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EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Week One - Day One

      October 3rd, 2013

      

      Ember Clarke collected her hair with one hand while she rolled the poison dart through the fingers of the other. It was smooth, grooved with diagonal channels that wound along the outside of the shaft. The dart’s shape was similar to the kind she had handled in scummy dive bars whose names she’d rather not recall, only much smaller and lighter. The feathers on the back end of the dart were lighter as well, and real, unlike the tripod-shaped plastic tail that was used for throwing darts. She’d used this brand before, knew it, and trusted it.

      Her deep black hair usually fell just past her shoulders, and she twisted it with one hand several times before tucking it into the back of her shirt. Of course, she’d forgotten to bring a hair tie. On a night like this, of all nights, she hadn’t remembered to bring the most important hair weapon in her arsenal. A muted groan escaped her lips at the thought of having to shampoo blood out of her hair in the morning. Ugh.

      She was in Rocky Mountain National Park, near the Moraine Park Campground. A wide-open valley corralled the area, surrounded by snow-capped mountains on all sides. It was a breathtaking sight, and she was often amazed by the grandeur of it. This late at night, however, she couldn’t see any of that. Aside from the few dozen sleeping campers tucked away in their tents, she had only the stars above and a collection of elk on the other side of the valley for an audience. Not so much a captive audience, but for the lethal work she needed to do tonight, no audience would be required.

      It was nearly midnight, and the brisk Colorado air arrested her breath, almost making it difficult to focus. Camping made her think of her little brother, and she didn’t want to take that sad trip down memory lane tonight. Ember had critical work to do in the here and now.

      Driving the twisty road through the park with her lights off had been a challenge. But she hadn't become one of the best in her business by complaining about piddly stuff, and in her line of work, a healthy fear of risk was a necessity. Having no fear got people killed because it meant they had their guard down.

      Secrecy above all. That’s what her mentor had taught her. Secrecy and efficiency could keep you alive for years past your due date. She’d driven slowly, purposefully, careful to avoid frightening any nocturnal wildlife and even more careful to avoid any patrolling rangers and park employees.

      In this campground, between ten and twenty feet separated most tents. At this hour, waking a person in one would have a domino effect on all the others — the noise from one site would wake the next, and on down the line. And it wasn't just her own noise she was worried about. If a deer or elk happened to wander by and step on a twig, just like in a cheesy horror movie, it could wake the whole area, too.

      She needed to move fast. A hair tie would have helped. Also, she wished she could stop thinking about the stupid hair tie.

      Ember loaded the poison-tipped projectile into the Pneu-Dart X-2. Used primarily for sedating animals from a safe distance, she’d come to appreciate the CO2-powered pistol as a near-silent weapon. The payload of choice tonight would be tried-and-true hydrogen cyanide. The poison should, at this dosage, simply give her target a heart attack.

      Ember had found over the years that using poison was a delicate game. Every medical examiner's office was different in what they tested for, but the vast majority of cases any coroner faced common causes of death, like strokes and heart attacks. It was expensive and time-consuming to test for minute, rare chemicals, and it could bring the coroner's office to a halt while waiting for the results.

      Hopefully, she wouldn’t have to use the dart, because while it wasn’t as loud as a real gun, it wasn’t exactly silent, either. She preferred to approach her target and jab the dart directly into his neck manually. Three seconds for aiming and preparation, one second to do the deed, and another for the effects to begin. By the time her target woke up and figured out something was awry, he would be a second or two from death.

      What a shitty way to wake up. But some people get the shitty wake up they deserve.

      Ember didn’t always have the luxury of a quick, painless kill, though. Secrecy and efficiency sometimes took a back seat to urgency. And while she preferred to be efficient, the job was to be effective.

      At all costs, survive and get the job done. Back home to sleep, then maybe extra sour cream in her breakfast burrito tomorrow morning. Why not? A dangerous job like this one should come with a sour cream reward.

      A deer appeared on the edge of the campgrounds. Its eyes glowed for a moment when it looked in her direction, catching moonlight from above. Ember stared at the deer, and the deer stared at her. She had to decide what to do if the creature moved toward her. Surely it would be smart enough to avoid bumping into these tents, but even a casual hoof striking the ground could be enough to wake someone.

      For a moment, she considered using her dart gun against it. She did have two non-lethal darts in her back pocket, but those were to be used on human targets of at least 150 pounds. She doubted the deer weighed that much. And Ember didn’t want to take the chance. If she tried to subdue the deer and ended up killing it, she would never sleep soundly again. People? She had no problem killing them, if and when they deserved it. But an animal? Nope.

      Animals weren’t capable of evil. They existed on instinct and habit, and they did only what was necessary to survive. No needless killings, no waste, no unnecessary emotional baggage. You never saw a doe crying about a buck she let take her home from some deer bar who then didn’t call her the next day.

      So Ember waited, as still as a clothing store mannequin, to see what the deer would do. She figured she could throw a pinecone or something toward it — these creatures were always so skittish, anyway. But after a few moments staring one another down, the animal turned back toward the valley and jauntily hopped off in that direction.

      She let out a breath and refocused her mind on the task at hand. As she breathed, her watch lit up, a bright invasive beacon in the middle of the dark forest. A quick, frustrated glance told her she was only at eight-thousand steps for the day. The personal trainer whose calls she had been ignoring for weeks would give her The Frown and a lecture about pushing the lactic acid envelope or reaching for the cardio stars, or something. She told herself she would make up for it tomorrow.

      Ember lived an hour south of here in Boulder, a compact college town with overpriced housing and a vegan sandwich shop on every corner. It would be a nice bonus to get the kill and be home for sleep before the sun appeared over the eastern plains. Then, she'd take a few days off. Another perk of her chosen profession: she did actual work only five or six days per month, and even then only when she wanted. The rest of the time, she spent traveling, training, and — unfortunately — slumped in a conference chair for meetings.

      Always so many meetings. Meetings about contracts, bylaw changes, recruit names to learn, and even meetings about meetings. The irony of her profession was that in striving to find a career that valued flexibility and independence, she was now attending more meetings as a hired killer than she would have if she'd become a bank teller.

      This job, though, she was thrilled to complete. This job was more like a duty than a job. The target's name was Rodney Palmer, twenty-four years old. Allegedly involved in the rape of a teenaged girl two years before, but Rodney had never been tried for it. Rodney's mother had provided a bullshit — yet believable — alibi for him the night the attack had happened, so the police never looked into him too closely. The parents of the violated girl didn't have enough money to pursue a lengthy stint with a private investigator, and their cries for help at the local police station had fallen on deaf ears. The case was technically still open, but it had been lost in the cold case graveyard amid all the newer, fresher, sexier cases. Ember knew the victim would forever languish with justice only in her fantasies unless someone intervened.

      Someone like her.

      Rodney had suffered no consequences, either for his actions that night or for anything else in the course of his pathetic, privileged life. Tonight that would change. Ember had been contracted to make sure he would never hurt another person ever again. She'd done her homework, verified the target and his transgressions, and accepted the contract.

      Ember Clarke killed people for money. But a contract like this, she would have done for free.

      She exclusively took on this sort of work— criminals who continued to exist without punishment. Sometimes it was a person who thought they were above the law; sometimes, it was a person who was above the law. She excelled with targets that somehow found a way to elude either local or federal law enforcement. Like most other assassins in the Club, Ember had a personal code about which contracts she would or would not accept. The difference was that hers was much more explicit and much more restrictive.

      No minors, no one who had young kids, and no personal grudges. She would never take on a contract for some rich asshole who wanted to eliminate a business rival, nor would she entertain the fantasies of a misguided son-in-law who wanted his wife’s mother out of the picture. She’d had many chances to make easy money doing that sort of contract work, but she had never accepted one, and she never would. There was enough money to be made on “non-evil” contracts.

      And Rodney Palmer’s erasure would mean another scumbag removed from the earth, another notch on her belt, another direct deposit to the bank account. All good outcomes.

      But only if the evening went perfectly according to her plan. And, she had been around long enough to know that things rarely went according to plan. Within the next few minutes, this campsite would have one less beating heart. If she did her job correctly, it would be the target’s. If not, maybe it would be her heart that slowed and stopped.
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EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Standing in the campground, surrounded by the tents and sleeping campers, the cool air running through her hair and leaving her shoulders and arms chilled, she couldn't help but be reminded of another time.

      She had always done her best to keep her personal and professional lives separate. Not always easy in her line of work, but always crucial. It was too easy to lose one’s head, both figuratively and literally.

      But tonight she couldn’t help but let her mind wander back to another time, another place. Another night like tonight, but that particular night her body felt chilled for an altogether different reason.

      One she’d never forget.

      She remembered the weakness she’d felt, too, the trembling in her knees that had risen through her lower body and then into her heart and throat and psyche. It had consumed her then, and she hadn’t been able to shake it until days afterward.

      Her own brother. Her kid brother. Two days after their last camping trip ever, a mistaken-identity drive by in San Diego.

      Dead, in the street.

      And she hadn’t been able to stop it.

      A simple, harmless walk in the neighborhood, gone horribly wrong.

      That day’s events had launched her into a new life, onto a new path. It was a memory she wanted to both forget and carry with her — the horror of it all was a terrible cross to bear, yet it was possibly the singular moment that had defined the rest of her life.

      She needed that moment, as much as she had come to hate it.

      She had developed a set of rules, some adopted from her mentor and colleagues over the years, but most from her own experience and memory of that event. It had guided her into her career field, and it was why she was now standing here, observing the situation as it unfolded in front of her.

      Her personal code of ethics aside, Ember was also part of a group of assassins who had come together to pool resources, set boundaries and limitations for one another, and govern themselves according to a strict set of guidelines. She loved the simplicity of the Club’s rules when it came to contracts. One contract, one assassin. No competing, no rivalries. Once a contract had been accepted by a Club member, no one else could take it on. And hiring parties were not allowed to contract more than one assassin for any job. Everything was documented and completed according to the Club’s intricate bylaws.

      Ember skulked through the campsites staying on the side of the wide trail, eyeing each tent as she passed. Rodney’s was the green GoLite dome at the eastern edge of the campsite, staked down with neon orange tent pegs. He'd even had an eye toward safety: he'd tied a pink plastic ribbon on each belay line. Hard to miss. The tent looked like a two-person, which actually meant it was barely large enough inside for one person and a backpack. He had his hiking boots atop a small triangle flap of tarp, just outside his tent. Another tarp, this one bright blue, hung by four grommeted corners above a picnic table, where he had piled more gear.

      She saw a cookstove, a lantern box, a pile of dishes and a mess kit, and a cooler underneath the table. One line from the tarp held a string of clothing, likely freshly washed in the nearby river. It looked like he was staying a while.

      She would make sure he was alone in there once she got closer — another hazard of this work. Sometimes, random civilians or bystanders got in the way of a contract. Ember had a strict "no collateral damage" policy. Never had she killed an innocent civilian, and she didn't intend to start tonight. If anyone got near, she'd hide and wait until they passed. If anyone saw her and tried to interfere, she had the two non-poisoned darts in her back pocket. Ember wore jeans when possible because she'd always thought pockets were an inalienable right too often overlooked by women’s clothing designers.

      She held the dart gun in her left hand and a single poison-tipped dart in her right as she stayed low and moved. She ran a mental inventory as she snuck forward. Four in total. Two non-poison, both in my pocket. Two poisoned, one in the gun and one in my hand.

      The ground was hard, a little crunchy in the early October night, but she kept her footfalls light and made no noise. The chill in the air seeped through her hoodie and gloves, lowering her core temperature. She shivered, then shook it off.

      Something shifted in the tent in the campsite to her left. A person turning over in their sleep, their sleeping bag crackling against the side of the tent. They coughed twice. They were far enough away that she wasn't terribly worried, but she never took chances. She'd been trained to be proactive, but reacting to her environment had kept her alive so far in her career. She tensed her body and waited, still and frozen as foggy breath plumed from her lips. One hand inched toward her back pocket, where she kept the non-lethal darts. Tipped with a high dosage of diphenhydramine, like the stuff found in Benadryl. If she did have to stick someone to knock them out, that person would hopefully wake up thinking they'd been stung by a mosquito.

      And hopefully not remember her face.

      After a few more seconds of sensing and hearing no movement, a rippling fart from inside the nearby tent broke the silence. Low and rumbling, the kind of toot her dad would have let out after a steak and broccoli dinner. Ember stifled a chuckle, but she tensed and stayed quiet. She knew it was scientifically impossible to pass gas in a deep sleep, so it meant whoever had cut the cheese was either awake or sleeping lightly. She waited to see if the owner of the smell would shift any more, but it didn’t seem so. The general state of the campgrounds did not change.

      Now, on to the target.

      She had to make a decision about the tent flap. She could see from a hundred yards away it had a zipper holding it closed. Unzipping it would make too much noise. Rodney would wake up. She had no problem taking out a target while they were awake, but the issue would be whether or not he would have time to scream and yell and wake everyone else around them. She figured it was likely — most people didn't take too kindly to a stranger breaking into their tent while they were sleeping in the middle of the night.

      Due to the layout of the campsite, Ember had parked her car about a thousand yards away. Fleeing deeper into the valley was an option, but it wasn't one she wanted to pursue. Some of these people would have their phones nearby and could still have cell service. One call to the cops, and she could be trapped in the park. Even if they didn't have service, recording a video or snapping a picture of her would be unfortunate. Not ideal. She didn't have a pass in her car, and her license wasn't registered with the rangers as an overnight vehicle.

      No, she would not open the tent flap. She would examine the tent and then stab the dart through it, right into his neck. Still, a risky move, since she would have to guess at his exact location inside. She assessed the alternatives and decided that it was still the best option. She'd be able to easily determine which side of the tent he was sleeping on, but it would be more difficult to figure out on which end he'd laid his head. And if he were sleeping in the middle of the tent, she would have an even more difficult time getting the dart to his neck.

      Ember crouched outside the tent and listened. Breath pushing in and out of her mouth, trying to stay as still as possible. The cold was still there, still pressing against her skin and begging for her attention, but she was fully in the zone now. She was working, and there was nothing that could break her focus.

      Goosebumps dotted the pasty white flesh of her arms. Her hair felt cold on the back of her neck. Her hair brushed against her shoulder, tickling her and making it that much harder to maintain her concentration.

      Now more than ever, she wished she’d brought that damn hair tie. Maybe she could have found a straight twig or tree bark on the ground to make one, but it was probably too late for that now.

      Something in the tent shifted, and she heard a slight grunting noise. Rodney had turned over in his sleeping bag and cleared his throat, and thanks to the sounds, she could now picture him inside the tent. She knew where to stab through the material to get him in the neck. Everything was ready for her to complete the contract.

      She ran through the kill in her mind. Pictured Rodney’s prone, vulnerable body, warm inside his sleeping bag. A heartless rapist, a man who deserved what he was about to get.

      Ember held the dart high, prepared to move, when she heard a shuffling sound behind her. She spun, and her eyes opened wide when she saw the figure, blotting out the moon.

      Another assassin, standing over her.

    

  







            Chapter Three

          

          

      

    

    






EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Ember looked up to see Niles Thisdell standing over her. An assassin from the Five Points Branch of the Denver Assassins Club. He held a serrated hunting knife in one hand. Covered head to toe in black hiking pants and black sweater, with a black skullcap pulled low and a black bandanna covering the lower half of his face. But Ember knew him by those almond brown eyes, brilliant and glowing even in the dark. Rail thin and lanky, testy and prone to emotional outbursts, Niles had the sort of grating personality she avoided at all costs.

      “Niles,” she hissed. “Get out of here. This is my contract.”

      Niles shook his head. She couldn’t see his lips behind the bandanna, but his eyes suggested he was smiling. “My contract, Ember. I have paperwork.”

      "So do I. Get out of here before you wake up half the campsite. This is a stupidly tenuous situation out here, and you're going to make it worse. Seriously. Not even joking. I'm almost done, so you need to keep out of my way."

      For a few seconds, they stayed rooted in their spots. Ember crouching next to the tent, Niles hovering over her, knife in hand. This was not a good situation.

      The Club forbade more than one assassin from taking on a contract. The Club also forbade bidding wars or anything that would pit token-carrying Club members against each other. Besides, it made no sense for a Five Points member to be here. Five Points assassins specialized in messy contracts. Brutal kills meant to send a message. Ember, while only taking contracts to kill people who deserved it, was also a clean assassin. She usually tried to make her kills look like accidents. That’s what she had been hired to do in this case. Kill a rapist, but make it look like he’d had a heart attack so there was no way it could ever come back on the victim.

      If Niles went to work on this rapist, he would leave the guy in a puddle of blood, and the campsite in such disarray onlookers would undoubtedly be alerted. Such a thing would have serious repercussions for everyone involved.

      “The hell you doing here, anyway?” she asked.

      “Like I said, I have this contract.”

      Ember raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but you really need to go now, before this whole thing turns sideways.”

      “I’m not moving. Step away from the tent.”

      “Niles,” she whispered, her voice growing more intense. “Stop being a dick about this. You’re going to blow it for both of us. I don’t know how else to say it to you to make you understand.”

      ”Get out of my way,” Niles said in a low growl.

      “No. Let’s go somewhere and have a reasonable discussion about this. There’s been a mix-up.”

      But Niles didn’t make any effort to move. In fact, he even shifted his grip on the knife. An almost imperceptible move, but Ember noticed the tightening of his fingers out of her peripheral vision.

      “I hear you are a longtime student of Krav Maga and kickboxing,” he said. “Which do you prefer?”

      “I do not want to fight you.”

      He was about to strike. As ludicrous as it seemed, he looked poised to attack her in the middle of a dozen tents full of sleeping civilians.

      She waited for him to make his move so she could get the jump on him. Ember leaped to her right, rolling herself into a ball at the last moment so she wouldn’t slam into the ground and make too much noise. With tents spaced out every ten or twelve feet, it was like trying to maneuver through a field of landmines.

      Niles recovered, then turned toward her and jumped, knife high. In mid-air, he aimed the knife down, poised to land on top of her. She could barely make out his black-clad form in the darkness, but she knew enough about hand-to-hand combat to know where he would strike, and from what position.

      On her back, Ember had only a split-second to react. She pushed herself hard to the right, and Niles landed flat on his face in the icy dirt. She had to stop her momentum when she almost rolled right into the side of a blue tent.

      He was momentarily stunned on the ground. Ember flipped back over to the left, on top of Niles. Immediately, he struggled, making too much noise for Ember to contain the situation. His knife was on the ground next to him, and he tried to buck Ember off as he scrabbled to reach out for it.

      She didn't want to attack him. It was a terrible idea. But she didn't have a choice. Any second now people would start to wake up. She would be exposed. Above all, a member of the Denver Assassins Club had to maintain secrecy and anonymity among the general public. The Club and its two-hundred members had only survived and thrived for the last fifty-plus years because civilians knew nothing about it.

      She reached to her back pocket and snatched one of the stun darts. With two in her hand, she dropped the lethal one on the ground so she could grip the one she wanted to use. Ember jabbed the dart into Niles’ neck.

      When she pulled her hand back, she realized her mistake.

      She had used the wrong one.

      A red dart stuck out of his neck. The blue one, the dart with the nonlethal stun poison, was sitting on the ground next to them.

      "Shit."

      The bandanna covering his face had fallen away in the scuffle. Spittle formed on his lips as his jaw strained. His eyes darted around, and he tried to cough. It was a guttural, involuntary noise, and she knew what it meant. Within a couple of seconds, his movements slowed and then stilled.

      Dead.

      “Damn you, Niles,” she whispered. “We’re in this hole because of your dumb ass.”

      She sat back on her butt, arms wrapped around her knees, and glanced around the campsite. No stirring, no flashlights lightening the interior walls of the tents. But that didn’t mean no one had woken up. Eight thousand and ninety steps on the watch counter.

      She needed to hurry. Time was now out; she needed to be gone, and she needed to finish the job and get rid of Niles’ body.

      She drew another dart and returned to Rodney Palmer’s tent. With a quick jab, she thrust the dart into the tent fabric and into his flesh, high on his chest, above the sleeping bag.

      She heard him make a quick gasp, then nothing. His death was quicker than Niles’, and quieter.

      Ember pulled back the dart and examined the tiny hole it had made through the tent. Fortunately for her, the tent was well-worn and had plenty of scuff marks. No one would notice a nearly microscopic hole.

      Then she stood, shoulders heaving. Niles was dead on the ground. She scurried back over to him, found his bandanna and then hoisted him up over her shoulder. His weight almost took her down, but she bared her teeth and spread her legs to balance his lanky bulk.

      Ember hefted him all the way back toward her car, moving as fast as she could with a hundred and sixty pounds over her shoulder. Once a minute, she checked behind her as the campsite grew farther and farther away. No signs of movement from back there.

      No one had woken up. No one had driven by.

      She popped the trunk of her car and dumped Niles into it. His body folded like a collection of rugs, splayed about at odd angles, and she had to work his long leg and huge foot around a bit to shove it down inside.

      His cold, dead eyes were fixed on a point beyond her, his jaw still shut tight, as it had been the moment he’d died. Maybe Ember hadn’t liked him, but she still took no pleasure in seeing another Club member in good standing dead.

      Especially when it had been so pointless, and especially when it had been her to do it.

      Ember clenched her fists. “Damnit, Niles,” she whispered under her breath, “why did you have to be such a jerk?”

      As a chill set in and goosebumps tickled the back of her neck, the full reality of the situation’s consequences dawned on her. Ember had killed another member of the Club.

      A cardinal rule held sacred by every single member. It was one of the few rules that every Club recruit agreed upon after passing initiation, without question.

      Worse, she had broken the rule before. That time, she’d gotten lucky. They’d let her go with only minor punishment, but the Review Board had made it clear what would happen to her if she did such a thing again.

      Even though she had only intended to stun him, and even though the whole thing had been his fault because he’d attacked first, none of that mattered.

      "Damnit, Niles." She found herself growing angrier by the minute. Why had he been there? Clerical mix-up? How had two assassins been contracted for the same kill? The Club's machinery was supposed to prevent this from happening. Decades of fine-tuning the Club's laws and operating procedures were supposed to have kept them free from these mistakes.

      A pulse of fear ran through her. A primal and instinctive desire to run, to pretend none of this had happened. To cover this up and disappear, as she had contemplated many times before. To pull it off, she would have to never make contact with the Club again. Become someone else, with a new name, in a new country, far away. Rip up everything she had built here in Denver over the last three years and start fresh somewhere else.

      Ember knew that was ridiculous. First of all, she would never get away with it. The Club would find her and hold her accountable for what had happened. At least thirty or forty various Club members specialized in finding people who didn’t want to be found, no matter how far they had run. If she holed up in a Buddhist temple in Tibet, she might have a month of freedom before she woke up to a knife plunged into her chest.

      Also, running was dishonorable. For whatever reason, there had been two killers on this contract. In self-defense, Ember had killed the other assassin and completed the job. There would be consequences, and she would have to face them. Maybe the consequences wouldn’t be so bad. The Review Board wasn’t devoid of reason.

      Finally, there were other things in play that she couldn’t afford to screw up. People depended on her, and they wouldn’t be pleased if she simply disappeared.

      Ember whipped out her phone and placed a call to her mentor, the grizzled old woman named Fagan. Despite the late hour, Fagan picked up the phone after the first ring.

      “Something wrong, dear?” Fagan asked. She sounded alert, yet calm.

      “You… could say that.”

      Fagan sighed. “Well, you’re still alive, and it doesn’t appear that you’re calling me from jail, so the contract couldn’t have gone that badly.”

      “It did.”

      “What happened?”

      “This Rodney Palmer contract; it came from a legit client?”

      “Yes, of course.” Fagan’s voice changed, dropped a few tones. “It was done over the message board, as usual. Severe background check, payment in full prior to completion. Everything was done right, as far as I could see. What happened?”

      “And there were no other assassins contacted about this job? No other members of any other Branches documented any paperwork or any notes about it at all?”

      “No, Ember, nothing like that. It was all by-the-book. Are you saying there’s someone else there?”

      “Yes, you know that really annoying skinny guy Niles from Five Points?”

      “Yes, I know him.”

      “He’s dead in the trunk of my car. He attacked me first, and I meant to hit him with the stun dart, but I was a bit distracted and tagged him with a poison dart instead.”

      For a few seconds, Fagan breathed and said nothing. After a long silence, the grumbly old woman said, “Shit.”

      “Yep, that’s exactly what I was thinking. How did we get here? Who messed this up?”

      “I don’t know,” Fagan said. “And, it doesn’t really matter, does it? However it happened, the end result is the same.”

      “I’m hosed. That’s the end result you were referring to, right?”

      “Yes, you are more or less hosed. What do you want to do?”

      Ember sucked in a breath. “Well, I know people in San Francisco, New York, London, Madrid, Cape Town. I could be on a plane in two hours. I want to run, but I know that’s just the panic talking.”

      “It wouldn’t do you any good. You know that.”

      Movement to her left made Ember remember where she was. She closed the trunk, but then realized it was only a trio of deer, wandering along the hillside, toward a creek. She hadn’t realized the animals loitered this much at night.

      “No, I know I can’t run. This was self-defense. He was going to kill me and steal my contract. I did what I had to do, even if it wasn’t the way I meant to do it.”

      “I don’t know if the Review Board will see it that way.”

      Ember sighed. “I know that, too. But this isn’t my fault.”

      “I’ll make some phone calls. The Board will want to see you, probably first thing in the morning. Go home and get a few hours of sleep, if you can. No way to know what’s going to happen when you stand before them. Consistency isn’t one of the Review Board’s strong suits, but I don’t need to tell you that.”

      “True.”

      “By the way, did you complete the contract?”

      “Hell yeah, I did. I’m not going to let a prick like Niles Thisdell stop me from doing my job.”

      Fagan gave a morbid chuckle. “That’s my girl. I’ll call you when I know more.”

      The call ended, and Ember looked at her phone's darkened screen. She sucked in a breath of cold mountain air and let it eke from her lips a little at a time. Hell was about to rain down on her.
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EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Day Two

      

      The young assassin opened the door to the hallway. Head held high, she strode down the hall, and the heels of her shoes clacked against the wood floor and echoed around the walls and ceiling. She tried to look confident, even if her stomach roiled with bile she thought might eject as projectile vomit at any second now. She wasn’t sure if skipping breakfast had been a good idea or not.

      She rounded the corner and turned down another, shorter hallway. She nearly bumped into an older man standing with his arms crossed. He stood a head taller than her. He also had a near-perfect physique, and not just for his age. She’d pegged him at somewhere in his mid-fifties, but she’d never had the guts to ask.

      “Charles,” she said, nearly gasping. “You scared the crap out of me.”

      Charles smiled, but Ember could see that it didn’t reach his eyes. The smile quickly dissolved into a look of concern. “Sorry about that,” he said. “I was only trying to make sure I found you.”

      She sighed. “Yeah. I’m here. About to get my ass handed to me by the Board.”

      “I heard,” he said. “Everyone’s heard. Everyone in Boulder Branch, maybe even everyone in the whole DAC. I just wanted you to know that I’m here for you. Most of us are.”

      She swallowed a lump in her throat and tried to keep it together. Almost done with this mess, she thought.

      “Thanks,” she said. “You didn’t have to come.”

      He shrugged. “I was here for another meeting, anyway. And like I said, I wanted you to know that I’m here. If you need anything…”

      She nodded. “Thanks, Charlie — really.”

      Charles — sometimes Charlie, never Chuck — was one of the oldest living members of the DAC, and he was as revered and respected as he was mysterious. The man hardly spoke at meetings, rarely came in for the monthly Branch gathering, and Ember had never seen him talk to anyone outside of work. Still, everyone seemed to like the man. Always calm, collected, and willing to dish out helpful advice only when asked, Ember had quickly grown fond of him.

      And if she were honest and could do it all over again, she would have likely chosen Charlie as her mentor.

      She said goodbye and left him standing sentinel over the hallway.

      Two more people were waiting for her outside the door to the room where the Board met. One was Fagan, Ember’s actual mentor. Fagan was an older woman, half of her face burned from a bad contract from several years ago. Ember had known Fagan for years, but the old woman had only recently become her mentor.

      The other person was Gabe, a new recruit to the Boulder Branch of the Denver Assassins Club. Ember had recently started mentoring him. Gabe wasn’t a registered and tenured member of the Club yet, but as her recruit, he had a right to accompany her to any disciplinary meetings. He was tall and handsome in a frat boy sort of way, with carved hair and a square jaw. He looked as though he’d fit in better on a rowing team or at an Ivy League mixer.

      He seemed young enough that Ember saw a child when she looked at him, but she also knew what he was capable of. He’d been in training for enough time now that she knew he was an effective weapon. A cunning, honed, and deadly weapon.

      “I thought you’d dress up or wear a little makeup,” Fagan said.

      Ember looked down at her black slacks and gray top, now feeling self-conscious about it. “This is dressed up. Plus I’m having a pretty good hair day. That should be enough, right?”

      Fagan’s lips curled into a frown.

      "I wore heels," Ember said. "That's about as dressed up as I get. I didn't think an evening gown would be appropriate, and I'm not putting on the full makeup assault for this."

      “I think you look hot,” Gabe said.

      Ember gave the kid a sad shake of the head. “Thanks, Gabe. That’s very helpful.”

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Fagan said. “You have your token?”

      Ember took it out of her pocket. A gold coin marked only with the nondescript letters DAC. Every Club member received one once officially allowed to become a registered member. And the Review Board required members to bring it into any Board meeting if they wanted the chance to speak.

      She held it out to Fagan. “Of course I got it. Only problem is holding onto it, since my hands are sweating like candy-hiding kids at a fat camp.”

      Fagan gave Ember’s shoulder a squeeze and smiled with the good half of her face. “You’ll do fine, but maybe tone down the self-defense sarcasm?”

      “Yeah. Good point.”

      “It’s time to go, though. You ready?”

      Ember sighed and shook out her arms for a few seconds, then nodded. She wanted to rant and rave about the inconsistency of the Board, their claim to hold the rule of law above all when you never knew from one day to the next what would happen. But, she held her tongue.

      Gabe opened the door, and the three of them stepped inside.

      It felt as though a wave of pressure rolled out of the room and consumed her. Her breath caught in her throat, her hands shook. Snap out of it, she willed herself. You’re a trained assassin. You’re better than this.

      But while she had been trained to maintain calm in dicey situations, she still couldn’t help the anxiety building in her chest. She wasn’t prepared to face her peers and answer for her crimes against the Club. She wasn’t prepared for how bad this meeting might go.

      But she held her head high. She knew that in her position, they all would have done the same thing. Maybe.

      Ember approached the table and stopped with her hands behind her back, feet shoulder-width apart. She stood before the round conference table on the fourth floor of an office building not far from downtown Denver. Outside, there was a sign on the building that read Denver Consolidated Holdings, but there was no such business inside the walls. It was the main administrative building of the Denver Assassins Club.

      Ten people sat at the conference table opposite her. The Club president David Wellner, as well as the Vice President, the Secretary of Operations, the Club Historian, and representatives of each of the Club’s six Branches. All of them with their tokens sitting on the table in front of them.

      The Branch representatives had no voting rights at these Review Board meetings, but they’d been invited to act as carriers of information. After Ember’s disciplinary meeting, they would each go back to their respective Branch headquarters—referred to as “Post Offices”—and deliver the news to the members of each individual Branch. These meetings were not recorded with audio or video, ever. Only the Historian took notes.

      Behind Ember were her two companions. Fagan and Gabe stood silent and motionless, only there in support of Ember. She was allowed no legal counsel, per Club rules. They were not allowed to speak, so Fagan kept her token in her pocket. Gabe had not earned his token yet.

      Ember set her Club token down on the table, and a few of those present leaned forward to check it. A formality.

      “November Clarke,” The man at the end of the table said, drawing out the words. He eyed her with suspicion, but she couldn’t tell if it was an act or not.

      President David Wellner was a chubby man, balding, with thick glasses that turned his eyes into giant orbs. But as harmless as he looked, this man wielded enormous power.

      “Sir,” she replied, keeping her eyes locked on a spot on the wall behind the members at the table.

      “This is not the first time you’ve appeared before the Review Board on a serious charge. Do you remember what I said to you last time you broke the rules and stood where you’re standing now?”

      Ember cleared her throat. “If I remember right, President Wellner, you said you’d be damned if you were ever going to cut me slack again, after that day.”

      Wellner took off his eyeglasses and set them on the table. Two oval indentations appeared on the bridge of his nose where the glasses had been resting, large and obvious enough that she could see them from where she stood. He massaged these spots and then ran a hand through his thinning hair. “Right. The Board was quite clear with you. It was a controversial decision to allow you to remain then, despite the circumstances.”

      “Yes, sir. I know it was.”

      “So what am I supposed to do with you? You’ve killed yet another registered member of the DAC.”

      “It was self-defense.”

      “There’s no evidence of that. Niles had paperwork for the contract. He had a right to complete it.”

      “I also had paperwork, President Wellner. Fagan provided you with copies of the message board conversations. I had a right to be there, too. This Board doesn’t have all the facts.”

      “You think your paperwork was legit and his wasn’t?”

      She shrugged but didn’t offer any comment. There was no proof she could use to argue her position.

      Wellner frowned and then slid his glasses back on. “Doesn’t matter who talked to whom or which contract came first. Niles is the one who’s dead, you’re back here, and now we have to figure out what to do with you.”

      Ember stood at attention, lips sealed. They’ve already made up their mind, she thought. There wasn’t any fact she could offer to sway the Board. She only had one card left to play, and she had to hope it would work out in her favor.

      “Last time,” Wellner said, “you were allowed to stay within the Club because of your three excellent years of service prior to your infraction. But, you’ve been on probation. And now, you’ve broken that probation. You’re not leaving us with a ton of options here, Ember.”

      She debated for a moment. Can I really pull this off?

      She had one move, one option remaining. It was a move she had never thought she’d actually see someone else request, much less a card she would try to play herself. But she was out of options.

      Ember took a breath, held it. She slowly let it out, closing her eyes and then opening them, looking through everyone and at no one in particular.

      “I request single trial by combat with Five Points.”

      No reason to delay it any longer. Might as well get it over with.

      Her statement caused a murmur along the conference table. A few whispers between the President and Vice President.

      “I’m not sure if that’s appropriate in this situation,” Wellner said. “Given your history. Trial by combat is usually reserved for lesser offenses.”

      Ember looked him in the eye. “I deserve a chance to prove myself since there’s doubt about the facts of the case.”

