked, lifting his lightspeed delivered drink to his perfectly formed lips. Him standing here amongst the humans looked like a before and after on a photo-shopped image.

      “I don’t know who you are, but I know what you are.”

      “Can you bring yourself to even say it, Little One?”

      On normal days, people got punched for calling me little. Today, I valued my trachea where it was. “No. I can’t say it.”

      “An honest, dark witch. How novel. My name is Michael. You may call me by that name, if you wish.”

      Naming a thing out loud gave it power. Not a chance in hell I’d say his name out loud. I wasn’t sure if that was a test or not.

      “And you are?” he asked. I had zero doubt he knew well who I was.

      I swallowed, tried to think of a way to get the hell out of here, but failed. Not without pissing it off probably. “My name is Danilo. But everyone calls me Dani for short.”

      “Ah, Dani. I have heard of you. Have you heard of me?”

      Every super heard the story of the fairy who styled himself an archangel. The archangel Michael to be specific. “I have.”

      “You called my room a short time ago. The same as you did last week before your recent demise.” They weren’t questions. They were statements of fact, so I remained quiet. I clutched my drink like a lifeline. Unsure if I should chug it back and pound them down to make my deathblow hurt less, or stop drinking to keep my brain sharp in case I could get away.

      “What do you want?” I ventured.

      “What do you want?” he countered.

      Honesty didn’t hurt me any. “To figure out what connection you have to my most recent death, so I can learn about some murders and how they are connected to a turn that is coming. Is that you?”

      One of maybe twelve left of his kind, it wasn’t a bad question.

      He chuckled softly, and it was unnerving. Like a child with a villain laugh. “No, however, I’m flattered you think me powerful enough to bring about a turn.”

      Well, if it wasn’t him, then whatever lurked out there had to be worse, and I drew a blank on what could be worse than a fae. I started to ask another question, but he held up his hand. When I flinched back, he dropped it softly to the bar top.

      “I don’t mean you any harm. I simply want to ask you some questions.”

      He spoke soft and slow as if he didn’t want to spook the wild animals.

      “I suppose that might be okay. If I can ask you some questions in return.”

      “I’ll make you a deal, Little Witch, for your gumption. I’ll answer one of your questions for each of mine. I’ll even let you begin.”

      Girl knew how to take a gift when she received one. “Did you kill me?”

      He shook his head. “I did not kill you. Although, I admit my curiosity to how you are reborn and die.”

      That didn’t bode well for my future safety. Fae lived to be ancient and were often searching out the new and unusual just for a thrill. If he got curious enough, I could end up his new science experiment. If he didn’t kill me, then why was that number in my wallet? My usual assumptions were coding based. But he didn’t seem like the kind of creature needing my services.

      “Do you know who I work for?” he asked.

      “No. I don’t.”

      He nodded, and I glanced around the bar, noticing it had cleared out to everyone except the bartender who huddled at one side of the bar, studiously not looking our way.

      “It seems we are both being very unhelpful to each other,” he said, before twirling his low-ball glass around the gleaming bar top.

      “Maybe we just haven’t been asking the right questions.”

      “Touché. Your turn, Little One.”

      I looked down into the amber tinged melted ice. The question needed to be right as I didn’t know how much longer he’d allow the inquisition. Plus, fairies were notorious for double sided answers and riddles. “What did you know about me before you sat down beside me today?”

      Another smile. Another tilt of his head as if he wanted to study my insides. “Everyone knows about the two feuding families who killed each other off.”

      I opened my mouth to correct him, but he shook his head ever so slightly, and I locked my lips together.

      “What would it take to break your curse?”

      It pained me to tell him, but he likely knew the answer and wanted it verified. If I lied, he’d know instantly. And I had no intention of finding out the repercussions of that. “One coven of white witches would be required to lift my curse. One coven of dark witches to lift Angel’s side.”

      “Twenty-six witches in all. And the casting would kill them? It’s hard to find a coven these days.” He spoke as if he were talking to himself. “And your Angel is working on his schooling still, I think.”

      He didn’t ask the question, so I remained silent not providing any more information than necessary. “Your next question,” he said, waving at me to continue.

      “Do you know what’s coming?”

      The weight of gaze was beginning to turn my stomach. While the fae were technically considered light creatures, they had corrupted their power. To be near them felt like looking at the face of the sun, they shone so brightly in that light. And only after the light blinked out, you realized you were burned to a crisp in the process of seeing something so beautiful.

      “I will answer, and it will be your last question. There is nothing coming except what is delivered by your kind.”

      I swiveled on the chair trying to think quickly. It wasn’t levelled like a threat, nor did it sound comforting coming from him. He stood up, and I jerked back against the seat.

      He leaned in so close, his lips were almost touching mine. He smelled like honeysuckle and every woman’s fantasy. “Stay safe, Little Witch. You intrigue me. But know the one who killed you is after you for ruining a little ritual.”

      In a flash, he disappeared and the air seemed to suck back into the room. I took a deep breath, finished my drink, and high tailed it home. I apparently had a killer to find before he found me.
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      To recap. Now I needed to find my murderer before he murdered me...again. No big deal. I delved into research on the few days I’d been dead and remembered why I loved the internet so much.

      The main problem turned out to be the world sucked, and everyone died while I lay in the funeral home. Because of so much awful shit, my net sailed too wide, and I pulled back everything.

      I clicked to see what I could learn about the local area, but there wasn’t much as our little suburb stayed quiet. A knock came at the door, interrupting me. “Come in,” I called, half focusing.

      The door opened with a squeak, but no one spoke. “What do you want, Angel? Kind of in the middle of something here.”

      He rapped on the door hard, and I tore myself away from the screen. His hands went into a flurry, and I sighed loud and long. “Too fast.”

      He copied my exaggerated sigh and re-signed.

      I spun around in the chair and faced him. “I don’t have plans tonight, but I find it curious that you want me to have plans.”

      He ducked his head and pressed his hair behind his ear. “Aw, kid, I think you’re blushing. Do you have a date?”

      He signed again, and I put my hands up to stop him. “Did you just say you have a date with one of the witches upstairs? I just want to be clear about that.”

      His only response was to roll his eyes and walk back down the hallway. I had to clear out tonight, so he could woo one of the virgin ice queens upstairs. Didn’t sound appealing, but I also didn’t want to sit around and watch that courtship. I shuddered and turned back to my computer.

      Angel and I had a strange relationship. We mostly avoided each other, but there was some respect there for our shared misfortune. Roommate relationships were fraught with worse tension I was sure.

      I dove back into research, this time on the mysterious fae. The internet failed me on that front. Not that I expected to find a wiki page for the creature. He’d been alive longer than most countries had borders.

      I decided to give it a break and check on some of the projects I had running. Well, there wasn’t a ton of demand for magicoding, but I did have one major project in a dating app. It allowed magical beings to contact other magical beings. Only supers could use the app, or even find it, and it used my magic specifically to locate other beings so a person might know which supers out there were looking for love, or simple companionship.

      A prick of pain started in my eyes and blinked a few times trying to clear it before pulling up my coding windows. It hurt more, and I pressed a few keys with my left eye open. Then it hit me. Maybe my recent murder had to do with my coding skills. A project or something could be involved, and that was why my eye felt like it might explode if I kept looking at the cursor. But, I’d coded for Sly just fine with no pain. That was a different kind of coding, though. This was magic built into the code itself. 1s and 0s and dark magic, oh my.

      I clicked through the application windows until I found the one that hurt the most to look at. Of course it would be the only one I’d actually made money from. Super Love. Unfortunately, a lost bet made with Sam resulted in that title.

      Instead of staring at the back end through my control panel, I pulled the app up on my phone and clicked through the sign in to get on. Only one profile popped up, and it belonged to one of the witches upstairs. Not Tiffani-with-an-i thank goodness. Wonder what she would put in a dating profile. Looking for love. Must be able to live with two sisters. No darklings need apply.

      I snickered and then refreshed, seeing if it would update. Nope. Nothing else. The witch had a white ring around her profile picture. I’d built that feature into the app so supers could search by magical denomination if they wished. Not that many cared in this day and age. Only the hard core chose to stick to whatever magic they called home. There had even been some talk about witches using both sides of magic.

      Another profile popped up nearby. A dark magic shifter of some kind. I didn’t recognize him. I wondered if Sam would know him. The new ping smacked me between the eyeballs. If magical creatures, and witches in specific, were in danger of being cut down by some unknown threat right now, what if I used the app to warn our kind?

      I could drive around the local area and make sure any place where supers congregate was warned against the threat. And I could warn others I saw in passing. The main problem I faced was my kind generally didn’t advertise. So, if I showed up randomly spouting apocalypse scenarios and serial murder, they might not listen, or worse, attack me.

      I sat my phone down and faced my computer. What if I used the in app message function to send a message to all the supers on the site? It would take me time to code it in. Plus, the magic required would mean I’d need to make a serious sacrifice. Not a death big, but there would need to be some pain involved. Would it be worth it?

      Note to self. If I make it to the future, code a magical emergency alert system for things like this.

      I sighed and fought though the pain in my head to open up the app again. I wondered how many dick pics this message was going to invite to my profile. Maybe I can code it in from the app itself and leave me out of it completely. That sounded like a way better plan. Plus, if any of the white beings saw a message from a darkling, they might not answer it anyway. No telling who would see it or who would just delete it thinking spam or disinterest.