      He sighed as his eyes darted back and forth over her face. The members of the Board took turns whispering in each other’s ears. An interminable thirty seconds elapsed, and Ember tried to focus her ears, but she couldn’t make out what they were saying.

      Then, Wellner leaned over to the new Club Historian and muttered something. The Historian got up from the table and approached a file cabinet, then returned a moment later with an ornate wooden box. Ember had never seen it before. A DAC token had been pressed onto the top.

      Wellner opened the box and removed a piece of paper, then folded it in half. He held it out to the person next to him, and the paper exchanged hands along the conference table until the last person, a representative of the Westminster Branch, passed it to her.

      “Sir?” Ember asked as she held the paper, still looking at Wellner.

      Wellner nodded at the page. "If you want trial by combat, this is how we're going to do it. We discussed it, and this is the best option that's fair to everyone. You've offended all six Branches with your actions, so all six Branches will have a chance at justice. The rules against completing contracts on Sundays will be waived for the duration."

      Ember unfolded the paper. Her heart sank as she realized what it was. A single sheet of printed paper, blank except for a dark circle drawn in the middle.
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      David Wellner slumped into the chair behind his desk and let out a sigh so large, stars dotted the edges of his vision for at least three seconds afterward. The chair squeaked as he stopped holding in his belly. He’d been sucking it in for the entirety of the Review Board meeting. He didn’t know why he did that; everyone in the room knew he was chubby. They could see it in his pudgy cheeks. Still, a kind of vanity drove him to hold in his stomach. Or, was it insecurity?

      He took off his rounded eyeglasses and set them atop his head, in the middle of his bald patch. Yet another reason to be self-conscious. After the morning he'd had so far, Wellner surprised himself that he could still think of his appearance at a time like this. Still, he found a way to do it.

      A knock came at the door. “Enter,” Wellner said, sliding his glasses back on as he sat up straight. He smoothed his shirt and placed his hands on the desk, trying to look casual.

      The door opened and there stood Kunjal Anand, the new Club Historian. A small waif of a young man, brown-skinned and covered in thick, black hair. He had a pompadour haircut that ended in sideburns running to the bottom of his ears. A strange look for someone barely out of college, but Wellner had no idea what sort of fashion the kids were into these days.

      Kunjal was only two months in the country, and it showed in the thickness of his accent. Still, his English was pretty good for a non-native speaker.

      “Busy, sir?”

      “Always, Kunjal, but I got time to talk. Come on in.”

      Kunjal clutched a notebook to his chest as he entered the room and shut the door behind him. “I have some questions about the Review Board meeting.”

      “That was your first one, right?”

      Kunjal nodded. “I want to make sure I get the details correct in the official record. I’m going to start making notes for the updated version of the Club history.”

      Wellner waved the boy to the chair opposite his desk. Kunjal's presence here was an odd matter, for everyone. In the fifty-ish-year history of the Club, there had been exactly five official Historians. Always chosen from a line of succession from existing Club members. When the previous Historian had retired three months before, he had hand-picked his nephew Kunjal to take over in his place. For the first time, an outsider would become the steward of the official Club record. It had been unprecedented. But as outgoing Historian, the man was technically able to choose whomever he liked to succeed him. No one thought he would choose someone from outside their ranks, but it wasn't against the rules.

      “How do you like your apartment?” Wellner asked.

      “It’s wonderful, sir. Much more roomy than where I was before. And American refrigerators are massive. I can barely fathom it. I will only have to go to the grocery store once a month with a refrigerator so large.”

      Wellner chuckled. “Hmm. I guess I never realized we had big fridges in this country.”

      “Indeed. I’m very grateful to be where I am.”

      Wellner shifted in his seat, then smacked the top of a stack of papers on his desk. He hoped the motion would come across as a power move, and Kunjal would get to the point. Hard to tell, based on the young man’s non-reaction.

      “You have questions about the black spot?”

      Kunjal nodded. “Very much, sir. I haven’t seen anything about it in my searches of previous Historians’ records.”

      “That’s because you’d have to go way back, and probably take a trip out to the remote storage facility in Parker. No one has received a black spot as a disciplinary measure since 1971. The practice has never been officially outlawed, but it has fallen out of favor. Modern sensibilities, you know. It’s a lot to manage.”

      “I’m confused, Mr. Wellner. I read about Ember Clarke’s previous infractions, including the very serious one related to that civilian, Harvey Bennett.”

      Wellner raised his eyebrows. “And?”

      “And I don’t understand her punishment. The records show many Club members exiled and killed for much lesser offenses than this one. Why is she allowed a chance to remain, especially after her recounting of what you said to her in her last disciplinary review?”

      Wellner sighed as he rubbed his hands together. “Fair point. But Ember is something special. I don’t know if she has more allies than enemies among the Branches, but she does have a lot of allies. Outright killing her would make a lot of people upset. But, letting her off with a slap on the wrist isn’t an option, either. The black spot trial by combat is the best middle-of-the-road option. It will almost certainly end in her death, but I thought she deserved a chance. Also, to be honest, I like her. She’s excellent at her job, most of the time.”

      “And you think she has a chance to succeed against six of the best assassins in the Club?”

      Wellner pondered this for a moment as he shifted in his chair. “No, probably not. The Branches will work it out among themselves and then send their top people. The first of the six assassins has already been chosen.”

      “Seems to me she has little chance.”

      Wellner nodded. "Like I said, Ember is special, but she's not immortal. When she dies, many in the Club will say she got what she deserved. Some will appreciate that she had a chance and that each Branch had a part to play in determining her justice. That's the problem with the vanilla flavor of trial by combat. Who do we send? Which assassin from which Branch? Doing it this way is the best optics from any angle. Politics, Kunjal. Always have to consider the politics."

      Wellner couldn’t tell if the boy understood the subtleties of the decision or not, but he scribbled copious notes, either way.

      “The machinery of this organization fascinates me,” Kunjal said. “Over fifty years of operating under the nose of law enforcement, and not once have they found out about us.”

      If it had been anyone else speaking like that, Wellner would’ve probably had that person investigated by an internal audit. Or at least he would have mentioned something to the rest of the Board about the curiousness of the remark. But he had to remember Kunjal was brand new at this. And Historians played by a slightly different set of rules. They could go anywhere in the Club. Talk to anyone. The Club founder had felt it necessary that access be an ingrained characteristic of the one responsible for the record.

      "This Club was founded by a wise man a long time ago. He saw what we needed and set it up. Then, decades of refinement have helped us keep our bylaws sacred. We stay under police and FBI radar by strict adherence to the rules."

      “Forgive me for saying so, sir, but adherence to the rules does not seem as strict as the Board would like.”

      “That’s correct. We’ve had a string of bad behavior lately. That’s another reason for the ruling we handed down today.”

      “How do you think this black spot trial by combat will affect the morale of the Club?”

      “My hope is that it improves things. You’ve come to us at a difficult time, I’m afraid.”

      Kunjal furrowed his considerable brow. “How so, sir?”

      “We’ve had a lot of upheaval among the members over the last year. Little power struggles in the Branches and things like that. We need unity. We need to push forward.”

      “Are you concerned?”

      Wellner tilted his head back and forth. “Not officially, no. Off the record? Somewhat. These things happen from time to time. The DAC has weathered many storms before, and I don’t think this one will kill us.”

      “Do you want Ember Clarke to live?” Kunjal asked.

      Wellner eyed the boy’s pen, and Kunjal obliged him by setting it on the desk.

      “What I want doesn’t matter. Ember saved my life once, a couple years ago, not long after she became a registered member. The surviving brother of a man killed for a contract found out about us and came after me. Ember was in the right place at the right time and stopped him from getting what he wanted. Don’t bother looking for that in the records. You won’t find it.”

      “You owe her a debt.”

      Wellner shrugged. “Not officially, no. I’ve done what I can for her by giving her a chance, however slim it seems. Whatever happens next is up to her.”

      “How does it all work?”

      “There are six Branches in the DAC. Each one will send a representative assassin after Ember. Each assassin has one week to take her out, one after the other. The Club treats it as six consecutive, exclusive contracts for one assassin to eliminate one target. If she survives all six, she has earned her freedom and a choice to remain or to turn in her token and leave the Club. If she doesn’t survive, well…”
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      She parked outside the four-story building in the northeast end of Boulder, Colorado. It was in the industrial district of town, a place lousy with self-storage lots and trailer parks and small farms. Only three or four miles from the opulent downtown, but a world away from the density of the heart of the small city.

      The stone and brick building was nondescript, and that's how the Branch liked it. At one time, it had been home to a software startup with a volcanic rise and an equally explosive downfall. Now the cubicle farms sat dormant, the building forgotten. A cheap real estate buy. Also, a perfect place for the Boulder Branch of the Denver Assassins Club to have meetings and train. No one cared what went on out here in this barren section of town.

      She took out her favorite guns, the dual Enforcers from Nighthawk Custom, the heavy dark graphite pistols with eagles etched into the grips, and the word ENFORCER imprinted on the sides. The 9mm pistols had been a gift from Fagan, and she had been amazed at how well they fit her hands. The weapons matched perfectly, both upgraded extensively, including the RMR sight upgrade and Trijicon sight cuts, and both had been factory polished down to the bevels. Custom laser grips finished off the package. Altogether, each pistol was somewhere around the $4,000 mark, and the quality wasn’t just for vanity’s sake.

      They worked well. She spent time at the range weekly practicing and honing her skills, and the weapons kept up without issue.

      “Be right back, my pretties.”

      She left them under the front seat. There were no guns allowed inside Post Offices, and contract work or any shooting at all was expressly forbidden. Most of the assassins had memberships to gun clubs in nearby cities and towns, where they would spend time on accuracy training.

      Each of the six Branches had a building like this, known as a Post Office. Safe havens for the Branches to conduct their business.

      As she crossed the parking lot and approached the building, Ember’s head swiveled around to look for threats. An old habit, one of the first she’d learned after earning her DAC membership coin. Stay alert, stay alive.

      While this spot was typically the safest place she could be in, things were different now. It was day two into the seven-day period when the first assassin would make her a target. The bylaws were supposed to be sacrosanct, but with a black spot given for the first time in decades, no one would know exactly how to act. These were uncharted waters.

      Ember rounded the building, glancing left and right once more, then held up her keycard against the panel buried in the back wall of the building. The door clicked and creaked open an inch. She pulled it back and stepped inside, greeted by a long hallway.

      Familiar sounds drifted down the hall. Up on the right, an open door led into the gym. She could hear the clacking of wooden training Bo Staffs hitting each other. The thud of medicine balls on the gym floor mats. On the left, she could hear a lecture from one of the classrooms. Club law. There were always so many lectures on Club law. Decades of Club law and constant adjustment to the rules left a maze of regulations for all new members to learn and existing members to relearn on a recurring basis.

      They called it continuing education, but Ember wanted to call it continuing boredom-cation. The joke didn’t feel fully formed, but she was still working on it.

      It also didn’t make her feel better.

      Fagan leaned out of another door about halfway down and waved Ember forward. The old woman smiled, a sad look on her face. Fagan had an odd smile since the right half of her face had been badly burned on a contract at least a dozen years ago. Her smile curved on the left, but the right half of her face stayed flat and still, from the mutilated flesh of her cheeks, leading up to her dead eye and the missing section of hair. Ember had often wondered why Fagan hadn't had the eye replaced with a glass one. She supposed the old woman liked the grim reaper look. Most assassins wanted to blend in with the population, to hide in plain sight. To be the kind of person that next-door neighbors would say, “she was so quiet. Kept to herself, ya know? I had no idea she was a contract killer with five dozen dead bodies to her name.”

      Fagan was a lot more old school. Ember had always thought Fagan was mean as hell — one of the reasons she had considered asking Charlie instead — but the old woman had quickly grown on her. She hadn’t seen Fagan’s softer side until she’d been invited to Fagan’s house, where she had seen the vast tea collection the woman kept in her kitchen. Teas from all over the world, some still in their decorative collector’s box, were piled on countertops and behind cupboards with glass fronts.

      She was proud, too, offering Ember tea ‘that would change her life.’ It hadn’t quite done that, but Ember had to admit that the tea, an imported black spice from some island she’d never heard of, had tasted amazing. It was at that moment that Ember had warmed to her new mentor. Drill sergeants simply didn’t collect a thousand different flavors of tea, but Fagan was a connoisseur. Ember suspected that her decade living abroad had had something to do with it.

      She stopped in the doorway of the office and saw her recruit, Gabe, inside. He sat in a chair, stretching a rubber band between his fingers. He plucked it like a guitar string. There were a desk and four chairs in Fagan's office, plus one file cabinet and a whiteboard on the wall. Aside from that, nothing else. Not even a plant.

      "The gang's all here," Ember said. When Gabe met her eyes, and she could see the sorrow in his look, she gave him a hard punch in the shoulder. "Wipe that sourpuss look off your face, recruit. I'm not dead yet."

      He tried to smile as he rubbed his shoulder. But he still had nothing to say. He went back to playing with his rubber band. Eventually, he said, “This doesn’t seem fair.”

      “Yeah,” Ember said. “No shit. It’s maybe sexist, too. But it is what it is.”

      Fagan uncapped a marker and wrote on the whiteboard: Westminster | Five Points | Highlands | Parker | Boulder | Golden.

      “Do we know which Branch comes after me first?” Ember asked.

      Fagan shook her head. “No, but it has already been decided. Each Branch chooses one experienced member to take you on as a contract, on the last day of the previous contract, if it hasn’t been fulfilled. Due to the Club’s rules about non-competing contracts, it’s considered six different jobs. One per week. You are on day two of the first week. If you stay alive for five more days, then the first contract is void, and the second contract begins. You only have to face one at a time.”

      “Seems cold-blooded that I have to go up against someone from my own Branch. You’d think they would give me a pass on that one.”

      “That’s just how it is,” Fagan said. “Or at least that’s how they’re playing it. The last black spot was before my time, so I’m not sure. The rules now are basically whatever the Board says they are.”

      “Aren’t they always?”

      “I can tell you this much: you won’t have to go up against anyone from Boulder Branch this week. Your first assassin is not one of our own.”

      Ember crossed the room and pointed at the words Five Points on the Board. “My best guess is that this Branch is the first one. Niles Thisdell was a member of Five Points, so I think they would want first crack at me.”

      “Reasonable guess,” Fagan said. “I can draw up a list of who I think is most likely from that Branch, since the assassin’s identity is confidential unless they voluntarily decide otherwise.”

      Gabe stood and eyed the Board. “Does it help to know who it’ll be? I mean, are you allowed to go on the offensive and proactively take someone out?”

      Ember looked to Fagan for the answer, and the old woman tilted her head back and forth. “I think so. But if you start indiscriminately killing Club members because you think they might come after you, I'm sure your trial by combat will cease immediately, and you'll forfeit your sentence. Probably earn yourself an immediate, on-the-spot execution during the Review Board meeting about it. I can ask the Club Historian to be sure."

      “Don’t ask Kunjal,” Ember said. “The kid has only been here for a few weeks. He won’t know squat. Anyway, I’m not going to go around killing people for no good reason.” She turned to Gabe. “It’ll help to know who’s coming after me so I can get an idea of how it will happen. I have the advantage of knowing most of the assassins coming after me. I know how they think. Once I know who it is, I’ll know what I’m up against. I’ll know what kind of support network they have in place.”

      “If you can figure out who it is,” Gabe said, “it’s harder to do detective work with a target on your back.”

      “Yeah. There is that.”

      "Let me do some work on this," Fagan said. "In the meantime, you should prepare. If you have a security deposit box or weapon stashes you need to check, now's the time. Assume nothing and make sure you're prepared for every contingency. You may not get a second chance."

      Ember nodded. “Right. I’m going to go home and think about packing up my condo.”

      Fagan and Gabe didn’t respond, but Ember could read the looks on their faces. Neither of them thought she would last for the whole six weeks. A snarky comment appeared in her mind, but she could tell the joke wouldn’t land. They weren’t in the mood. Neither was she, actually, but she didn’t know what else to say.

      “Alright then,” Ember said. “I’ll catch you guys on the flipside.”
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      She needed advice, and she needed it badly. After leaving Fagan’s office, she turned left and walked down to the open area just inside the front door. The smell of gym and sweat was strongest here, but that was where she found Charlie.

      “Hey there,” he said. “How was the Board meeting?”

      She shrugged. “You didn’t hear?”

      He donned a warm and grandfatherly smile. “I did, but I prefer to get my information directly from the source.”

      “Well, I’m dead. Pretty much this week or one of the next five.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I heard. Sorry to hear that.”

      She paused, looking up and away at the fluorescent office lights that dotted the ceiling, then back at Charles. “Have you ever seen anything like this?”

      “The black spot?”

      “Yeah. A six-week open-kill order? Letting the other Branches take a crack at me?”

      “No, never like this. I heard a little about one, but it was before my time.”

      “Oh. How did it turn out?”

      Charlie raised an eyebrow. His face took on an expression she’d never seen from him before, like a concerned father hearing that his only child had been diagnosed with cancer. Or like a man too conflicted to tell her the truth.

      “That good, huh?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Details about the last black spot are all blurry, but no, I hear it didn’t turn out well. None of that matters, now, Ember. You’re a different person, in a different time, in a different situation.”

      “Feels an awful lot like the sort of situation where the only way out for me is death. I’m not planning on selling tickets or anything, but it seems like a sure thing.”

      “I know. But it’s not. And it’ll help you to remember that.”

      She shifted on her feet. “I guess. But still — it seems petty. Or unfair. I don’t want to keep bringing that up, because it makes me seem whiny... but it’s true.”

      “You’re in a line of work that thrives on the unfairness in society. It might be good for you to taste a bit of it.”

      She’d never thought of it that way. Still, she wasn’t a rapist or a criminal. She’d killed a man — accidentally, at that — for breaching the trust and sanctity of the DAC’s bylaws. She wasn’t a bad person. Niles had ignored her, and she’d acted out of self-defense. Didn’t the Board see any of that?

      “I guess we’ll find out, if I make it that far.”

      Charlie looked around, then leaned against the wall. “Ember,” he said. “I took a liking to you the moment I met you. You’re down-to-earth, real, and you’ve got a strong sense of right and wrong. Assassins don’t need those things to be successful, but if they want to operate in the real world without going nuts, they’re helpful tools.”

      “...Thanks?” she began.

      He held up a hand. “But you also have a strong sense of dignity. And dignity is something only people who care about themselves can feel.”

      Ember wanted to interrupt, to walk away. This was going in a direction she hadn't expected — as if Charlie was delivering her last rites. A eulogy for her funeral. I’m not dead yet, she wanted to say.

      “The point is,” he continued, “I’ve met a lot of folks over the years. A lot of assassins. I’ve heard a lot of different reasons, and I’ve known a lot of different types of people. Every Branch is different. Every Branch makes their own way within the bylaws. But the assassins who have dignity seem to last a bit longer.”

      “Why’s that?” Ember asked.

      “Who knows? I’m no psychologist. But if I had to guess, it’s because they came to the whole thing from another past. Lots of folks have a past that they want to get away from, that makes them not care about themselves as much. And that makes them pretty damn good assassins, to be honest.

      “But again, the ones who last don’t have that baggage. They want to stay alive. They want to live to fight another day. It isn’t about the contracts. It’s about the dignity.”

      Ember couldn’t argue with his sentiment. She did have dignity, and she did feel a sort of calling toward the profession. Her ‘rules’ were a sign of that; she took contracts that adhered to her standards of operation.

      “Thanks, Charlie. Really. I mean it.”

      “I do, too. I think you’ll be around a bit longer than six weeks. I’ve been wrong before, but it’s not often.” He gave her a wink as he turned away and started to leave.

      Well, she thought. If I die, at least I’ll die with dignity.
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      Xavier Montrose rolled up the sleeves of his shirt after he set the suitcase on the bed. His right arm bore tattoos, but the scars on the left had made new tattoos an impossibility. Flesh gnarled in twisting remnants of burns from an IED detonation in Kandahar. Some kid who was barely old enough to have scruff on his face had buried the thing in the middle of the road and flipped Xavier's Hummer on its head. At the time, Xavier had been thinking he was too old to be a soldier still, and the injury had proved it. A Purple Heart, an honorable discharge, and a VA card. These were the consolation prizes left over from an arm that looked like it had been shoved partway through a meat grinder.

      The left arm still functioned well enough, however, for what Xavier needed to do. It could support the stock of a rifle. It could grip a knife. It could hold piano wire. Best of all, due to the nerve damage he’d suffered there, he didn’t feel pain as much. These were the things required of a member of the Westminster Branch of the DAC, and Xavier excelled in them. He had for as long as he’d been retired from the military.

      He enjoyed his work. Better this than wandering the outskirts of a factory as a forty-seven-year-old on the graveyard shift, nightstick in one hand, a scratchy uniform dress shirt rubbing his nipples raw as he counted the minutes until his shift would end. Xavier knew other vets who had condemned themselves to such an existence. Relegated to a lower branch of service than the military could provide.

      Not for him. He had decided long ago that he would earn a proper and dignified living for as long as he was physically able.

      Xavier popped open the suitcase and admired the contents. He liked assembling the sniper rifle, and even though he could do it in only a couple minutes, he sometimes worked through the process slowly, methodically. It was cathartic. Maybe even more than spotting the target, adjusting for distance, and pulling the trigger, though he enjoyed the entire process. There was something about the assembly that seemed so logical to him. He enjoyed the calming act of removing the parts from the foam slots, of taking these disparate parts and making them into a killing machine. Something about removing the hex key and screwing on the barrel. The sound the ten-round magazine made when it clicked in place. The snap of the stock when he unfolded it. The solid resistance of sliding the bolt action back and driving it home.

      Xavier put together the AX308 and loaded the magazine with the .308 Winchester subsonic rounds, then he set it on the bed and retrieved a chair from across the room. He set it next to the bed and admired his prized possession. He had pulled the triggers of many long rifles in his day, and the AX308 might be his favorite of all time.

      A knock came at the door. Xavier checked his watch, then cursed. He wasn’t expecting anyone, not this late in the afternoon, especially. His eyes went to the door locks. It had no deadbolt, but it did have a chain lock. If someone tried to open it, they could not see him from his current position. Xavier knew better than to put himself in clear view — or shot — of a door.

      “Housekeeping,” the muffled voice said from the other side.

      “Not right now,” Xavier said as he inserted a wad of Skoal tobacco into his mouth. Another guilty pleasure.

      After a slight pause, another knock. “Housekeeping.”

      Xavier stood and drew a six-inch blade from the sheath on his hip. “I’m busy,” he said, his gravelly voice strained to speak louder.

      “When shall we come back, sir?”

      "Later. I don't care when. Just not right now, dammit."

      Another pause. Xavier raised the knife and took a step toward the door. The last thing he wanted this morning was to kill a civilian for such a silly reason as barging in on his work. But, if it had to be done, it had to be done. Xavier was okay with making a tough decision in the field and then working to justify it later.

      Next came the sound of something shuffling on the carpet, moving on to the next door. Another knock, and a warning about housekeeping, more quiet this time. They’d left, thankfully.

      He waited for a few seconds, holding his knife, standing in place. If it had been a trick, he would expect the attack to come now. To set him on edge with the knock, then to give him a false sense of security by making him think the event had ended.

      But, ten seconds later, no attack had come. Maybe it actually was just the facilities crew knocking on his door. Xavier put the knife back into its sheath and picked up the rifle. He carried it across the room and set it next to the window, then moved the chair back into position. While he would like to spend all day staring at the rifle, it was time to get to work.

      He had to compensate for the overhead sun, so he adjusted the curtains on either side to block out most of the glare. Next, he did some mental math to work out the distance to his target. Usually, with the subsonic ammo, he had to make careful calculations with the wind and keep the distance to a reasonable limit. The ammunition, sized exactly like standard rounds, worked by being slightly heavier, so the rounds would fly just under the speed of sound, preventing the telltale crack of a gunshot. For that reason, they didn't have quite the distance of the lighter, faster rounds. Today, however, he didn't need to worry about it so much. His target was only on the other side of the parking lot.

      Today's main issue wasn't wind speed, distance, or angle. Today's problem was that he would be shooting through glass, and possibly a screen as well. A single sheet of metal screen was no match for any projectile, but after hitting even a thin pane of glass, the impact angle could change the round's trajectory enough to throw off the whole shot.

      It was likely he’d need to shoot twice or three times for that reason.

      Xavier moved the trashcan closer to the window so he could spit tobacco juice into it. A few seconds of rolling his neck around his shoulders and deep breaths loosened him up. Above all, he had to breathe. He'd been trained well and put in hundreds of hours of shooting practice, and he still found it amazing how much of a difference simple, focused breathing made to the outcome.

      He extended the bipod supports and set them on the windowsill, then he placed the stock against his shoulder. He took the caps off the scope and peered through to the next building over from his hotel.

      Directly into the second-floor window of Ember Clarke’s condo.
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      Ember climbed the stairs to her condo in Boulder. Just off Highway 36, a short walk to campus, next to the Millennium Hotel. Condo life wasn't her favorite thing in the world, but she preferred it to house living: having to take care of a yard and house siding and painting and all that stuff. Ownership of a lawnmower seemed like something that would fully signify her transition into adulthood. Barely into her thirties, she wasn't quite ready to make that leap. Maybe in the next couple of years, she might browse the lawnmowers at Home Depot, to see how she would feel about them. Check prices and that sort of stuff, maybe even get into a heated debate about lawnmower brands with one of the gray-haired employees. But buying one? Not yet.

      Plus, it was great to have some amenities. She didn’t spend a lot of time at home, but there was a condominium pool and hot tub out back, and she’d spent a few evenings soaking new bruises in the 103-degree spa.

      But living in a corner apartment with a neighbor on the other side of the walls, she did have to deal with noise from time to time. Given her chosen profession, it would be easy for her to eliminate those problems, but she wasn’t one to seek those sorts of answers to minor problems. And Ember had always remained adamant that she would only kill people who deserved it. Playing music at full-blast and arguing loudly didn’t quite qualify as something worth killing over. Almost, but not quite.

      She waved to the hot guy with the massive biceps and the tattoo sleeves who lived four doors down from her. The brawny man often followed an adorable little blonde girl with good cheekbones. Father and daughter, both of them in the upper crust of America’s most beautiful people.

      He waved back and flashed a smile. A few lines appeared on his forehead and cheeks when he did, and Ember had always guessed his age to be around forty. Right in her wheelhouse. She didn’t go for younger men or even men her own age. A little bit of gray in the hair and a touch of crow’s feet around the eyes got her engine running for some reason she hadn’t yet puzzled out.

      She didn’t know his name, but they’d been neighbors for a solid year or more now. She wasn’t the kind to go to the condo mixers at the office or to hang out for hours by the pool during the summer months. Her pale skin wouldn't tolerate such sunny leisure. They had exchanged pleasantries a couple of times, though. Once, he’d moved a weight bench into his apartment, shirtless and sweaty, and he’d gotten a good laugh when he’d caught her staring.

      “No kid today?” Ember now asked him.

      The hot guy shook his head. “She’s with her mother in Broomfield this week.”

      “There are worse things than spending a week in Broomfield. Not many, but I’m sure I could think of some if I really tried.”

      The hot guy chuckled. “Days are getting pretty short. Going to snow soon. I can smell it in the air.”

      “I didn’t know you were old enough to smell the weather.”

      He shook his head. “I feel like I am sometimes, but it’s the skiing I’m thinking about. When I can, anyway. It’s hard to get up to the mountains with my schedule.”

      “Braving I-70 on the weekends is not for everyone. And, by that, I mean it’s not for me.”

      “Not into waking up at four to strap skis or a board on top of your car?”

      “Four in the morning? As in a.m.? I feel pretty proud of myself when I get up before six.”

      He shrugged. “When you’re a dad, bedtime at 9:30 becomes par for the course.”

      “We’ll see, if I ever become a dad,” she said.

      He gave her a smile and nod as he opened his front door and disappeared inside. Ember let out a slow sigh. She realized she’d probably never get a chance to learn his name, let alone go over to his place to borrow a cup of sugar. A year squandered, and now she’d probably end up dead before anything romantic could happen there. No ski trips and late-night hot tub sessions for the two of them.

      Inside her two-bedroom condo, she stood in the living room and took stock. The nature of her work made her paranoid, in a good way. In a safe way. Coming home, she always did an inventory of where she had left things. She was careful to place certain objects out on tables and note their position. If someone had broken in, she would know if the angle of a ceramic bird or a carefully placed pen had shifted. She even measured the space between the door and the frame after leaving it cracked — a surefire way to tell if someone had been snooping around. After checking all the usual markers she left out for disturbance, she let her shoulders relax when she couldn't find anything out of the ordinary.

      Hands on her hips in the middle of the living room, she made a few rotations to examine the contents. She had always preferred the spartan existence. Couch, coffee table, couple chairs at the small dining set, modest television. She had a couple of framed black and white Ansel Adams landscapes, which she knew was tacky and basic, but it was better than having nothing on the walls. Ember had always intended to go out and purchase proper art, but it had never been high on the priority list. Most of the home improvement list had been left undone. Despite describing herself as a “homebody,” she wasn’t actually home often.

      “If I was never gonna come back here, what would I take?”

      The condo did not answer back, but she already knew the answer. Not much. Probably only the photo album, a relic of the past containing actual printed pictures trapped under cellophane holders on individual pages. That's the only place she would find pictures of her little brother, since he'd been dead almost ten years. A casualty of mistaken identity during a drive-by shooting in Southern California.

      Still, she wandered around the condo, picking up a few items here and there. Her Microtech Halo V knife, the no-longer-available-for-purchase Rotorua Mud Scrub she guarded like the Hope Diamond, her vibrator, all the spare boxes of ammo for her Enforcers, and the single Blu-Ray in her collection: a copy of Romy & Michelle’s High School Reunion.

      She tried not to think about the depressing fact that all of her prized possessions in the world could fit into the main compartment of her Osprey backpack with space left over. Living with so few possessions usually gave her a sense of pride; now, it was sad. Even choosing to keep the photo album took her a minute to ponder, because if any of these six assassins took her out and a civilian found the backpack near her, there was way too much personally identifying information in it. That was much more discomforting than the idea of someone finding her vibrator near her dead body.

      But she couldn’t leave it behind, either. It’s not as if she would toss it into a fireplace and watch it burn. Maybe that was the smart move, but she couldn’t do it. She just couldn’t.

      She picked up the photo album and turned it over in her hands. As she opened it to scan through the pictures trapped on those stiff pages, the window across from her cracked. A single hole appeared.

      She dove to the floor; the photo album went flying out of her hands.

      That had been a bullet. No doubt about it.

      The hunt had begun.

      She hadn’t heard anything aside from the sound of the cracking window, but she knew immediately what had happened.

      Sniper rifle.

      She crawled around the couch, then peered up at the window and the tiny hole.

      Something suppressed; subsonic ammunition, barely audible.

      Before she lost the opportunity, she reached for a black sweater that she had folded and laid on the arm of the sofa. She crawled closer to the window, then tossed the sweater straight up.

      There was another crack like the sound of snapping fingers, and the sweater fell forward with a gentle nudge from the second round.

      Here we go.
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      After the initial two shots of sniper fire, ten full seconds passed before anything else happened. She waited beneath the window, breathing and thinking. The shooter was obviously the assassin who had taken the contract to kill her, which meant they were trained. A sniper rifle wasn’t an afterthought for them; they’d used one before.

      She knew then that they were probably finished. This wasn’t a movie, and they weren’t firing a machine gun into her room. One shot missed, the second had fooled them — or they thought they’d actually gotten her.

      Either way, the assailant wouldn’t be sitting around waiting for Ember to stand up. They would know better. Ember didn’t know for sure what kind of rifle or ammunition her assailant was using, but it was something small and quiet enough that the blasts had been only as loud as a hand clap. Plus, the bullet impacts had not blown out the window. Only small holes with tendrils of cracks spread out from them.

      She studied the holes on the wall and thought about her next-door neighbor. On the other side of that wall was Ember's bedroom, so it's not likely they could have punctured all the way through that room and into the next apartment.

      As soon as she’d caught her breath and made a plan, Ember scooted on her hands and knees over to the kitchen, where she kept a bulletproof vest in the drawer underneath her oven. Along the way, she kept checking the window for any sign of the shooter. But by now, the sun had risen high enough that a massive glare from the mirrored windows of the Millennium Hotel next door prevented her from seeing anything outside.

      Ember yanked open the drawer and then draped the vest over herself like a blanket. She figured she was low enough to the ground that she was out of sight, but better to be safe.

      Next up was a way to defend herself. Her Enforcers were sitting in her purse, on the end table next to the front door. She shimmied back across the carpeted floor toward it. If she reached up to grab her purse, she would put herself in the sniper’s line of sight. So she grabbed a leg of the end table and gave it a shake until her purse toppled over. Out came lipstick, tissues, laser pointer, tampons, gum, her wallet, and a flood of paper receipts. Finally, her two pistols. She grabbed them both with one hand and scooted over toward the window.

      There hadn't been a shot in at least a minute, but she wasn't going to take any careless chances. Ember moved to the left of the window and then pushed herself up the wall. She properly donned the vest and then took a pistol in each hand. Unfortunately, the noise suppressors were in her car. One pull of these triggers and the whole condo complex would know what was going on in here. She knew from a neighbor calling the cops about something six months before that they had an approximate four-minute response time.

      So she stood with her back against the wall and waited. Another minute passed with no shots fired. Pushing out a few quick breaths to clear her head, Ember leaned out in front of the window and raised her pistols. Nothing there.

      That meant the attacker was now on their way here, to check on their kill, or they’d fled the scene, looking to come back later.

      The shots had clearly come from the Millennium Hotel across the street. Somewhere up high. But, after squinting through the glare, she could see no open windows and no one in any closed window looking in her direction.

      She pulled the drapes shut over the windows and moved a chair into the middle of her living room. If the shooter came over from the hotel room and looked in, she didn’t want them to be able to get an easy, clear shot. She sat not directly in front of her front door, but at a slight angle. Enforcers up, arms locked, Ember sat in the chair and pointed the guns at the front door. She closed her eyes and listened. If someone came barreling up the stairs outside, she would certainly feel the vibration in the walkway out there. But she might hear someone doing it quietly, too.

      A full minute passed. She opened her eyes. Nothing happened. Staying here was already shrinking a rapidly-closing window, so she had to go.

      Ember threw on her coat, keeping her arms retracted inside the sleeves so she could hold onto her Enforcers without them being seen. She opened the front doorknob with her knee, pulled the door back with an ankle, and jumped out onto the walkway. Nothing. No one there. Hot tattooed guy was not there. No one on the stairs. Same cars in the parking lot.

      An idea occurred to her as she returned inside and put away the coat and the guns. Ember ran into the kitchen and opened her junk drawer. There she found Scotch tape and a length of red yarn leftover from a drunken evening a few weeks ago when she'd decided to get into knitting for some reason and had bought a bunch of supplies online at two o'clock in the morning. The next day, she'd forgotten all about it. When the yarn had arrived, and she'd been confused, she had investigated if it were possible to put a breathalyzer on her credit card after midnight.

      She went back to the living room and taped one end of the yarn to one of the bullet holes in the window, and then walked the yarn over to the holes in the wall. She had to make an educated guess about exactly which hole lined up with the corresponding one in the window, but she was pretty sure the round that had shot the sweater had landed lower on the wall than the first shot. She taped down the yarn.

      She did the same thing with a second strand of yarn and more tape, tracing the line of the second gunshot hole, giving her two threads to follow.

      Next, she retrieved the laser pointer from the floor next to the front door and lined up the beam with the taut yarn. The red dot appeared on the fourth floor of the hotel, to the second room from the west end.

      She repeated the process for the second strand, finding that it pointed to exactly the same spot.

      Ember shoved her pistols into her waistband and left the condo.
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      Ember studied the framed fire escape room layout picture in the hotel lobby. She had a reasonable certainty the shot had come from room 416. Hands in her pockets, she took several deep breaths to calm herself. Ember was used to people shooting at her. It happened once or twice a month. But it never failed to get her heart pumping and her senses heightened. She figured it was probably a good thing. If being shot at didn’t put her on edge, that would be a concern.

      She had been to a Club lecture about adrenaline and other chemicals that flared up when the mind felt as though it were under attack. Having dopamine around helped control fear, anxiety, restlessness. Having too much of it caused schizophrenia and panic. In her training and continuing education, Ember tried to focus on what chemicals were responsible for her current emotional state, and whether or not she could will herself to control them.

      She approached the front desk. A young man stood behind it in his buttoned-up vest, with hair that looked as if it had been swept across his forehead by a tornado. He had enough acne on his face that placed him under the age of twenty-five, but also a world-weary look that put him past high school.

      “Welcome to the Millennium. How can I help you?” His voice had a slight warble to it, a touch of phlegm stuck just inside the corner of his mouth.

      She noticed the light in his eyes when he greeted her. A tiny hint of flirt in the professionalism. That would be enough. Since Ember wasn’t wearing anything low cut, she couldn’t leverage what limited amount of cleavage she had. But the counter was the perfect height, so she leaned over, making sure her breasts rested on top of it, in full view of the front desk clerk. She caught him making a quick glance down at the girls before his eyes whipped back up and he cleared his throat.

      “I have a… sensitive matter to talk about with you. I hope that’s okay.”

      The college-aged kid looked uncomfortable as he shifted on his feet, but he broadened his smile anyway. “I’m happy to help. Are you a guest at the hotel? I don’t believe I’ve seen you today.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      He reached for a stack of slips of paper off to his right. “Do you need a room?”

      “Someone checked out of 416, correct?”

      “A guest did request a late checkout time for that room, ma’am. I haven’t seen him in a while, though. He may have left his key in his room.”

      Ember stifled a smile. She knew it was a man now, at least. “You spoke to him, though.”

      “Um,” the kid said, and his eyes darted around. She could see the mental calculations running through his mind. “I’m not sure if I’m supposed to answer that. Can I ask what this is regarding?”

      “You see, the thing is… he’s my husband.”

      The clerk raised an eyebrow a little, which told her something else. He had seen this man before, and he was surprised they could be married. So, most likely older, maybe someone with facial scars or acted slovenly or something else to give the clerk pause. More clues.

      “I see, ma’am.”

      It would be easiest if she could persuade the clerk to tell her who had rented the room or to find a way to access that info herself, but there was no point. She would expect any good assassin to pay in cash, use a fake name, and stay well out of range of any hotel surveillance cameras. “I’m not asking you to do anything like tell me if he had company or something like that. You probably can’t tell me, anyway. I just want to rent that particular room, right now. Before housekeeping cleans it.”

      The clerk frowned. “That’s... not really hotel policy.”

      Ember leaned forward, smushing her breasts out a little further along the counter. She looked up at the young man and batted her eyes a couple of times, and then she pushed her credit card across toward him. "Please? I'm not looking for tawdry information about an affair. I'm concerned about him. It's important."

      He gulped, but accepted her card and started clacking on the keyboard.

      Two minutes later, she had a keycard to room 416 and was on her way. Her heart didn’t stop racing as she rode the elevator up to the fourth floor. She had to push the adrenaline deep down inside to play it cool for the front desk kid, but now it came bubbling out of her.

      When she opened the door to the room, everything was exactly as she’d expected to find it. The bed’s sheets had been pulled back, towels on the floor in the bathroom. Interesting. So, her target had been here all day long. Maybe even taken a nap and a shower while waiting for her to return home.

      The first Branch had chosen their assassin to take on her contract yesterday. Had the other five also decided already, or only the first in line?

      Either way, it didn't matter. Her assassin could have spent the night here last night or rented the room in the morning. The man would have easily been able to figure out what her car looked like, and a quick glance out the hotel window every hour would tell him when she was home. Ember hadn't been home for most of the day, so the man had probably decided to take advantage of the amenities and cleaning he'd paid for. She approached the window and examined it. Maybe she could get a fingerprint from it. She'd need a kit, but hers was currently back at the Post Office. But even if her assassin had been careless enough not to wear gloves, she probably didn't have time to find a willing law enforcement person to run his prints, and it wouldn't be the easiest and most efficient way of determining who her assassin friend was.

      She would have to use more manual methods of determining the one after her. And hopefully, she would know it before she opened a door somewhere to find the barrel of a gun in her face. Advance warning would be helpful.

      She did a full circle in the center of the room, taking it all in while focusing on nothing in particular. It was a trick Fagan had taught her, and she had perfected it. The ability to allow her subconscious to examine, assess, and analyze everything her senses fed it, then spit out anything noteworthy. It was like intuition, but she had turned it into more of a reliable science.

      One thing of note did stick out to her in the room. The trashcan sitting next to the window had a particular smell to it. She crouched and gave it a good sniff. Wintergreen and the tangy sour smell of Skoal tobacco spit. She remembered the odor well because her gross uncle Robert used to dip the stuff on a regular basis, always with little dribbles of brown in his beard after he would spit. He would then chase her around the room and try to hug her, which had quickly made it onto her top-ten all-time list of things she hated the most.

      She ran through the details she’d learned. Male, older, possibly strange- or weird-looking, dipped Skoal. Preferred sniper rifles, or was at least a fan of long-distance kills. Not an exact match for anyone she had in mind, but Ember had certainly narrowed the field.
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      Day Three

      

      Ember took a bite of her bagel and then set it on top of the paper bag on the motel bed. She dabbed cream cheese from the corners of her lips and made a face.

      “What’s that look for?” Gabe asked, sitting in a chair on the other side of the room.

      “That place puts so much cream cheese on their bagels, it’s like they over-ordered on a shipment and they’re trying to get rid of it.”

      Gabe looked like he didn't know how to respond. He was a cute specimen, barely twenty-two years old, tall and lean, and pretty tanned for a white guy. He had deep green eyes that Ember appreciated any time she noticed them. The Club had no rules about recruits and mentors dating, but Ember wouldn't consider it. Mixing business and pleasure was a recipe for failure. Plus, he was too young. He never got any of her pop culture references, which was a big turn-off.

      She got the feeling that Gabe had considered it, though. She’d seen him steal glances. That was fine with her —she enjoyed the extra attention but trusted him to be professional. She wouldn’t have agreed to become his mentor if she didn’t.

      “...I should get bagels from somewhere else next time?” he eventually said.

      Ember paced the room, hands on her hips. "No, Gabe, I'm sorry. I'm trying to be funny, and it's coming out bitchy. Just wound up a little too tight. Because of the consecutive multiple assassins coming to kill me. You know."

      “Yeah,” he said, chewing a mouthful of over-cream-cheesed bagel. “This whole thing sucks.” He glanced around at the motel room, frowning. “It’s like you’re trying to make it worse with this choice of motel. You could have at least gotten a room at the Boulderado or the St. Julien. I know you can afford it.”

      She stopped pacing and eyed him. “You’re a rich kid, aren’t you?”

      “You say that with a certain tone.”

      “Are you telling me you’re not?”

      "I could have been rich until I turned down a job offer from my dad."

      “I didn’t know that.”

      Gabe frowned. “You don’t know much of anything about me, actually. You haven’t asked.”

      “Fair point. I’ve tried to keep it professional, but maybe that’s come across as a little too cold.”

      “I just look at it like we work together. We don’t have to be buddies.”

      She nestled into a spot on the bed across from his chair. “Now you’re making me feel bad. I don’t want you to think of me as your boss. Tell me where you’re from.”

      “A tiny little town in Oklahoma named Catoosa.”

      “Oklahoma? I don’t hear an accent.”

      “I worked hard to shed it when I moved to Colorado.”

      “How did you get rich?”

      “I’m not rich. My family is. Oil money, initially, and then my grandfather invested in payphones. At one time, he owned just about every single payphone in Oklahoma. My dad invested it back into oil before cellphones made those things obsolete, and he got really rich. I grew up, he offered me a job, and that's where we split. I had no intention of entering the family business."

      “Why not? Seems like with money, you could have done anything you wanted.”

      “Is being an assassin not good enough?”

      She laughed. “No, it’s just that most of us are here because of something or someone in our lives. Military background and the ‘seen too much shit’ mentality, private espionage sector and again the ‘seen too much shit’ syndrome, or they were groomed for it — picked by someone else and taken under their wing.”

      Gabe shrugged.

      “I guess it just seems like you’ve got that ‘star quarterback from a small town who woos the world with his genius intellect and ends up as a hotshot banker’ vibe.”

      Now Gabe raised an eyebrow. “That’s quite a specific vibe, Ember.”

      Ember felt silly, but hell — this was quite possibly the last week of her life. “Sorry,” she continued. “I honestly don’t mean any of that in a bad way; it’s just that doing what we do means you’re taking a massive risk with everything — with your entire life. It seems like the kind of gig you fall into because there really are no other options. And it seems like you’ve got at least a couple of other options.”

      “Are you talking me out of it?”

      “Not at all,” she said. “I like you, and you’re going to make a hell of an assassin. It’s just surprising that someone so… normal ended up doing this.”

      He shrugged again. “Yeah, I don’t know. I guess I just needed something different in my life. Something… more interesting.”

      “So, you’re a trustafarian on the run?”

      “Sure, I have a trust fund. Does that mean you don’t want to mentor me?”

      Ember shrugged. “There’s a good chance that, at some point over the next six weeks, it won’t matter anymore.” When he looked uncomfortable, Ember waved a dismissive hand. “I’m just messing with you. When I’m dead, I’m sure Fagan will take you on and finish your training. I know she looks like a hardass drill sergeant… but she’s actually much worse than that once you get to know her.”

      “Good to know.”

      Ember snorted. “I’m still messing with you. Fagan is a big kitty cat. She knows better than to go too hard on a new person.”

      “She hasn’t mentored you for long, has she?”

      "No, she hasn't. Something happened to my last mentor, a little before your time. It doesn't matter — someone will fill you in. I've known Fagan since I joined the Boulder Branch three years ago. She helped me when I was a recruit, she helped me when I was training, and she's helped me after that, too. She's as solid as a rock. I did consider asking her to be my mentor when I first joined, but she was too intimidating to ask. But, as you can see, I went a different direction.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “Sure, why would you? But, if I'm going to survive the next six weeks, it'll be by listening to Fagan’s counsel and doing exactly what she thinks is right. You don't get to be as old as she is and still suck air unless you know a thing or two about how to survive in shitty times."

      She thought about mentioning Charlie, how she had often considered asking him to be her mentor instead but decided not to go down that path.

      “I definitely believe Fagan knows what she’s doing,” Gabe said.

      “You’ll be ready to take your membership test soon, then your intensive training begins. You can count on at least six months of that.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      “Okay, enough of this getting-to-know-each-other crap. Let’s talk business, kid.”

      Gabe smiled, then pointed at the cork board sitting on the dresser next to the TV, where four index cards with different names had been thumbtacked. “What do you think? These are our best candidates.”

      Ember crossed the room to take a close-up look at the names. She, Gabe, and Fagan had spent much of the previous evening on the phone with various people, trying to piece together the clues Ember had uncovered about her attacker from the day before. Based on what she’d learned, there were four older men who were known to use wintergreen-flavored Skoal in the Denver Assassins Club. Three of them had visible scars, and two of them had facial scars that made them stand out.

      But one name in particular kept jumping out at her. She removed the thumbtack from that index card. Xavier Montrose written on it. “I think this is our guy.”

      “What makes you think it’s him?”

      "He was involved in a single-assassin trial by combat last year, if I remember correctly. He seems like the type to step up and get some glory. Real surly bastard, war vet, mangled by an IED or an RPG or something like that. We met at an inter-Branch meeting about two years ago, and he sneered through our entire conversation. I mean, the members who are chosen or volunteer to be part of this black spot trial by combat don't have to hate their targets, but it doesn’t hurt.”

      “Westminster Branch? We were so sure yesterday it would be Five Points to send the first assassin.”

      Ember shrugged. “Yeah, but this makes sense, too.”

      “You’re positive it’s him.”

      Ember fanned her face with the index card and pushed air out of her nose. "No, not positive, but it's the most reasonable answer. And it gives us a solid place to start. I know he favors sniper rifles, so it would make sense for him to lead off his attempt on me by trying to hit me in my home."

      “Better than death by over-cream-cheese?”

      She grinned. "Nice callback. See? You're learning."

      “Do you know where to find him?”

      “Negative,” she said. “That was the other thing that made me sure it was him. The other three candidates have all checked in with their Branches in the last twenty-four hours. Xavier has not.”

      “Do you know where he lives?”

      “I do. I don’t expect him to be home, but I’ll pay him a visit later.”

      “Not right now?”

      “No, Gabe. Not right now.”

      He put his bagel aside and wiped cream cheese from his hands onto a napkin. “Okay, what do we do?”

      "Nothing at the moment,” Ember said as she checked the time on the alarm clock next to the bed. "Sit tight. Be ready to act when I call you. I might need your computer magic if Xavier is hiding out. But, right now, I'm late to get to Fort Collins."

      “Fort Collins? What do you have to do up there?”

      Ember winked at him. “A favor for an old friend.”
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      Zach sipped his coffee as he stared at the second of the two doughnuts, sitting atop the wax paper. He’d already eaten one, and it had been delicious. Glazed, covered with a chocolate coating, drizzled with maple, and finished with crumbled bacon bits. He’d bought the two doughnuts and the coffee from the brand new place on Prospect Road in Fort Collins, an hour north of Denver. Even though he was running short on time, something about the crisp morning air had made him want to sit out on the patio with the other souls braving the cold. He liked to watch the steam rise out of the little hole in the coffee lid.

      One doughnut down, he yearned to eat the second one. Gourmet doughnuts were a new experience for him. But, he also knew he would pay for it. Not monetarily. He’d already done that part. No, in two hours, he and his roommate Alec were supposed to go for a run around campus, and he knew exactly what two doughnuts would feel like, rolling around in his stomach. Alec liked to run hard. To him, running was a competition.

      Zach was already tired, having stayed up late last night for his upcoming Chem test. He didn’t even want to run, but he knew what would happen if he backed out of a planned session. Alec would call him a wuss (or worse) for days and change his Netflix password. Alec could be petty like that. But, it’s not as if Zach had room to complain. He gave Alec as much crap as he took from him. That’s probably what made them good roommates.

      A sudden gust of wind ripped along the strip mall outside the doughnut shop, and Zach put a hand over the doughnut to keep it safe. Maybe it would have been better for the spare doughnut to topple off the wrought iron table and fall to the ground, but something in him made him save it.

      And, when he leaned forward to wipe maple glaze from his hands onto a napkin, he saw her.

      Sitting at a table about twenty feet away, the woman was holding a mug of coffee in one hand and turning the pages of a paperback with the other. She had pale skin and jet-black hair. The hair hung flat against her scalp, but it spooled out into waves as it reached her shoulders. So black, it looked almost silvery in the light.

      He couldn’t tell for sure because she was seated, but she looked tall. Well-built. Wearing jeans and a tank-top that didn’t seem warm enough for this chilly October morning, he could see the V-shape of her back from this side angle. She had the defined biceps of someone who put in significant hours at the gym every week. Her triceps weren’t too shabby, either.

      Then, when she looked up at him, his heart stopped. She had giant eyes like two blue crystals, hovering against the backdrop of her milky skin and opposing cherry red lips. She smiled, and he felt a pulse of nervous energy shoot through him like the pull of gravity from the ocean’s undertow. Her eyes danced over his face, then away, then back again on him.

      But he also noticed how she had a habit of checking around quite a bit, as if expecting someone. He watched her for a minute as she read her book. She had a habit of looking back over her shoulder every few seconds.

      Zach’s concentration broke when his phone buzzed. He pulled it out of his pocket to see a text message from his roommate, and he groaned when he read it. He swiped to start a reply.

      

      Alec: You know your shoes

      Zach: My black running shoes?

      Alec: Yep. You left them out in the hallway.

      Zach: And?

      Alec: And that hot chick who lives down the hall with the little wiener dog?

      Zach: What about her?

      Alec: the dog must’ve had an accident in the hall. There’s dog crap in your shoes.

      Zach: That’s real funny. What did you do to my shoes?

      Alec: Not a thing, bro. I swear

      Zach: If you’re trying to get out of running with me today, it’s not going to work.

      Alec: Not backing out. But we’ll see how you like running with shit in your shoes. Be at the spot in two hours, if you can manage

      

      Zach cleared his throat as he slipped the phone back into his pocket. As a result of his LASIK surgery, when he went from looking at up-close to faraway things, sometimes, the world was blurry for a few seconds. He blinked to adjust his eyes when he noticed a strange, exciting, and frightening fact.

      The pale woman with the crystal blue eyes was still looking at him. Not smiling, not frowning, not leering. Just looking.

      Something came over him. He couldn’t explain it; he had never experienced it before. It was as though this woman were compelling him to come toward her. To talk to her. Zach wrapped the wax paper around the remaining gourmet doughnut, and he stood from his chair. He carried the doughnut across to her, and then he could see the title of the book she was reading. Stardust by Neil Gaiman.

      He stopped in front of her chair. “Have you read American Gods?”

      The woman smiled at him and shook her head, squinting a little against the morning light. When she squinted, her nose wrinkled, and Zach almost felt a little lightheaded. The nose wrinkle was the cutest thing he’d ever seen.

      “I don’t think so,” she said in a voice a little deeper than he’d expected. No accent he could discern.

      Zach pointed at her book. “It’s also by Neil Gaiman. Really good.”

      “Is that so? Maybe I’ll have to add it to the list.”

      An empty chair sat on the other side of the table, only a foot from Zach. He briefly considered sitting down, but he wasn’t sure if that would be assertive, or too forward.

      He held up the wax paper. “Do you like doughnuts?”

      “Of course. I’m as American as the next girl.”

      “You see, I bought two of these fancy doughnuts with chocolate and maple and bacon bits, but I don’t think I can eat the second one. I’m supposed to go for a run with my roommate in a little bit, and I probably shouldn’t eat it.”

      “You’re asking me to share a doughnut?”

      “I haven’t touched it at all. Promise.”

      She pointed at the chair across from her. “I already had a bagel with way too much cream cheese this morning, but have a seat. I’m open to having a negotiation about it.”

      Zach sat, heart thumping in his chest. “Negotiation?”

      “What do you want for the doughnut?”

      “Of all the things in the world? It’s hard to think. I mean, it’s a really good doughnut. I’m still not sure I even want to give it up. This place runs out, you know.”

      “They run out of the maple and bacon doughnut?”

      He gave her an ominous nod. "I had to convince them to let me buy two. I'd never tried that before, and I heard they wouldn't do it, but they did this time. So, this amazing doughnut has got to be worth quite a lot."

      The woman flicked her head over to the counter, then up at the menu hanging above it. She examined it for a few seconds.

      “Actually, it seems to be worth about five bucks.”

      “It’s better than that, though. Best five bucks you can spend.”

      “You’re selling it pretty hard.”

      He shrugged. “I’m just giving you the facts.”

      “I’m not a genie, so if you’re looking for someone to grant you wishes, I can’t help you there.”

      He sat back and clucked his tongue against his teeth, trying to hide how nervous he felt. “That’s too bad. I could use a new car, a house, and the ability to get ripped without ever having to exercise.”

      “I like that you dream big. Okay, then, let me ask you again: what do you want for the doughnut?”

      Mouth dry, bile in his throat, Zach decided to go for it. He scooted to the edge of the chair and put his elbows on the table. When the words came out of his mouth, it felt more like he was watching someone else say them, not actually doing it in real life. “Your phone number.”

      The woman grinned. “You’re ballsy, Mr. Runner. I like it. But, I have to ask: How old are you?”

      “I’m street legal. I know I’m not supposed to ask you the same question.”

      “No, you’re not, even though I know you want to. But, I can tell you I’m older than twenty-one. What makes you think I would give out my phone number to a kid?”

      He held up the doughnut. “This. The greatest doughnut you’ll ever eat.”

      Now she chuckled out loud, a profoundly sexy laugh. It was both deep and throaty while also being musical and airy, with a little rasp to it. He had no idea how it could be all those things at once, but it was.

      “Okay, Mr. Runner. It sounds like a fair trade.”

      He reached across the table and extended a hand. “Zachary Bennett.”

      She touched his hand, sending a little snap of static electricity into him. “Ember Clarke. Pleased to meet you.”
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      Ember gripped the steering wheel with one hand as she killed the engine. She dropped the keys on the passenger side and wiped her hands down her face.

      Was she a fool to reach out to Zach Bennett with Xavier coming after her? She had meant to take the trip up to Fort Collins for quite some time, and maybe now was the worst possible time to introduce herself to him.

      “It’s too much,” she said to the windshield.

      Ember wiped a tear from the corner of her eye and cleared her throat. Not now. No time to think about it. She’d made a promise to keep an eye on Zach, and she was holding up her end of the deal. Whatever else was going on in her life, she would not renege on the agreement she’d made with Zach’s older brother.

      But right now, she had more important things to consider.

      She eyed the road from sidewalk to sidewalk, just off Sheridan Street in the Denver suburb of Westminster. A typical suburban row of houses, with fences around every yard and cars in the driveways. Sprinklers spurting water on browning lawns, basketball hoops with frayed nets, plastic children’s toys languishing on porches.

      Xavier Montrose lived in number 1695, nine houses down on the north side of the street. Like most assassins she knew, Xavier had a house that screamed ‘no assassin has ever lived here’ — a simple, nearly plain-looking house, with a front porch and a well-manicured lawn, a simple mailbox with a coating of paint in a color  mirroring that of the house.

      This was as close as Ember dared to park. Just trying to approach his house during the daytime was a foolish move, but she had too much else to do today to wait for nightfall. She didn’t expect him to be home, anyway. This was more of a fact-finding mission than a proactive assault.

      Besides, the street seemed mostly empty. An older white woman was walking a fluffy dog on the other side, but that was the only person she could see. Ember waited for the woman to pass her car, and then she left the vehicle.

      With a Rockies ball cap pulled low, she kept her head down and walked along the sidewalk. Within a hundred yards of leaving her parking spot, she noticed someone else coming toward her. Another person walking a dog, this time a man. She looked up to see a black guy, about fifty, lean build and dark sunglasses. A benign and panting pit bull on a leash clutched in his hand.

      "Hello," the man said. "Good morning. Or is it afternoon yet? I didn't check the clock before I left."

      Ember studied the man's eyes. She had felt compelled to stop when he stopped, and now they stood, three feet apart. There was something about him. Did he look familiar? No. She was just paranoid.

      “Hello,” she said.

      “Turning out to be a nice day, isn’t it?”

      She let one hand drift to the back of her waistband. As slow as possible, trying to keep their eyes locked so that he wouldn't notice. "It is. Do I know you?"

      “I don’t think so. I do walk Butch every day about this time, so you’ve probably seen us out here, hunting bunnies and peeing on anything taller than a dandelion. I mean, Butch does the hunting and the peeing, not me. You live in the neighborhood?”

      Her index finger touched the grip of one of her Enforcers. “I don’t.”

      “I suppose you haven’t seen us, then. Anyway, I should let this old dog get back to it. Have a good one.”

      She stepped aside and let the man pass as she watched him go, hand hovering near the pistol. When he reached the next corner and turned onto a side street, she let out a weighty breath. Had she become too paranoid?

      “Is this how the next six weeks are going to go?” she whispered to the open air. “Expecting every single person I see on the street is going to pull out a straight razor and try to slit my throat?”

      Ember tapped her foot on the sidewalk a few times. There appeared to be no answer to the question, so she turned back around and proceeded down the street. She didn’t look up until she reached number 1685, the house directly next to Xavier’s. Next door, Xavier’s house was a brick base with faded lime green siding above it. A split-level house with a basement and unused flower gardens surrounding the foundation. There were no kids’ toys or elements of character on the exterior. Not even a coiled garden hose sitting under the faucet. It was as barren as Ember’s condo, but it was certainly not something she would have described as in ‘poor condition.’

      Were all assassins so spartan? Based on the ones Ember knew, she would have to answer yes.

      No one appeared to be home. Ember walked toward the fence and gave the neighborhood one last look to ensure there were no clandestine eyes watching her from kitchen windows. The friendly guy with the pit bull had not made a reappearance.

      She neared the fence that split the yards between Xavier’s and the neighbor. On her tip-toes, she spent a few seconds studying Xavier’s place. Dark shades protected the windows. Coupled with the lack of outside decoration, it almost seemed as if no one lived here.

      When she approached the fence and hoisted herself up, she got her first sense that something was different. On Xavier’s side of the wooden fence, a thin metal wire ran along the inside edge. Some sort of motion sensor, probably, so she took great care not to jostle the fence as she climbed up and over, then landed in his yard.

      Again, she went totally still, taking in everything she could see. He had a small fenced-in yard, with crunchy October grass and a back patio made of brick. A corrugated metal awning stuck out from the back of the house, and a single surveillance camera had been anchored to the awning. But, the camera pointed at the back door. It did not oscillate or react at all when she took a step across the yard. As far as she could tell, there were no live cameras pointed at the area she’d stopped.

      And, even if Xavier did know she was here, she wasn’t sure if it mattered.

      Ember approached a window at the northwest corner of the house, into a room that looked like it had once been a garage. She gave the back porch camera a wide berth. There were no blinking lights on the camera, and it didn’t track her movements. A cord extended from the back of it and disappeared inside the house, but even that didn’t mean it was a real camera.

      She peered into the window and saw nothing there. The room was completely empty. The paint on the walls was marked by a few spots with lighter rectangles, signs someone had taken posters or framed pictures down at some point.

      Next, she moved around to the west side of the house and peered in another window, this time, into the kitchen. Again, mostly empty. Dry soap sat in a dish next to the sink, but there were no plates out, no bags of bread, no basket of fruit.

      This meant one of two things: Xavier knew she had figured out his identity, or he was anticipating she would. He had cleared out of his official residence and set up shop somewhere else. Was he using the Westminster Post Office as his base of operations? She didn’t even know if that would be allowed in a trial by combat scenario.

      And if he was, that meant she wouldn't be able to reach out to her contacts in the Westminster Branch to find him. Even though she was friendly with a few people in the Branch, they wouldn't give him up as a matter of Branch loyalty. If she walked into the Post Office, they might even snatch her up and give him a call. Westminster wasn't known as the friendliest of the six Branches.

      Nope, Ember was on her own here, with no idea where she could find Xavier.
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      DAC President David Wellner approached the window overlooking the courtyard and stood with his hands behind his back. He was in a slim spot between the window and the conference table, the glow of the mid-day sun too high to shine in his eyes. A brilliant fall day, crisp and with blue skies. It was supposed to start snowing in another week or two, so he had to enjoy these nice days while they lasted.

      His two bodyguards were at the other end of the conference room, near the doors leading back into the main part of the building. It was weird to roll around town with bodyguards; a luxury Wellner didn't often employ. He turned to them and smoothed his suit, trying to work out a pernicious wrinkle that had plagued him all day.

      “Which one of you has my phone?”

      The man on the left nodded, a chiseled African guy with a shaved head and not much in the way of eyebrows. “I do, sir. Do you need something?”

      “I can’t remember when my next appointment is.”

      “You’re due back at the Holdings building at three for a meeting with the Club Historian. Nothing after that for the rest of the day.”

      “Good,” Wellner said as he turned back around and looked down on the courtyard. “I was hoping I still had more time.”

      The courtyard had recently been renovated. The Golden Branch of the Denver Assassins Club had never wanted for money. Of all six regional Branches, they were the most lucrative. Member dues paid for a nice Post Office outside of downtown Golden, not too far from the Coors Brewery. They also paid for an extensive and elaborate false front to the building to make it look like a set of mixed-use office buildings. There was even a full-time receptionist whose sole purpose was to fake phone calls and keep books to maintain the ruse. While most of the Branches built their Post Office headquarters somewhere out-of-the-way and somewhere designed to go unnoticed, Golden had no trouble putting theirs close to restaurants, government buildings, and other businesses.

      In this courtyard, there was an Olympic pool, basketball court, tennis court, and multiple sparring areas for martial arts. It seemed less like the typical use for Post Offices—Branch training and meeting spaces—and more like a country club.

      But Wellner couldn’t complain. Golden could conduct their Branch however they wanted, as long as it didn’t break any Club rules. Avarice was not against the rules. Golden’s contributions to the DAC general fund paid a significant portion of Wellner’s salary.

      As president of the DAC, Wellner had no loyalty to any specific Branch. He was above them all, as was the Review Board itself. Even though he had come up as an assassin through one of the Branches himself, he had to remain impartial.

      A knock came at the door, and the bodyguard eyed someone through the window, then opened the door. A younger man with a dark and droopy face and a pudgy midsection stood with stooped shoulders and hands clasped in front of his waist. “Mr. President?”

      “How can I help you?”

      “My name is Yousef Handal. I’m the bookkeeper for the Golden Branch.”

      Wellner waved him forward and extended a hand. Yousef looked down at the extended hand, his eyes widening. He hustled to close the distance and shook, a giddy smile on his face.

      "It's an honor to meet you, Mr. Wellner. Really. I've been hoping you would come out to Golden, and I would have this chance for a very long time."

      “Call me David. You been with the Golden Branch long?”

      “About a year.”

      Wellner sighed. “Has it really been that long since I’ve taken a tour of the Branches?”

      Yousef's mouth opened, but his lips swished back and forth as if he didn't understand it was a rhetorical question, and he was struggling to come up with an answer.

      “Anyway,” Wellner said, letting the uncomfortable man off the hook, “how are you finding your work here?”

      “Fascinating, sir. But I wanted to come to you and tell you that I work closely with the Branch Historian and we’re admirers of how you run things. We’ve been in some strange times lately, and we think you’ve handled it all with grace and dignity.”

      Wellner smiled. While the Branches weren't allowed to have actual individual leaders, it was a well-known fact that Branch Historians had a lot of power. Was this young man trying to demonstrate how connected he was?

      “That’s very kind of you. I’m just doing the best I can with what I have.”

      Yousef took a step closer and lowered his voice a notch. “We want you to know we support you and the decisions you’re making.”

      Wellner frowned. “You what? I’m sorry, I don’t follow.”

      Before Yousef could say anything else, the door opened again, and the Club’s Vice President appeared in the doorway. She stood in a blue business suit, bathed in the fluorescent lights of the hallway behind her. She was an older woman, probably fifty. At least five or six years older than Wellner. She used to color the gray in her hair to get closer to her original red, but lately, she’d stopped. The silver hair threaded in with the auburn made her look more like a politician, which all went very well with the sharp suit and high heels. An upturned pug nose completed the look.

      “Jules?” Wellner said. “I didn’t know you were also going to be visiting today.”

      “They invited me to see the renovated courtyard, too. I’m told this is the best spot to view it from above.” She eyed Yousef. “If you’re busy, I could find another spot.”

      He waved her forward. "Not at all. Join me." He shook Yousef's hand, and the younger man bowed, then skirted across the room and out the door. He didn't look at or acknowledge Jules as he left. Had Yousef been referring to her with that weird comment?

      Wellner found himself sucking in his stomach again, that nasty self-conscious habit. But once he’d started, he couldn’t exactly let his belly go, pushing his dress shirt out six inches. He had to maintain the appearance.

      Jules joined him and extended a hand. “Mr. President.”

      He shook. “Madam Vice President.”

      “Did you see the lobby? They added an interactive touch screen for all the fake businesses in the building.”

      “I did see that. It’s very impressive.

      She put a light hand on his shoulder. “How are you doing, David?”

      “You know, Jules. It’s been a busy week.”

      “Yes, it has been. The Oracle reached out to me. She would like to come and address the Board at some point.”

      Wellner chewed on his lip, then shook his head. The Oracle was a neutral third-party observer who sometimes handled disputes within the Club. A strange position, not actually in the DAC, but someone authorized to have delegated power within it, and even over it, if necessary.

      “Not this week,” he said. “Maybe next week, if we can fit it in. I’ll handle communication with her team.”

      “We haven’t had an all-Branch black spot trial by combat since long before my time.”

      Wellner nodded. "Since before my time, too. I don't think we had a lot of options, to be honest. Ember Clarke is a very popular member, with as many friends as she has enemies. We put her to death, that's a hit to morale. We let her walk free, and it's a hit to morale from the other half."

      “So you thought a loud, political statement was the best way to go?”

      He turned up his palms, trying to prevent his face from flushing. He was sick and tired of her condescending attitude, but he needed to remain stoic. “What do you want from me, Jules? I’m trying to keep the peace. The Branches need to know that we and the Board are trying to find the best way forward.”

      “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      The comment caught him by surprise, and he let out a blip of a laugh. Coupled with the bookkeeper's pointed comment, he was almost at a loss for words. "Excuse me?"

      “I don’t mean to be flippant about it, but I’m worried.”

      “Worried about what?”