      A knock on my door tore me away before I could really get into the code and think of how to weave more spell work into it. I spun on the swivel chair, and Angel poked his head in and signed something fast.

      I watched and waited for him to finish the question. Mostly because I felt bad for not listening the last couple of days from my edge. “The new Wi-Fi password is on the refrigerator.”

      He left again, and I turned back to the computer screen. I changed the password on the Wi-Fi when I got paranoid which meant it got changed almost every day.

      If I could code the warning into the system so that it didn’t register on a magic affiliation, that would be step one. Or maybe it could use the sign-up email addresses to do it. I accessed the deep part of the messaging particians. A window popped up from the computer at the corner of my screen, and I clicked over. My anti-virus software started pinging at me.

      “Why are you telling me about a virus?” I asked my computer. I clicked it to see what sort of virus my computer said I’d contracted. I put magic in my firewalls, not much could slip past that.

      The second the anti-virus warning box opened, and then my computer blinked before going dark.

      “Hmm…that is not good,” I told it.

      I tried to restart it in safety mode, but nothing. All I got was a white blinking cursor at the top of the screen. Not even a hard reboot brought up the right menus. What could completely wipe and fry my system like that?

      Every file and code I created got a backup. Unfortunately, I secure my backups so well that it’s hard for even me to access them. More importantly, did someone just hack me because I was working on the dating app, or had it been randomly timed? I needed to get access to my other laptop to figure it out.

      I dressed quickly and grabbed a few of my codes on flash drives just in case. I’d put them on micro drives to open on my phone in emergencies. Little things that carried both magic and technology in perfect unison. They could shut down the lights on a street with the press of a key. Or identify a creature I wasn’t familiar with if I ever crossed paths with one. Another I coded and left in my desk, was the one which could transfer a witch’s magic to a hard drive. I had yet to figure out a way to store that somewhere, but it became a fun hobby piece I enjoyed playing with when work felt light.

      With my pockets filled with flash drives and my computer cable tucked into a bag, I left my room. No one hung out in the living room, and I suspected Sam prepped for the full moon shift. Angel was probably getting ready for his date. I suppressed a shudder at the thought.

      It didn’t matter. I’d go alone. My laptop and connection lived uptown. To get in it would require some side eye and sass. Both of which I didn’t feel like performing in front of an audience.

      The last remaining branch of my ancestral coven wasn’t a place I wanted to go so soon after a resurrection, but they had a saying about desperate times.
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      Blake House always felt wrong to me. As the last major witch in my family, I supposed I could have claimed it for my own, but, every time I darkened the doorway, I got a bad feeling. One of those which raised the fine hairs on my forearms and put me on alert.

      I didn’t bother knocking and went straight through to the locked box in the kitchen. No one looked at me. In fact, everyone who saw me spun to face away. I was the physical representation of this coven’s shame. I almost wanted to licked people on my way by just to see what they would do about it.

      They changed the locks regularly to keep me out, but the house knew my blood and never failed to let me in when I needed sanctuary.

      Once I got the box open, I dug out my other laptop and a few cables before securing it again. I spun to find a little girl—maybe five years old—peering into the kitchen doorway. Her glossy black hair told me they hadn’t completely destroyed my ancestral heritage from the coven.

      I leaned down and whispered. “Hi, hon. What you doing in here? You should go before you get in trouble.”

      A thump and a tumble, and she was jerked away from the door. I stood up and stared down the only person here who would ever meet my eyes. “So lovely to see you again, Sabrina.”

      She never responded, but it was fun to push her. I waved and headed back to the front door. “It’s been a pleasure, as always,” I called before slamming it behind me.

      Instead of going back to my house, I went uptown to a coffee shop I liked to work in. Not a Starbucks, but not one of those places with only raw sugar and organic toast samples either. They sold coffee plain and simple. More importantly, they paid for the fast internet.

      With a fresh cup next to me, and my laptop open, I frowned to learn it needed to perform about a year’s worth of updates before I could use it. I watched the people coming in and out of the shop as I waited for the updates to complete. So normal, so human, so unsuspecting. As someone on the other side of the line, seeing humans in groups, oblivious, made me feel strange. Like I should be warning them of the dangers. But those dangers included me, and despite the adage, no one patted the messenger on the back and said thank you for the bad news.

      Once the updates finished and I got the fossil restarted, I pulled up the code for the dating app. Before I could get back to the original plan, I needed to figure out where that virus came from and how it got through my personal firewall at home. I set up a partition to my desktop so nothing could get through to my real files and the network of the coffee shop. It took a few second, and then I started raking the code.

      To get a virus onto my network, it took balls. So someone would literally have to walk in my front door and install a physical exploit to my devices or network. Otherwise, they would have to have had some personal contact with me or my computers. The laptop at home was in my bag when I was killed, so there may have been a window of time someone could have manipulated it. You know like when I was nine feet under. There was a week’s time frame. My laptop had been in police custody, so someone would have had to go to the police investigation unit and get access there to implant something on the device. I didn’t see that happening, but I’d need to hack the police security feeds in order to check out that avenue.

      No, I’d bet my money on my personal home network. I changed my Wi-Fi password religiously, and not to rinky dink passwords like 1234 or insertdognamehere. Mine ran along math theorem solutions and long vocabulary words with random capital and special character insertions. Of all my flaws, I maintained excellent password security, no matter the situation.

      I used the partition to get into my network at home. One connection, which likely belonged to Angel. He spent most of his time on the computer studying, so when I accessed his devices, I didn’t find anything suspicious. I crawled through anything on the network, including the router and even the dongle on the TV which gave us access to apps and things. Nothing there either. Sam and the witches were the only two options left.

      If someone accessed one of their devices, I bet they were way less secure than mine or Angel’s. I forced him to password protect everything when he got his computer and set it up. I couldn’t recall if I’d ever seen the upstairs girls with computers on them. Tiffani might have one she took out of the house to work. I checked the IP addresses connected to the network but didn’t see anything else but Sam’s phone. Nothing there. He didn’t have the latest smart phone, and he worked in a mechanics’ shop. I didn’t think he even owned an actual computer, using his smart phone for any email or internet he actually needed.

      The witches were the only possibility left. I didn’t trust them one bit, so if I didn’t find anyone accessing my computer from the police station, they would be my next stop. And they would not like my questions.

      I scanned over every file I could get my hands on, just in case, but didn’t see the virus anymore. It was like as soon as it crashed my home laptop, it shut down and disappeared. No, not possible.

      I clicked around some more, hoping there might be a trail or handle in the code for the hacker who made it at least. Tracking it that way might be possible. At least a handle in what was left of my laptop at home. Found it.

      Quartrain.

      I took the name and went straight to the dark web forums. I’d hid the magicoding in the back of a special interest forum. There were maybe five with the ability on the planet, so one of them had to be the one to get into my computer. My firewalls were laced with white and black magic. Only breachable by the same but stronger.

      The forums were deserted, and I shook my head. I might as well get back to what I was trying to do in the first place. No point in wasting time when I couldn’t speak to anyone or hunt them down right now.

      A girl came over and glanced at my screen. “Are you a hacker,” she whispered.

      “IT,” I supplied. I didn’t need any unwanted attention. Let her think I was a good guy, if there was only going to be one.

      She refilled my coffee and wandered off to another table. I took a sip and let the hot liquid soothe the ache in my chest. The stress of dying, coming back to life, and now my system being hacked. That was as painful to me as the murder.

      I opened the dating app again and pulled up the locations. A cluster of white faces sat on the edge of the map. Maybe three of them. That might be a coven. The younger witches might use something like a dating app. The others wouldn’t understand or be interested. They were born in the time of absolute secrecy. Today’s witches knew how to keep a secret, but they also knew people didn’t tend to butt into other’s business without cause. No need to really worry about someone uncovering a random dating app on someone’s phone.

      I packed my bags and headed toward the coven via my phone. If I could start warning them all with a proper coven, the word could spread faster, and wider. The house was four blocks west, and I knew it immediately. Not just by the lavender lining the gates, but there was a weighted feel to the place. This house had seen things both good and bad. I opened the gate, which creaked as I entered and slammed behind me.

      The steps up to the door were well maintained, as were the flower beds around the entry. This coven prospered. You could always tell by the grounds of a place how the business of it was. The little things were the first to slip in the grand scheme of life.

      I knocked once and waited. No sound came from inside. As far as I could tell in the twilight, the windows were dark too. No cars on the street, either. I reached out and gripped the door handle, testing the give.

      It twisted in my hand, and I pushed the door in slowly. A white coven might take exception to a random darkling just wandering in.

      The smell of blood hit me first. It staggered me back, and I felt along the wall by the door to find the light switch. I flipped it on and then immediately flipped it off, but it didn’t help. The sight would stay with me until I actually made it to my death. Imprinted behind my eyes like a negative photograph in a pinhole camera.

      Still seeing all that blood smeared, pooled, caking the walls and floor, I tried to steady my breathing. I couldn’t do anything for them if I got murdered again or caught there by the police.

      I backed out carefully and closed the door. Then I took the edge of my t-shirt in my hand about to wipe the handle of the knob. What if I wiped away the evidence? No, as far as police knew, I was dead. They had my fingerprints on file, and it would be a record of me dead. And likely connected to these deaths in the same way. By not wiping off the evidence, I was, in effect, helping them.

      I backed out of the house and tried to walk, but my legs began to shake, then my hands, arms, everything. Shock. It was beginning to set in. I took a few steps forward and stumbled out the gate and down the sidewalk.

      It hurt me to leave them there like that. Not to call for help or do something to put their souls to rest. It hurt me to walk away. While we practiced different magic, they were supers, fellow witches, and I came from a time when that meant sisterhood and a bond, regardless if they knew me.

      I needed a payphone. One that worked in this day and age. I walked ten blocks to an old gas station. On the side of the building sat a sad, old payphone. Thankfully, I had a quarter in my pocket. I pulled the information of the police officer who worked my case from my bag.

      I flicked the quarter in and heard it pound around like a pinball through the machine before I received a dial tone. I punched the numbers and waited.

      A man’s gruff voice answered. “James.”

      I rattled off the address of the witch’s house and hung up. Any detective worth the effort would follow up or send a uniform or two. Hopefully, those girls were found soon. I turned away from the phone and felt all the coffee I’d drank over the course of the day threaten to come up. My stomach rolled over, and I clutched the frame of the phone to try and get my bearings.

      “Get it together, Dani,” I told myself. A few minutes passed, and I stood back up, still weak and wobbly. Like most things in my life, I pushed the images out of my mind and locked them away. Just don’t think about it, and it doesn’t exist. Story of my entire fucking existence.

      I needed to go home. Get into my bed. The strange thing pounding through my head was that I wanted Sam. Some part of my brain wanted him curled up around me, cocooning me in his strong arms, telling me that the world can’t get me there. That I’d be safe.

      I made it home in record time and burst into the quiet house. Angel and the witch must be doing lord knows what. I went straight to my room and pushed the door open. In the middle of my perfectly made bed sat Michael the fairy.

      Not fucking good.
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      He studied me as I entered and sat my bag on the desk next to my destroyed laptop. “Can I help you?” I ventured instead of what I wanted to say which involved a lot more profanity. I also didn’t want to be turned inside out by a fae for smarting off so...I went for moderation.

      I turned back to face him once I schooled my features.

      “You’ve been busy, Little Dove.”

      He wore a tailored suit now, which fit him as if they’d cut the fabric while he wore it. Even his pants fit every curve of his body with exacting precision. I avoided that line of thought and met his eyes. He continued to watch me in that haunting way fae can get after being alive so damn long.

      “I’ve been trying to save lives. For now, if that keeps me busy, so be it. Did you come here for a particular purpose?”

      He stood and buttoned that oh so fitted jacket and towered over me. I backed against the desk and held onto the rickety wood. It wasn’t out of menace. He simply didn’t understand his presence could do that to a person. “Indeed,” he said, finally taking his eyes off of me to look around my room.

      The bed was not made when I left the house, and Angel knew better than to enter my room when I wasn’t there unless he needed to get funeral stuff. That meant my week’s too dirty sheets were handled by a fairy. Not very comforting.

      Once he finished his perusal, he faced me again. “Just making sure you arrived home safely after our meeting. I have certain associates who might be interested as to why I’d be questioning a witch. Furthermore, you make me curious, Darkling, and curiosity has long ago been something I see through when I can find it.”

      “Why would someone like me make someone like you curious? Surely you’ve encountered cursed dark witches in your time.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched as if he might smile. I wasn’t sure I was ready for that.

      “I have encountered many creatures during my life. You are something else. Not just the fact that you are cursed, or a dark witch, there is something else about you which intrigues me. I’d like to make sure you live long enough for me to figure out this puzzle.”

      My luck was about like this. When a man shows interest, he’s a scary as hell fairy. Perfect. “I assume you’re not talking about my coding skills. There isn’t a chance you want a custom app made, or something?”

      He shook his head. “You know what I am referring to.”

      Of course. “And if I have no interest?”

      He blinked and turned his head to the side, again studying me. “I will not force you to do anything against your will. But I will ask that you keep an open mind and offer me the opportunity to show you my intentions are not harmful.”

      “What if we made another deal?”

      He waved his hand, regally, like a king encouraging a peasant. “Elaborate, please.”

      “You tell me what you know of my last death and these witch murders around the city, and I will spend two hours with you, voluntarily, to do what you want within reason.”

      He did smile now, and I sucked in a breath. Good God, I could see why these creatures could topple countries. “I’ll even be nice and tell you that before we make this bargain, you should expound on what within reason. As is, I would have carte blanche on what we might do. And something tells me that is not amenable to your sensibilities.”

      I swallowed heavily and let out the breath I’d been holding to dampen his glamour on my system.

      “If you tell me what you know about my recent death and the witch murders around the city, I will give you two hours of my time, to be spent at the moment of your choosing, where we might spend our time...” I shook my head trying to figure out the wording. With faries, you needed to be as specific as possible, or they would find a loop hole and rip that thing wide open.

      He licked his lips and offered, “Conducting an activity that is mutually agreed upon.”

      I nodded and waited for him to agree.

      “What if I don’t know anything about these deaths?”

      “Then no deal.”

      He stood up, and I backed away to the door. He was so much taller than me, and his glamour oozed out of him, touching me with an intimacy I was not entirely comfortable with.

      “What if I know nothing and still wish to spend a little of my time with you?”

      I swallowed and eyed him.  He was not going to give up. Looked like regardless, I had a date with a fairy. “I would then amend the deal. I will give you two hours, to do a mutually agreed upon activity, if you drop your glamour. Completely, right now.”

      The light in the room shuttered, and it was as if that light sucked all into him at once. For a moment, I feared it might be like the moment right before a very large bomb exploded, but when the light flickered on again, and I could see him clearly. I pressed harder against the door. He was still beautiful. Stunning, but now he had a more physical quality about him, less ethereal. It didn’t hurt me to physically look at him. I sagged into myself in relief.

      “Did it hurt you to look at me?” he asked in genuine curiosity.

      I nodded. “You’re ancient, and I think you might not know how strong your glamour is to our kind.”

      “I’ll endeavor to make you more comfortable in the future.”

      I did not like the way he said future. “You have two hours,” I said, pointing as his chest.

      He picked up his jacket on the bed and swirled it on with a shake of his head. “Not now, Darkling. I will contact you at the moment of my choosing. You will wait until then.”

      I kept the snort at bay. Fine by me.

      He straightened his coat as a wolf howl ripped through the house.

      I jolted and then dove for the door. Michael followed me leisurely as if he were about to go down to dinner. I jumped the last two stairs to find Sam in the doorway, fully wolf. “Uh, Sam. Please tell me you didn’t come here like that.”

      Another howl echoed off the rafters. It wasn’t joyful like I was used to hearing from him. That call was laced with pain and loss and longing. I knelt down in front of him and met his eyes. My head could have fit in his jaws, but I knew he wouldn’t hurt me. Not Sam.

      “What happened?”

      Sam whined as Michael took the last step down. His designer shoes clicking on the failing hardwood. “The wolf grieves his friends,” Michael said.

      I turned to look at him, my hands still in Sam’s fur. “How do you know that?”

      “It’s there in his call. He mourns something. I don’t know who exactly.”

      “Sam,” I whispered.

      I glanced back over my shoulder, but Michael had disappeared. Hopefully somewhere that was not my bedroom. My legs buckled from the crouch, and I landed on my butt. Sam lay down, and I stretched my legs out too and held his head in my lap. Whimpers poured out of him until tears streamed down my own face. I had no idea who I cried for. Maybe myself at this point. No one ever cried for me when I died, be it hit by a random car or pure malicious murder.

      “Sam, I don’t know how much you understand in this form, but please know I am here for you. Whatever you need when you come back. I’m here, and you’re not alone.” I curled up beside him and pressed my face into his fur. It smelled a little like pine cones with the slight metallic tang of blood. Not something I’d be able to think about, especially after what I found in the coven house.

      If Sam’s people were dead, then that meant someone wasn’t just hunting witches. They were hunting supers. Or at the very least witches and shifters. I didn’t have widespread access to other reports that might be able to tell me more. For the first time, I wish I’d cultivated a contact with the police so I could be able to track that avenue.

      I smacked my fist against my forehead. “You’re a damn hacker woman. Figure it out.”

      When it came to hacking, the hardcore black hat stuff…well…I avoided it. That sort of thing can gain a person far more attention than I wanted in my life. But, I’m also a very good hacker. I could slip into the police systems and back out without detection. It would be so easy, a nine-year-old could handle it. Especially since police funding went more toward weapons and defense than the latest computer and technology upgrades. No Bruce Wayne here to keep Gotham up and running.

      With Sam in this shape, though, I’d have to wait until tomorrow. I promised him I wouldn’t leave him, and I intended to keep that promise. He’d been there for me, in his own way, the last couple times I’d lost my life. And the other night when I got back, he’d done the same thing. It meant a lot to me to have him as a friend, and I wouldn’t jeopardize that to hunt down a hunch.