      Jules tucked a few wayward strands of hair behind an ear. “Things are tenuous between the Branches right now. You know that as well as I do, and not just about Ember. It’s been simmering. Do I need to remind you about her incident earlier this year?”

      “I know. That’s one reason I recommended the black spot for her.”

      “You think this will unite our members?”

      Somehow, without realizing it, Wellner had let his belly go. He could feel it pushing against the limits of his shirt. Too late to pull it back in now, though. “I do think it will unite everyone. Or, at least, give them a common cause for a while.”

      “I wish we’d had more time to discuss it.”

      For a split second, Wellner saw something odd in Jules’s expression. A tiny flutter of her left eyelid, along with a twitch of her right cheek. He could have easily chalked it up to a coincidental dual muscle spasm, but he thought he knew better. David Wellner had worked his way up to the top position in the Club partly by how well he read people. He now might be a flabbier, less physically capable version of his former self, but he had been one of the best, back in his day. He had retained many of the qualities that had kept him alive over the years, including intuition, an ability to read people, and political sense. His ability to detect a liar in action had enabled him to cut out the untrustworthy from his inner circle.

      He didn’t know how or why, but he was positive Jules was trying to deceive him. She was working on something behind the scenes; she had a plan.

      Or was he frazzled by the bookkeeper’s weird statement, and he was reading it all wrong? Perhaps he had lost a bit of his touch over the years.

      “Well,” she said, clasping her hands together, “I’ve got to be on my way. You were right. This is a great spot to look out onto the courtyard. It sure is an impressive Post Office they’ve built here.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Will I see you at the dinner tomorrow?”

      “I’m planning to be there. You sure I can’t bring anything?”

      “Not necessary. It’s my pleasure to act as host.” Jules again offered a hand to shake. “Always good to see you, David.”

      Wellner shook her hand and tried to steal one last look into her eyes, but Jules pivoted the other way before he could. Then, she was gone.
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      Isabel Yang hurried off the elevator in the J. Edgar Hoover building in Washington, DC. Since she had come straight up from the parking garage, she dropped her briefcase onto the scanner and showed her ID badge to security. She popped through the X-Ray machine and picked up her briefcase on the other side. Through the whole ninety-second process, neither of the two security guards present at the station had said a word to her.

      It hadn’t always been like this. She hadn’t worked here before 9-11, which had single-handedly changed the face of US security in federal buildings, but she’d heard stories of how relaxed the atmosphere had been.

      But even in the few short years she’d been observing the anomaly, things had changed drastically in this building. She wasn’t sure what exactly had changed — perhaps it was a new constant threat of cyberattacks, or just the side effects of a much faster, much more connected world.

      It used to be that she could stop and chat with the men at the security post, even hang out while they checked people in and out of the building. They might have asked if she’d caught the Wizards game, a common topic since they knew Isabel was a huge fan and had even almost played in the WNBA. They knew she had been a top college prospect with a potential career cut short by a stupid skiing accident in Vermont almost ten years ago.

      Or they might have asked her if she'd had a chance to try out some new restaurant in the area. Because of her ethnicity, her colleagues seemed to assume she had the inside track on the best Asian food places to eat — she didn't, even though she loved the cuisine. Or they may especially have asked her about her new haircut since Isabel had chopped off a life-changing eleven inches only last week.

      But today, and lately, there was not a word about the bob haircut. Not a word about the new dim sum place. Not a word about anything. This place had definitely changed.

      Isabel sighed and said thank you anyway as she collected her belongings. She hurried down the hall toward room 436. Her heels clacked on the floor, sending echoes like bullet ricochets with every step. Not making small talk with security was fine, actually. She had enough on her mind already.

      Isabel opened the door to 436 to find two dozen agents and administrators in suits turn to stare at her. All of them men. At the front of the darkened room stood Marcus Lonsdale, her boss. Marcus was a little older than her at thirty-five, and dead handsome for a white guy. He had a perpetual five o’clock shadow and great hair. Marcus reminded Isabel of when she was six years old and had a crush on her older cousin she would only see on holidays. Too bad Marcus didn’t share her cousin’s warm smile and sense of humor.

      He was standing next to a laptop connected to a projector, a bright white display on the wall, with black lettering in the middle reading Organized Crime in Denver.

      Her presentation. The last slide of it, actually. The one she intended to leave up while she fielded questions from the group on their ongoing investigations into both the Belcamino mafia family and the North Side Riders gang, the two main sections of the presentation.

      “Agent Yang,” Marcus said with a smile that seemed venomous. “I just finished doing your job for you.”

      “I’m so sorry I’m late. There was a problem on the Metro.”

      Marcus closed the laptop, which made the projector dim and the room go dark. “No problem. You’re just in time for the Q&A part, which I am not prepped to do. Have a moment to chat in the hallway so we can sync up?”

      “Of course, sir.” To the room, she cleared her throat and said, “I’m terribly sorry, everyone. We’ll be right back.”

      In the hallway, they crowded together outside the closed door. He lowered his voice. This close, she could smell the spearmint on his breath. It failed to cover up the smell of cigarette smoke wafting from his mouth and off his clothes. “You really left me standing up there with my dick in my hand.”

      “I apologize, Marcus. It won’t happen again.”

      She opened her mouth to offer more, but he held up a hand to stop her. “That doesn’t matter. I handled most of it, but there were a couple of spots that I had no idea where to go next.”

      “Where do I need to fill in? Mafia or gang activity?”

      “Neither. Forget about that. About halfway through, we got hit with a curveball. They want to know about the DAC.”

      Isabel wasn't quite sure how to take this comment since the Denver Assassins Club was not an open topic for discussion in the FBI. The mission brief only Marcus and Isabel knew about was classified "sensitive, compartmented," and many of the details were on a need-to-know basis. As such, it hadn't been part of her Powerpoint presentation. "How do they know about the Assassins Club?"

      Marcus gave a grave shake of the head. “I have no idea. But someone in there brought it up, and everyone looked up at me like I’d told them about buried treasure. We’re talking about organized crime in Denver, and the DAC is an alleged criminal organization in Denver. Supposedly, there are FBI records on them, so it’s not like we can pretend we didn’t know about them before making this presentation.”

      "What are you worried about, sir? That we look bad because we neglected to include it, or that a criminal organization is running around unchecked?"

      He sneered. “Don’t give me that. You know what we’re up against.”

      "You're right. I'm sorry about that. This whole day has got me a little upset, and that just slipped out. What are they going to ask me?"

      “They’ll want to know what we’re doing about them. And we can’t tell them nothing, because then we look like idiots. But we can’t tell them what we actually are doing, either. If we tell them you and I have an ultra-covert operation to look into the DAC’s ties to international crime, then we expose ourselves to a whole new slew of questions we’re not prepared to answer.”

      Isabel nodded. “I see your point.”

      “You think you can walk that tightrope?”

      She knew what the question meant. Was she willing to fall on the sword if they didn’t like her answers? “I’ll do the best I can.”

      “Okay. We can’t stand out here forever.” When they entered the room, Marcus nodded at Isabel and asked, “Maybe you can get the lights for us?”

      She turned on the lights and then rushed to the front of the room and set her briefcase down. Isabel cleared her throat as she stood up straight and held her hands in front of her waist. “I’m happy to take questions.”

      “I want to hear more about this assassins guild,” asked a man in the second row.

      “Right,” Isabel said. “Unofficially, we believe they’re known as the Denver Assassins Club. But, officially, we don’t have any concrete proof they exist. It’s just feelers at this point. It’s not currently a part of our investigation into organized crime in Denver. They have no tangible connection to the mafia or criminal gang activity, so we haven’t opened any sanctioned channels to begin an investigation.”

      “Why not?” asked the man.

      “Lack of evidence,” Marcus said, interjecting. “Lack of resources. Lack of… everything. Come on, George, you know how it is. We’re pissing in the dark here.”

      Isabel hadn’t recognized the man before, but now, with the name, she could place him. He was from the FBI’s Office of the General Counsel. This man reported to the Deputy Director himself. This man could, with a single phone call, demand everything the FBI had on the Denver Assassins Club. He could have Isabel and Marcus fired or transferred to some tiny and remote field office where they would wither and die on the vine.

      “We have records,” Isabel said. “They’re not unknown to us, but we’ve had to make a concerted effort to focus our investigations in the area where we can get the biggest wins. The alleged Denver Assassins Club is not on that short list.”

      The man grumbled to himself for a moment, then he stood. “Marcus, can you and I speak privately?”

      “Of course,” Marcus said. Marcus cleared everyone out of the room while Isabel stood and watched. For a moment, she thought others might want to stay and ask her questions, but no one seemed to care. The DAC had, in an instant, become the shiny new toy they all wanted to play with.

      Then, Marcus ushered Isabel out as well, and she waited in the hall for five minutes for George and Marcus to finish their conversation. No one from the presentation spoke to her as they wandered off down the hall, back to their own offices and cube farms. Had she blown it? Had she butchered her career with the FBI by missing one stupid train?

      The door pulled back, and George gave her a stern look as he brushed past her. A moment later, Marcus appeared in the doorway and waved her back into the room.

      “Sir,” Isabel said, “I did the best I could—”

      “You’re on a plane to Denver.”

      “What?”

      “By tomorrow, at the latest. Tonight, if you can manage it.”

      “But… I don’t understand why. What does this have to do with my presentation?”

      “You know why, Agent Yang. They want boots on the ground, so you’re going to give them what they want. You and I both know why we don’t want to shine a light on this, but none of that matters anymore. We got the attention of the people who will not let this go, and that’s what counts.” Marcus took a pack of gum from his pocket and tossed a piece into his mouth. As his lips smacked, he offered Isabel a grave nod. “Arrange a flight. Get out there and learn what you can, then get your ass back here ASAP.”

      “But…”

      “All I want to hear out of you is, ‘yes, sir.’”

      She flexed her jaw. “Yes, sir.”

      Marcus smacked his gum as he strutted past her and out into the hall.
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      The sun sank behind the mountains to the west as Ember stared at the building from across the street. Like many of the Branches’ Post Offices, the one in Westminster was an old office building. Unremarkable, quiet, muted colors on the outside to draw no attention. Except for Golden and their fake receptionist, those flaunty cravat-wearing jerks out west. Well, maybe they didn’t actually wear cravats, but it wasn’t hard to picture them lounging on yachts and eating caviar.

      At 80th and Sheridan, smack in the middle of this Denver suburb, the Westminster Post Office stood. Outside, the sign in the parking lot listed a slew of businesses, but there were actually only assassins and recruits inside it. Training, meeting, planning, preparing for contracts. This Branch specialized in contracts made to look like an accident. Ember liked those sorts of contracts, too, but Westminster had fewer scruples about the motives behind them. As a result, they took on clients such as rich kids who couldn't wait twenty more years for their parents to croak, or corporate sharks looking to undercut the competition by killing their executives. Ember would never accept a contract like that.

      But, they were a part of the Club, so they were colleagues, shitty morals or not. And that made it strange for her to stalk their Post Office.

      And Ember didn’t know exactly why she was here. If Xavier Montrose was inside, no one here would give him up. And, she wasn’t likely to find him going in or out of the building. They probably had a secret entrance. A few of the Post Offices did so they could take weapons inside, despite the Club rules about no guns and no violence occurring in or within a hundred feet of these buildings. That’s how they did it, though. Tunnels and unmarked trucks moving goods in or out.

      The Review Board claimed strict adherence to the rules had kept the DAC operating for over half a century. Or, the appearance of strict adherence to the rules. A tricky house of cards sitting atop a wobbly table.

      But, there had to be something she could glean from a stakeout. Some clue that could lead her to Xavier. A way to strike first, so she wasn’t running around like one of her targets. She didn’t like the feeling of being chased and pursued. She was usually on the other side of this equation.

      Nine months ago, Ember had been on a contract in London. An importer from Dubai had been attending a conference there on tariffs. At least, “importer” was the occupation on his main set of business cards. His real occupation was the buying and selling of young women. Most of them from Russia, Ukraine, and parts of Belarus. Ember had gladly taken on the contract to kill him. But, the target had heard whispers about the price on his head and had promptly hired four men to take her out first.

      Ember had known she was in danger from the moment she disembarked from the plane at Heathrow. She'd felt something, a slight shift in the tension around her as if she were being watched. Her instincts hadn't failed her, and she'd narrowly escaped an attack in the terminal. Sometimes shit went sideways, just like the accidental contract mixup with Niles Thisdell that had started Ember on her current path.

      She’d had to kill five men that day in London instead of just the one she’d planned to take out. Not a feeling she relished, having to leave more bodies in her wake than the contract required. And she hated being chased. She hated not having the upper hand.

      Ember jumped when her hand vibrated, and it took her a second to realize her phone was ringing, clutched in her right palm. She saw the number on the home screen and held it up to her ear. “Tried any new good teas lately?”

      “If that’s a prompt for a passphrase,” her mentor Fagan said, “I would have to guess… Oolong.”

      “If you say so. I know nothing about tea.”

      “Where are you right now?”

      Ember clenched her jaw for a moment before answering. “I’d rather not say.”

      “Uh-oh.”

      “It’s nothing terrible. But I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

      “Spit it out, Ember. Where are you?”

      “I’m sitting in a parking lot across the street from the Westminster Post Office.”

      “You were right. I don’t like it.”

      “I’m not planning an assault on the Post Office. I’m not going to wait until dark and sneak in there like a ninja.”

      “Right,” Fagan said, “because doing those things would be insane, and a fast-track to being brought back before the Review Board to have your sentence revoked.”

      “You’ll get no argument from me, boss lady.”

      “Then what are you doing outside an unfriendly Post Office?”

      Ember swished her lips back and forth. “To be honest, I don’t really know. Maybe I’m hoping he’ll make an appearance. I have no idea where Xavier is, and I don’t like feeling this way. I don’t like that he has all the leverage right now. I don’t like that I’m constantly looking over my shoulder, waiting for the next attack. I mean, this bastard tried to snipe me at my home. Who knows what he would do next?”

      “That’s why I called. I was hoping to have good news, but all I can tell you is no one knows where he is right now. He’s gone full dark.”

      “Well, shit. That’s not great, is it?”

      “No, it’s not. I’ve got your recruit working on establishing the locations of sympathetic members who might harbor him.”

      Ember nodded as she watched a couple of assassins leave the front building of the Post Office and get into a car together. “Gabe’s good at that internet research stuff, isn’t he?”

      “We’re going to keep on this. We’re going to balance the scales and give you an honest chance.”

      “Thanks, Fagan.”

      “You’re welcome. Check in soon.”

      Ember said her goodbyes and then dropped her phone on the dashboard as the sun disappeared behind the mountains, turning the reflection from red to purple on the building's windows. She was presently in the vast parking lot of the dollar store and the gym across the street. There were barely any other cars near her, and not a single one within hundreds of feet. No trees, either. Terrible cover, but she didn't want to risk parking any closer to the building. Also, the wide-open space made her feel safer from attack. No tall buildings nearby for Xavier to station himself to pick her off with his sniper rifle.

      Her phone skittered across the dashboard as it rang again. Ember frowned at the display when she didn't recognize the number at first, then it registered. Still, she had to pretend she didn't know the caller when she answered.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, is this Ember?”

      “Speaking.”

      “Hey, Ember, it’s Zach. I’m glad to find out you didn’t give me a fake number this morning.”

      "Now, why would I do that? You gave me the goods; I gave you my phone number. It was an honest transaction. Do you think so little of me?"

      He let out a nervous laugh. “Ahh, no. You can just never be sure, you know? I’m sure you get approached all the time at strip mall patios by random strangers offering you doughnuts.”

      “At least once a week, for sure.”

      “I’m glad I made an impression. What did you think of the doughnut?”

      “Uhh,” she said, glancing at it, sitting half-eaten on her passenger seat. “Not bad at all. What’s up, Zach?”

      “I’m on campus, just walking into the lab to finish up some homework. Thought I’d give you a call to see what you’re up to.”

      “I’m not up to anything.”

      Zach started to say something in response, but Ember's attention was suddenly drawn to movement behind her. The back windshield of her car shattered with a roar, broken glass flying in toward her. The sound was deafening, completely drowning out Zach's voice, and she instinctively ducked sideways in the seat.
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      Two minutes earlier, Zach pulled back the door to the Molecular & Radiological Biosciences Building on campus. He held his phone in his hand, debating if it was too soon to call Ember. He had only met her a few hours ago, but something told him he needed to talk to her. To stay fresh in her mind.

      Zach had met plenty of girls on campus before. Usually, when rolling up to a random keg party, standing in line for the keg with his ten-dollar red Solo cup in hand. He'd see a girl chatting with someone else; then their eyes would meet. Hey, didn’t we have Intro to Philosophy together last year? The problem was, none of those girls made him rush with anxiety from head to toe the way Ember did. Even though she was older—and Zach suspected she was at least twenty-eight, maybe even older than that—he felt an irresistible connection with her.

      He didn’t know if she had felt the same thing. She’d worn a firm shell of sarcasm around her at all times during their brief conversation earlier. Still, he had to hope.

      She’d stolen several glances at him before they’d talked. That had to mean something, didn’t it? It had to mean she at least found him physically attractive. Given that, maybe he could win her over on his other qualities.

      The debate whether to call or not call raged on inside his head as he stood before the building's community board — thumbtacks and staples by the hundreds holding up sheets of paper all colors of the rainbow. His eyes moved over them, but he couldn't focus on any of the words.

      “Screw it.”

      Zach dialed her number as he turned to ascend the stairs to the third floor. It rang as he walked down the hall. She answered the phone as he entered the room and picked up a white lab coat and pair of safety goggles from the hooks by the wall.

      They engaged in a couple of minutes of small talk while Zach readied the microscope to study the virus samples. He liked this work, the stuff he did for his classes. The work he did on the side was hit or miss. But, specifically, he didn't like the guy he worked for. The boss rarely showed up in person, but something about him rubbed Zach the wrong way. However, this evening, he was on an interesting school project, he had a beautiful woman on the phone with him, and he didn't need to think about his part-time job.

      As the phone rang while he’d ascended the stairs, a dozen topics of conversation had floated around inside his head. Sushi, Asian food, hobbies, had she gone to college? Now, he couldn’t think of what to say. As Zach put a slide under the microscope and scooted his chair closer, a loud bang interrupted their conversation.

      "What was that?" Zach asked. It had definitely come from her end, over the phone. He looked around inside the lab, and it was as empty and undisturbed as it had been when he'd walked in here three minutes ago.

      “Just a second,” she said. “Let me put in my Bluetooth.”

      “Okay, sure.”

      Zach could hear the sound of the car door opening and closing, and then her voice changed a little. She was outside now. Were there voices in the background? Had she entered a crowded area?

      “Do you need to go?” he asked.

      “Uhh, maybe.”

      Zach thought he could hear other voices, but couldn’t be certain. She sounded strange, for sure. Whatever it was, she didn’t seem interested in talking about it, so he decided not to press her.

      “Let me get to the point real quick, then, if you’re going to have to go.”

      “Sure,” she said in a breathy voice like she’d started jogging. He could hear movement, like someone else shifting near her. Was she not alone? Too hard to tell for sure. He kept telling himself to ignore it, to not get derailed.

      “I was wondering if you’d like to get food tomorrow. I could come to Denver.”

      “Sure.”

      He straightened, placing his free hand on the edge of the table. “Really? That’s awesome. I was thinking dinner around five. I know a few places close to downtown.”

      “Five? Do you have a senior citizen early-bird coupon or something?”

      He barked a laugh. “Um, no. I just have to be up early the day after, and it’s a bit of a drive down to Denver.”

      “I’m just messing with you,” Ember said, out of breath. There were sounds in the background, whiffs of air, like someone swinging a baseball bat. “Five is fine with me. Let me know where so I know how dressed up I need to get.”

      “I don’t think we need to go dressy. I mean, as long as we’re dressed.” Shit. He wasn’t sure why he said that.

      There was a pause, and Zach held his breath.

      “Works for me,” she said.

      Whew. “Good. Great. This is going to be great. I can text you about the details?”

      “Yes. Text me. Sorry, I’ve got a situation to deal with here. I need to get off the phone to take care of this.”

      "Sure, no problem. We'll talk later."

      The conversation ended, and Zach held his phone out to make sure since she hadn't said goodbye or anything like that. Strange phone call, indeed. But, it was progress. A date. A real date.
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      Ember panted, holding her hands out. She had ended the call with Zach only moments before. Standing at the rear of her car, rear windshield blown out by a damn baseball bat. Glass littered the trunk and a three-foot area around the back.

      They’d come in strong, taking her by surprise, but she’d reacted quickly and ducked down, dodging most of the glass from the back windshield. She’d finished her conversation with Zach, then poked her head up and peered out. Seeing that she had the space to exit the vehicle, she had popped the door open and stepped out carefully.

      The fact that I’m not dead yet means they’re probably just trying to rile me up.

      Three assassins from the Five Points Branch stood opposite her. One of them with a baseball bat, one of them big enough that he figured his fists would do the job. The third wore a pair of brass knuckles with something on the tip of each knuckle. A symbol or something. She couldn’t focus enough on his hand to tell what it was.

      Ember had dodged their initial attack, and now the three of them stood back, eyeing her, looking like they were considering their next move.

      “You know I’m in the middle of trial by combat, right?” Ember said. “What you’re doing is absolutely against Club rules. Unless one of you is the assassin assigned to kill me this week, and I happen to know that’s not true.”

      The husky guy with the big hands shook his head. "Niles was a friend of mine, and you killed him, you stupid bitch. I don't care what the Review Board says. We know they're not going to give you what you deserve. You'll weasel your way out of this, somehow, so we have to make sure that doesn't happen."

      “All I did was take out Niles before he had a chance to kill me. We were on the same contract, and he wanted to slit my throat and steal it. I was within my rights to defend myself and to stop that from happening. It’s not my fault.”

      “Not good enough,” the guy said. “This ends with you dead, tonight. That’s the only way.”

      "You came with a baseball bat and brass knuckles? And you call yourselves assassins?" Ember tried to put as much poison into her voice as she could muster. "Seems a bit unprofessional, in my professional opinion. You goons didn’t just take a shot at me while I was parked here? Why not?”

      She legitimately wanted to know, but she figured they were too high on their own power trip to be thinking clearly.

      As she expected, they didn’t answer.

      “Right,” she continued. “Which means you might want me to be dead, but you’re afraid to do it yourselves. Best you can do is rough me up a bit, huh? Afraid the Board will come down on you if you kill me?”

      The idiot she was talking to lunged forward, swiping a hand down to clobber her on the top of her head. At least, that's what she assumed he was trying to do. He roared in the air, his movements clunky as a bear's but seemingly as powerful. His fists met as he descended, and Ember thought he looked sort of like a terrible volleyball player, trying to bump a volleyball straight down to the ground.

      Ember hardly had to think to dodge the attack. She slid to her left and launched a roundhouse kick into his stomach right as he landed, his fists totally missing her and nearly catching himself right in the crotch. He doubled over, and she smacked the back of his head with a closed fist. His momentum sent him head-first into the bumper, then he tumbled over and through the open back of her car, through the hole where the rear windshield used to be. She could hear the glass scraping against the trunk as he collided with window fragments.

      She knew that it would only occupy him for a moment, though. The other two came at her, both at the same time. Baseball bat high. Running at top speed to close the twenty feet between them.

      She had her Enforcers tucked into her waist, but she knew killing them would only add to the list of grievances the Board had against her. She sighed. I’m going to have to do this the hard way.

      Ember flew forward, crouching into a somersault and rolling between them at the last possible moment. As soon as she had cleared them, she planted her feet on the ground and pushed herself up, then swept her leg behind her to knock them both off their feet. It was a move she'd seen executed poorly in most every ninja movie she'd ever seen, but she'd also practiced it the correct way over a thousand times. The key was to aim a bit higher than one might think, near the ankles or shins, where the leg would be most injured and overcompensate. She connected with the area just above both of their ankles, then quickly jerked straight back in a sort of pulling motion. It sent them both to the ground.

      As the two hit the pavement nearly simultaneously, the guy on the right cried out. The baseball bat he had been holding had landed first, and he'd crashed down on top of it. He might have seriously injured his back.

      Surprisingly, he sprung up and swung the baseball bat. The motion took her completely by surprise. In one fluid movement, from down to up and swinging. She needed to stop underestimating trained assassins, no matter how stupid she thought they were.

      The bat cracked against her side, and she let out a gasp of pain. Her right oblique muscle sizzled with fire.

      At first, she tried to shrug it off, but the ferocity of the pain left her lightheaded. She tried to recover, to stumble backward. Another attack came at her legs before she could get away. Dammit.

      Thankfully her vision was working just fine, so she was able to assess the situation. The bat was headed for her knee, once again hefted into the air by the assassin, but she lunged forward, eliminating the leverage he had, and snatched it before it could begin its downswing. She twisted, ripping it out of the man's hand in a singular, fluid motion. He stumbled forward in response, and she slammed the end of it into his face.

      He staggered backward, hands over his eyes. By her estimates, he would be out of the fight for at least a few seconds. But the other man had stood up, a mouthful of blood beginning to drip down his chin. She could see that he was missing a few teeth. He must not have been able to turn his head before he'd hit the deck.

      Good thing he’s an assassin, and ‘looking great’ isn’t part of his job description. He wouldn’t have to explain his missing teeth and smashed-up face to anyone in the office tomorrow.

      Ember held the bat awkwardly. It wasn't her weapon of choice. If she thought hard, there might have been a time or two she'd held a bat before, but she'd never been good with one, even using it for its intended purpose.

      Whatever, she thought. I can do this better without it. She tossed the baseball bat away from them, hurling it as far as she could across the parking lot. It clanked onto the ground somewhere behind them, but she was totally focused on the task at hand.

      She used her training. Assess, identify threats, decide, act. AITDA. It wasn’t much of a clever acronym.

      The big guy was still half-in, half-out of the back of her car. He looked like he was still breathing, but he clearly wasn't in any hurry to rejoin the fight. Brass knuckles guy was wiping blood from his mouth, panting, his legs in a wide stance. He was ready to attack but waiting. Catching his breath, hoping his teammates would join in. The third guy was blinking away something in his eyes. Maybe splinters from the bat Ember had smacked him with, or he was just seeing stars.

      “You bitch,” said the bloody-mouthed guy.

      “Yeah, you called me that already. Your vocabulary suggests that you’re a bit too stupid to know what you’re getting yourselves into. You say you came to kill me, but are you going to stand there or are you going to make your move?”

      The two of them came at her simultaneously. This time, though, they were spread too far apart for her to take them both down with a single move, and she knew they were quickly smartening up to her abilities. As idiotic as it all was, they were still trained assassins, so she had to make sure they didn’t get an opportunity. She had to choose which of them to take down first. She went for the one on the right — the bloody-mouthed guy didn’t seem as confident.

      She took a step to her right and ducked the attack, then swung around to backhand him. Her fist connected solidly with the side of his face, but then the bloody-mouthed guy took advantage of the angle and landed a punch right into the middle of her back, inches away from her spleen. The hit was close enough to the baseball bat injury that she staggered, then fell to the ground. One of her Enforcers toppled out of her waistband and clattered to the asphalt.

      As Ember jumped up to her feet to prepare for another attack, a thought occurred to her. She was near the Westminster Post Office, but these were Five Points assassins. And not especially skilled ones, either. New to the Club, or just used to other forms of killing. None of them had come armed with guns or knives. Even against three of them, Ember wouldn’t have too much trouble.

      This attack, therefore, wasn’t meant to kill or disable her. This attack was meant as a distraction.

      They had barely shown her their best and were only interested in prolonging the fight for as long as possible.

      Shit.

      It could only mean one thing.

      The assassin in the back of her car wrenched his upper torso free and slid down through the backseat and out the door, a smattering of glass chips raining down as he stood to his full height. The three goons faced off against her once again.

      She took out her gun and trained it on the one closest to her. This got their attention. She used their surprise to lean down and pick up the other one, then she held both her arms out, fingers on the triggers.

      Both of them stood there, waiting. Not attacking. Curious.

      "Sorry, boys," Ember said as she stretched to test the injury to her side. It didn't feel like her ribs were broken. Only bruised. "I don't have time for this. I don't want to shoot you, but I will if I have to."

      Despite the guns trained on them, one of them took a swipe at her, and she dashed to the right to evade it. She circled around to the front of her car, keys in hand by the time she had the front door open. As she slid in and jabbed the key in the ignition, two of them were racing toward her side of the car while the third tried to climb on top of it.

      That was a terrible mistake.

      She started up the car and slammed on the gas, causing him to flail in the air and land on the hard parking lot behind. He cried out and put a hand on his back as he writhed around on the ground. She watched him in her rearview mirror as the engine revved.

      Ember floored it out of the parking lot as the three assassins looked on, helpless. No, she didn’t have time for this. They had completed their task and delayed her while Xavier prepared for something. She didn’t know what it was she needed to do, but she now knew where to go.

      Xavier had known she was here, and he’d sent these three idiots to delay her, to keep her from finding out what it was he was actually doing right now.
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      The steady pulse of nicotine desire flexed throughout Xavier’s chest. But, he wouldn’t allow himself any Skoal until he had finished what he needed to do inside Ember’s apartment. He was taking care not to leave any DNA evidence behind. He’d been too careless at the hotel. He’d treated Ember like a target, not another trained killer. That wouldn’t happen again.

      He closed up his suitcase and took one last look around the living room. A fine job, and with any luck, she wouldn’t know what he had done here until it was too late. He had four days remaining to complete his contract on Ember before he forfeited the right to kill her, and some other assassin from some other Branch would take over the contract. But Xavier had never left a contract undone, and he didn’t intend for this to be his first.

      Ideally, he didn’t want to leave it until the last day. He’d rather wait for her to walk in that front door and put a bullet in her chest while she stood there with her keys in one hand. But, he knew better than to go up against her one-on-one. What he’d done in here tonight would give him an advantage. It would help him stay two steps ahead of her.

      His eyes landed on the holes in the wall from his failed attempt to take her out from the hotel across the parking lot. The two holes had bits of Scotch tape near them. One also had little strands of red fiber trapped underneath the tape. Upon close inspection, the red fiber looked like yarn. He checked the bullet holes in the window and found tape and yarn bits there, too.

      Ember must have used lines of yarn to track the trajectory of his shots from the hotel.

      “That’s clever,” he mused, eyeing the holes. “That’s very clever. What did you find in the hotel, I wonder?”

      He wished he had thought of booby-trapping the hotel room, but he couldn’t have been sure Ember would be the next to enter it. He wasn’t at all opposed to collateral damage, but as a professional, he preferred to keep unnecessary deaths to an absolute minimum. It was far easier that way.

      Still, he was impressed with her ingenuity. In another life, he might have wanted to take Ember under his wing and mentor her, to teach her about rifles and long-range assassin work. But... different Branches, different philosophies, different everything.

      When he killed her, he knew he would feel a tinge of regret at losing such a clever — and good-looking — young woman. He knew he was never going to have a chance at dating someone like Ember, but he could fantasize.

      And, it didn’t matter — it had to be done. Xavier had seen plenty of good men and women die before their time. Graveyards were full of clever people. Xavier had heard a quote long ago that went something like that.

      As he looked around to make sure he hadn't left anything undone, he noted Ember's framed landscape art prints on the walls. Very nice black and white photos. Most assassins he knew had generic decorations like this in their home. They expected to eat a bullet at any time or to welcome a raid by the police. Personally identifying knick-knacks and family pictures were non-existent among their kind. Ember was no exception. If she had parents, or siblings, or kids, no one visiting this room would ever know. If she was smart about it.

      He checked one other thing that had drawn his interest. A yellow legal pad, sitting out on her coffee table. The name Zach Bennett had been scrawled there, with a phone number below it. Nothing else on the page. A new contract? Surely Ember wouldn’t be careless enough to leave that information out in plain view. Also, would she even be allowed to take on a contract while she was in the middle of trial by combat? Probably not. Xavier imagined her membership status was currently suspended, pending the outcome of the next six weeks.

      He shrugged. Whoever Zach Bennett was, it didn’t matter to Xavier. If she did die at his hand, maybe he would come back and follow up on whoever this person was. But not tonight.

      Enough exploration. Time to leave before his target made her way home.

      He checked his latex gloves to make sure there were no tears or holes and crossed the living room. Front door open, one foot out into the walkway outside. His face pivoted when something caught his eye.

      Oh no. He stopped in his tracks as the next-door neighbor stood in front of her door, keys in one hand and phone in the other. She was frozen in place. Her eyes flicked down to his latex gloves.

      “W— who the hell are you?” she said, her voice riddled with fear.

      Xavier had to make a quick decision. But, it wasn't much of a decision at all. She had seen his face. Xavier had chosen not to wear anything to mask his appearance. Even something as simple as an exterminator's uniform would have done the job, but he had been so sure no one else would be around. On his way in, the condo building had seemed empty and quiet enough, and he didn't think anyone seeing him would raise any eyebrows. People came and went all the time from places like this, and in today's world, he knew they rarely stopped to talk to one another. He'd assumed Ember was the quiet type who had probably never even met her neighbors.

      But he’d forgotten about the latex gloves. That was a dead giveaway. He wasn’t supposed to be in Ember’s condo, and nothing said that louder than a male ex-military type wearing latex gloves.

      Too late now.

      Xavier dropped the suitcase, not even hesitating. He’d made his decision before he’d even realized it. When the suitcase thumped onto the walkway, the woman flinched. He leaped toward her and wrapped one hand around her mouth before he batted the phone out of her hand. Then, he snatched her keys and jabbed the extended one into the lock.

      By this time, she had broken from her paralysis and started struggling to get away.

      Xavier had to hurry. Keeping the hand over her mouth firmly in place, he tugged her toward the door and threw a shoulder into it. They tumbled into the apartment, and both crashed onto the carpet.

      As she scooted away from him, he retrieved his suitcase and then kicked the door shut behind them. He tossed the keys onto the floor and flexed his fingers. He would have to do this the old-fashioned way.

      “I want you to know,” he whispered, “I don’t usually do this sort of thing. I consider myself to be one of the most professional assassins in my Branch.”

      She was sitting, pushing herself away with her hands. Tears were streaming down her cheeks, but her eyes widened as he spoke. “Get — get out of my house!” she whispered, then stuttered, but the words finally fell out.

      “I really do not like collateral damage. But you, lady, were in the wrong place at the wrong time. It can’t be helped.”