      The night grew quiet, and Sam’s whimpers gave way to snoring. I curled up with him on the hard, cold floor. Angel came in at some point and stared down at us wide eyed. I didn’t think he’d ever seen Sam in shifter form before. And before tonight, I’d also never seen it. Shifters didn’t often show this side to people they didn’t intend to have a lifelong connection with. I supposed I should be worried about that, but, another task for tomorrow.

      Angel brought me a pillow and blanket, and I spread the worn microfiber fleece over both Sam and I. No doubt in the morning when we woke up, I’d be hurting, but that didn’t matter.

      After Angel went to bed, I stayed there, watching, waiting, doing nothing but monitor the rise and fall of Sam’s chest. He slept on, peacefully. It would seem that after decades of disavowing any friendships and connections outside of what was strictly necessary, I had let someone into my life whom I didn’t mind keeping around.

      Sam meant more to me than I was ready to admit. Probably not the way he wanted me, considering our past activities, but it was all I’d be capable of offering. Friendship. A strange and almost foreign concept in a world where everyone was out for their own ends.

      I rubbed the soft spot behind Sam’s ears, and as the early morning started to turn the sky gray outside the windows, I finally drifted off.
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      I woke up to a feeling of weightlessness. When I opened my eyes, I stared up at Sam, his face drawn tight and fierce. I feared speaking, as I didn’t know if I could handle seeing him cry in this form. Now that the full moon was gone, he had changed back and wouldn’t shift again until next month.

      He carried me to my bed and left. I thought he was gone for good until he returned with basketball shorts on. I hadn’t even noticed he walked out of my room still naked from his shift.

      He curled up behind me and pulled my quilt to our chins.

      “Are you okay?”

      All I felt was his forehead shaking back and forth against my shoulder blade, and I stopped talking and let him use me for comfort. We’d done that for each other over the last few years, and I hoped last night hadn’t changed that.

      Neither of us could sleep now, still thinking on the events of the night I supposed. “Did you want to talk about it?” I tried, definitely hoping he said no.

      My relief was palpable in the room when he responded in a gruff and grumbly tone, his voice still ragged from the howling. After a shift, I didn’t see him for a day. I wondered if now was because I’d stayed with him or because he hadn’t gotten to run and be with his people

      Either way, I racked my brain trying to think of anything I could do to help him. For right now, this seemed to be all he needed, so I lay there and let him hug me tight, and I prayed I didn’t feel the hot fall of tears, or else I wouldn’t be able to control my own again. I was not the type of woman to cry…ever. It happened maybe once every five years or so. I think after being brutally murdered this year, I got a pass for it.

      The images of those girls in the house flashed through my mind like a broken movie reel, too big and too wide for real life. I wished I’d never seen it. Part of me wished I’d never even gone to that house.

      If these people had left me alone, maybe I could have avoided all of this. Sam’s nose in between my shoulders told me that was a lie. One way or another, it would have eventually touched me, and then I would have felt obligated to help seek out the truth.

      Why couldn’t I be one of those wall flowers who were content with other people doing the dirty work? It was safer and a lot easier on the wardrobe.

      “Are you hungry?” I whispered. This time, I got a nod, and I fairly rolled over him to get out of the bed to find him something to eat. Sam always ate heavy on the day after a shift, so I started making him a bacon and egg sandwich. The house was quiet as the clock struck seven.

      A ping came from somewhere. I ignored it. Then the follow up you-didn’t-answer-fast-enough ping came next. I headed into the living room to find the source of the noise. My phone lay on the floor by the staircase. It must have fallen out of my pocket when I held Sam.

      I snagged it and went back to the kitchen while I checked the screen. Almost dead but the dating app was still open, and apparently, I had gotten a message. I opened it, and the image of Blake House filled the small device causing me to drop the phone. It smacked hard on the tile kitchen floor, and I cursed out loud. I bent and picked it up careful to move the screen so I didn’t see the slaughter again. The message came from the same hacker I had found yesterday. Quartrain.

      Then the murderer had to be a super. No human could access my app. Only someone with magic in them were able to make an account. That spell cost me almost a pint of blood. I had to gain nearly five pounds to start feeling more like myself afterward. But that didn’t make sense to me. Why would a super be killing his own kind? There was the occasional human slaughter which started rumors of vampires or werewolves. It usually inspired some paranormal romance and then died back down for a few decades. The world had a cycle, and it liked to stick to it.

      These murders broke the mold, and I was lost now. I’d though I had a bead on it, but as I flipped Sam’s eggs, I admitted to myself I might be in way over my head.

      Then it hit me. The app. My app. The killer used my app to hunt down unsuspecting supers. I needed to take it down. Now.

      I assembled Sam’s sandwiches and almost dropped them on him in my haste to hand them off and get to my computer. Instead of connecting to my own network, I used the Wi-Fi of our neighbors and hooked myself back into my own system. This way if the hacker gained access to my network, he wouldn’t be able to see what I was trying to do and circumvent me again. Also, this was my last laptop, and I doubt Angel would loan me his if there was a chance of it getting wrecked by a murderous super.

      As I typed, my brain fired the opposite way, calming and trying to piece together what I knew about the entire situation. What I knew about the murders and the where the hell Michael fit in there.

      He popped into my head unwelcome and a little alarmingly. It was the sheets. I’d been thinking about my bedsheets and then him making my bed.

      “What are you thinking about?” Sam asked, gravelly.

      I didn’t look at him while I answered. “Nothing, just a lead on this thing I’m trying to figure out.”

      “Tell me,” he said, his voice now muffled by eggs and bacon and English muffin. “Let me help you. Let me help my people.”

      I darted my gaze over to him for a second. He looked so much like my Sam, but something had changed in his eyes. That carefree man was gone. The world had hardened him now, and it hurt me to look at. Such a fast change. He must have seen something horrible for it to affect him that fast. It took me years to start looking the same on the outside as I did on the inside: jaded and tired as hell.

      I stopped typing and swiveled in my chair to face him. “Someone is using the dating app I coded to hunt down supers and kill them brutally.”

      He blinked his eyes flying wide. I waited while he finished chewing and then swallowing loudly. “Is that it?”

      “You tell me.”

      He stared down at his plate and the second sandwich and then set it aside on the table near my bed. “My people were killed. There are three Weres I run with on the full moon. A fox, another wolf, and an eagle. We go into the woods and hunt, play, whatever strikes up. Last night, I was running late, and when I got there…” He stopped and dropped his head into his hands. Then he rubbed his eyes carefully and sat back up. No tears, just darkened circles underneath. “The blood was the first thing I smelled. Then I saw them. They had shifted back to human after they died. I didn’t even know that happened to us. Now, that thought is haunting me. I’m sure I had a nightmare about it last night.”

      He shuddered, and I resisted the urge to go to him and wrap him in my arms. If he wanted to help me on this, then he need to be able to handle it. “Was that it? Do you remember any other scents? Anything odd about it all that you can’t match up with your usual activities?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “When did you become Nancy Drew?”

      I spread my hands and let them drop. “I have no idea what I’m doing here. All I know about investigation I learned from Criminal Minds. The only thing I want to do is keep more of our kind from dying.”

      He picked his sandwich back up and tore into the bread and chewed with renewed energy. Once he finished, he leaned forward and nodded. “What’s the plan, Boss?”

      “No one in their right mind would want me as a boss.”

      “It was an expression. Calm down.”

      My defenses went up because I really didn’t have a proper plan. “So far, all I know I need to do is take down the app so it can’t be used against us anymore. Then I need to hack the police station to see if there might be something else I missed.”

      “You’re going to hack the police station? That’s pretty bad ass.”

      “Also probably a felony.”

      He shrugged and lay back down on my bed, curling his hand under his face on the pillow. At moments like this, it struck me how young he was. How all of them were so damn young. Surrounded by them 24/7, it was easy to forget I’d lived through wars, revolutions, death, disease, and any other hardship a person could think of.

      It was the main reason I could think of that Sam and I would never work. One day, he would die and I wouldn’t. It was a bad idea to invest in emotional relationships and entanglements when one partner is so very mortal.

      “You’re looking at me funny,” Sam said.

      I turned back to face my laptop. “Sorry.”

      “What were you thinking about?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing much. Just remembering how very ancient I am compared to well…everyone I know.”

      “Sly is pretty old.”

      I snorted. “He isn’t much older than me.”

      Michael was on the tip of my tongue. But for some reason, I didn’t tell him about the fairy. Was it the date he asked me on, or maybe because he was one of the few creatures out there now that matched me in age? At least out of creatures that lived amongst humans. Some of the elementals were so much older. They tended to stick to the wilderness and wild places still left on Earth.

      I glanced back at Sam. “Is it weird to you that I’m so old?” The need for validation from Sam worried me, but I couldn’t take the words back now.

      He shook his head, his scruff scratching against my bargain bin sheet set. “No, you always look the same, and for some reason, I can picture you in sweatpants, a tank top, clutching a cup of coffee even a hundred years ago.”

      I snorted. “Well, things were different then. Being a woman and with my features. It was hard to do much of anything until maybe about 40 or 50 years ago. I had to stay out of the way and off the radar. The world has changed so much since I first came to America.”

      “With the colonists?” he joked.

      I tossed a rolled up ball of socks at his face. “My family came over back then, sure.”

      He let out a chuckle, my sarcastic tone apparent, and I stood and climbed up in the bed behind him. I pressed myself to his back and let his warmth sink into me. Yes, I was freaking old. And cursed. And a dark witch way too far indebted to the dark side. But I owned that part of me.

      And this killer would have to take me out again if he planned on stopping me.
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      Step One: Take out the dating app.

      A lot harder in practice than in theory. For one, there was my clients to consider. But, If the damn thing didn’t come down soon, there might not be any clients left to think about.

      The other problem to consider was my network. Nothing I could do with a compromised network. Even if I managed to clear my network of the intrusion, I didn’t know the extent of the damage the hack already created. Or if they wormed their way into my system, how much of the app itself was damaged or copied for their own nefarious purposes.

      Staring at my computer keys, I didn’t know if I could dismantle it. It took a year to code and more blood than I planned to put into it, literally. It was one of the only things keeping the lights on, the other part being the rent money from the gangly crew I’d somehow amassed.

      Sunlight filtered in the window, and I glanced around. It was awfully quiet in the house today. I hadn’t heard much of a stir from anyone. Not even the creaking of the floor boards from upstairs.

      Angel hadn’t been in either, which wasn’t unlike him. He often disappeared for a couple days. Especially when he knew I was safe and he could leave without worrying about scrapping me off a highway or something.

      Guess I had to get my own coffee today. I wandered to the kitchen in what I acknowledged as a procrastination attempt. Dismantling my code was going to be painful for me. I didn’t want anyone else to die, but I also didn’t want to rip apart my baby.

      When I got to the kitchen, the coffee pot sat on the counter, cold and lifeless. “Heathens,” I whispered, before filling the pot and flipping the switch. I stared through the kitchen  and down the long corridor which led to the foyer and front door.

      The only sounds were the creaking of the floor board as I waffled back and forth waiting for my caffeine and the coffee pot percolating that liquid gold. Something felt off, but I had way too much to worry about at the moment. I didn’t need to go hunt down every one of my house mates.

      I pulled the mug from the overhead cabinet and resolved they would come find me if they needed something that desperately. My brain injected, “If they aren’t dead, you mean.”

      With a sigh, I poured my coffee and took it back to my room to try and unravel my app. It needed to be done, and if my brain bounced to my friends being dead the moment I started to worry, then it needed to happen sooner rather than later.

      I sat back down and angled my computer screen away from the light. Once I checked the connections and physical components to make sure I’d cleaned out any trace of the hacker, I jumped into the code.

      The hackers had stripped my safety protocols and accessed the admin accounts for the app so they could see every single profile no matter the designation. On top of that, their incompetent hack job got into the location finding portion, and it looked like they tried to layer white magic into my code. Which was ridiculous, since you can’t really erase black magic with white magic.

      That told me I was dealing with someone inexperienced with witch magic merging with technology. Or even just witch’s magic as any white witch would have been able to tell them she couldn’t do what they asked. Unless they tortured her into it, and she just tried to do what they wanted her to.

      I swallowed against the gnawing roll of my gut and shook it off. It must have been the hot coffee on my empty stomach. I’d get food once I pulled the app offline.

      I went through the code one more time and then backed it up to an external thumb drive just in case. I didn’t want to lose the work, and I wanted to keep the evidence for later just in case someone needed it. The magical world didn’t have a formal investigation squad. Most creatures took care of their own slights and problems. Which made this whole thing all the more difficult.

      I couldn’t go to the police and explain the situation. They’d lock me up in an asylum and drop the key in the nearest river bed.

      I stared at the creation I put so much energy into, and my fingers hovered over the keys I needed to punch in order to shut it down.

      “You are saving lives,” I told myself. If I hadn’t created this beast, then so many wouldn’t be dead right now. I wouldn’t have been.

      I hit the few keystrokes needed to turn it off and then frowned at my screen. It hurt as much as I thought it would. But no one else would die because of me.

      I shut the laptop and went to my bed to curl up on top of the folded over covers. The pillow still smelled like Sam. He always smelled like a curious mix of engine oil and citrus. I’d asked him about it once, and he told me it originated from the soap and lotion he put on his hands. A special cleaner for oil and grease. I didn’t elaborate on why I asked, nor did I tell him it always made me feel safe when I smelled it.

      I inhaled and closed my eyes. Shutting down the app probably wouldn’t be the end of whatever was happening out there, but for now, it would put a kink in some bastard’s plan, and I was alright by that.

      I let myself wallow a moment. Did he kill me himself, or did he have someone do it for him? Did he kill the coven too? It would take someone strong and pretty fast to take down an entire coven before they could punch a hole through you with magic. They were white witches, but I knew for a fact white magic can kill just as easily as black magic.

      The sound of the front door broke my musing as the noise reverberated through the entire house. Obviously, someone was home, but who? I didn’t have the mental energy at the moment to get up just to check on who came in. And Sam saved me time by coming in my room a few minutes later.

      “Hey, have you seen Angel?”

      I shook my head, my hair making a scuffing sound against the pillowcase.

      “Are you alright?”

      “I just took down my app. I’m throwing myself a pity party.”

      His jaw clenched. “The one which got a lot of people killed?”

      I pushed out a breath and shook off the tears which threatened to fall at his sharp tone. “I know it needed to be done. That’s why it happened. I don’t need censure from you, too, okay?”

      His brows were still drawn down as if he were angry, but he didn’t press it further. Instead, he tossed a small cardboard box on the bed. “This was on the mat by the door. It has your name on it, but no mailing address or anything. I think someone left it.”

      I sat up and rolled it off my lap toward the end of the bed. “You do realize I’m on someone’s hit list right now. What if it’s a bomb?”

      He gave me another look. This one said you-are-an-idiot. I knew it well since I was often the one levelling it toward his goofy face.

      “If it were a bomb, I would be able to hear the mechanisms through the lid.”

      I shrugged and shifted the covers around my lap now that I sat up. “I don’t know. They could have magic-ed it to only start when I open it or something. These people are ruthless bastards. I’m not taking any risks. I can’t afford to lose another dress to the grave.”

      He handed me the box and crossed his arms over his chest while he waited for me to open it. I gently pulled the tied black and white stripped string that kept the lid and bottom together. It was a simple bow that fell apart easily. Once it released, I pried the lid up at the corner and peaked in quick.

      Sam reached in, and I flinched away. He pulled out a piece of hair tied with a red ribbon. I took it and turned it over in my hands. It was soft with a slight curl on the end. Almost white blond… “Sam,” I whispered and held it out to him.

      He took it and sniffed it carefully. “It’s Angel’s hair.”

      We stared at each other a moment, each trying to process the information in our own way. I grabbed the box and stared down into it. At the bottom sat a white slip of paper no bigger than my palm. On the front in handwriting I didn’t recognize and could barely read, it said:

      We have your friend. Bring the laptop and the code, and we trade.

      Underneath, it gave me an address to the warehouse district.

      Sam scratched behind his ear. The black stain of grease ran down his forearm. He must have not scrubbed up as well as he thought he did when he left the shop. I couldn’t think while flashes of Angel’s face in pain ran through my head. He was an innocent, a child in my eyes, and the fact they had him because of me had definitely screwed with my A-game.

      I got up and pushed past Sam to grab some jeans off the chair. Just as fast, I shucked my stretchy sweat pants and pulled the jeans on, buttoning them with a bounce. Then I grabbed a sweatshirt off the table nearby and approached my laptop set up.

      I didn’t have any more working computers. If they took this one, and they likely would, I’d be dead in the water if I needed to do anything else.

      “Can I point something out?” Sam spoke up.

      I glanced back and began pulling together the computer and the thumb drive. “What?”

      “You’re a bad ass centuries old witch. Can’t you put the fear of God into these people and get them locked up?”

      “It doesn’t work like that, Sam. I have power and experience, sure, but everyone has their own skills that are learned just like humans and Weres I suspect. My skills lie in technology. Computers, phones, tablets, wiring, and tangible things I can manipulate with magic and a good pair of wire strippers.”

      “So in all the years you’ve been practicing dark magic, you didn’t learn anything that can help Angel right now? Nothing from before technology? Maybe we can find him and then bust him out.”

      I spun back, my anger and fear starting to overtake my sense. “This isn’t the movies, Sam. I can’t orchestrate a jail break, and then everyone heads off into the sunset. This whole ordeal will likely end with me dead, and Angel dead, and then both of us rotting in a grave somewhere in limbo for the rest of the Earth’s existence.”

      “That seems extreme.”

      “Well, when you are cursed with immortality under certain conditions, then shit like that happens.”

      He watched me pack the laptop in a bag and then the note and fragment of Angel’s hair. I can’t believe they cut his beautiful hair. That made me the angriest of all of it. For some reason, that part of it seemed the most sacrilegious.

      “I’m coming with you,” Sam said, his tone holding a note of defiance.

      I shrugged and slipped the sweatshirt over my head. “Fine, just don’t die please.”

      He laughed. “I’ll do my best.”

      A witch and a werewolf walk into a warehouse. It had to be the start of an awful joke.
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      The warehouse sat almost falling off the last dock near the river. This place was more than forgotten. It should be put in the quarantined category.

      “Is this it?” Sam asked as he climbed out of the car and quietly closed the doors. Likely the perpetrators knew we were there, but if I could buy any time by being quiet, it was worth it.

      “Have you ever seen a more sinister place? It was as if these bad guys plucked the building from a villain’s lair order form.”