      She tried to shove herself to her feet while turning toward the back bedroom, and actually succeeded at getting away. Xavier reacted quickly, hopping up and closing the distance to the woman. He crashed on top of her, tackling her and forcing her face-down onto the carpet, a soft off-white variety. She screamed, which was another problem, and the carpet did little to absorb the sound. He didn’t know how thin the walls were here. He didn’t think the neighbor on the other side was home, but he couldn’t be sure.

      I need to get this over with.

      It brought him no joy, but he knew his life would be far more complicated if he allowed the woman to live. He acted out the motion he’d been trained to, one he’d repeated dozens of times. He placed his feet inside her ankles and pulled outward to spread her legs apart, then he laced his hands under her armpits. He pushed his arms through until he could use his elbows to pin her arms down. All four limbs locked, keeping her from breaking free of his grip. Her hands flopped uselessly by her sides.

      Now, with the leverage he needed, he flipped her over in a quick and abrupt motion, so he was on the bottom, with her pressed on top of him. She wriggled, but it did no good. It was a Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu move that worked only when the attacker weighed more than the attacked. In this case, he outweighed her by at least fifty pounds.

      Xavier pressed an open hand on either side of her head. She craned her neck to look at him, and he could sense the grave fear there. The pulsing, immediate sense of terror living in her mind.

      He took a breath, steadying himself. Movies and books always made this part seem so easy, so nonchalant. In reality, it was terrifying for both parties, and it wasn’t easy, no matter how frail and weak the prey was.

      Xavier exhaled, simultaneously jerking his hands counter-clockwise, snapping her neck to the right and continuing through the motion until he felt the resistance of her vertebrae pressing against her collarbone. In an instant, the life went out of her eyes. She ceased all struggle and went limp on top of him.

      He pushed her to the side and staggered to his feet, panting. A droplet of spit settled on his lips.

      "I didn't want to do this," he said, each word labored and enunciated. "I don't kill random civilians, and I don't kill for free. You did this.”

      Xavier padded across the room and checked out the front window. He didn't want to risk taking her out the door to the walkway, but he didn't know if he had a better choice. If he tossed her out a window or out the back fire escape, anyone looking northward from the hotel next door would see. Maybe he could wrap her up in a blanket and take her down to her car. Maybe he could make her stand up with an arm around his neck and pretend she was blackout drunk and being escorted to his car. Like that old movie. But, that might look even more suspicious than wrapping her in a rug.

      But then, the decision was made for him. A car pulled into the lot. Ember’s car. Damn it. She must have dealt with the three Five Points guys much quicker than he’d anticipated. At least he’d finished what he needed to do at her place.

      He turned and stared at the dead woman on the floor. The gloves were still on his hands. She hadn't gotten any of his skin under her fingernails. The situation was manageable, if not ideal. Bringing the body with him for disposal later was the best option. It would at least launch a manhunt first, and when the authorities couldn't find the body, they might expect foul play, but they'd have nowhere to start looking. And no motive.

      But there was another option, and Ember had forced his hand to take it.

      He raced into her kitchen and checked under the sink for a bottle of bleach. She had one, and fortunately, it was close to full. He carried it back into the living room and poured it over her dead body, from head to toe. She hadn’t scratched him, but he couldn’t be sure he hadn’t left any hair fibers or anything else near her. Bleach should take care of that.

      Once she was properly doused, he didn’t see any reason to hang around. Xavier ran into her bedroom and opened the back window, then hustled out to the rear fire escape. Not what he’d wanted, but it would have to do.
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      Ember pulled into the parking lot and paused. Lights off, she drove to the far edge and pointed the nose of her car at her front door. She didn't see anything suspicious, but that didn't mean it was safe to enter.

      Her hands tightened around the steering wheel as she deliberated. The trio of thugs in Westminster had been a distraction. Something to delay her. And, keeping her away from her apartment had to be the most likely goal. So, was she about to walk into an apartment rigged with C4?

      She didn't think so. Maybe it was an unwise gamble, but she didn't think Xavier would risk something so public as a big explosion. From what she knew of him, he wasn't showy. Sniper rifles, knives, safe and quiet kills. Those were his preferred methods.

      But that still didn’t give her an excuse to act foolishly. Ember had survived in this business for three long years by constantly looking over her shoulder and expecting an attack to come. Now that she knew for a fact that someone was trying to kill her, she had to be even more careful. She had to be better. She had to be perfect.

      Ember checked her watch and smiled. Tussling with those thugs in the parking lot had amassed her almost a thousand steps. It was cheating, but she would take it. She hadn’t hit her step goal once this week, and ultimately, cardio was cardio.

      Ember left the car and stepped out into the night air. A chill descended. Snow would come soon, as it always did a week or two before Halloween. The first time she'd seen it after moving here, the chunky flakes of white had both mesmerized and terrified her since she'd been driving at the time. They didn't get too much snow in Southern California. But, like all things Colorado, she'd adjusted to it in quick fashion.

      Ember ascended the steps to the second floor and stopped short when the door to the hot guy’s apartment opened. He stepped out, holding a plump trash bag in one hand and his phone in the other. Wearing gray sweatpants and a black compression shirt that seemed to be choking on the breadth of his pectoral muscles.

      He set the trash bag down and nodded at her. “Evening.”

      She extended a hand. “I’m Ember. I don’t think we’ve ever actually met properly.”

      “Layne,” he said, and gave her a firm handshake with the hand that hadn’t held the trash bag. He had big hands. She liked that about him. “No, I don’t think we’ve met. I think this is the closest we’ve ever stood from each other.”

      “Layne, have you seen anyone out and about tonight? Someone peeking in windows, maybe, or someone you haven’t recognized being around the building before?”

      She wasn’t sure why she’d said it. There was no reason to involve a civilian in this, but it might tell her if Xavier was still here, at least. Layne looked like a trustworthy guy who wouldn’t get too nosy.

      "No, I don't think so," he said. "I just got back from the gym and realized tomorrow is trash day. Better to do it now than early in the morning."

      “Ugh, you’re making me jealous. I haven’t been to the gym all week.”

      He shrugged. “Hard to fit it in sometimes, isn’t it?”

      “Sure is.”

      “Do you have a stalker?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Huh?”

      “Peeking in your windows.”

      “Oh, no, I don’t think so. I thought I heard something the other night. Probably nothing. I don’t want to make everyone paranoid, so maybe we should keep this between us..”

      He leaned over and picked up the bag, then flashed a brilliant smile. “Roger that. Well, have a good evening, Ember.”

      “Enjoy your trip to the dumpster.”

      He chuckled as he passed her on the stairs, and she proceeded to her apartment. The curtains were drawn, but she waited a few seconds to make sure she couldn't spot any movement. Layne was down at the dumpster, his back to her.

      With a quick turn of the key, she opened the door and jumped inside, drawing one of her pistols. She swept it across the room as she checked for anything out of the ordinary. She found nothing. Everything seemed just as she had left it.

      With the hook of a heel, she closed the door behind her. Then, she noted a Sharpie marker she’d left on an end table had been disturbed. Deliberately placed to point at the northeast edge of the window, it had shifted slightly. It wasn’t warm enough for the air conditioner to kick on and move it, so someone had brushed up against it. No big surprise there, though. The fact that Xavier had been here seemed obvious. This confirmed it.

      Ember paid great attention to her front door. All looked well on the inside. With a little screwdriver taken from the nightstand drawer, she returned to the walkway and waited for Layne to go back into his apartment. She removed the doorbell cover and examined the electronics inside. It looked as normal as could be.

      In the living room, she hunted around to the carpet to visually check for any pressure plates. Then, she listened at the air vents for ticking or humming. She checked every available space she could think of and found nothing to indicate a bomb or explosive device.

      The kitchen had been undisturbed. Spare bedroom, main bedroom, bathroom. All of them were as exactly as she had left them. Still, she checked all the drawers and cabinets for foreign objects and couldn't find anything.

      Back in the living room, she leaned against the wall and chewed on her lower lip. There had to be something. What had he done? Ember slid down the wall until her butt hit the carpet. The lower angle drew her eyes down, and then she saw it. She noticed four slight indentations in the carpet underneath her living room lamp. An idea occurred. She moved a chair from the kitchen into the living room and placed the legs under the lamp in the same four carpet indentations, then climbed up. Keeping quiet the whole time.

      Ember removed the ceiling light’s cover and checked by the bulb. As she’d expected, she found a tiny listening device plugged into the light socket to draw power. It was no bigger than her thumbnail, a little circle with a mesh microphone cover and a couple of wires leading back to the light. No camera, only a listening device.

      So, Xavier had bugged her place. Interesting. What was the point of that?

      “Hmm,” she said to no one in particular.

      Ember took out her phone and sent a text to her recruit Gabe.

      

      Meet me in the parking lot outside my condo tomorrow morning. 9 am. Bring your gear. I know how to get an edge on Xavier.
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      Day Four

      

      Ember drank coffee on the walkway outside her condo as the sun rose to the east. She breathed in the morning air as traffic on nearby Highway 36 hummed. All those Denverites who commuted to Boulder every day for their lucrative software jobs then wrestled with the traffic again on their way back out to their more-affordable suburbs. Property prices in Boulder were crazy. Ember knew this. But, she liked living close to her Branch's Post Office. Besides, her life had low overhead. Bullets were cheap, and she had tons of airline miles saved.

      She looked at the closed door of Layne’s apartment. She wondered if he was a software guy. He did seem to keep irregular hours.

      It didn’t matter. Ember had no intention of pursuing a romantic entanglement with him. And not just because she might only have between one and about forty days left to live.

      She had actually been thinking of Zach Bennett during her quiet moments. Strange, but she kept picturing his mischievous smile, his broad shoulders, his flirty eyes. About twenty years in age separated young Zach from the older and wiser Layne, with Ember somewhere in the middle. Layne was gorgeous. Zach was what she called ‘adorkable.’ Unassuming, honest, genuine. She couldn’t see herself having a romantic entanglement with him, either, but she did have a date scheduled with him for later today. Maybe she’d only agreed to it because she had said yes while a man with a baseball bat had been swinging it at her at that exact moment. But, she didn’t mind giving Zach a chance to woo her. It had been a grim week so far. An evening to relax and enjoy the company of a handsome young man would be a nice change of pace.

      As she sipped her coffee and pulled her jacket closer, Gabe drove into the parking lot. He turned off his engine and met her eyes, but did not get out of the car. Phone in hand, he typed something and then looked up at her. He nodded at her, eyebrows raised.

      Ember’s phone dinged, and she took it out of her jacket pocket to read a text from him.

      

      Gabe: You sure it’s safe up there?

      Ember: No, but come up anyway.

      Gabe: You’re joking… right?

      Ember: Yes

      Gabe: Didn’t Xavier shoot at you two days ago?

      Ember: He won’t try that again. He’s got a new plan this time. Come on up and I’ll show you. Srsly, don’t worry about it.

      

      She waited as he read the last text, and she could see the hesitancy in his eyes. But, after a few seconds, he finally put his phone away and left the vehicle. He stood next to the left front tire for a moment, his feet glued in place.

      She flashed urgent eyes at him, then waved him up. Finally, he closed and locked his car and then jogged up the stairs.

      “What’s up?” he asked.

      She held a finger to her lips and then tilted her head towards the door. He frowned but didn't say a word as she led him inside the apartment. Ember pointed at the chair, still sitting underneath the light bulb in the living room.

      Hands on his hips, Gabe circled around the chair, squinting up at the light fixture. It only took him a couple seconds for his face to change, then he looked at Ember and nodded. He held his hands up in a questioning manner, and she flicked her head at the front door.

      They met on the walkway and shut the door behind them.

      "Okay," Gabe said, "he bugged you. I can understand that since his first attempt to go at you direct didn't work out for him."

      “Xavier’s got a little tradecraft in him. It surprised me at first.”

      “Maybe we don’t know him as well as we think we did.”

      She bit her lip. "Yeah, maybe not. But, now we know what he’s capable of, and we can work with that. I spotted the bug before I said anything that could get us in trouble."

      “Good. What do you want to do about it?”

      “I want to leave everything as it is. I don’t want to give him any impression that I know.”

      “That’s tricky. He’ll be listening for any sign that you’re onto him. He might even expect it.”

      She nodded. “Yes, but I think we can pull it off. I had the lead in West Side Story in high school, ya know. I’ve got skills.”

      “If he saw me go in there just now, that won’t matter.”

      “I’ve checked every inch of the condo. He didn’t set up any video monitoring. Audio only.”

      “That makes it a little easier.”

      “I only need to lead him on for a little while. Maybe I can send him on a wild goose chase or two. Expose him.”

      Gabe shrugged. “If you can just keep him off your back for three more days, then he loses his chance at you.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t think he’ll hang around that long. I doubt I can wait him out.”

      “Then what do you want to do?”

      “What I really want to know is if my tech-nerd recruit can reverse engineer one of his bugs so I can listen in on him.”

      He wagged a finger. “First of all, I resent ‘tech-nerd.’ I do just fine with the ladies.”

      “I’m sure that’s true. This is Boulder, after all. Software engineers in this town are not chubby guys with Cheeto-stained fingers who live in their mother’s basements. They’re all world-class rock climbers who do urban farming and drive electric sports cars. I retract my statement.”

      “Apology accepted.” He squinted and looked out at the parking lot. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “Why are they called Post Offices? It’s a weird term.”

      “Well, I’m no Branch Historian, but my old mentor told me something about it once. He said the guy who founded our Club noted that a lot of assassins were essentially homeless. They wouldn’t put their name on a lease or buy a house, so they would stay in cash hotels and couch surf. It made it hard to communicate with everyone, you know, before cell phones and the internet. So, he had to establish a place where everyone could receive communications about stuff.”

      “Like an analog version of our message board.”

      “Yes, exactly. People went there to get their Club announcements and mail, so it was like a post office.”

      Gabe nodded. “Makes sense.”

      “If we’re done with the history lesson, can you go in there and hack the bug now or not?”

      Gabe shook his head. "It's not that simple. Disassembling it and putting it back together in a way that makes it useful for us isn't the problem; doing it while it's still on so he won’t suspect anything is. I mean, maybe I could eventually find a way to hack into his computer’s microphone, but I assume you need something done today. I’d have to write code and test it. That would take time.”

      “Bummer. Well, what can you do?”

      He leaned back against the railing and bit his lower lip. "Maybe—and this is no guarantee—but I assume he's got a location tracker built-in, and that's how the bug phones home. It would have to be connected to the cellular mesh network, in that case. Or, it might just have some tech to prevent tampering, which again could be bypassed but again would take time."

      “And?”

      “And, if so, I could possibly use the GPS on his bug and piggyback the signal, turning it into a sort of receiving beacon.”

      She turned up her palms. “And that would be useful because…”

      “Because it would tell us his location, at least. The hard part is doing it without disconnecting the bug from its power supply, which would alert him that we knew about it and were trying to hack it. Some of them can be touchy. Not to mention that those things are super tiny, so it would be a bit of work.”

      “But you can do it, right?”

      He shrugged. “I can try.”

      “I’ll take it. How long do you need?”

      "A few hours, assuming you don't bother me, and you have the right tools. I'll be done by lunchtime — which you're buying."

      “Fair enough.”

      “If I’m done before lunch, you’re still buying lunch. Just so we’re clear. Possibly dinner, as well.”

      She grinned. “I’m picking, though. No bagels. I’ve had enough cream cheese to last me for a month. Or, for a lifetime. Whichever comes first.”

      When he didn’t laugh at her gallows’ humor, she slipped her hands into the pockets of her jeans. “Comedy’s not for everyone. Maybe the next joke is more on your level.”

      He frowned but kept the corners of his mouth neutral as if trying to hide it. "It's weird, whenever I see you, to think it might be the last time."

      "I know how that feels. But don't cry for me, Argentina. I've taken on worse guys than this before."

      She socked him in the shoulder for good measure, and he forced his frown into a semi-convincing smile.

      “Now,” she said, “let’s get started. Quiet as church mice, so the cat doesn’t figure out we’re onto him.”
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      Fagan sighed up at the chore chart on the chair in the Boulder Post Office conference room. When it was completed, the chart would go in the hallway, displayed proudly next to the first aid kit. But now, in rough draft, she had it resting on the arms of a conference room chair, so she could sit a few feet back to observe it.

      A head popped in the door, and she flicked her eyes over to see the familiar face of Charles, one of the assassins who’d been around almost as long as her. They’d both come in with fewer wrinkles, fewer gray hairs, and fewer names on their kill lists. Most didn’t live as long as the two of them.

      She smiled. “Hey, Charlie. Don’t see you around here too often these days.”

      “That’s because I’m not here too often.”

      “When was the last time you took a contract?”

      He shrugged. “Been a while. But, with all this mess going on with Ember, I thought I could skip my nap to come in and check the pulse.”

      “That’s big of you,” Fagan said, then added a wink.

      “Yeah, well, I’ve never seen anything like this before. Six weeks. Six contracts out for her? It’s so extreme. I can’t imagine what I would be doing in her shoes right now.”

      Fagan nodded. “Never seen it, either. I’m worried David Wellner is starting to lose his grip. It’s been like this since the unrest with Five Points earlier this summer, and maybe even before that.”

      “We may be in for rough times ahead.”

      “We may be. Is there something on your mind?”

      He leaned against the doorframe and frowned. “Not really. I just wanted to make sure things are going well with Ember. That you’re available, you know?”

      “Yes, I know how to be a mentor to her. I’m giving her space to work out how she wants to proceed, and I’m checking in, letting her know she can use me as a resource when she needs it. I got this, Charles.”

      "Right, right, of course, I know you do." He spread out a wincing smile as if it pained his face. "I just care about the kid, that's all. I'm worried about her. This is bigger than anything she's ever faced before."

      Fagan sat back and let out a long sigh as she tented her fingers. “I know. We all do. Trust me, I’m doing everything I can do to make sure she’s supported.”

      Charles tapped the doorframe a couple of times with the palm of his hand.

      "Excellent,” he said. Then, he added with a snicker, “Chore board is looking solid, by the way."

      “You better drop that tone with me before I put you on it,” Fagan said as Charlie feigned shock and ducked back into the hall. Grinning, Fagan continued to yell after him. “Don’t think old-timers are immune from having to take out the trash!”
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      Ember watched Gabe work in silence for two full hours, hacking into the listening device in her living room. She had a watch and eyeglass repair kit stashed away that was the perfect size for working with the miniature device. He sent her text message updates every few minutes so they could communicate in silence.

      His workaround was to give the lamp a “hot swap” alternate power source hooked up to a battery, so he could remove the bug, work on it, and disassemble everything without Xavier knowing the power had been cut.

      Ember wasn’t sedentary during these two hours, either. She went in and out of the apartment, checking the parking lot and alley behind the building. Yesterday, Xavier had sent three thugs from Five Points Branch after her. Who knew what he would try today. More of the same, or something completely different? The sniper-rifle-loving vet might have a few more surprises left in him.

      Ember’s plan was a gamble. She knew that. And, she also didn’t know if she had a better one in her arsenal.

      Ember checked in with Fagan in the late morning, and her mentor hadn’t made any progress locating Xavier. He had enough friends in the Club that no one had been willing to give him up. An even larger number of Club members wouldn’t intervene because they didn’t know if the black spot trial by combat rules forbade them from helping. None of them had ever seen a black spot in their lifetime. It was like the wild west out here.

      Around lunchtime, Ember entered the apartment with the preordained meal to see Gabe sitting back, up against the wall, staring at a laptop. He gave her a simple thumbs up. The hacking job didn't look pretty, with a long cord hanging down from the ceiling in the middle of the room, but she supposed that it didn't matter. Xavier had no video surveillance, and as long as she kept her curtains drawn and he did not commit a second break-in, Xavier wouldn't find out.

      Gabe motioned for her to join him on the front walkway, and she followed him there.

      “It’s all good,” he said once the door was closed.

      “You know where he is?”

      “Nope. The trace hasn’t started yet. It’ll take time to work, so you’ll have to be a little patient.”

      “You know patience isn’t my strong suit.”

      Gabe nodded. “Yeah, I do know that.”

      “How long until I know something I can use?”

      He held up a laptop. "Plug the USB into this laptop. It will take it a few hours to run the trace. It’ll help if you talk a lot, giving him a reason to tune in. The more he uses it, the better the trace will run. Especially if you do things like walk around, change the volume of your voice. That'll make him adjust his equipment, which sends signals to the bug and makes it easier for us to latch onto him. That's how we can tap into the GPS."

      “What do I do on the computer?”

      “There’s a maps app on the desktop. You know what an app is, right?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Watch it, kid. I’m not that old.”

      “Just making sure. Open the maps app, and you’ll know when it’s working because the red circle will get smaller and smaller. When it’s a dot, it’s as specific as it’s going to get. It should put you at a radius smaller than a city block.”

      Gabe pulled the laptop back and hushed his conversation when a woman reached the top of the stairs and started coming down the walkway. She was older, maybe fifties. The woman gave a polite nod and then knocked on the door next to Ember’s apartment.

      “I should go,” Gabe said.

      “Karen?” the woman said to the closed apartment door. “Karen, are you in there? Why aren’t you answering your phone?”

      Ember took the laptop and nodded to her recruit. “Thank you. I’ll be in touch.”
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      Ember spent the next two hours in her apartment, walking around, having pretend phone calls for the benefit of the bugs Xavier had planted. She’d decided on an overall theme to her deception: desperation. She wanted her assassin to think she was erratic and scared, hovering on the edge of collapse.

      The ultimate goal was to make him feel overconfident, hopefully leading to sloppiness. But, she avoided any specifics about future plans until she knew more regarding his location. Which, by two in the afternoon, had still not been determined. The red circle covered most of the Denver metro. It had shrunk a little in the last hour or so, but not enough to better tell her where to go. She didn’t know how much more time she could spend in here, keeping up the ruse.

      She had hoped to find the location before her date with Zach later, but it might have to wait until after. Nothing could be done about making the computer work faster. On these fake phone calls, she kept implying she intended to stake out the Five Points Post Office this evening, to figure out if Xavier would send those thugs after her again. Above all, she wanted to draw Xavier away from Boulder and away from her and Zach. She could not, under any circumstances, involve Zach Bennett in this mess.

      She pulled back the curtains next to the front window as blue and red lights flashed in the lot. An ambulance and two police cars. She retrieved her Nighthawk pistols from under the couch and stashed them in the vent next to her front door.

      Except, the cops didn't come to her place. They trundled up the stairs and stopped at the walkway. The older woman from before ushered the police up the stairs and pointed to the open apartment door — panic on her face.

      Ember had a sudden intuition about why the police and medical personnel were here. A series of revelations appeared like water trickling down her back.

      She stepped out onto the walkway as two EMTs hoisted a stretcher up the stairs. Across the walkway, the hot tattooed guy leaned against his closed front door, watching the proceedings. He lifted a hand to wave at her.

      Ember strolled over to him, navigating through the people crowding the walkway. She tried to conceal the tenderness in her side, a hangover from the baseball swipe last night. “Hi, Layne.”

      “Afternoon.”

      “Yes, it is. How’s your trash can level?”

      “Since I emptied it in the dumpster last night? Running at acceptable levels.”

      “Good to hear. Do you know what’s going on here?”

      “Not a clue, man. Cops showed up two minutes ago. It’s gone from nothing to all-hands-on-deck in seconds.”

      Next up the stairs came forensic techs in hazmat suits, clutching cameras to their chests. Heads down, legs hurrying them into the open apartment door.

      “That doesn’t look good,” Ember said.

      Layne shook his head. “No, it does not. Heart attack, you think?”

      Ember hadn’t known the woman, but she didn’t think they’d send in the guys with the cameras for a death by natural causes. No, they would’ve had at least some notion this was a homicide. And, she had a reasonable suspicion that this had been a casualty of Xavier visiting her place to install bugs. The neighbor must have seen something. Maybe she had interrupted Xavier. Caught him by surprise.

      A weight pulled at her chest. Members of the Assassins Club were not supposed to kill civilians unless absolutely necessary. She was sure Xavier had felt that at the time, what he'd been doing was necessary, but it was another reason she needed to find him and end this as soon as possible.

      “Maybe a heart attack,” she said, nodding. “But I don’t know.”

      The woman earlier this morning had said the name Karen. Ember didn't know her. She had exchanged pleasantries with the woman on the other side of the wall. She'd asked the woman to turn down her music a couple of times. But, like Layne before yesterday, Ember had never made the leap into becoming a friendly acquaintance with the lady. Now, she never would.

      A detective in a peacoat, holding a notepad strolled out of the apartment and squinted at the sun, then he turned toward Ember and Layne. She immediately ran through a revolving checklist of possible alibis for her for the last twenty-four hours, in case the detective wanted ‘to chat.’ The best one she could think was the simplest: a long day hike taking up most of yesterday’s daylight hours. She had a contact at the city who could fake a parking meter receipt for her, and there wouldn’t be much in the way of CCTV in nearby Chautauqua Park for them to check to verify her presence on the mountain trails.

      “Howdy, folks.”

      “Afternoon, sir,” Layne said. “What can we do for you?”

      “You both live in this building?”

      Ember and Layne nodded. He stuck out his hand first to shake. “Layne Parrish.”

      Ember introduced herself as well. The detective scanned along his notepad. “Were both of you here at around eight last night?”

      Layne shook his head. “Sorry, I was at the gym until nine.”

      “I was out for a hike,” Ember said, “and I didn’t get back until a little later than that.”

      Layne looked at Ember with a hint of a raised eyebrow when she said that, but Ember pretended she didn't notice anything. She could do damage control with Layne later if she needed to.

      The detective frowned. “Notice anything strange when you came back?”

      Now, Ember regretted asking Layne about a potential man peeking into the windows. She had no choice but to address it. "Not last night. But I thought I heard something weird a couple of days ago. A person lingered outside my front door for a minute. I'm afraid I didn't see anything that night, though. Just a shadow, then it was gone."

      She clenched her teeth and hoped against hope he wouldn’t ask her to come in to take her formal statement. The detective scrawled some notes on his pad, nodded, then said, “I might want to talk to you both later. I’d appreciate it if you’d stick around.”

      “Sure thing,” Layne said.

      Then, the cop turned and left. As he made his way back over to the crime scene, something caught Ember's eye. A new car was pulling into the parking lot. A rental. And then, a tall Asian woman stepped out of the car.

      Ember’s jaw dropped. She knew this woman. A ghost from the past.
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      Agent Isabel Yang opened her car door and stretched her legs. The drive from the Denver airport up to Boulder had been a long one. Longer than she'd remembered from her small number of previous trips. The cold made her knee ache, but the city was still as beautiful as ever. Right up against the mountains, Boulder was as close to being in them as possible. Such an interesting layout; to the east, nothing but flatland. To the west, jagged peaks covered in snow for half of the year.

      But she wasn't here to do any sightseeing. Isabel was here for work. The multiple voicemail messages from her boss Marcus and the overall pressure of the job would never let her forget that fact.

      There were police cars and an ambulance in the parking lot, blue and red lights bouncing off the windows of the first-floor apartments. Two EMTs carried a covered body down the stairs on a stretcher. The figure was covered in a sheet, not moving. There was no IV suspended above. They had a dead person on the stretcher, no doubt about it. And, judging by the detectives knocking on doors and interviewing people, Isabel assumed they suspected the person's death had not been of natural causes.

      But that wasn't Isabel's problem. She wasn't here to involve herself in local law enforcement. She was here to speak to one particular resident of the condo complex.

      Isabel saw her, the lean woman with the pale white skin and the long, black hair, speaking with a brawny blond-headed man on the walkway out in front of the apartments. They were standing close to one another, their body language suggesting that they were being a little flirty, and Isabel had the strong notion he looked like some actor she vaguely recognized, but she couldn’t remember the name. Or, given his size, a professional heavyweight boxer.

      After a couple of moments standing in the parking lot, the woman finally looked down and saw Isabel. Her mouth fell open. Isabel waved her down, and the woman said a rushed goodbye to the man and then hustled down the steps. The scowl on her face told Isabel everything she needed to know about the woman’s feelings toward her presence here.

      Isabel returned to her car and leaned over to open the passenger side door. She tried to prepare herself for a multitude of possible outcomes. The directions the conversation might take, and Ember’s reactions to each one. The same internal dialogue she’d been practicing the entire car trip. What happened over the next few minutes could have a grave impact on Isabel’s future career options in Washington.

      The woman slid into the car, and they both shut their doors. A deep and dark silence blossomed between them for a few seconds. The two women stared ahead, breathing, waiting for the other to start.

      Ember finally turned to Isabel, glowering at her. “Isabel Yang.” Ember shook her head. “What the hell are you doing here in Colorado?”

      “Good afternoon, Allison. Long time no see.”

      Ember’s scowl darkened. “You don’t call me that. Not now, not ever, and especially not in earshot of anyone else. You call me Ember Clarke.”

      “But that is your name. Allison Campbell. You seem to have forgotten, or did you have it legally changed?”

      Ember faced forward, a blank expression on her face. “What do you want, Yang? I don’t mean to be snippy, but I have a lot going on right now. This is a very strange period in my life.”

      “I want to buy you a cup of coffee so you can tell me all about it.”

      “I can’t.”

      “We’ll be quick.”

      Ember shook her head. “I don’t have time. I have to be somewhere in a couple of hours, and stepping out with you anywhere in public is likely to earn me a bullet in the back of the head.”

      Isabel started the car anyway and put it in reverse to back out of the lot. Ember flexed her jaw and wiped her hands on her jeans. She made eye contact with the brawny guy standing on the walkway outside the condos.

      “Let’s just go for a drive, then,” Isabel said. “I’ll have you back here in thirty minutes, tops.”

      “Fine.”

      Isabel pointed. “What happened to the back windshield on your car?”

      “Nothing.”

      “I also noticed you seem a little ginger on your side, favoring one leg. Did you pull a muscle, or is it related to the broken windshield?”

      “Neither.”

      “What’re the cops doing here?”

      Ember sighed. “Someone murdered my next-door neighbor. It happened last night.”

      “Does that have anything to do with your current line of work?”

      “Maybe. I don’t really want to… I shouldn’t say anything about it. All you need to know is that I’m handling it, so what’s happening there doesn’t have anything to do with you or the FBI.”

      “Okay, sure. If that’s how you want to play it.”

      Ember flexed her jaw. “You still shoot hoops?”

      “I get on the court when I can. Pretty busy these days.”

      “What are you doing in Boulder?”

      Isabel pulled out into traffic and kept a slow pace. “Our friends back in Washington are concerned about you. Some people at the Bureau asked me to come out here and do a wellness check. Well, specifically, they asked me to look into the Assassins Club, because they aren’t aware we’ve already had someone undercover out here for the last three years, recording names, making a case to follow the money.”

      “I thought I was ultra-covert out here?”

      Isabel nodded. “That was our intent. Only a handful of people in the Bureau know about your existence, but somehow, people are hearing things. You know how it is in that building; it’s like high school with all the whispering and gossip.”

      Ember smiled. “It’s funny how many of those teenage habits stick with us forever, isn’t it? Only a matter of time before the whole FBI finds out.”

      “Right,” Yang said. “You can only invoice the pocket protector crew so many times for expensive paperclips before they start to figure out you’re diverting funds to an investigation that might not have full approval across the Bureau.”

      “And I’m sure Marcus offered you up as the sacrificial lamb for when this all blows up in his face?”

      Isabel shook her head. “He’s doing his job. I’m doing mine.”

      Ember pressed on. “And he will make you the scapegoat when it doesn’t work out. Trusting Marcus to have your back is not a wise move. I thought you were smarter than that.”

      “I know how you feel about Marcus.”

      “No,” Ember cut in. “You don’t know half of how I feel about Marcus.”

      “Regardless, your position out here makes things... difficult. That’s the problem with deep undercover work. It’s often so secret that it gets forgotten, tossed aside.” Isabel considered adding, and sometimes the person going undercover can slip into denial that they’re actually undercover. Instead, she continued along the same tack. “It can cause problems that way. You know the old saying about one hand not knowing what the other one is doing?”

      "Well, Isabel, I'm fine. I'm still out here, collecting information, tracking dates and names, and making a case. It's taking a long time, yes, but I don't know what else I'm supposed to do. I can't just sneak a camera into assassins' houses and start snapping pictures. So far, I haven't found any connection at all to international terrorist groups, which was the whole point of coming out here in the first place."

      “Even if it’s not going as planned, you don’t check in with me anymore. That’s a problem.”

      “I’m often watched. It would be too dangerous. Showing up here at my house is dangerous. Do you know what they would do to me if they found out I’m a fed?”

      Isabel took a turn at the next light and pulled in behind a gas station. She parked in the shade and turned to face Ember. "Doesn't matter. You have to check in with me at regular intervals, the way it's laid out in the operation's parameters. It's not optional, Ember. Doesn't matter if you're deep undercover. Doesn't matter if this is an operation almost no one knows about. Doesn't matter that the people you're investigating are just as well-trained as you. At some point, all of this will become public knowledge, and we need to have everything documented and ordered. Crossed ’T’s, dotted 'I’s, the works. The decision to keep you dark out here wasn't mine, and it wasn't Marcus', either. Both of us inherited you from other people, but this is what we got. So, this is how we're going to do it."

      “And I already told you, I’m not able to check in on a regular basis.”

      Isabel hesitated, but she cleared her throat and pushed on. These things needed to be said. “If you can’t do your job as defined, then we’ll pull you.”

      Ember’s eyes flared. “You’d pull me, three years in? You’d waste all that work because of a procedural disagreement?”

      Isabel stared, unsure of how to continue. She'd known this conversation might not go well, but not to this degree. Agent Allison Campbell—or Ember Clarke—had changed in her extended silence. Snippier, more prone to argue.

      Isabel didn’t know if she should keep on this path or back off, wanting to trust her agent to do the right thing in the field, but at the same time not sure she trusted herself to see it through the way it had been going.

      She took a breath and said in a calm voice, “What do you need, Agent Campbell?”

      "I need to be left alone to do my work. I've always liked you, Isabel, even though we haven't worked together for long. You're one of the good ones. I know it's them. I know how they pressure you. I know how they turn the screws, and before you know it, you find yourself cutting corners because the result is all that matters, not how you got there. I'm asking you, just this once, let me do my job the way I know is right. Give me the space I need to conduct this case in the best way I know how.”

      Isabel gripped the steering wheel, letting Ember’s words bounce around inside her head.

      Ember looked at her, eyes pleading. “I’ll wrap this all up with a bow and place it on your desk, but I’ve got to do this part of it the way I’ve been doing it. The way it has to be done. What do you say?”