      He chuckled, but it was forced and uneasy. It hurt me that Sam had to be dragged into this. The man was bigger and could take a hit from someone or something. But, he might not recover from that strike, unlike me.

      Sam cared about Angel, and for some unknown reason, me, and I couldn’t make him stay home because of those two very important reasons. He clutched the laptop I handed him in the cab just in case it was an ambush. He might be able to make it out with the information, or save Angel, and run.

      I told him repeatedly, if I go down, to leave me. He only gave me that you-are-kidding-right look.

      The building did not seem safe to go inside. Part of it hung to the left, some off the edge of the dock into the water. Night was closing in fast, and I wanted to be in and out if I could, before I had to face whatever big bad was putting up this fight surrounded by darkness.

      We didn’t need to open any doors as the entryway was leaning sideways and open as we carefully picked over the rocks and debris littering the ground. The building lay dormant and empty inside. Not even the echo of our footsteps broke the silence in the air, which should have been my first red flag.

      I spotted Angel lying on a blanket at the other end of the building. He wasn’t restrained at all, and oddly, his blue flannel button down lay spread open around him. Weird. His jeans, belt, and shoes were all present, though, so I didn’t linger.

      “Sam,” I whispered as loud as I dared. “Come help me with him. He is a little bastard, but I’m sure he is heavy.”

      When Sam didn’t come around to help grab Angel’s other arm, I turned around to find him standing with the laptop and Tiffani.

      “Uh…Tiffani. This is probably not a good time.”

      She smiled, and I knew. All I could manage was, “fu…” before the lights went out.

      I couldn’t have been out very long. The darkness hadn’t fully settled yet when I opened my eyes slowly. I lay with my head on Angel’s blanket, his warmth keeping that part of me from freezing at least. He was still out cold.

      I looked around and spied Sam across the room talking to Tiffani. No, his hands were up in the air, and he had that narrow-eyed look he got when I pissed him off. They were arguing. But most importantly, he wasn’t knocked out or tied up. Plus, he gave the bitch my code.

      As if he knew I woke up, his head jerked over, and he locked eyes with me. In that moment, I wished I was some predatory creature that could growl and rip a man’s throat out. He deserved that and more if he and the witch bitches were the ones behind this.

      “Oh look, she’s awake,” Tiffani said in a sing-song voice before traipsing over in her ridiculously high heeled shoes. Only Tiffani-with-an-i would go on a killing spree in four-inch sky scrapers.

      I didn’t respond to her taunting, knowing that’s what she wanted from me. “Give me my code and give me Angel, or I’ll…”

      She leaned down and held her hand up to stop me talking. “Or you’ll what?”

      “Slap the shit out of you, that’s what.”

      With a soft laugh, she stood up again and crossed her arms under her breasts. The peach blouse she wore matched her navy blue pencil skirt. “You’re tied up. There is no getting out of here until I tell you that you can leave.”

      You’re a damn powerful witch. Do something.

      I took a deep breath and reached into myself to access my magic while I dug a fingernail into my wrist. It should have been more than enough to get out of the ropes and save Angel. Except, the wellspring where my power lived inside me didn’t budge at my prompting. It was like I’d been cut off. I tried again, this time releasing blood so it trailed down my wrist in a warm current.

      Nothing at all.

      Now it was officially time to freak out.

      Tiffani sauntered closer, and I resisted the urge to kick her in the shin. “Do you know why my sisters and I lived in that pathetic little dump you call a house?”

      “Free Wi-Fi?” I supplied.

      “Obviously not. It was for your firewall. You have the stronger magical firewall in existence. No doubt from years and years of tinkering to build it up. My sister’s and I have been studying it from the time we moved in until we learned how to use it for our own purposes.”

      I shifted, still trying to loosen the ropes. “Is this where you start laying out all your dastardly plans to tempt me to thwart you? Because I’m not interested. You do you. All I want is Angel.”

      Tiffani skirted around me and knelt to move a lock of Angel’s hair from his face. A sound I’d never heard before ripped from my chest. Not a growl, but it wasn’t exactly human either.

      “Don’t touch him.”

      She lifted her hands in mock surrender and stood up again, perfectly balanced in her heels. I bet she did her planks in those things.

      “What do you want, Tiffani? Tell me so we can settle this, and I can go home.”

      She circled Sam being sure to touch every sculpted muscle. I met his eyes. “You let her kill your family? Or did you not realize that was going to happen?”

      He cleared his throat. “She only killed the dark ones.”

      “So the crying. That was an act? To get my sympathy and help.”

      No response needed there. Now he glanced away.

      “Spineless bastard,” I whispered.

      “What’s your end game?” I said to Tiffani, now ignoring Sam.

      She gestured at me lying on the floor. “To get rid of you, the darklings, so that those of us shining in the light can come out of hiding in the human world.”

      I laughed out loud. “You’re insane. The last time this happened, it was called something…what was it…oh, The Witch Trials.” I shook my head. “This is why we learn history people.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me now and stalked forward. I scooted closer to Angel, but she didn’t go near him only close to me so she could tower over me and look down her nose to the floor. It made so much sense now. Why she took a job with the senator. Why I went to the hotel and didn’t remember it. The connection was Tiffani.

      “You think the humans are going to accept you because you claim to be light. Which, from where I’m sitting, seems ambiguous at the moment. Humans hate anything that is different from them. You could claim to be angels sent down from heaven, and they would still turn on you the second you stopped giving them something they wanted.”

      The door on the far end of the warehouse opened, and Melanie came inside. She had my laptop now and shoved it at Sam. “Get her to open it.”

      “That wasn’t the deal,” he whispered urgently.

      Melanie crowded closer, pressing the computer into his sternum with force. “I don’t care what deal you made, you mangy mutt. Get her to fix it, or you go down too.”

      I laughed. “See what you got yourself into, Sammy Boy. When they say ‘we,’ they mean witches like them. Doesn’t matter if you’re light or dark. If you don’t fit their mold, then you don’t count.”

      He met my eyes for a flash of a second, but I didn’t spare him. “I hope at least one of them put out for this.”

      Something passed across his features, and he locked his jaw. Melanie stepped back and he shuffled over and crouched down beside me. “Stop fighting. It will go easier for you.”

      “Is that what she told you when she screwed you from behind?” I called at Sam.

      Another tick, this time in his neck. I knew I was pissing him off, but maybe I could get him to crack and let loose on me. I may not have access to my magic, but my magic had access to me. And when flight or fight kicks in, there are no rules.

      He leaned down and whispered, “I know what you are trying to do, and it won’t work.”

      “Oh, yeah? You think you know me? The girl you slept in the same bed with a few times, made out with twice. You absolutely know me.” I stared him down, showing him exactly what I thought of him right now.

      I could see the hurt in his eyes. On at least some level, he really did care about me. Maybe it was all real except the betrayal parts. But neither of us would ever know.

      “You’re not going to fix this, are you?”

      I smiled. “Aw, he’s smarter than he looks, folks.”

      A clench of the jaw. As he moved to stand up, I reared my legs and caught him right in the balls. He doubled over, the laptop falling to the floor. It took five seconds to smash the drive with the heel of my boot.

      “What the hell did you do?” Melanie screamed, coming over and lifting me off the floor by the hair now. I got to standing and tried to reach out and grab her. We could fight the old fashioned way. My size didn’t mean I wasn’t scrappy when necessary.

      She had a foot of height and about forty pounds on me though, and I landed right back on my butt next to Angel. Melanie stalked back over to Tiffani with the remnants of the laptop, and I couldn’t help smiling. At least they wouldn’t be able to find any more people to slaughter.

      On the note of slaughter. “What was with the coven of witches you murdered. Girls, children even? How is that good and right?”

      Tiffani pushed her sister toward the other end of the room and came over. She put on her best school teacher face. “The greater good always requires noble sacrifice.”

      I let out a long sigh. Great. The witch bitches had a noble mission. Those were the kind people died to protect. The kind that left trails of blood in their wake. The kind who could wipe out entire civilizations.

      How many people had already died for noble causes? Too many of mine, that’s for sure. Instead of arguing with her, I let her think I’d calmed down until she wandered back over to her sisters. In her absence, I felt around on the concrete to see if any of the pieces from the computer remained. Something sharp I could use to get out of my ties or maybe use as a weapon. Nothing.

      I pressed my fist to the ground and fought the urge to slam it.

      A figure came through the dark and crouched around Angel toward me. Sam’s face loomed over mine, and he whispered. “I’m sorry. Look, I’ll get Angel out. They don’t want him; they only want you.”

      “That’s comforting.”

      The click of Tiffani’s heels stalled Sam as he was about to untie me. “Shit,” he whispered. When he looked to me for help, I shoved him over with my boot.

      Tiffani gestured at Sam, and Melanie circled him and then reached out. I couldn’t see what was happening in the darkness, but Sam slid down until he lay flat, and Melanie dragged him away.

      It shouldn’t have hurt to watch, but it did. I hated him and cared for him. And damn it, there went my plan to guilt him into making a dashing rescue attempt later.

      “We have something very special planned for you,” Tiffani said with a smile more predatory than friendly now. The darkness cast shadows as she lit candles in a circle.

      Candles in a circle around witches were never a good thing.