      Isabel pursed her lips and sucked in a deep breath. She didn’t know.
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      Zach opened the door for Ember, and she strolled into the sushi restaurant. He stole a glance at her butt as she walked in front of him, one of the side benefits of opening doors for women. He was quick and careful, though. He didn't know if she would find it cute or insulting if she caught him taking a peek.

      Ember was dressed casually this evening in tight black jeans and a billowy blouse top thing. Zach didn’t know if it was exactly a ‘shirt,’ but he didn’t know what else to call it. Whatever it was, it looked great on her. Ember had curves in all the right places. Not voluptuous like one of those bikini models throwing up heart hands in front of the sun to snap social media pictures. But, she took great care of herself and knew how to sashay from side to side when she walked, drawing eyes from all around. Zach counted at least five different men inside the restaurant whose heads pivoted to catch a glimpse of her as she walked in. He didn’t like that they were ogling her, but he did feel a spark of pride knowing that she was his date.

      The hostess at the front picked up two menus and escorted Zach and Ember to a side room with a little table, sitting only a foot off the ground. She asked them to take off their shoes, and Ember had no problem doing so, which Zach appreciated. He’d known girls who had a weird thing about their feet, so he was happy to see Ember had no such hangups.

      They slid onto pillows in front of the table, and each picked up a menu. He also noted she didn't take her phone out of her purse and set it on the table, which was another positive sign. He could tell a lot about what a person thought about him, depending on whether they chose to set their phone face-up or face-down on the table.

      She wasn’t wearing makeup, or, if she was, he couldn’t tell. It wasn’t much. Her lips were naturally crimson. Maybe offsetting the pale white of her skin made them look redder than they actually were.

      She grimaced a little as she folded her legs underneath her.

      “You okay?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. Bumped into the oven door last night. I got a bruise on my side, but it’s no big deal.”

      “Still bothering you, huh?”

      "I was looking the wrong way, the oven door was open, and it sits right at about hip level. I was going full-speed from one side of the kitchen to the other and smacked right into it. I may or may not have been deep into a couple of glasses of Prosecco already."

      Zach smiled and refrained from asking her what 'Prosecco' was. He had to assume it was some sort of wine but didn't want to expose his lack of culture. Better to smile and nod. What was it his dad used to say? Better to keep your mouth shut and be assumed a fool than to open it and prove it true.

      He had a quick pang of regret, a memory of this late father, but he pushed it aside. It was getting easier and easier to do that, to change the direction of his thoughts away from his dad, and he wasn’t sure he liked that, either.

      Still, he had other things to focus on tonight, and he figured Ember didn’t want to talk about people who had died. He turned his attention back to the woman sitting across from him.

      He used an old trick he’d learned, probably another thing his dad had taught him long ago. He imagined a thermometer hovering in the air next to Ember’s head. Every conversation point either raised or lowered the temperature. If he let it sink too far, he might not be able to raise it back up. This was why he hated first dates. With most of the college girls he knew, he didn’t even have to take them on “dates.” You hook up with the same girl a couple of times after whatever keg party was on that night, then you’re dating until you’re not. End of story.

      ‘Real’ dating — the adult, not-college-kids-anymore kind — was much more difficult.

      “Been here before?” Ember asked.

      “No. I’m not really a sushi guy.”

      “Oh? We could’ve gone somewhere else.”

      He shrugged. “No, I’ve just never really had much of it. But I wanted to impress you with my willingness to be adventurous.”

      “Let’s see what rolls you pick. Then I’ll tell you whether or not I’m impressed.”

      "Yikes, when you put it that way? Pressure's on." Zach scanned the menu. He noted the slips of paper and the little pencils and figured he would have to write down which rolls he wanted. But, he would wait for Ember to do it first.

      “How are classes?” she asked.

      "Oh, you know — same old. I'll be glad when this shit is all over, and I no longer have to pull all-nighters in the lab. Everyone told me college was going to be drunken keg parties and sorority girls and painting my face for football games. No one told me about falling asleep on top of a book in the library because I've been studying until two in the morning."

      “I think it’s keg parties for some people, but those aren’t the ones who drive nice cars and have swimming pools ten years later. Unless they’re born rich — then they get to do whatever they want.”

      He considered this. "I was not born rich, for sure. And I don't really care about being rich. I want to do something—I dunno—useful. I want to feel good about the work I'm doing, not just assembling widgets in a factory."

      “Hey, people need widgets. Widgets are good for the economy. Probably, I mean. I have no idea how the economy works.”

      “What about you? What do you do?”

      She gave him a coy grin. “What do I do about what?”

      “For work, you smartass.”

      She took a long swallow from a glass of ice water before answering. "This and that. Consulting mostly, for various firms. I don't even know how to explain it without boring you to tears. Some days, it bores me to tears, too."

      “Try me,” he said, and this made her pause a moment more. He sensed the imaginary thermometer going up a bit. Or was it going down? Should he have not pressed?

      "Companies hire me when they want to make their workforce more efficient. I go in and interview people; then, I make recommendations to the brass about how they can trim the fat and have a happier workforce. See? Your eyes are dimming already."

      He laughed, but mostly as a way to deflect his real reaction. She was lying; he knew that much. But why she was lying, he had no idea. Work was a topic that could wait for another time. He didn’t need to push harder — she obviously wanted to leave it at that.

      “And you?” she asked. “Do you have a job too, or just school?”

      “Part-time. I got recruited a little while back. I do lab work for this company on the side. It’s not a lot of hours, actually, but they pay me well. The main guy is trying to get me to do more, like take on heavier projects, but I’m not willing to do that. Not, at least, until I’m done with school.”

      “Recruited, huh? That must’ve made you feel like the prettiest girl in the room.”

      Zach nodded. "Well, at the time, I was pretty much the only girl in the room. They read a paper I wrote on viral mutation in female pigs living in warm-climate regions. I know, exciting stuff. But, they approached me about a job, and it’s mostly analyzing soil samples and stuff like that. And, occasionally, listening to a sales pitch from the company president about my potential.”

      “What does he want you to do?” she asked.

      “I can’t tell you for sure, because I don’t know. I mean, I’ve been working at this little private lab in Fort Collins for months. It’s all very grown-up and professional. There are other lab techs, but they don’t really talk to me. The boss is in town from time to time, and he likes to corner me and offer me things like comped Broncos tickets, gift cards, whatever. He’s always trying to get me to go out to dinner with him.”

      “Nothing wrong with being courted. Especially if he’s willing to show you the money, right?”

      He tilted his head back and forth. “I don’t know. It just feels like there’s something he’s not telling me. I don’t know if you’ve ever had this experience, but do you ever job hunt online? And you find a posting, and they tell you all this great stuff about why you should apply for the job, but the posting doesn’t even say the name of the company? It’s like, if it’s so great to work there, why don’t you want me to know the name of the company? What don’t you want me to find out by Googling the name of your business?”

      “You think they’re doing something shady?”

      Zach turned up his palms. “Not necessarily. I just think, in all his vagueness, there are cons he’s not mentioning along with the pros.”

      “You haven’t signed a contract or anything, have you? I mean, you could quit.”

      "No contract. Right now, I work for him a few hours a week, and the money drops into my bank account. It's a good deal. They're paying me about twice what I could make doing this same stuff for anyone else."

      “Well, if it pays for all that face paint you need for the football games, then it sounds like a good deal.”

      Again, there was something weird in her tone. Zach didn’t quite know how to read it. Am I too young for her? Am I even in her same league? But before he could fish for any more information, the server approached to take their order.

      He met Ember’s eyes one more time before they ordered. And then, for the rest of dinner, they didn’t talk about work again.
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      After sushi, Ember had been a little worried Zach might pressure her to come to Fort Collins for a nightcap or to invite himself over to her place. No way she wanted things to move that direction so quickly, if even at all. He was cute and had a great smile, but she hadn't been upfront with him about her interest.

      She wasn’t trying to romance him, only keep an eye on him and try to keep him out of danger. The information about the extracurricular lab experiments he worked on piqued her interest. She’d tried to seem distantly interested, but she was making mental notes about every detail.

      Besides, he was almost a decade younger than her. That might be too much.

      But, fortunately, he was a perfect gentleman and didn't even force a kiss on her. They hugged outside the restaurant in North Boulder, and he said he had to get back home for early classes the next morning. But, he did say he'd call again soon, and Ember had no doubt about that. She returned to her car, feeling good about the evening.

      Mostly.

      She had to wonder if agreeing to a date with Zach and the walkway flirtation with neighbor Layne was an attempt to self-sabotage, or, at the least, to distract herself from the trial by combat. Contemplating the end of her existence sometime in the next six weeks was not much fun. While her work had always been dangerous, it had never been deadly to this extent before. She was usually the one threatening others’ lives, and now the tables had turned.

      Not to mention the visit from Isabel Yang this afternoon. Ember had tried to put that meeting aside, but she could tell it had distracted her at dinner. She didn't know if Zach had noticed it or not. It had been the first time she'd heard the name "Allison" in quite a while when the word had come out of Isabel's mouth. Allison Campbell. The name her parents had given her and had stuck with her for the first twenty-something years of her life.

      Allison had been other people before Ember Clarke. She had been undercover before, going back to age twenty-five. But never for this long. Never this deep. Never had she thought of herself by her undercover name while on the job before.

      Maybe she should have told Isabel about the black spot trial by combat. It was certainly a valid excuse for why she couldn’t organize weekly calls with her handler. But, Ember had to admit, there was a strong part of her that didn’t want to tell Isabel about it. Part of her felt Isabel wouldn’t understand. Isabel barely knew Ember. She hadn’t put in the years to develop that asset-and-handler relationship Ember had known with her previous FBI contact before he had passed away.

      If Ember acted like a good little agent and exposed what she knew about the Club, could she stand there while Fagan and Gabe were escorted away in handcuffs?

      Ember shook her head to clear out the cobwebs. Tonight, she had other things to worry about, like the grizzled ex-vet stalking her with designs to snuff her out. And, as such, she dropped back by her condo to check the tracking app on the laptop. The cord was still there, dangling from the living room light fixture. The telltale items she had left out to ensure she could tell if her home had been invaded were unmolested.

      When she woke the computer, she saw the red circle had narrowed to less than a one-block radius. In Boulder, as a matter of fact, somewhere near 6th and Mapleton, a little northwest of downtown. So, he was hiding nearby. A couple of miles away, in one of the oldest neighborhoods in town.

      “Got you,” she whispered.

      Ember collected her guns and a few other necessary items, changed clothes, and left the condo.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It took ten minutes to reach that area of town butting up against the foothills. Near the hospital, a few blocks away from the sushi restaurant where she'd eaten a couple of hours before.

      When she spied the house, she knew for sure she’d found the right place. A small thing, no more than a thousand square feet. A little brick one-story with white shutters and a porch swing. But, what made her sure was the man sitting on the porch swing. He was a grunt. A bodyguard. Thick-necked and wearing a heavy coat suggesting he’d intended to spend most of the night sitting on the porch.

      His hands were in his pockets, and she couldn’t tell if he was gripping something, but she had to assume he had a pistol in at least one of his hands.

      The first thing Ember did was to make sure she had parked far enough away. Next, she examined potential routes to reach the house. An approach to the back would make the most sense, but she didn't know a good way to go that would keep her out of visual reach of the bodyguard on the front porch.

      She decided to approach him from the side and take him out that way. Then, she could figure out where Xavier was and enter the house on her own terms.

      Ember screwed the noise suppressors onto her Enforcers, but she would only use them as a last resort. She stowed her pistols and instead palmed her knife. All the while, studying the eyes of the man on the porch. He hadn’t moved in at least a minute.

      She crossed a wide grass embankment to the sidewalk. At night, in her black jeans and a dark hoodie, she didn't worry about being seen. The bulletproof material under her hoodie made a little too much noise when she moved, but she didn't need to concern herself with that yet.

      Knife in hand, she skirted along the sidewalk. The bodyguard did not look in her direction. She couldn't even tell if his eyes were open. He gave no indication he’d seen her.

      When she neared within a hundred feet of the house, she paused, kneeling. The bodyguard's eyes were open, but he was staring at a fixed point across the street. Looked like a tree waving slightly in the calm, evening breeze. He was either deep in concentration or bored silly. Either one worked to her advantage.

      Ember readied her knife and approached the porch. A wooden railing surrounded it. She studied it for a few seconds, trying to predict where it would be creaky and give her away, then she placed a hand on it and vaulted herself up.

      It hadn’t looked terribly old, but she had miscalculated. As soon as her hands applied pressure on the top of the railing, the bodyguard heard her approach. He turned, eyes wide. His hand tensed inside his jacket pocket.

      She needed to deal with him quietly, but there was no time. Ember raised the hand with her knife and used a foot on the railing to push herself toward the porch swing. He was trying to turn, free himself of the porch swing, and draw his gun, all at the same time.

      She got to him first and jabbed the knife into his neck. A gurgling sound came as it slipped into the flesh below his chin. He tried to stand, but Ember pushed down with her free hand, trying to keep him rooted to the porch swing. The chain connecting the swing to the porch roof jangled and shook back and forth.

      She used all her might to keep him down, but he was too strong. He stood and then threw her off. Ember slammed into the railing, making the wood rattle. The bodyguard lumbered to his feet. He still had one hand in his jacket pocket, but the other was free. Ember noted his pistol had fallen to the porch.

      His one hand was covered in blood. He pulled his other hand out of his pocket, but he held no gun there. Both his hands went to his neck, and he plucked the blade from his flesh. It fell from his slippery hands and clattered to the porch.

      By this time, he was heaving breaths, trying to suck oxygen as his lungs were filling up with blood. A curtain of red coated his neck and his upper chest. His breaths hitched, and he took one step before slamming down onto a knee. The force made the wooden porch bow. He completed his fall and went silent as his body relaxed.

      Ember gritted her teeth and looked in the house’s window as she leaned forward to retrieve her knife. If Xavier was in there, he must've heard all of this. No more time for a stealthy approach.

      A stone gargoyle sat on the edge of the porch railing, and Ember grabbed it with one hand. Roaring, she threw the gargoyle through the window. The glass shattered and spread out in an arc. She shielded her eyes from the spray and then leaped in through the window.

      Her body pulled into a ball to roll and somersault along the hardwood floor. Little bits of glass scraped the back of her hoodie, but she didn’t feel any cuts. She popped up, disoriented, trying to get her bearings. The room was dark. Living room. She could see a light on to her right. Kitchen, probably. But, before she could turn in that direction, a gunshot cracked the air.

      She felt the whiff of air and a sensation like fire ripping along her right thigh. She yelped and looked down to see a line of exposed flesh on her jeans. Frayed black denim a half-inch wide. She'd been shot. The bullet had only grazed her, though. Adrenaline masked the pain, but the slash filled up with blood in an instant.

      She saw Xavier’s silhouette for a brief second in the doorway of the living room and then disappeared. Ember held tight to her knife and raced after him. The wound on her thigh now pulsed, but it wouldn't stop her. Working her legs as hard as she could, she dodged furniture to chase him.

      But, by the time she reached the kitchen, the back door was already slamming shut. She raced after it and opened it to find nothing out here — a thicket of trees in the neighborhood in the collection of houses.

      Xavier was gone.

      And now, he would realize that she’d discovered the bug in her condo and had used it to track him down.
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WELLNER

        

      

    

    
      DAC President David Wellner sat back in his chair and patted his belly. The steak had been excellent, not to mention the cheesecake dessert. Maybe too excellent. He reached onto the table and lifted his glass of cognac, then swirled it and gave it a good sniff.

      Across the table, all the members of the Assassins Club government finished their desserts and sampled their drinks. The newest member, Club Historian Kunjal Anand, seemed the only one out of place. He didn’t yet know how to play the political game, and that was as expected. Wellner appreciated the young man’s lack of guile. A refreshing quality among the people he associated with on a regular basis. Kunjal had said approximately thirty words all evening, all of them direct answers to questions. All of them straightforward.

      Wellner hoped the young man would keep that sense of sincerity. There weren’t many role models in the DAC government who could act that way. Wellner wouldn’t consider himself to be any better than others involved in their petty squabbles and controversies, though.

      Jules Dunard, the vice president, pushed a plate of cheesecake away from her. She nodded at the full plate of chocolate mousse sitting in front of Kunjal. “Not hungry?”

      Kunjal blew out his cheeks like a trumpet player and shook his head. “Thank you, Ms. Dunard. It’s been a lovely meal. But, I can’t eat another bite.”

      “Pity,” Jules said in her smarmy and erudite tone. Then, she looked at Wellner. “And you, David? I see you fared quite a bit better with the challenge of your meal. How was your cheesecake?”

      “Delicious,” he said. “As always, you’ve outdone yourself, Jules.”

      He got the sense Jules didn’t like it that he referred to her by her first name. Everyone else said Ms. Dunard, but Wellner didn’t have to. Being the damn president should come with at least a few perks, after all.

      “David and I had a chance to visit the new Golden courtyard renovation,” Jules announced to the room.

      These monthly Club government dinners were not supposed to allow discussions about official Club business. They were supposed to be a way for the members of the Review Board to get to know each other. A way for them to escape work for a little while.

      But Jules had her own agenda, no doubt about it. The woman didn’t open her mouth unless she had a plan.

      “Isn’t that right?” she asked, looking directly at him.

      “Yes,” Wellner said. There was no one from Golden Branch here this evening. While the governing body of the DAC was supposed to operate as an entity that existed outside of any individual Branch, most of its members had come up through the various Branches before joining its government. Still, Wellner didn’t think anyone here had been a part of Golden. Even so, he had nothing bad to say about them, so he didn’t fret. “What they’re doing there is incredible. The measures they take to remain secret is impressive.”

      “Better than the close call with Parker from last year, yes?”

      Wellner nodded, masking his disdain by keeping his glass close to his face. Jules loved to mention the fact that Parker Branch had attracted attention from local law enforcement as a result of a fire in a dumpster behind their Post Office. Of course, none of that had been Wellner’s fault, and he’d been the one to smooth things over and divert the police’s attention. But, Jules still loved to act as if the whole thing had resulted from his poor decisions.

      A close call under his watch. That was the political way she had spun it. Of course, none of the gossip and slander at the time had been traced back to her, but Wellner knew where the whispers had originated.

      “Everything in the Parker Branch is good these days. They’ve had no visits from the police in nine months, and none of our embedded sources have any reason to believe there’s an open investigation. The whole dumpster fire landed on some teenagers in the area, and the case was closed within two months.”

      “Very well,” Jules said. “What happens to one Branch happens to them all, and to us. That’s the lesson I took from it.”

      “And all of us are responsible, aren’t we?”

      Jules gave him a cold stare. She didn’t like to share the blame. Wellner noted the other conversations at the table had ceased, all eyes on the two of them.

      “Troubled times,” she mused, before sipping her drink.

      Wellner checked around the table, and no one had any further comments, so he pushed his chair back. "I thought we might all go for a walk out to the deck with our drinks. It's a nice night out there. Let's enjoy a little of it. We only have another week or two before the weather turns sour."

      "Lovely idea," she said, as if giving her approval. That irked him, but Jules had been irking him all night long. Earlier that evening, she had repeatedly brought up Ember Clarke's ongoing trial by combat. Adding in her little opinions and not-so-carefully disguised suggestions as to how Wellner should have handled it all. And, of course, those statements had been pointed as well.

      They all collected their glasses and stood from the table in the dining room at Jules's house. That was another niggling detail bothering him. They were supposed to alternate the location of these dinners, not only for security reasons but for the sheer sake of variety. Jules had hosted the last three in a row. She hadn't even entertained the idea of letting someone else host.

      As he meandered through her living room, a moment of guilt tickled the back of his neck. Why couldn’t he command Jules to let someone else host next time? Technically, he could. So, why did the thought of doing so fill him with dread?

      They walked out to the deck behind her house, a mountain view in the little town of Morrison, west of Denver. She lived on a hill, not too far from the red rocks of the famous concert venue. Sometimes, they could even hear music from the shows echoing along the hills during the summer months.

      Wellner took a position on the deck, admiring the night sky and the twinkling lights of Denver to the east. Jules put an arm around Kunjal and escorted him over to the other end of the deck. She tossed a quick glance back at Wellner before she proceeded to whisper into Kunjal’s ear.

      What could the DAC Vice President possibly need to whisper to the Club Historian about? And why would she need to do it within clear view of him? Whatever was going on, Jules wanted him to see it. She wanted him to think about it.

      He watched them for a couple of minutes, with Jules wearing a shark smile the whole time she talked, and Kunjal nodding uncomfortably every few seconds.

      Something was going on here. She didn’t want anyone else to hear this conversation, but she wanted Wellner to see it.

      Jules had a plan. And Wellner didn’t like it.

    

  







            Chapter Thirty

          

          

      

    

    






EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Day Five

      

      Ember drove along Baseline Street in Boulder, headed out to the grocery store for essentials — food, mostly, but also small accoutrements that might be useful in setting up more traps for Xavier. It wasn’t common knowledge, but the Home and Office aisle at most grocery stores stocked many day-to-day useful necessities for professional assassins. Duct tape, light bulbs, batteries — hell, she’d once even hacked an air filter to help hide a listening device. The sun rose over the rim of Boulder valley to the east. Ember wasn’t used to waking this early every day, but after a few days of it, she had almost grown accustomed to being an early riser. Sleeping in didn’t seem like a wise strategy for someone facing a sniper looking to put a bullet in the back of her skull.

      The ridiculous number of espresso shots in her drink had aided her quest for alertness, too. The unfortunate side effect was a sensitivity to the pain from the bullet that had grazed her thigh. Aside from a slight limp, though, she was able to get around without much trouble.

      She fiddled with her phone to get it out of the cup holder in the center console. When she was able to get a couple of fingers on it, she held it up. A bit of stickiness marred the lower half. Coffee spill. While she kept her condo clean and spartan, the car was another story. Some people might even assume she was living in here. If she'd had more legroom in the back, maybe she would have.

      She unlocked the phone and placed a call to her recruit.

      “Morning,” he said.

      “Yes, it is. How are you?”

      “Getting ready to go for a run to clear my head. I’ve not been sleeping great.”

      “You should fix that.”

      Gabe sighed. “Yes, I should fix that. What can I do for you this morning?”

      “I’ve got a plan.”

      The phone line went silent for a few seconds as she pulled into the parking lot for the King Soopers grocery store. She waited for him to continue, but when he didn’t, she said, “Something on your mind? Don’t hold back.”

      “You only need to stay alive for two more days to beat Xavier. Then, five more weeks to beat them all. Can’t you just drive out to Utah for a little while and spend the next five weeks and change camping in Canyonlands? If they can’t get to you, then the trial by combat is over, right?”

      “I don’t think there are technically any rules against hiding, but where’s the fun in that?”

      “This is fun for you?” Gabe asked.

      Ember bit her lip. “No, Gabe, of course not. I’m jerking your chain. If I run and hide, maybe I get away with it for a little while. But probably not. I don’t know for sure, but there are probably rules against hiding, buried in that rulebook David Wellner keeps shoved deep up in his butt. Most likely, they'll send people after me to make sure that I've paid my debt, which, in this case, is with my life. It's a delay, not a solution. And I'd rather not spend a month in fear without electricity, sleeping in a tent every night. Besides all that, these guys like Xavier are trained professionals who take contracts that bring them around the world — he knows how to find people, and so will the next one who comes after me."

      “I guess I see your point. It sucks, but I see it.” He hesitated a moment, then asked, “Wait. Those stories about the assassins who retired and moved to Florida or California? Are they real? Like, does anyone actually get out alive?”

      “Yes, there are Club members who have retired for real. I happen to know that for a fact. But probably not ones who been given a black spot in trial by combat.”

      “Yeah, that’s a fair point. Do you know what happened in the last one?”

      “Not really. It hasn’t happened since the 70s. Fagan said something about it, but that was all hearsay and second hand. And, whatever happened before doesn’t matter.”

      “I guess not,” he said, and she could hear the despair in his tone.

      She parked in a spot in front of the grocery store. “Anyway, here’s the plan: tomorrow, I’m going to draw Xavier out. No more of this cat and mouse crap. We draw him out and force an end to this.”

      “You think it can wait until tomorrow?”

      "Yes. I don't think Xavier has a solid plan of his own. He tried to take me out directly once, and it didn't work. He sent a trio of goons after me, knowing they probably couldn't get the job done, either. That's why he bugged my apartment. He's not the direct confrontation sort. He's more the sort to study and wait for an opening, then try to twist it to his advantage. So, he'll wait for me to make the next move."

      “What do I do?”

      “We’ll meet at the 29th Street Mall tomorrow morning. We’ll split up and walk the outdoor mall, trying to spot him.”

      “How do you know he’ll be there?”

      “I’ll go back to my condo and have a phone conversation about it. A loud and clear conversation about exactly what we intend to do.”

      Gabe stammered. “But, you told me he knows you found the bugs in your condo.”

      “Well, of course, he’ll think it’s suspicious, but I want to make it too juicy to resist. He’ll come even if he’s uncertain. Because he’s running out of time, too. He’ll be even more desperate tomorrow.”

      “Desperate enough to ignore what he knows is a trap?”

      “He’ll think he’s too smart to get fooled because ego beats safety, every time. But, what we do is give him an extra layer of complication. We’ll be out there, and he’ll be out there. Almost certainly with a sniper rifle observing from somewhere high up in one of the nearby buildings. We figure out where he is, then he’ll be watching me for a clean shot. I’ll stay far out of his reach to keep him occupied. He’ll forget about you once he thinks he just has to wait me out for the right shot. Meanwhile, you double back around and take him out while he’s got eyes on me.”

      “Wouldn’t it be better if he never sees me at all?”

      “I don’t think that’ll work. He’s too experienced to believe I’ll go in alone. If he sees you, it helps sell the charade. I’m the cheese. You’re the metal snapping shut. We can make it work.”

      Ember listened to him breathe for a few seconds.

      “It could work,” Gabe said. “I can see this working.”

      “Hell yeah, it will,” she said, grinning.
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XAVIER

        

      

    

    
      Xavier walked from one end of his current residence to the other. It only took him three seconds, since he was living in an RV currently parked in the little mountain town of Lyons. Half an hour north of Boulder. Unfortunately, it was the best he could do, since Ember had raided his Boulder safe house the night before.

      Not what he'd intended, for sure. But, he'd gotten away. And, he'd graced Ember with a little bullet wound to remind her of what he could do.

      Xavier wasn’t a fool. He knew better than to meet Ember on a neutral playing field. One on one combat with her would not end in his favor. She was younger, faster, and more adaptable. Xavier had mostly specialized in weapons that kept him at a reasonable distance from his targets, like rifles and bombs. You have to be a certain kind of assassin to creep up behind someone and slit their throat. It required not only cunning, but a serious love of risk to put yourself so close to danger.

      Not to mention a serious love of cleanup — it took time and meticulous attention to detail to not only scrub a crime scene but to put it back to a state that made it appear as though no one had died there. It meant cleaning it, bleaching any stains or liquids, then re-dirtying the space with dust and clutter.

      Xavier did not like the cleanup phase, nor did he care for unnecessary risk. When he took this contract as part of Ember’s trial by combat, he’d been told by the Review Board that he could complete the contract any way he saw fit — that meant, to him, a long-range takedown was the cleanest, easiest, and safest option. It was his specialty, after all.

      He wasn’t allowed any collateral damage, and he had already killed Ember’s next-door neighbor. That couldn’t have been helped, however. She was in the way. While the Club frowned upon the killing of civilians, they also frowned upon the Club’s becoming public knowledge. They frowned upon attracting the attention of the cops, FBI, NSA, DEA, or any of the other acronyms. And, therefore, the occasional civilian death was an acceptable price to pay to keep their group secret.

      After the successful completion of this contract, he would stand before the Review Board and explain his decision to kill a civilian. He would say that he could have easily planted bombs all over her condo complex and taken her out. More civilians would have lost their lives in that case. He would present the neighbor's death as the lesser of those evils.

      He knew what to say to those politicians — most of them had no idea what it was like these days for assassins. In truth, Xavier would kill as many civilians as necessary to complete this contract.

      While Ember had youth and strength on her side, he had the smarts. And that's why he had walked the short length of his RV this morning to his tiny bedroom -- the laptop sitting on his bed had beeped. The beep meant it had detected an incoming transmission.

      Xavier sat on the bed and pressed the button to listen in to Ember’s conversation. After adjusting the volume and gain a few degrees, he could make out her end of a phone conversation. It didn’t take him long to realize she was talking with Gabe, her little project.

      When he had bugged Ember’s apartment, Xavier had fully expected her to find the tiny listening devices. He hadn’t expected her to be able to trace back to his location, so she must have had help doing that. From what he knew about her, she wasn’t capable of such a thing.

      He only wanted her to discover them, not to use them against him. He had hoped to plant the bugs with the right amount of secrecy so that she wouldn’t suspect he was trying to make sure she found them. That had been the tricky part; to also make them just obvious enough for her to find.

      And he did it that way so she wouldn’t suspect that he had also bugged her car. Those bugs, he had taken great care to make sure she would never find.

      So, when Ember talked to her recruit Gabe, Xavier made diligent notes in a spiral notebook sitting next to the laptop. With each new detail, Xavier’s grin grew wider and wider. She was making it all too easy for him.

      Ember wanted to draw him out at the 29th Street Mall in Boulder tomorrow and to expose him by using her as a distraction while Gabe circled back to take him out. She would become the bait in a trap, with the hope that Xavier would lose track of and forget all about Gabe.

      Xavier grinned. It was a good plan. Or, it had been a good plan, until they lost their element of surprise by unknowingly spilling all the details to him on this recorded conversation.

      Now, Xavier didn’t even need a plan of his own. He only had to wait until they showed up at the outdoor mall tomorrow, confident, sloppy, playing right into what he wanted them to do. Then, he would kill Ember. Or, better yet, capture Gabe and then torture him until Ember willingly gave herself up in exchange for her protégé.

      Yes. Xavier liked that plan the best.
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EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Ember smiled as she checked her phone. She was holding it with one hand as she limped down the aisle of the grocery store, with a grocery basket clutched in the other. The basket bounced against her hip as she explored under the oppressive fluorescent lights.

      So far, she had filled the basket with duct tape, scissors, super glue, bungee cords, and rubbing alcohol. She didn't know for sure if she would need these items in the next twenty-four hours, but it was better to have them and not need them. Duct tape was the essential item in any assassin's toolkit. Even if the situation didn't explicitly call for duct tape, you could always find a use for it.

      The smile felt good on her face, cutting through the tension of the week. She was smiling because she kept checking her phone to find new texts from Zach Bennett. Mostly, he was sending her made-up names for sushi rolls. Some of the standouts so far had been Exploding Samurai and Kamikaze Dawn. The Kamikaze Dawn consisted of ground-up chicken nuggets and barbecue sauce with rice in soy paper. She would never eat such a thing, but she admired his persistence and creativity.

      Zach was cute. Even though she hadn’t been honest with him about her reason for appearing in his life, she had to admit the college kid from Fort Collins was growing on her. He had a sincere form of charm she hadn’t seen in another man in a long time.

      And, he had no idea his part-time lab job might be quite a bit more dangerous than he realized. Ember herself didn’t know the full extent, but she hoped to explore the situation further. Hopefully, without alarming Zach. Not only did she need to keep him safe, but it would be better if he remained oblivious to the danger throughout.

      When Ember turned the corner at the end of the aisle, she looked up to make sure she wasn’t going to collide with another shopper. When she did, something caught her eye. One of the three Five Points assassins who had assaulted her two days ago stood in front of the dairy section, comparing two packages of sharp cheddar cheese. Five Points and Boulder were about thirty miles apart, so Ember didn’t think this guy had driven to Boulder just to do his shopping. He was here to slow her down, just like he and his buddies had done before.

      Or — she hated to admit it — he was here to finish what he’d started. Perhaps Xavier planned to have this guy take her down, injure her, then Xavier would swoop in and finish the job.

      She patted her pocket and found the outline of the Microtech Halo knife there. But, her Nighthawk Enforcer pistols were back in the car. The guy was wearing a heavy coat, so she couldn’t tell by sight if he was packing a gun. It was a safe bet to assume he was.

      Had Xavier sent these guys after her again? It would certainly be an unusual move. Given what she knew about her assassin, she had to assume Xavier would take great delight in being the one to pull the trigger on her. He must’ve known those three would not have been able to kill her last time.

      Maybe they didn’t like how she had so completely kicked their asses in the parking lot, and they were looking for a rematch. Either way, Ember didn’t want the attention right now. Besides, there were at least a dozen other shoppers within view. Any altercation here would have devastating consequences.

      She set the grocery basket on the floor and pointed her feet toward the exit. As she did, her phone rang. She’d expected to look down and see Zach’s number there, to ask her for a second date or to continue the sushi roll conversation, but instead, the screen showed a blocked number.

      As she exited the front doors of the King Soopers, she answered. “Hello?”

      “Hello, Ember.”

      She recognized Xavier’s tone right away. Even though they hadn’t spoken to each other for at least a year, there was no mistaking his voice. Wet like he needed to clear his throat, deep, and filled with crunchy pebbles.

      “Morning,” she said.

      “How’s your leg?”

      “You only grazed me, so I’m doing fine. It’s going to take more than that.”

      He chuckled. "Believe me; I have more."

      “That guy on your front porch last night, was he a friend of yours?”

      Xavier grumbled. “Hardly. He was a recruit. Terrible with a rifle, so I’m not sure why he even sought me out to be his mentor. His death won’t be recorded in the history books, but I’m grateful the kid stepped up to help keep me safe. Even though he largely failed, which I could have predicted. Still, gave me time to get away from you, so he served a purpose, didn’t he?”

      Ember opened her car door and stood with her keys in hand. She tossed a glance back to the front of the grocery store to make sure the Five Points guy wasn’t following her. “I don’t like killing people when I don’t have to.”

      “You seem to do it a lot, though.”

      She gritted her teeth. “That’s the difference between you and me. Why we do it.”

      “Oh, you’re wrong there, kid. There are a lot of differences between you and me. Chief among them is that you’re a relative newcomer in this industry. Yeah, you made some waves early on with some flashy kills.”

      “Flashy? I’m not chasing fame, Xavier.”

      "Maybe not, but I know when one of our own is an attention-seeker. And I know how you saved President Wellner's life a couple of years ago after a contract gone bad."

      Ember held her breath. No one was supposed to know about that. She waited to see what Xavier said next, because she had no intention of confirming or denying.

      “Well, it explains why Wellner didn’t just have you executed for your crime this time around. Whatever — I’m not complaining. I get how the back-scratching politics of the DAC works because I’ve been doing this for a few years longer than you. I know how the systems can be pointed this way or that, probably better than you ever would.”

      “Maybe so. I’ve got nothing to say about Club politics. If that’s what you called me to talk about, then I’m going to hang up now. I have things to do.”

      “I’m not done with you.”

      Her nostrils flared. “Then why don’t you tell me what you want?”

      “Only two days left in the first week of the black spot, and then you’re someone else’s problem, right?”

      “Are you giving me a pass?”

      He let out a hoarse and throaty chuckle. "Hardly. I just wanted to offer you the chance to meet me one-on-one to settle this. No more running around. No more games."

      “Bullshit. You know I would smoke you in a straight gunfight. If I showed up for an appointment with you, you’d have a kilo of cocaine stashed in the bushes nearby, and the DEA waiting to arrest me for it. So, quit playing games. What do you really want?”

      “I know you think you’re a hotshot. But, like I said, I’ve been doing this for a long time, Ember. I have more notches in my belt than you.”

      “So?”

      "I know better than to ask you to show me respect. But I'll get it from you, even if I have to forcibly take it.”

      She slid into the car, grimacing at the pain in her thigh. “And how do you plan to do that? You can’t seem to take me by surprise, and you won’t face me in the streets. Looks to me like you’re out of options.”

      “I’m not letting this go. Seven days. It finishes tomorrow.” He ended the call.

      Ember looked at the phone to make sure he had disconnected, and then she stared at her reflection in the darkened screen. "Sure thing, Xavier. We'll find out tomorrow."
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      Ember set down the mug of tea in front of Fagan. The older woman’s one good eye drifted down to it, and she leaned forward to give it a whiff. Because of the burn marks to half her face, only one nostril flared as she sniffed. Fagan’s small house in north Boulder was simple and clean, with framed pictures of flowers hanging above a brown and black furniture collection. The general decor seemed dark and woody.

      “That smells amazing,” Fagan said.

      Ember picked up the mug and held it under her face, letting the steam warm her. “You should know. It’s your tea.”

      Fagan leaned back in the chair in the kitchen. “Nothing like tea to reset you and make you feel whole again. I tried yoga. Didn’t work for me. I’ll take a cup of hot tea and a quiet room to focus on breathing any day.”

      This was the first time Ember had seen her mentor in person since running into Isabel Yang in the parking lot yesterday.

      Since Agent Yang had materialized in front of her like a wasp, ready to sting.

      Ember had trouble looking Fagan in the eyes this evening. Or, at least, in her one functioning eye. Fagan had no idea about Ember’s true identity. None of them did. Not Fagan, or Gabe, or David Wellner, or any one of two hundred DAC members. If they did, Ember wouldn’t be alive right now. They would have tortured her to find out what she’d told the FBI, then put a bullet in her head, then burned her to ash and bone chips in the blazing fires of a crematorium.

      She had to hope Fagan and Gabe might not do such a thing, but, if the betrayal came out, no telling. She hoped they would never find out. Ember didn’t know if she could stand to be in the same room with Fagan when that happened.

      The sound of the heater kicked on, and they both turned their faces toward the vent, blowing air.

      “Getting colder,” Fagan said.

      “Yep. Sure is. Would you like to talk more about the weather?”

      Fagan frowned. “I’m glad to see you haven’t lost your wit.”

      "It's the only thing keeping me going. It's either that or wallow on the carpet in my living room surrounded by tissues, sucking snot, and wiping mascara off my cheeks. Comedy is great armor."

      “It can’t be easy to wake up every morning with six assassins on your trail.”

      “Six total, sure. But only one this week, and I don’t think he’s given me his best yet. I’d like to think it will get easier from here on out, but I’m not banking on it.”

      Fagan offered a grave look. “Don’t underestimate Xavier Montrose. I’ve known him a long time, and he’s always got something up his sleeve.”

      Ember tasted her tea. “So do I.”

      “What’s your plan?”

      “A little switcheroo. Gabe is meeting me at the 29th Street Mall tomorrow.”

      Fagan held up a hand to cut off Ember. Then she wandered over to a desk next to the fridge. She retrieved a pen and a pad and tossed them on the table. "Draw the plan for me."

      Ember outlined a rough sketch of the walking mall. From end to end, it covered about a half-mile, from Home Depot at Arapahoe Street, up to the Target on the north end at Pearl Street. A brick road meandered through the center of the walking mall, with strip mall stores on either side. There were restaurants and clothing shops and a great fountain and escalators down to the movie theater and a massive multi-level parking garage. Ember made markings for all these locations. Then, she pointed at a spot to the west of the mall.

      “There are some larger buildings here, across 28th Street. Boulder has a city ordinance that doesn’t allow buildings taller than fifty-five feet, so this is as high up as he can get. And, given how Xavier likes sniper rifles, I figure this is the best place for him to set up shop. It’s either here or on top of the parking garage by the movie theater on the east side, and that’s not as ideal. He wouldn’t be able to see the whole mall from end to end. Also, since I’ll have to assume he’ll be packing subsonic ammo, he’ll need to stay within close range.” Ember stabbed a finger at one of the three rectangles she’d drawn to the west of the mall. “This building in particular would give him the best chance. It’s not a guarantee he’ll be there, but it’s the best option. I’m going to start there and work my way out.”

      Fagan nodded. “Okay, go on. How do you draw him out?”

      Ember made an X at the north end. “I start here. Gabe starts at the south end. Then, we walk toward the middle. I set a thirty-minute timer once we’ve begun.”

      “Why thirty minutes?”

      "I can't assume Xavier will hang around forever. After a while, he'll get spooked. I figure thirty minutes is the most likely window he'll wait for his chance. At some point, he's going to pack up and abandon his hidey-hole, especially if he gets the impression we're getting close to figuring out his location. And, he'll be expecting a surprise of some sort." She paused, considering spilling all of the details about the plan.

      No, she thought, let’s see if Fagan can figure out the last phase herself.

      “The longer it takes us to walk end to end, the more he’ll be itching to skedaddle. Especially since attempting a hit in a public place like this could land him in a lot of trouble with the Board.”

      Fagan drank her tea, then waved for Ember to continue.

      "All along, we check out the buildings, trying to spot him through a window. When we cross, we'll make it look like we're just passing, but Gabe is going to double back around and head for those buildings. By then, we should know where he is. I'll keep Xavier's scope trained on me, making sure he can't get a clear shot but stringing him along, letting him think he might. By the time he figures out what we're doing, Gabe will find where he is and put a bullet in the back of his head."

      “You’re okay with using your recruit like this?”

      “I think he’s ready. If it doesn’t work out, it’s not his problem anymore.”

      “That kid worships you.”

      Ember tilted her head. “You think so?”

      “I’ve seen the way he looks at you. It’s more than wanting to bed you.”

      “'Bed' me? Is this the 1800s?”

      Fagan made a face. “You know what I mean.”

      “Yeah. I don’t want to put the kid in harm’s way, but I think I’ve been holding him back. I make him get me coffee and let him do his computer thing, but I never let him actually do the deep work. The wet work. He’ll never get his token unless he can get his hands dirty.”

      "He wants to be a member." Fagan leveled a gnarled finger at Ember. "And he wants you to be there to see him earn that token."

      “I want that, too. Believe me, I have no desire to die in trial by combat. I want to grow old and make babies who’ll grow up to be assassins. And then I’ll hold my assassin grand-babies and bounce them on my arthritic knees when I’m in the assassins’ old folks home.”

      Fagan chuckled. “I’m not so sure that place exists.”

      “It should.”

      “Yes, maybe it should.” Fagan leaned over and squinted at the map. “Why not lure Xavier into place and then just conduct a room-to-room search of the office building?”

      “I thought of that. But, one, we would draw too much attention if we rummaged around in the building for any amount of time. And, two, Xavier can’t know it when we spot him. Unless we know exactly where he is, I don’t want to go blindly after him and give him any advance warning. This all hinges on him believing he has the advantage. And, because of that, we both need to stay visible to him until the last possible moment.”

      Fagan sipped her tea, which dribbled a little out of the dead side of her mouth. She dabbed her lips with a napkin. “I don’t know. It’s so public. So many civilians around.”

      "That's what makes it great. He won't take the shot unless he's sure. I only need to stay out of clear range, and that should give us enough time to expose him."

      “And if it doesn’t work?”

      Ember sat back and dropped the pen on the table. “Then, I’ll be dead. And this whole thing will be over. Or, I’ll get him and survive one more day, and have to get ready for five more of these assholes.”

      Fagan drummed her fingers against the side of her mug and let out a long sigh. She opened her mouth to speak, but the words died on her lips.

      “Don’t worry, boss,” Ember said. “I got this.”

      Fagan met her eyes, and Ember could read the intention there. Her mentor wasn’t so sure.

      “This plan seems incomplete,” Fagan said.

      Ember smiled. “Very clever. You’re right, so let me tell you the best part…”

    

  







            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

          

      

    

    






EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Day Six

      

      Ember parked to the side of the Target at the north end of the 29th Street outdoor walking mall. As usual, the Target parking lot was swarming with cars, despite the early hour. The weather had taken a chilly downturn last night, and that had actually worked to her advantage. Cold necessitated a big jacket. She was wearing a Level IV bulletproof vest reinforced with ceramic plates, hidden underneath her hoodie. Bulky and too noisy when she moved, it was a necessary evil.

      Depending on the type of ammo Xavier intended to use, the vest might save her life. She hoped he would opt for subsonic ammunition — the slower rounds packed a bit less of a punch — like he had earlier this week when he’d attempted to hit her at her condo. But, if he went for something more powerful, the vest wouldn’t do crap to stop it.

      Better to have it and hope. It was a risk she was willing to take.

      But, the better plan would be to find him and take him out before he had a chance to pull the trigger. If this didn’t end today, who knew what measures Xavier would take. He only had one more day. Would he bomb her condo? Would he trigger a gas leak to blow the whole thing to pieces, or shoot an RPG into Fagan’s house? Ember didn’t know the extent of his eagerness to complete his contract.

      But right now, she needed to know if he would pull the trigger in public. She was gambling that he wouldn't. If she was wrong, it could mean more than her life. Innocent civilian bystanders' lives were also on the line. As she crossed the lot, she called Gabe.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, kid.”

      “Morning, Ember.”

      “You in place?”

      “I’m pulling into the parking lot.”

      She lifted her wrist and tapped to start a timer on her watch. "I'm setting a thirty-minute timer. You do the same."

      “What for?”

      “That’s our internal timeline warning. If we haven’t found him in thirty minutes, we need to assume he’s gotten spooked and left. Or, worse, changed position. Thirty minutes from now, we meet up and leave, then we have to figure out what’s next.”

      “But I assume aborting this mission is a last resort?”

      "Correct," Ember said. "We need to get him today, and we have thirty minutes to do it. No excuses."

      “I’ll let you know if I see a red dot on your forehead.”

      Ember grinned. “Negative. That only happens in the movies. Radio silence from here on out.”

      “Understood. I’ve got the timer set on my phone now. Signing off.”

      “Good luck,” she said, then slipped her phone into her pocket.

      Part of her wished she’d said something besides good luck. Maybe something more mentorly, something encouraging. Taking a young assassin under her wing hadn't ever been among her plans. But, here they were, mentor and recruit, hunting together. If they survived this, she would buy him a bagel with as much cream cheese as his heart desired.

      She paused, and her thoughts shifted. She couldn't help where they ended up; it was the one thing, the one memory, she hadn't ever been able to "stoic" her way out of. She had training in how to control her thoughts — specifically in how to respond to her thoughts. To land on one and immediately shift away from it, to force some voluntary reaction to the involuntary inner mind.

      This time, like all the other times, she couldn’t help it. She couldn’t prevent it.

      She thought of her brother. His dead, brutalized body laying in a mess of his own blood in the street in San Diego, ten years ago. Maybe if Gabe didn’t remind her so much of him…

      She marched south toward the actual mall. Her eyes flicked toward the tall glass office building on the other side of 28th Street. He had to be there. It was the only place in the area tall enough to have a view of the entire mall. She and Gabe had discussed conducting a room-to-room search of the offices there, but they figured it would probably be a counterproductive search. Xavier would likely sniff them out as they rummaged around in the building, and he would abort. Or worse, he would lead them to a room rigged with explosives and end it that way.

      He still had forty-eight hours to complete his task. But, if she didn’t trap him today, she might not get another chance to have an advantage. Twenty-nine minutes to spot, corner, and kill him.

      Ember and Gabe still had the plan, the one they’d discussed yesterday. Hopefully, dropping fake intel over the bug in the condo would give him that false confidence.

      Each time she looked up to the windows, she could see nothing out of the ordinary. Not a hint of someone with eyes down on them, or the telltale glint of light off a sniper scope. Cubicles, office workers, file cabinets and coffee machines. Many of the windows were obscured by the glare of the rising sun.

      Each step led her closer to the middle, and each step she found nothing in her peripheral vision.

      Five minutes later, she saw Gabe walking up from the south, on a path to intersect with her. He looked at her and gave a slight shrug, which made Ember’s heart sink. They were supposed to have spotted Xavier by now so they could execute the plan.

      But, if they couldn’t find him up there, then this all went to hell.

      What was she supposed to do now?
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      A few minutes earlier, Gabe had parked his car in the lot of the Home Depot at the south end of the 29th Street Mall. He made sure his .45 was securely tucked into his waistband, and his shirt pulled down low enough to hide it before he left the car. Above all, the last thing he wanted was a civilian panic.

      Gabe set off on a course toward the walking mall. He navigated the parking lot in front of the department stores and restaurants to reach the mall proper. All along the way, he kept his head moving left to right, checking for danger.

      He really did not like Ember's plan. There was an abundance of entrances and exits — almost no chokepoints. Hundreds of random civilians wandering about the mall, and any one of them could be among Xavier's allies.

      But, he understood why she wanted it this way. Tracking Xavier to take him out hadn’t worked. The only option left was to force him out into the open and make him play the game the way Ember wanted.

      Still, Gabe wished Ember would jump in her car and head out to California or Montana for a few weeks to lie low. She wouldn’t do that, though. Regardless of what she’d said about the Club sending people after her, there was an even more palpable force to recon with: her pride.

      As Gabe progressed toward the middle of the walking mall, he caught sight of something interesting. To his right was a set of outdoor escalators leading down to the movie theater. A flash of a person's face on those escalators made him stop and stare. He thought he knew that person. While Gabe had not been a recruit in the Denver Assassins Club for long, he had met many people from various Branches. And he thought he knew this person. One of the Five Points assassins.

      Xavier was not a member of Five Points; he was a member of the Westminster Branch. Was it a coincidence? Just someone out to catch a movie on this chilly morning?

      Gabe wished he could've told Ember about it right away, but she had insisted they not talk on the phone once they’d started. It would look too suspicious, she had said. The appearance of the ruse was half of it.

      Gabe tried to put the Five Points member out of his head as he checked the building to the west. Sunlight bouncing off the window glass made it too hard to see anything. He focused on the windows, looking for a hole cut out of the glass with the nose of a sniper rifle poking out. Due to the reflections and angles, he knew there would be no chance of actually seeing Xavier in the window. The old sniper was too smart for that. If he were hunkered down up against one of those windows, he would be camouflaged.

      But, Gabe didn't see anything out of the ordinary. And, he had to be careful not to look directly up toward the building too often.

      What would they do if they couldn't find Xavier? Make another pass? Gabe checked his phone. Twenty-four minutes left on the timer.

      Just past the central point of the walking mall, Gabe spotted Ember. She kept on walking with a slight limp and tilted her head a little at him, a questioning look on her face. Gabe met her eyes and gave her a grave shake of the head. She frowned. Gabe took this to mean she hadn't spotted Xavier, either.

      They were running out of time. They were running out of options.
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      Xavier opened the door to the private office, number 405. Fourth floor. He was shocked at how easy it had been to reserve office space, and only one day in advance. Not to mention the fact that he had been able to make a reservation without a credit card, and had promised to pay in cash. As easy as could be. With what he intended to do in here, secrecy and anonymity would prove valuable allies.

      This little office room was meant for three or four people, with a handful of desks and a couple of file cabinets. Carpeting, whiteboards, and complimentary cables piled on one desk completed the amenities. The previous tenant had left marker scribbling on a whiteboard. Notes about horizontal scalability and market penetration made him smile. How easy would it have been for Xavier to drift into a job like that after discharge from the military? If he’d had to put on a monkey suit every day, commute to someplace like Boulder, and sit in endless project meetings, he probably would have eaten his sidearm by now.

      Xavier didn’t care about any of that stuff. The detritus and markings meant nothing to him. He only needed this office for the windows.

      He checked his watch. If all went well, he would put a bullet in Ember in the next fifteen or twenty minutes. Staying beyond that would be pushing his luck. Yes, he still had tomorrow. But, Ember was so slippery, he didn’t want to leave it until the last day. She had found him once before. If she located his RV at the north end of town and came for him, he might not get another narrow escape.

      It had to be today. Right now. All or nothing.

      He set the case on top of the desk and removed one item. The circular glass cutter with an integrated suction cup. He licked his finger, wet the rubber interior of the cup, and then pressed it against the glass. A metal stick with measurements on the side protruded out, leading to a cutter head. He removed the safety cap from the cutter head and set the distance to four inches diameter. He only needed a small cutout to accomplish his task.

      Xavier moved the cutter head around the suction cup, carving out a perfect circle in the glass. Once all the way around, he pulled the implement back, removing the glass. A whiff of cold air entered the room.

      Then, he donned a black baseball cap and black jacket, the next items from the case. He put both of these on, zipping up the jacket and pulling the cap low. If he had thought to bring some, he could have smeared black shoe polish on his cheeks. But, maybe not necessary. Also, if he had to make a hasty getaway, the shoe polish would make him stand out, for sure. He hadn’t forgotten the awkward lesson of walking out of Ember’s condo with the latex gloves still on his hands.

      Finally, he retrieved his AX308 sniper rifle. After scooting a nearby desk in front of the window and positioning a trash can below him for his Skoal spit, he took up position, kneeling in front of the desk. He would have preferred to go prone on the floor, but then he wouldn’t have been able to see over the buildings on the west side of the 29th Street Mall and into the foot traffic below.

      He knew what they were trying to do. Ember had laid out her entire plan while talking to her recruit Gabe on the phone in her car, not knowing she was bugged the whole time. They would split up and walk the mall, trying to locate him. But, with the morning sun bouncing off these windows, no way would they see him.

      Then, they would meet in the middle, and Gabe would disappear somehow while she went off on her own. Their plan was to have Gabe circle back and sneak up on Xavier. Such a basic plan, Xavier could hardly believe she’d even suggested it. But, that was her desperation talking.

      All Xavier had to do was keep track of Ember, then pull the trigger as soon as he could find her alone. Hopefully, near the center of the mall. His current choice of ammo wouldn't allow him a long-range shot. But, there was virtually no wind, and he had faith the AX308 would get the bullet all the way to its target.

      Then, he would pack up and leave before young Gabe got here. If he could even find the place, and that was a long shot. Or, maybe he would snipe Gabe while he had a chance, to prevent any future repercussions. The Club frowned upon killing members of other Branches without a contract permitting it, but there were rare exceptions granted if you could prove you were worried about imminent retaliation. Xavier didn't have any problem with setting his token on the table before the Review Board to explain his case.

      Or, he could let the young man come to him, and then Xavier could kidnap him. That would work, too.

      Xavier took the caps off either end of the scope and settled in, adjusting the windage and elevation to find the perfect focus.

      Now, to locate his two targets and lead them to their slaughter.
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      Zach Bennett arranged the Petri dishes before him from largest to smallest. Then, he arranged them in alphabetical order of the contents. He wasn't the type to count ceiling tiles or give himself exactly eleven swipes of deodorant under each arm, but this morning, ordering items on his workstation helped. He was massively hungover. Last night, he and his roommate Alec had gone on an evening hike and then had drinks at Yeti. Many drinks. They'd been on a course to close the bar down, despite Zach knowing he had to be up for his scheduled work shift.

      And, they might have stayed until last call, had Alec not met a couple of cute Sociology majors and left with one of them. Zach had a feeling he could have left with the other one if he'd wanted. She was a stunning Filipino girl who had a deeply sexy accent. But, while chatting with her, Zach kept picturing Ember. He kept thinking about how much he'd enjoyed their back and forth banter at dinner in Boulder. How much fun he was having making up silly sushi roll names and texting them to her. He imagined how she would giggle at his ridiculous sushi creations.

      The girl at the bar was cute and flirty, but her drunken ramblings gave Zach second thoughts. In the span of a single minute, the girl bought one stranger a drink at the bar, then she angrily got in the face of another, for no reason Zach could see.

      So, he did not leave the bar with the Sociology major, and had instead shaken her hand and left by himself after Alec took off with the other girl.

      He'd gone to sleep thinking about Ember, and just before he conked out, a strange thought occurred to him: How random it had seemed that Ember had been in Fort Collins the other day when they'd met. She hadn't said why she was in Fort Collins. It's not as if it was a quick drive from Boulder. Couple that with the fact that she still hadn't given a satisfactory explanation about what she did for a living… and Zach had a lot of questions.

      But not so many questions that he didn't dream about her last night, which he did. A blurry and incoherent dream about them playing miniature golf together, except instead of golf clubs, they used baseball bats. And every time Zach hit a ball, it exploded into hundreds of pieces all over the mini-golf course. Ember laughed, but Zach kept getting frustrated.

      This morning, while eating a Pop-Tart and chugging water to cure his hangover, the first Sociology major had slinked out of Alec's room and flashed him a timid wave. The girl had seemed surprised her friend had not come home with Zach. He could only shrug and advise her to have a nice day.

      And now, an hour later, he was at the lab, analyzing soil samples. Mixing them with various compounds and recording the results. Grunt work, but not too boring.

      The lab was in the back of a small nondescript building a couple miles north of Fort Collins. He and a few other lab technicians worked on their own projects, all overseen by one man. Thomas Milligan. He was a charismatic fortyish white man who—for some reason—Zach had trouble looking in the eye. Thomas had the kind of stare that made him feel uncomfortable, even when he had a bright and charming smile on his face. Zach thought maybe their age difference had something to do with it. That seemed a likely explanation.

      Fortunately, Thomas was rarely at the lab. Zach and the other techs came in, logged into a workstation for timesheets, and then went about their business. Few of the other techs there were interested in conversation, so Zach kept to himself. He didn't even know most of their names. That was okay with him because they were all old. At least thirty-five, and some of them even older than that. When they did want to chat, it was usually about work-related things. Zach would not find an opportunity to recount his bar exploits to anyone here this morning.

      He always did his work, logged the results of his experiments, and received direct deposits to his bank account on a weekly basis. The checks came from FIREDRAKE BIOCHEMICAL, the name on Thomas Milligan’s business card when they’d met. A night Zach would not forget.

      That one strange night, when Zach had been in the lab on campus working late, Thomas had shown up accompanied by a burly and silent driver to recruit Zach to come work at Firedrake. With a broad smile, Thomas had pitched him on the idea and welcomed him to the Firedrake family.

      Except, nowhere else had Zach seen the name Firedrake. It wasn't on the login workstation, and it wasn't on any of his submitted reports. There were a variety of names on various documents and software programs, some of them strangely foreign-sounding.

      Anyway, Zach didn’t care much about the company name. He didn’t care about not being friends with his part-time coworkers. He needed the money, and the work—while sometimes tedious—did hold his interest most days.

      This morning, Thomas was in an office at the far end of the main lab room, typing away on a laptop. Zach had tried to stay out of his way. They’d exchanged hellos when Zach had arrived, but that was the only conversation so far.

      In the three months they’d known each other, Thomas had invited him out to dinner a few times, and Zach had declined each offer. He didn’t get the sense Thomas was hitting on him, but, whatever the dinners were for, Zach didn’t want to know. Thomas and his plastic smile creeped Zach out. He was the boss, so if he wanted Zach to attend a dinner that badly, Zach figured he could simply require him to. He wasn’t about to oblige the boss for fun.

      "Hey," a voice said, and Zach lifted his gaze from his microscope to see a nearby blur. He blinked a few times for his depth vision to come back, and he saw an older woman in a white lab coat at her workstation. She was facing him: black woman, horn-rimmed glasses, and braids atop her head. A sprinkling of moles and freckles lined her nose.

      “Hello,” Zach said, realizing his throat hurt.

      “I hope I’m not bothering you. Do you have any saline solution I can borrow?”

      He nodded at the bottle sitting to his left, and the woman smiled. She crossed the short distance between them and stuck out a hand. “I’m Wanda Franzen.”

      “Zach. Zach Bennett.”

      “I’ve seen you around, Zach. They keep us so busy here, we don’t have much time to chat, do we?”

      “Yeah, that’s true. What are you working on?”

      Wanda lifted the bottle of saline and clutched it to her chest. She leaned forward and lowered her voice. "I'm actually not supposed to talk about that. We're all a big soup here, you know? Some of us chicken, some of us vegetables." Her eyes flitted toward Thomas Milligan's closed door. "And then there's the broth."

      He didn’t know if he understood the analogy, but he nodded and smiled anyway. “I like chicken.”

      Wanda laughed. “So do I, young man. So do I. Word is, you’re the new hotshot who’s going to put us all to shame. I know you’ve been here for months already, but gossip doesn’t get around all that fast.”

      Zach wasn’t sure how to take that. It sounded like a compliment, mixed with a little competitive sniping, perhaps? Unlike his roommate Alec, who would loudly shit-talk until he ran out of things to say, it seemed different here. The competition happened in whispers and innuendo. Maybe this was what all grownup jobs were like. He didn’t know, since he’d only worked in a restaurant and a clothing store before this.

      So, he shrugged and said nothing.

      Wanda’s face changed. “Oh, honey, I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. We’re all excited about what you can do.”

      “What is it I can do?”

      She lifted the saline and nodded her thanks without answering his question, then turned back around toward her workstation. Zach stared for a few seconds. Head pounding, throat hurting, he glanced at the clock on the wall, wishing the numbers would move faster.

      He cleared his throat and readjusted his lab coat. Back to work.

      A sound broke the silence. The door at the far end of the room opened, and a brick house of a man with stubbly black hair and sunglasses stepped into the lab. He took a hard right and pivoted into Thomas’ office. They spoke for a few seconds, then the man reversed his course and hurried toward the exit. And, as he did, the left flap of his jacket opened for a brief moment, and Zach saw a pistol in a shoulder holster there.

      Zach looked over to Thomas, who stood and then shut the door to his office.
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XAVIER

        

      

    

    
      Xavier's sniper scope crawled over the crowd. He spotted men, women, and children, some wandering and some moving with purpose. They carried bags of clothes, fancy new tablets from the Apple store, bags of popcorn left over from the movie theater. What sounded like a bluegrass band played on the sidewalk, and a small crew had gathered around to listen to them play. But there weren't massive crowds as there would have been on a holiday.

      He knew Ember would do everything she could to blend in. But, he also expected to find her in bulky clothing, secured inside a bulletproof vest. So, he slowed the path of the sniper scope any time he saw a puffy jacket or someone with more layers than the mildly chilly morning required. He didn’t mind the vest; Xavier would have no problem scoring a headshot.

      He'd set his watch on the desk next to him, and he checked it every couple of minutes. A maximum of fifteen minutes from now, he would pack up and leave. No longer. It wasn't worth the extended exposure.

      In truth, he had until the end of the day tomorrow to kill Ember until he forfeited his turn. But he wanted it today. He had his target in the open, inviting him to kill her. He would never get this chance again.

      Xavier wondered, if he did fail, what the others in the Westminster Branch would think of him. Would they toss him out? Would they let it go? Would they have him killed in some sort of accident?

      None of that mattered. He wasn’t going to fail. He would eliminate Ember and then stroll into his Branch Post Office with his head held high.

      Xavier blinked a few times to refocus. When he did, he caught sight of Ember’s young recruit Gabe. The boy was moving north along the main mall, and he focused his eyes at someone. Ember. She was on a path coming from the south. Pointed in his direction. They turned toward each other, strolling as if they were two strangers enjoying the crisp air.

      “There we go,” he said, whispering into the empty office room. “Show me a clue about what you’re going to do.”

      Now, he glanced at his watch, and the time meant something. Because, if they had spotted his position, Gabe would disappear from sight. Xavier had calculated it would take the young recruit approximately four minutes to reach him up here in the office building.

      If that happened, that’s how long Xavier would have to kill Ember and exfiltrate from the building. Or, ambush Gabe when he arrived, and find a way to hold him hostage. Ember would get a direct bullet, or a bullet when she surrendered herself in exchange for her recruit. Either one was fine with Xavier.

      He had all the power. He had the leverage. He knew what they didn’t know.

      Xavier had studied both of their faces as they approached each other. Neither had been wearing earpieces or phone headsets, as far as he could see. That meant if they were going to exchange information, they would do it in a whisper as they passed each other.

      But, something peculiar happened. They didn’t talk. Each gave the other a little shake of the head, and then they went their separate ways. They continued on past each other.

      Interesting. They didn’t know where he was. Despite all their planning, they were flying blind out here.

      That meant Xavier could almost ignore Gabe. Not completely. But, he didn’t have to worry about the kid making a dash out of sight any time soon. Xavier could focus his energies on lining up a clear shot to Ember, and less about the kid. He still expected her to act as a distraction.

      If they did manage to find him now, they would execute their plan, as Xavier had overheard in Ember’s bugged car. Ember would draw his attention while Gabe circled around.

      And, after they passed each other, Gabe proceeded into a smoothie bar next to the athletic shoe place. Ember continued on toward the parking garage. Xavier hadn't expected that.

      She disappeared into the parking garage.

      A minute later, Gabe emerged with a smoothie in his hand. He sat down at a patio table and sipped his smoothie. Jacket zipped close, sunglasses covering his eyes. The young man checked his phone, crossed his legs, and settled into his chair.

      What the hell was he doing?

      Ember reappeared. She was on the third floor of the concrete parking garage. With its open design, Xavier could see into each floor via the sides. And he saw Ember, backing up, her hands at her waist, but flexed. She looked alert and alarmed.

      Because she was facing off against three men. The same three men Xavier had paid to beat Ember up a couple of days ago.

      But, Xavier hadn’t asked them to come here today.

      What were they doing? Had she planned this to make him take his eyes off Gabe?

      Xavier felt his pulse rise. “Steady,” he said to himself as he blinked away dryness in his eyes. “This chaos is probably by her design. They know you’re watching, so don’t let them rattle you.”

      He studied the young man. Still seated, still with sunglasses pointed off into the distance, sipping a smoothie. He checked his phone a couple more times. The fact that he did it twice in about thirty seconds gave Xavier pause.

      Back to Ember. As the three men in the parking garage circled her, she kept turning, waiting for one of them to come at her. Definitely the same three men. Why were they here?

      Xavier couldn’t get a clean shot. He checked his watch and grumbled. “What the hell is happening here?”
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EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Ember hunted for a space where she would be invisible to Xavier while she made her phone call. She had hoped the parking garage would give her a secluded space. But, it also messed with her cell reception, so she was walking around, holding the phone out, searching for more than one bar.

      Her breath hitched in her throat when the three men appeared in the parking garage. Normally, with the acoustics of the concrete, she should have heard them coming from far away. But, there was a three-piece bluegrass band playing outdoors on the mall today, and their echoing music warbled and distorted everything else she could hear.

      She didn’t know they were there until she caught one of them out of the corner of her eye. The same one who had clocked her with a baseball bat in the parking lot three days ago. She slipped her phone into her pocket and squared up against him.

      Today, he was carrying a knife. The second was unarmed, and the third held only a pair of brass knuckles. Comparatively, she worried most about the one with the knife, so she kept her eyes on him as they circled her. They stayed at a ten-foot radius, not close enough to strike.

      "If Xavier sent you," she said, "it's too late. I'm going to find him, and I'm going to kill him. There's nothing you can do to stop me. All you can do is slow me down. And, I promise you, I am not letting the three of you leave with functioning limbs this time. Who wants to be the first to lose a hand?”

      A quick glance at her watch told her she had less than ten minutes left before the deadline. If Xavier packed up and left, this was all for nothing.

      Knife Man shook his head. "I don't care about Xavier."

      “You don’t get to do what you did,” said the unarmed one, the big bruiser from the parking lot. She could see the cuts from the broken glass all over his face and neck. “Nobody treats us like that.”

      "You killed our friend Niles," Knife Man said, "and you need to be taught a lesson."

      “What lesson do you think you’re going to teach me?”

      “Some respect, for one,” he said.

      “Like I told you before, Niles was about to steal my contract. Not only that, he was going to wake up a whole campground full of civilians, too. I was defending my life and keeping our Club secret.”

      All three of them shook their heads. She knew there was no way she would change their minds because they had already chosen to believe a certain version of the facts. The only way out of this situation involved blood.

      She focused on Knife Man and decided to make one final appeal to reason. "You going to kill me right here, in this parking lot? There's no one else here now, but you see how many cars are nearby? Anyone could walk off that elevator or come up the stairs at any moment. Is it really worth it to expose our members and have a shootout with the police, just to get even with me?

      Knife Man grinned. He opened his mouth to answer. But, instead, he lunged forward with the knife. He split the distance between them in an instant.

      Ember pivoted just before he could strike, shifting to her right. As the arm with the knife punched out at her, she grabbed hold of the man’s wrist and gave it a twist to pull him off balance. He took a few stumbling steps to his right, now leaning to one side, poised to fall. That had bought her a couple seconds.

      Then, she drove him straight at the unarmed man, the closest one. She whipped out her blade and held it high. The knife plunged into his chest. Too high for a hit to the heart, but she could feel the blade scrape against his collarbone. She tried to pluck the blade free before he staggered back but missed. A jet of blood came from the man's wound.

      She was now unarmed.

      Knife Man regained his balance and headed for her.

      She completed the move by giving the Knife Man a shove. He toppled into the stabbed one. That man now sank to the ground, wincing and clutching at his upper chest. She heard a crack when he hit. The wound wouldn’t be enough to kill him, but she could probably count him out of the rest of the fight with a broken collarbone.

      As she tried to turn around, something smacked her in the back of the head. She jerked her head to see the brass knuckles retracting. Vision instantly blurry, the back of her head pounding. Adrenaline would carry her through. It had to.