      “Are you going to fill me in?” I asked, testing my rope’s give again. These women had to be sailors in another life or something. Not a millimeter.

      Tiffani finished lighting her ring of candles and stood to face me again. “Oh, yes, we’re going to make your dreams come true. We are finally going to kill you for good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 11

        

      

    

    
      I might not make it out of this. In fact, neither Angel or I probably wouldn’t make it out of this clusterfuck. What kind of white witches try to take over the world for the greater good of supers and humans? Not any that I know. I take that back. Considering they lived with me for years and I had no idea they were planning a coup.

      Worse, I felt like an idiot for putting up with their crap for so long. On top of the fact that I was tied up and likely about to be murdered again.

      Tiffani crouched down to meet my eyes. “I promise we will make it as painless as possible. Unlike the last time. And please know that you are making a noble sacrifice. As all dark magic users should be doing the same.”

      I glared at her, wishing they hadn’t blocked out my power. It was right there. I could almost feel it inside me. It wouldn’t take much to gouge her eyes out with her so close to me. Sam lay in a heap on the other side of the building. Not that I would trust him anymore either. The bastard. Was there no one in the world worth the effort?

      A fluttered of movement came from near my head, and I glanced toward Angel. He didn’t have his eyes open but kicked me gently, and I kicked him back before Tiffani’s sister, Melanie, grabbed me by the hair and dragged me across the dirty cold floor. If I got out of this, she would need a new set of teeth.

      When she stopped, I realized she’d tossed me in the center of a ritual circle drawn in chalk marker on the floor. Smart to use a marker that didn’t smudge. Leave it to these three to create a perfect ritual in the midst of betrayal, murder, and usurption.

      But a perfect ritual also required cooperation from the sacrifice. I needed a little help if I was going to screw this up for them. A witch can channel power in emergencies, if need be, when life and death are on the line. Seeing as death is never really on the line for me, I’d never done it. Especially not with a magical firewall force field in place. But, with Angel’s life in peril, mine actually was too. I needed to put myself in a more mortal position. And I needed the witch bitch’s help to do it. This was going to hurt.

      I called out to Tiffani. “What’s the plan here, boss? We discussed the fact that I don’t die right?”

      Tiffani, who stood talking to her sisters in low tones, barely spared me a glance. While she looked away, I tried yet again to loosen the bonds of the rope tied around my hands and ankles. No dice. Any other day, and I’d be impressed with the thorough dedication to getting evil correct. Being on the receiving end, not so much.

      Trying to goad them some more, I called out to Melanie. “Mel, Bitch-With-The-Voodoo-Vag, you should probably check on your boyfriend.”

      Melanie’s hands clenched hard at her side, and she shifted like she might stalk my way, but Tiffani grabbed her upper arm with a shake. Like we all didn’t know who was in charge in this circle.

      I let out a sigh. So much for that plan. I guess I’d have to wait and see if something kicked in during the main event. These witches probably thought the firewall would keep my magic from assisting me, and I was hoping they were wrong.

      The three of them broke up, and Melanie circled around me to kick me in the back. I pushed a gust of air out of my lungs as pain rang through my body, clearing my head. “I think that was my kidney,” I complained.

      Melanie leaned down and whispered in my ear. “You should be grateful. We are going to finally break your family’s curse. Isn’t that what you always wanted?”

      Definitely not at the cost of an entire white coven. Nor the loss of the people I cared about. Not that it mattered now. They lit the candles and placed them around the circle, and I watched, carefully trying to pick apart any flaw in the plan, the magic, the circle, or them.

      Nothing.

      I pushed out a breath again and closed my eyes to examine the force field. It glowed bright as I pushed against it. I wasn’t getting through it.

      “We are going to take out your dark power, and you will be free of its influence,” Tiffani announced.

      Keeping my eyes closed, still prodding, I answered back. “No, thanks.”

      Not that they listened. I was basically talking to myself at this point. Was this how it ended, me tied up, and muttering to myself?

      The witches began chanting, and their combined magic and that of the coven’s surged through the room. I stayed still, trying to feel out what was happening and if I could influence it. But so far, I still had my magic and less patience.

      Time seemed to slow down for a moment, the flames on the candles danced but in jerking fragments. I watched them until something near my belly clenched up. I blinked in surprise and then curled over trying to stop it. My magic. I could feel it bundled there in a tight knot waiting to be jerked from my body. I closed my eyes and concentrated on seeing the landscape in the room. All the magic laid out on a neat little grid. The white witches were there, receptors for any kinds of magic, I was not a receptor, black magic was more of an instigator.

      The curl of my magic began to float out of me, and between the next seconds, Angel let out a sigh, and I noticed, he too was a receptacle for magic. He was always with me. I’d considered him part of my family, but no, his white magic family had cursed mine centuries ago. It was time to return the favor. I used all the strength I could muster through the cold and pain and pushed that magic at Angel.

      It happened fast and hard. He jerked, and then everything froze, and the world started to get fuzzy.

      A witch can’t live without her magic. If they didn’t get my magic, at least Angel could save himself. I could do something right with my miserable life for once.

      “What did you do?” Tiffani’s voice brought me from the edge of oblivion, and I laughed. I tried to speak, but I couldn’t form a smart ass reply in my mind to do the look on her face justice.

      “Now, we will just tear your friend apart piece by piece until we can get what we need.”

      Angel rolled on to his back, the spill of his white gold hair still bright even in the darkness. A beautiful man. A beautiful brother.

      His body seized, and I braced my weight onto my elbows, even in the haze, trying to get to him. When he woke, he would be scared. He needed me. Even as I thought it, I knew I wasn’t going to make it.

      Despite our family’s animosity toward each other, I didn’t have any ill will toward Angel. He was just a kid, and he would need help once I was gone. At least he didn’t have to hide out in graveyards with a shovel anymore.

      I felt it the moment Angel’s eyes opened. He gasped and seized again, his back arching off the ground.

      “Angel,” I called. Melanie stalked over and kicked me again. The world blinked out for a second, and then I returned. “You need to use my magic to get rid of these Maleficent wannabes. Just close your eyes, feel the magic, and direct it.”

      His hands reached out and scraped through the dirt on the floor. The little light glinted off the tears streaming from his eyes. I hated that I had to do this to him, but it was the only way I could save him.

      “Angel,” I whispered, crawling forward. My strength began to blink out, the magic gone, and I felt bone dry from it. A husk of a person in an empty shell. Was this what Angel lived with all his life?

      I managed to reach his hand and grabbed it with my own. Melanie sent another kick toward my stomach, but I held on through the pain, squeezing his hand until he could answer in kind.

      Melanie was at her limit. She grabbed my hair at the crown and dragged me almost on top of Angel. With a knife in her hand she pressed it to the side of his throat while she lifted me by the hair up to so I could see his face. “Now as you die, you can watch me kill him,” she hissed. “It doesn’t matter that he has your magic. He doesn’t know what to do with it.”

      The point broke his skin, and a trail of blood slipped down his neck. I smiled to myself. She didn’t know how black magic worked, either, or she would have never brought the knife near him.

      “What kind of white witch are you?” I asked and squirmed in an attempt to distract her. As she looked away, I jammed her elbow with my arm, and it caused her to slide the knife down the side of his neck smooth and shallow. Blood welled out and over the cut like a macabre waterfall. It wouldn’t bleed for very long, so I needed him awake.

      “Angel, this is it.”

      His eyes flashed open just as my world started to go gray around the edges. He met my gaze and then let out a breath. Melanie went sailing backward, releasing me, and my head hit hard on the concrete.

      Then I heard screaming, and all I could do was roll over and let it sing me to sleep. The sounds of my enemies dying as I did. No better way to go out I supposed. Maybe if I could kick Sam in the balls one last time, that might be the cherry on top.

      Some more screams and splatters, and I curled up in a ball. Everything grew cold and calm until the room went quiet. A cool hand scooped at the back of my neck, but it took too much to open my eyes. It had to be Angel. “When I die,” I whispered. “Burn the shoebox in the back of my closet.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” a deep and rumbly male voice said. Not one I recognized, but, they weren’t kicking me, pulling my hair anymore.

      “Tell Angel he can have my liquor. Or whatever is left over. He’s going to need it after this.”

      A low rumble from the person holding me up now, clutching me tight to his chest where it was warmer. Only then did I notice the tremors dancing along my limbs. I couldn’t feel them at all. Not surprising. So far this wasn’t the worst death I’d had, including the last murder, and the witch bitch’s.

      “Tell Sam I forgive him too. And that he is a dickhead.”

      Another rumble of noise that seemed to vibrate into my sides, igniting the pain there, and I tried to open my eyes to look at him. Broken ribs. That’s it. Or see Angel one more time.

      “I’m glad that Gods Damned bell is gone for good,” were the last words I could muster before the gray edges of what little I could see coalesced. It was time to be with my family after so long. The dark was me. The dark was home. The dark was freedom.
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      Sometimes I wake early.

      It’s why I started making Angel add in an oxygen tank as discreetly as he could to my caskets. I let out a sigh of relief as I bashed my ankle against the metal canister. Then dug the cellphone from the pocket inside my dress. It was a burner, but I could text by pressing each letter 500 times.

      I could hear the very faint murmur of voices, which meant I was attending my own funeral. Strange and a little narcissistic. I wondered who showed up.

      I shot Angel a text. How’s the turn out?

      It took a few minutes despite our relatively close proximity, that is, if he came to my funeral. After this death, he better have shown up.

      Turn out is the usual. Although there is a man here that is causing everyone to freaking out.

      Only one man in my life that could garner a reaction like that. I honestly didn’t expect many to show up. It had only been weeks between this death and the last, and I never had time to rebuild my life. Make new friends. And the friends who actually knew about my predicament would have stopped coming to these things a while ago if Angel didn’t open up the bar at our house afterward.

      I lay back on the pillow and let out a slow sigh, careful with the oxygen. I guess with the white witches’ mutiny, I needed to find some new roommates. The fairy probably already had a place. After the events of the week, it would probably be hard to advertise for one.

      I texted Angel again. Any ideas to fill the roommate holes? Maybe not murderous wenches this time.

      A few seconds passed, and he responded. Damn. I was looking forward to murderous wenches. They are so much more interesting than the non-murderous kind.

      I couldn’t help smiling. You’re a smart ass, did you know that?

      And with the whole deaf-mute thing, not many get the full experience.

      I wondered if Sam was out there. And if before I texted Angel, if they questioned me rising at all. Not having my magic felt terrible, and as I lay on the floor dying, I wasn’t even sure if I would rise again. Sam would have a lot of nerve coming here.

      The moment the last breath left my body had been different this time. I knew it was coming, rushing, breathing down my neck, but I wanted it. For the first time, thinking about not rising, filled me with a sense of relief. I’d lived so many lives. Was it so much to ask for a rest?

      I stared up at the satin lining of my casket. I guess it was too much to ask. Maybe it was time to figure out how to break the curse. Not that me, or Angel, hadn’t tried. But it was never very enthusiastic. Just a general, in case of X press X, sort of research. The curse performed by our families wasn’t meant to last this long. The combination of the magic had basically caused the spell to combust into whatever form it would take. That resulted in our current situation. And it took decades to get the mechanics of it all right.

      Angel was the current in a long line of keepers for me. And I didn’t think I wanted to live to make it to another one. One good solid well-lived life was the desire I feared saying out loud in the dark of the night. Now, laying in my coffin, the very idea seemed ridiculous. After everything I survived and everything I perpetrated in that survival, did I deserve a good life?

      I ran my thumbs down the phone’s track pad and thought about Angel and Sam. They were essentially my family now. We’d forged a bond in blood and magic. How did they feel about it?

      Did you guys wonder if I would rise?

      The light from the phone’s display reflected off the surface of the bell, as usual, tied to my wrist. Obviously, they hoped I would rise since they prepared me for it.

      Sam was worried. I can feel that you would.

      He’d never told me that he could feel when I rose. You mean you can feel when I wake, or like, just that I’m here?

      Several minutes passed, and I feared he wasn’t going to answer. Both I guess.

      I rolled my eyes. You are so bad at keeping a girl occupied while she’s waiting to be dug out of her grave.

      He didn’t respond, and I closed the phone to conserve the battery. Now to wait. The voices outside had died. I checked the time, a little after six pm. It would be dark by now so it might be safe to climb out.

      I let out a long sigh and prepared myself for the mentally awful process of climbing out of my own grave. It had gotten easier over the years physically, but not mentally.

      A creak of the wood above my head made me pause. I slipped the phone into my dress pocket and felt at the seams around my head. Another creak and I jerked my hands back.

      A tremor went through the casket, and I slapped my hands out to the sides to hold on to the edges. “What the hell?” I said, more to calm myself than expecting an answer.

      The casket shook hard and around me, and I tried to think of what the hell could be happening. An earthquake? I’d never been in the grave during an earthquake. What would that do to me? It would suck so hard to be killed before I even got out of the box.

      Something outside the casket thumped, and then the world shifted, and I careened toward the side of the casket. “What the hell?” I yelled this time.

      Then the wood was wrenching, and I threw my arms over my head and curled up in a ball.

      A bright white light broke through the gaps in my arms, and I looked up against the glare to three figures. Sam and Angel I recognized. Michael I could feel as much as see, his magic like a beacon in a storm.

      “Well, a little head’s up would have been nice,” I grumbled, pushing off the edges and climbing out into the softly turned Earth, sinking down a couple inches. Angel grabbed the bell on my wrist and untied it. With my release, I let out a long sigh and felt more myself. Well, minus a few hundred year’s worth of magic.

      Sam reached out and helped me away from the hole and onto more solid ground. “You’re welcome for not making you climb out of there on your own.”

      I pushed him away from me hard enough he stumbled. “You’re fucking welcome. Is that what you just said to me?”

      I spun to Angel. “Blast him with my magic please. Make it painful.”

      “No,” answered a deep voice I recognized from right before I blacked out. Sam forgotten, I faced Angel fully now.

      “Did I enter the Twilight Zone?” Not only was Angel speaking, but I remembered every second of my last death.

      He shook his head. “I’m not going to hurt Sam. He helped me get out of there with you. He helped save us.”

      I charged forward, barely staying upright on the sinking dirt. “No, newsflash, I saved us by giving you my magic. Sam did nothing but help those bitches and get us kidnapped in the first place.”

      Angel huffed. “Well, we are at an impasse then. I’m not hurting Sam. And he’s right. You didn’t have to dig out of the ground this time.”

      Okay, the man had a point. I’d never had anyone dig me out before. I never considered it as an option. “That was actually pretty fast work.”

      Sam gestured to Michael. “He did it with magic.”

      I flicked my eyes up and then looked away before addressing him. “I appreciate the fact that you helped me.”

      I didn’t look to see his face. Sam flinched back. He must be smiling. “You know my kind rather well if you know enough not to say thank you.”

      I nodded. “I’ve been around a little while, at least.”

      “Then it was my pleasure to help you, and I would cash in my time with you now.”

      He couldn’t have surprised me more. “Uh...I just died. Can I get a minute to recover.”

      Now I watched him closely, and he shook his head. “My apologies, but time is of the essence, and I have already lost much in researching you and your abilities.”

      I waved at Angel. “My abilities are pretty limited at the moment. Angel has every bit of my magic right now. Until I get it back, I can’t do much of anything.”

      “I will tell you my proposition, help you regain your ability, and we will assess from there,” he said it with all the authority of a man who never heard no.

      I let out a long sigh and stared up at him. “Fine, but no glamour, and we do this at my home, not yours or anywhere else.”

      He didn’t remind me that the deal was his choice. I could get along with a man that knew when to shut up.

      We piled into a waiting limo. It was nice of Michael to give the rest of us broke suckers a ride home. After two funerals in as many weeks, my bank accounts were going to be screaming at me. Whatever Michael wanted from me, he was going to pay dearly for it, if I had the capability to do it.

      We rode in silence, Sam as far away from Michael and me as he could get. Angel looked completely undisturbed sitting next to the fairy. That was interesting. Maybe it was my magic, or maybe the fact he couldn’t hear well. Something to think about regardless. Fairies were notorious at double crosses and betrayal. Every deal and agreement had to be brokered expertly. I didn’t trust him, and I doubt he trusted me. Working relationships had been forged on less.

      “What is it you want me to do for you?” I asked, tired of waiting, the tension in the car filling up so I couldn’t breathe.

      He eyed Sam and Angel but then looked at me as if I were the only person in the car. When he leaned in to drop his tone, I was not comforted. “My people are missing,” he said.

      I tilted my head to look at him closer. “Which people is that?”

      “The fae. They are all missing, gone, vanished off the face of the Earth. I’m the only one left.”

      “Could they have been murdered by...”

      He shook his head vehemently. “You think a pack of little white witches could take down dozens of fae.”

      Dozens. That turned my insides to a strange liquid. As far as I knew, there weren’t that many left. Apparently, I was misinformed. “When was the last time you saw someone like you?”

      “A year ago.”

      Pretty cold trail. Awesome.

      “A year is a long time to be missing a bunch of people.”

      “We are solitary creatures, and I more than most. I rarely see my kind unless there is some sort of emergency.”

      I did not want to think about what could be considered an emergency to his people. It was a long shot, but I asked, “Did you try calling them, on the phone, or email?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “I’m old, not decrepit. Of course I tried contacting them through conventional methods. At least the ones I’m in regular contact with.

      Okay, so, to recap. The super population in the area had been decimated by a bunch of radicalized witches. And now the entire fae population seemed to be missing for maybe a year.

      “Do you have anything else to go on? Any leads, thoughts on where they could be? Anything?”

      He shook his head and sank back into the seat to look out the window. “I’m at a loss. Why else would I seek one such as you for help.”

      “Aw, and here I thought you were interested in me for my dazzling wit and amazing...typing skills.”

      That earned a glare, but without his glamour, it fell short. We made it to the house, and going inside felt strange. It was just Sam, Angel, and me there now. No witches to yell at when I felt the need. Maybe we should keep it that way.

      I went into the living room and plopped on the couch, feeling better than I’d ever felt after a death. Michael sat next to me and watched me expectantly, not even glancing around my rack shamble living room. I was sure he’d be used to finer accommodations and furnishings. His lack of disdain made me like him...just a little bit.

      I turned to Sam and Angel.

      “Step one. Get my damn magic back.”
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