      Ember planted her feet and jumped a step back. She bumped into a Volkswagen. Fortunately, the alarm didn’t go off. She had to shake her head to clear the milky blurriness from her eyes.

      She planted her hands on the trunk and pushed off, then raced a few steps toward the other row of cars to take stock of the situation. Broken Collarbone Man showed no signs of getting up. He was on the floor, grimacing and holding both hands over his wound. The guy with the knife pushed himself up to his unsteady feet after retrieving his knife from the ground. And, Brass Knuckles Man was unharmed and racing straight toward her.

      “Guys,” she said, panting, her head still buzzing from the last punch, “I don’t have time for this.”

      Brass Knuckles Man reached her and reared back to swing. This exposed the left side of his body, and she lifted her leg to take advantage.

      Before she could, she noticed a fourth man standing nearby. Seriously? She thought. How many are there?

      But when she noticed who it was, she did a double-take.

      Charlie?

      He stepped forward just as Brass Knuckles Man began his downswing. Charlie’s hands worked quickly, smacking and hitting with hard, open palms. He jabbed a few times into the man’s side, hitting him and bringing him to the ground.

      Ember was taken aback. “What are you doing? Charlie, why are you here?”

      The older man was breathing steadily but didn't seem out of breath. He turned a quick circle, waiting for the other two men to attack, standing next to Ember.

      “I heard they were coming,” he said. “Interrupting your week, making it easier for Xavier to kill you.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s not against the rules, apparently.”

      “That’s just it — it used to be. Back in the day, these sorts of things were kept to two assassins. An even fight."

      “Thanks, Charlie,” she said, eyeing the thugs as they all caught their breath. She’d never seen Charlie fight, but she knew he had the most important characteristic needed in their line of work: experience. So far, that experience seemed to be paying off.

      “I can’t get involved with you and Xavier, but I can at least make sure these idiots don’t do his job for him.”

      She nodded just as two of the men rushed her. She dodged the first, then swung an uppercut that caught the second man just below the chin. He grunted in pain but kept moving. He swung a fist in retaliation, but Charlie was there to catch it. He opened his own fist and guided the man's hand up and out of harm's way, then landed two quick jabs with his left hand into the man's gut.

      Ember focused on the man who had dodged her — the guy with the knife. He had it held in his right hand in a modified saber grip. It told her two things: this man knew what he was doing, and he had probably practiced close-quarters knife combat before. It also told her that he was no longer interested in slowing her down — he wanted to do her serious harm.

      She took in a breath, held it, and attacked. She had no knife, and she figured he'd be better prepared with one anyway, so she needed to bring the knife to him, to make him use it in a way that he wasn't as comfortable with. She ducked forward and up, aiming at his knife hand with her fists. She hit it, knocking his arm backward long enough to follow up with a hard, solid headbutt to the man's nose.

      It exploded in a rain of blood, but he was still on his feet. He swung once, wide, and she sidestepped it easily. She took a half-second to see what the guy with brass knuckles was doing. He was standing by, hands on his knees. No doubt catching his breath while his teammates fought.

      Charlie's own battle with his assassin was still moving along, but it seemed Charlie wasn't even breaking a sweat. It was incredible to watch — the man was probably twice the thug's age, and he was making quick work of taking him down. They grappled for a moment; then the younger man threw Charlie off of him.

      Charlie stumbled backward once, stepping into the invisible circle that marked Ember's own fighting space. She stepped to the side, watching her attacker and his knife, and then —

      No.

      The man swung out with his knife hand, behind his back. Up and out, with a reverse grip. The blade came up and caught Charlie just below his ribcage, near his spine.

      Charlie let out a quiet gasp, and then the aging assassin fell to the ground. Blood was already flowing from his mouth, the injury having caught him in the spleen or near it. He looked up at Ember, his face registering shock and panic.

      Ember screamed in rage, then let out her breath as she lunged forward toward the man.

      She gave the thug a swift kick to his crotch. His face fell, and he staggered back a step. Ember kept moving, pummeling him with punches, landing them on his head, chest, and his gut. His knife fell and clattered away. Ember reared back and threw a punch so hard she thought it would take his head off. She was shorter than he was, and the punch landed right on his Adam’s apple. He tripped and slammed down on his butt, and then immediately vomited down the front of his shirt. He slumped back against a truck tire, making the car wiggle in place.

      She spun around and grabbed his dropped knife.

      The unarmed man who had been fighting Charlie was now coming at her, but he had retrieved a knife from somewhere on his person. Ember readied her own blade. The Knife Man’s eyes darted down toward it, which gave her all the time she needed. Ember jumped forward and to her left, placing her at the man’s side. Then, she slashed the blade along his arm. It tore right through the man’s jacket and sent a dozen droplets of blood into the air.

      He cried out and took a step back. Dazed, attention solely on the gash along his arm. Brass Knuckles Man was still on the ground, hands covering his newly tenderized private bits. Broken Collarbone Man was still down, but not necessarily out.

      Ember waited, panting. These men were between her and the only viable exit back to the mall. Even if she could beat them, it was probably too late. She still didn’t know where Xavier was. The clock had ticked down too far.

      Ember had to accept she was a breath away from failure.

      And Charlie was dead, his blood still pooling out around him onto the parking lot ground.

      The guy with the knife bared his teeth and raised his blade as he came at her again.

      The fight wasn’t over yet.
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ISABEL

        

      

    

    
      Agent Isabel Yang lowered her sunglasses and pulled her jacket closer. She had last seen Allison Campbell—or, Ember, the undercover name she insisted on being called—a minute before at the 29th Street Mall. Ember had not seen Isabel, though. She had been too wrapped up in whatever game she was playing out here.

      Ember had a strange, covert pass-by with a young man whom she seemed to know, then she had carried on past as if the meeting hadn't even happened. A standard tradecraft move, usually for two agents to brush their shoulders together and hand off a note or flash drive. In the movies, they always used "dead drop" hiding spots or some garbage. In real life, you wanted to make sure your counterpart got the thing. You wanted to feel it pass from your hand to theirs.

      But, nothing exchanged hands, only a tiny shake of the head from both of them. So, they were hunting someone. And, they had not found that person. Isabel didn’t know what was going on, exactly, but today was a big day. Clearly. Since showing up at her condo, Ember had avoided Isabel. She hadn’t been taking her phone calls. She’d acted harried and frantic. Isabel’s intuition told her she was in some kind of trouble with the Club.

      Maybe Agent Allison Campbell didn't realize the other kind of trouble she was in with certain people back in Washington. Maybe she didn't understand how deep she had fallen while undercover. Isabel had seen it before. The worst case she'd known of was a male agent who had gone deep under with skinheads in Alabama. He'd started to miss check-ins. He became surly to his handler. Six months in, he'd presented as an entirely different person when he'd come back to DC for a series of briefings. He was late for meetings. He ignored the dress code. He sneered at non-white colleagues in the halls when he thought they weren't looking.

      That case had ended with the agent getting pulled—against his will—and sent to a long-term “spa” sort of place for rehabilitation. They did that every now and then, with agents who had a difficult time dealing with entry and exit from serious cover positions. She had been saddened, but she knew it was sometimes par for the course. He wasn’t the only one she’d seen it happen to while she’d been active. Usually, it was drugs. Agents lost themselves to coke or heroin, quickly giving up control to the substance. They went on assignment chipper and full of patriotic verve, then came back red-eyed and rail-thin.

      Isabel had seen it all. And that’s probably why she had been chosen to be Ember’s new handler after the death of her previous one. Isabel wanted to reign it back in. In her few short years of service to her country, she had strived to earn a reputation for taking no shit from anyone. And, she didn’t intend to ruin it with a lost undercover agent who felt she was now above the law.

      The case against organized crime in Denver was too important. This Assassins Club was a vast criminal conspiracy stretching back decades. And, some of the most clever and devious criminals on the planet had managed to keep it secret for as long as it had been around. Not a total secret, but secret enough that no one had been able to bring a case against it for the last fifty-plus years.

      And, the case now wasn’t strong. Isabel would fix that, too.

      Maybe if her predecessors had been more upfront with other parts of the Bureau when they’d started the investigation into the DAC, they wouldn’t be in this mess now. But, here they were, three years into an investigation now on life support. Isabel had to find a way out of this mess. And that started with the woman masquerading as Ember Clarke.

      After their non-meeting, the young man then continued on to a smoothie place and bought a green drink. Isabel didn't know who this guy was, because Ember had neglected to mention him back when she'd been making her regular reports. Based on his age and what Isabel knew about the Club, she had to assume he was a recruit. Once Ember had passed him on the mall, he ceased to be of interest to Isabel. Ember had then ducked into this parking garage, and Isabel followed. Slowly at first, making sure Ember wouldn't hear doors opening or closing behind her. She didn't think Ember would pull a gun on her, but Isabel couldn't be sure.

      Isabel opened the door to the next floor and turned the corner in the parking garage. She saw Ember there, facing off against three men. One armed with a knife, another with a set of brass knuckles, the third unarmed. But, all three of them were large enough they could easily take down one person.

      Isabel assumed it wouldn't be enough to take down Ember, though. She watched for a moment. Ember took a couple of licks, but it wasn't enough. She quickly disabled one, then another, and faced off against the third. Ember had a limp to her, some sort of leg injury that was slowing her down. Still, with careful moves, she was able to keep the three of them from ganging up on her. Impressive, to say the least.

      Isabel studied her colleague. The venom in her eyes. The pure determination to win. Allison Campbell had become a different person, too, like the druggies and the skinheads.

      A small part of her wanted to intervene, but Isabel knew it was a mistake. She needed more information. She needed to speak to Marcus and get clarification about next steps.

      Isabel turned and walked back toward the door out of the parking garage. As she did, she lifted her phone to her ear. After a couple of rings, the call connected. For some reason, her heart pounded in her chest, and she had to lick her dry lips to speak.

      “Hello?” said Marcus Lonsdale.

      “Hey, boss. It’s me.”

      “Good morning, Agent Yang. How is the weather out there in Denver?”

      “Cold. And smells like cow manure.”

      “That means snow is on the way in a day or a week. It happens when the wind changes to come from the north, and it carries the smell of this little cow town named Greeley.”

      It had sounded like mansplaining, but Isabel was still impressed. “How do you know that?”

      “My ex-wife is from Denver. That was the one story she told me every single time we went there. Anyway, update me about your progress.”

      Isabel held the phone to her chest as she passed a couple of people in the stairwell. She exited out onto the ground floor, then resumed the conversation. “I’m coming back to DC, sir. I have bad news.”
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XAVIER

        

      

    

    
      Xavier swept the scope from left to right. He could see some of the action inside the parking garage, but not all of it. Cars and concrete pillars blocked his view of Ember fighting the three Five Points Club members.

      More importantly, they blocked his ability to get a clean shot at her. She was light on her feet and agile, despite the bullet wound Xavier had gifted her a couple of nights ago. He marveled at her ability to dodge and parry and use her attackers' inertia against them. She would knock one into another to take out two of them at once, then focus her energy on the third. When the first two would recover, she would adapt her strategy again to make sure she didn't face off against more than one at a time.

      He could get lost watching her work. But, maybe that’s exactly what she wanted him to do.

      Xavier pivoted his rifle back toward Gabe, who was still sitting outside the smoothie shop, staring at his phone and sipping a straw. The young man stared ahead, glasses hiding his eyes. He didn’t appear to be rushed or excited or have any plans other than sipping and staring.

      “Come on and find me, Gabe,” Xavier muttered to the room. “Come and find me, then let’s do a little dance. I’m sure after I take off a couple of your fingers, Ember would be happy to trade herself for you, don’t you think?”

      Xavier again looked at Ember. A blur of fabric as she waved her knife around, trying to fend off an attacker. She jumped on the hood of a car and launched herself into the air by shoving against the windshield. In the air, she pivoted, slashing the knife down at her attacker. A move like that would require such intense stamina. Xavier didn’t know how she could keep this up. The fight had lasted for several minutes already.

      Xavier noticed something strange. At the far south end of the garage floor, a tall Asian woman in a sharp business suit stood, watching the fight. None of the four engaged had noticed her. This woman watched for about a minute, then she took out her phone and held it to her ear as she walked back toward the stairwell.

      Interesting. Someone calling the cops? The Asian woman hadn’t seemed too upset by the proceedings.

      If she was about to drop a dime, all the more reason for Xavier to expedite this situation. He glanced at his watch on the desk.

      Back to Gabe. Xavier had a clean shot, but the kid was surrounded by dozens of people. And, what did he gain by taking out Gabe? Nothing. Xavier had no reason to think they knew where he was. He had no reason to see Gabe as a threat.

      Plus, killing Gabe from afar would alert the entire mall. Ember would see, and she would escape. Xavier would also have to flee and miss out on his golden opportunity.

      When he moved the scope back to Ember, she had turned toward the parking garage’s exit, sprinting at top speed. None of the three attackers pursued her any longer. But, there was a dead man on the floor, and Xavier thought he recognized the older man lying in a puddle of blood. Was that old assassin Charlie from Boulder Branch? Hadn’t he retired?

      She rushed out the door. It slammed shut behind her, and then the parking garage went quiet. The three Five Points losers rose to their feet, licking their wounds. She’d left them all alive for some reason. Wounded, dejected, the three of them shuffled off toward the northern end of the parking garage to an alternate exit.

      Then, Gabe stood up, pitched his smoothie cup in a nearby trash can, and walked toward the escalators down to the movie theater. Xavier tracked him with the scope as he walked south along the sidewalk. He hadn’t made any sudden moves to disappear. He was not headed toward the building Xavier had chosen.

      He seemed to be wandering for no good reason. But, no sign he had found Xavier’s sniper nest. Obviously, Gabe had to know Xavier was tracking him. Why was he moving toward the movie theater?

      What the hell were they doing? Where was Gabe going, and why was Ember running? Was she panicking?

      It seemed random and unplanned, but Xavier knew better than to trust his eyes.

      He again checked the watch sitting on the desk. If one of these two didn’t make a move within four minutes, he would pack up and leave.
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      Zach pushed his chair back and stood so he could stretch. He'd only been in the company lab for a couple of hours, but the intense squinting and focus made him feel like he'd been on his feet all day long, operating a jackhammer. At least, the hangover rolling around in his brain made it feel that way. This room had always reminded him of a high school science lab. Same layout.

      When he looked around, he noticed that most of his coworkers had already left. Only Wanda was still there, wiping down her workstation. How had he not noticed everyone else finishing up and leaving? Head down over a microscope, he had become lost in time.

      But, he noticed at the far end of the room, Thomas Milligan and his driver were still there, too. Thomas, in his office, clacking away at a laptop keyboard with his feet up on the desk, and the stoic guy standing outside the door.

      Zach put the lids on his sample containers and then stacked them as he’d been instructed. He tried to do this quietly so he wouldn’t attract Thomas’ attention. So far, the boss seemed occupied.

      Zach then slipped off his lab coat and put it on a hangar at the far end of his table. He keyed in his personal code into the login terminal, occasionally glancing toward the office.

      Wanda waited behind him for her turn to log out. A purse clutched in front of her waist.

      “Productive day?” she asked him when he turned around.

      “Sure. You?”

      “My microscope seems to have good days and bad days. Today was a good day, so it seems like I’m having a streak. Thanks for letting me borrow the saline.”

      “Sure, no problem. They never seem to have enough of it in the supply closet.”

      “Ain’t that the truth.”

      A brief moment of awkward silence sprouted between them, and Zach felt an urge to ask her about her strange soup analogy from before, or her furtive glances toward Thomas Milligan during their conversation. Instead, he spread a flat smile and said nothing. Wanda returned the expression and logged out at the terminal.

      Zach took his coat from the peg next to the lab coats and slipped it on. But, as soon as he did, a throat cleared across the room. Thomas, his laptop now closed, a hand in the air to catch Zach’s attention.

      “Hey Zach, do you have a second? I’d like to talk to you before you leave.”

      Zach gritted his teeth and moped across the room to Thomas’ office as Wanda marched through the door toward the exit. Only Zach, Thomas, and his driver remained in the room.

      The older man smiled and waved Zach inside. Zach tried not to think about the gun he’d seen in the driver’s shoulder holster. He had figured out by now that “driver” probably wasn’t the accurate term to describe what this guy did to earn his salary. Zach guessed “bodyguard” would be more appropriate. Did Thomas have enemies that required him to have protection?

      “Hey, boss,” Zach said, forcing himself to smile.

      “Have a seat. I haven’t been in town for a while, so I was hoping we could catch up.”

      “Sure, but I do have to be somewhere.”

      Thomas pointed at the chair. “This will only take a second.”

      Zach sat and folded his hands. He felt a slight tremor in his fingers, so he tried to push them down in his lap, which only made them shake harder.

      “You okay?” Thomas asked.

      “I’m good, Mr. Milligan.”

      "How many times do I have to tell you to call me Thomas?" the boss said, spreading a wide grin. "And I detest 'sir.' I know I'm old enough to be your dad, but you don't have to treat me like it. I like hiking and video games and craft beer. Big 49ers fan. There's no reason to address me like a scary uncle."

      "No, you're right. I get it. It's just a little weird because you're the boss, you know?"

      “Absolutely. I was exactly the same way when I was your age. By the way, I saw you chatting with Wanda.”

      “She’s nice.”

      Thomas nodded. “Where did you work before this?”

      “I waited tables at a pizza place by campus.”

      “You’re probably used to hanging out with your coworkers, going out for drinks after your shift, all the little inside jokes you drop back in the kitchen.”

      “Yeah, I guess it is like that.”

      “Grownup jobs can be different. Some places, there’s little time for chit-chat. You haven’t been here long, but if you want to be friends with your coworkers, maybe our part-time lab isn’t the right fit.”

      A pulse of fear hit Zach’s spine. “I don’t understand. Did I do something wrong?”

      Thomas leaned forward. “Not at all. I’ll get right to the point. You, Zach, are something special. You have a kind of intuition that’s rare in the technicians coming through here. Given the right resources and coaching, you could create amazing things. You could do great work.”

      “Thank you, Thomas. I don’t really know what to say.”

      “I mean it, Zach. Let’s step you up to the next level. I want you to come work for me at Firedrake headquarters in Sacramento.”

      “California?”

      Thomas laughed. “Yes, that’s the Sacramento I mean. Technically, we’re in Rancho Cordova, but it’s close enough to the city.”

      “I don’t know, it’s just… I’m not done with school yet.”

      "This is everything you've wanted. A real lab, dedicated assistants, the freedom to do the real work you've only dreamed about — no more soil samples. We can work on the stuff you've shown a passion for: viral mutation. You can do profound and meaningful work with us, Zach. You can make a difference. Plus, I know Colorado is great, but you have to see our home. Northern California is the best California, hands down."

      Zach’s eyes landed on a sheet of paper sitting on the desk. Even though it was upside down, Zach could read the letterhead at the top of the page. It read Draconis Industries.

      Thomas picked up the papers and stacked them, then slid them into the top drawer inside his desk. When he was done with that, he leaned across the desk again. A twinkle in his eye. “What do you say, Zach? Want to come to California and help us save the world?”
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EMBER

        

      

    

    
      The parking garage fight was still far from over.

      The man with the knife sprinted at Ember. Blade forward, venom on his face. He roared as he raised it high to stab down. She backpedaled a step and connected with the hood of a car.

      Ember jumped up onto the bumper and then onto the hood itself. Knife Man still coming. She used her foot to launch herself into the air. Her own knife pointed down. She slashed at him, but pivoting in the air cut her leverage, and she couldn't push power to the swipe. The blade barely grazed the side of the man's face.

      She landed awkwardly but stayed on her feet. The adrenaline in her system was waning, and she could now feel pulses of pain to her thigh from Xavier’s bullet.

      Knife Man spun, still coming for her. She let him reach within three feet. Ember sidestepped, and as the man tried to course correct, his body twisted in an awkward position. Legs forward, body to the side. His weight carried him toward where she used to be.

      Ember swept out a foot, jabbing it between his moving legs. He tripped and landed face-first onto the concrete floor. A hard smack and a splatter of blood spread out from his face. He moaned, a raspy wail of a sound.

      As he turned over, she didn't give him time to rise to his feet. She smacked him in the face as soon as he tried to lift his head. The back of his skull thudded onto the hard floor again. His head lolled to the side as he went out cold. But, his chest still rose and fell.

      Now, all three of her attackers had been dealt with. The other two gave no intention they were interested in coming after her. One had a broken collarbone, and he was still clutching both hands over the stab wound high up on his chest. The other, the one who had vomited down his shirt, had scooted away from the fight.

      Time’s up, boys, she thought. I need to be somewhere.

      Vomit guy looked up at her, his chest heaving. “You’re going to die.”

      "And you're going to pee blood for a couple of days. Come for me again, dipshit, and I'll do a lot worse than kick you in the nuts. I told you people I don't have time for this. There will be a reckoning for what you did to Charlie. But not today.”

      On the floor, the older man lay in a pool of blood. And, although it broke her heart, she knew she had to leave him. She had avoided being covered in blood from this fight, but she couldn't handle a dead body and then expect to mingle with civilians in the mall. No, Charlie had to stay, and Ember had to be somehow okay with that.

      She turned and raced for the parking garage door. She waited until she was in the stairwell before taking off her hoodie. Xavier had probably watched the whole parking garage exchange, although she couldn’t be sure if he had a view of the entire area. Not too clear of a view, at least, or else he would have already shot her.

      She stripped off her hoodie and bulletproof vest, then she pulled the green raincoat from one back pocket, and the brown baseball cap from the other. By the time she had exited the parking garage on the east side, she looked like a completely different person. Running without a clear direction of where she needed to go.

      Her phone rang. She plucked it from her pocket and came to a stop, panting.

      “Hello?”

      “Marissa?”

      She paused for a moment, then remembered. “Yes,” Ember said, “This is Marissa.”

      “I think I have the information you asked for.”
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XAVIER

        

      

    

    
      Xavier swept the nose of his sniper rifle over the 29th Street Mall, looking for either Ember or Gabe. North to south, checking every pedestrian. He also aimed his scope at 28th Street, and what he could see of 30th from here. It wasn't much, but he knew they weren't in the mall any longer.

      But, they had to be there. Had to.

      Back to the mall. He focused on the escalators, where he had seen Gabe disappear two minutes before. A stream of pedestrians appeared and then filtered out into the mall. Another stream disappeared down into the bowels of the parking garage next to the movie theater.

      And, Xavier saw Gabe now coming up the escalator. Hands in his pockets, sunglasses still covering his eyes.

      “What are you doing, kid?”

      This wasn’t the plan. Gabe was supposed to disappear while Ember kept him occupied. That’s what she’d said in her bugged car. Had the run-in with the three thugs in the parking garage ruined their plan? If so, why was he still hanging around?

      Xavier didn’t like it. None of this made any sense.

      He checked the watch sitting on the desk. He’d promised himself he would wait no longer than four minutes. He had more than ninety seconds left in his self-imposed deadline.

      "Screw it," he said, and sat back from the sniper rifle. He arched his back to stretch and then stood. It would take him fifteen seconds to pack up his gear, and then he would be on his way.

      But, as soon as he’d picked up his sniper rifle, the door opened behind him.
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EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Ember opened the door to room 405. Panting, lightheaded, her legs burning from a full-out sprint to reach this room as fast as possible. Xavier was on the other side of the room, standing, his back to her. Holding his sniper rifle in one hand. His head turned to the side when the door shut behind her.

      In two quick leaps, Ember crossed the room. She whipped her knife out. With one hand, she grabbed Xavier by the collar of his shirt and jerked back, making his head tilt and exposing his neck.

      She dragged the other hand across his throat, applying just enough pressure to pierce through the layers of skin and sever the carotid artery. Blood gushed out over her hand, a quick spurt followed by a strong, coursing flow.

      Then she let him go and jumped back and away. He could still come for her. She held the knife, ready to defend herself.

      He spun, eyes wide and full of panic. One hand to his throat. Blood dribbling from between his fingers. Choking. He staggered back, bumping into the window. One hand smacked the glass, leaving a bloody handprint floating against the backdrop of a blue sky.

      “You look surprised,” Ember said as she took a couple more steps back. She still held the knife in one hand, her other balled into a fist.

      He tried to speak but could only gurgle.

      “I found the bug in my car, Xavier. You assumed I would find the one in my apartment, and I did. But, of course I knew that, and I had to assume you’d planted one somewhere else. Not too hard to switch up the plan once that happened. For days, I’ve been feeding you info from my car calls, and you ate it all up. Gabe didn’t double back around to find you. It was me. Also, I paid a dozen people in the office buildings along this street to be on the lookout for someone fitting your description. You want to know how much money it took me to find you?”

      He opened his mouth to speak as he tried to take a step forward. He gurgled a few times with false starts before he could actually get the words out. “You… damn you.”

      “Ten dollars. I mean, I spent over a hundred in total, but the person who gave you up did it for ten dollars. It’s a woman who works at an architectural firm down the hall. She saw you going into the bathroom twenty minutes ago.”

      He staggered and dropped his rifle. Hands feebly pressing against his throat to stem the tide of red flowing down his neck.

      “I know you think you’re smart. I know you hate to lose. This is what losing looks like.”

      He sank to his knees, and the hand covering the gash on his neck fell away. The blood flowed freely.

      “I hadn’t planned on killing you. I planned on outlasting you, but I figured out pretty quickly how dangerous you are.”

      He tried to speak again, but blood had coated his lips, and he couldn't get any words out.

      “I’d like to say you were a worthy opponent, Xavier. And I hope you understand that this isn’t personal. It had to be done. I don’t enjoy killing people. Not like some of us in the Club. But I enjoy people killing me even less.

      “Before you go, Xavier, know that I respect you, and I respect your time in the Club. But you killed my neighbor. An innocent lady. It was a shitty and dishonorable thing to do. You didn’t have to do that.”

      His mouth opened, and blood spilled out from the corners. A moment later, his eyes went glassy, and he collapsed to the floor.

      Ember wiped her knife on his shirt, pocketed it, then walked out the door.
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EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Day Seven

      

      Ember sat in the empty hallway outside DAC President David Wellner's office. She repeatedly wiped the back of her hand across her eyes to hide the tears. She didn't even know why she was crying, and she didn't want anyone to see it if it could be avoided. Her knee bumped up and down, a repetitive tapping of the heel of her tennis shoe against the hardwood floor. Days of anxiety and adrenaline and lack of sleep made her feel like she was floating.

      She checked her watch. Three thousand steps already for the day. A good start, considering the early hour.

      The door opened, and a pretty young white girl Ember had never seen leaned out. She had the pigtails of a prepubescent girl but the voluminous cleavage of a car wash bikini hustler. "Mr. Wellner can see you now."

      His new secretary? She was considerably more attractive than the last one.

      Ember cleared her throat and gave her eyes one last dabbing before she stood and smoothed her shirt. A big breath to blow out the last of the jitters.

      For some reason, she thought about her rear window, blown out by those three Five Points assholes and their baseball bats. She’d have to make an appointment to get that fixed.

      And she thought about Charles. Poor Charlie, who gave his life to help protect her in the parking garage.

      Ember strutted inside to the anteroom. The young girl returned to her desk and tapped on a mechanical keyboard. Her nails clicked, and the keys also clicked, merging into one annoying clickety sound.

      The new Club Historian Kunjal sat on a couch on the other end, scribbling away in a spiral notebook. The couch was so large and his frame so small, he looked like a little kid sitting in it.

      Ember had noticed this about herself before. When in high-stress situations, one of her primary coping mechanisms was to pass judgment on everyone around her. When the attention was pointed elsewhere, it made her feel better. Briefly. She knew it was a habit she needed to break, but she had no idea how to do that — her training had taught her how to kill someone with a thousand different implements, but it hadn’t prepared her for the reality of social anxiety.

      Kunjal gave her a timid nod before returning to his work.

      “Right through there,” the secretary said, pointing her to the door.

      Ember felt like snapping at the jailbait, to say she had been here many times and knew which freaking door led to Wellner, but she held her tongue. Instead, she smiled her acknowledgment and opened the door. If she couldn’t keep the venom out of her mind, she could at least keep her mouth shut. Progress.

      “I like your shoes,” she said to the younger woman, and closed her lips.

      Wellner sat behind his desk, fiddling with a Rubik’s cube. He had the white and yellow sides done, but the other colors were a mess.

      “Busy morning?” she asked.

      Wellner set the cube on the desk and pointed to the chair opposite. “It’s not even eight. I like to come in early and spent an hour drinking coffee and thinking before things get going.”

      She sat and crossed her legs, then blew out a breath so large it made her lightheaded. “I see.”

      “How are you?”

      "I'm on the verge of a panic attack, which is odd since I've been mostly fine all week."

      “It makes sense. You haven’t had a minute to slow down and think all week long. Now, you can, and the gravity of your situation is settling in.”

      She clicked her tongue against her teeth a couple of times. That explanation made a lot of sense, but it still pissed her off for some reason. "Your new secretary is hot. What high school did you pluck her from?"

      Wellner gave her an annoyed smile. “She’s twenty-three, thank you very much. And she was the best candidate because she was willing to give us the pictures and addresses of her parents and both of her brothers. You know how careful we have to be.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      He lifted a mug of coffee and had a slurp, then folded his hands over his desk. “So, I see you’re still with us.”

      “Yep. One down.”

      “Yes,” Wellner said. “A difficult situation, really.” Something in his eyes told Ember that he was trying to feign emotion, but it wasn’t working. “And now you have a day to rest before it begins all over again with the next Branch assassin.”

      “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” Ember said. “I wanted to ask you if you would consider calling it off. No one else needs to die. If I win — if I make it through the next five weeks — that’s at least six assassins, dead. Just because I killed one. Out of self-defense.”

      “I’m sorry, Ember, but I’m afraid I can’t do that. The Board ruled. It’s not my decision alone.”

      Bullshit. “But a black spot? That was your call, Wellner — only yours. I was there, and no one else told you to do that. Is it really necessary for me to face five more weeks of trial by combat?”

      “Maybe not, if you hadn’t already been guilty of serious infractions in the past. I know this is extreme. But this is how it goes. I have to think about the future of the Club. I have to think about how it looks to all the Branch members.”

      “I saved your life once.”

      “And I appreciate that. Believe me, it factored into my decision, although you know I couldn't bring it up in the Board meeting.”

      “And that’s it?”

      He nodded. “And that’s it.”

      “If this is the way it has to be, then I guess I’ll have to be ready. Who’s up next? Can you drop me a hint, at least?”

      “I can’t give you any inside information, but I can tell you that you need to prepare yourself. Xavier Montrose wasn’t the cream of the crop. That’s no big secret.”

      “He was a good assassin. A bastard, but a good assassin.”

      Wellner paused before speaking. “It’s going to get a lot tougher for you from here on out. Like I said, no specifics, but some of the Branches have chosen their assassins to take you on, and I’ve been informed. It’s a rough road ahead for the next five weeks. You need to focus if you want to make it out of the other side of this.”

      She considered this for a few seconds. “Do you want me to make it out the other side?”

      "As President, I'm not allowed to have a personal opinion. But, I'll just say this: we discussed your case at length before you walked into that disciplinary meeting. Some of the Board wanted to give you a sentence of immediate execution."

      “I understand, and I appreciate that. Xavier tried to hit me at my condo with a sniper rifle. I have neighbors. Civilians.”

      Wellner nodded. “I’ll make sure the other Branches know that’s not okay.”

      “There’s just one other thing I want to talk to you about. A trio of Five Points guys came after me. They’re mad about what happened to Niles Thisdell in Rocky Mountain a week ago.”

      “A lot of people are mad about that.”

      “What happens if I’m killed by a couple of Branch members who aren’t supposed to kill me during your black spot trial by combat? How would that look?”

      “It would look bad,” he said.

      “Then tell them to back off. If they don’t like how the Board ruled, then that’s your problem to hold them back.”

      Wellner tented his fingers, his eyes darting over her face, and he eventually nodded. “I’ll make some phone calls.”

      “They killed Charlie.”

      Wellner frowned and gave a nod. “I know. Here’s something you didn’t know about the situation, though: Charlie retired a year ago. He never told anyone.”

      “He what?”

      “It’s true. He didn’t want to make a big deal out of it, and there’s no bylaw stating ex-Branch members lose Post Office access, so… that’s what he wanted. But, the problem is, he wasn’t technically a civilian, and he wasn’t an active member, so there’s no rule outlawing what the assassins from Five Points did to him in the parking garage.”

      She gritted her teeth. “I can’t believe this place sometimes.”

      “I know. But these are the rules that have kept us going for half a century. We’re not always perfect at enforcing them at times, true. But we do the best we can.”

      Ember stood. “If that’s it, then. I’m off.”

      As she walked toward the door, he lifted a hand. “Good luck.”

      “Is that coming from you, or from the President’s Office?”

      He gave a little shrug but did not answer the question.

      “Maybe I’ll see you again, Mr. President. Maybe not.”

      As she left, she wondered if she would see the inside of this office ever again. Maybe so, maybe not. She might die tomorrow. Also, contemplating her existence wasn’t a good way to spend her time, because her life was at risk, every minute of every day, for the next five weeks.

      She had work to do.
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ISABEL

        

      

    

    
      FBI Agent Isabel Yang nodded at her boss, Marcus Lonsdale, across the water. He liked to meet near the Lincoln memorial. He’d always said the reflecting pool out front gave him a sense of calm. Isabel also suspected he liked to meet here because it made any conversation much harder for them to snoop. There were eyes and ears everywhere among the FBI. Or worse, one of the other agencies.

      She liked the reflecting pool too, however. She liked it when birds would touch down, sending ripples across the water. Peace like this didn’t come often to her throughout the day. And sometimes, when the old skiing injury acted up and her knee ached, being near water helped. She had no scientific data to back that up, but it seemed real to her.

      She rounded the edge of the water on the east end, closer to the memorial. Marcus continued his slow march around the pool and met her there.

      “Welcome back,” he said as he shoved his hands in his pockets. A blistery cold morning in the nation’s capital. He had trimmed his beard since she’d last seen him, and for some reason, it made his eyes sparkle. He was a handsome man, no doubt about it. That probably had a lot to do with how he had worked his way up through the FBI in such a short time.

      “How was Denver?”

      “Enlightening.”

      Marcus’ head tilted to the side. “Do tell. I know you met with Agent Campbell.”

      “First of all, she insists on being called Ember Clarke.”

      “This isn’t kindergarten, Agent Yang. Calling her what she insists on being called is not high on my priority list.”

      “I understand. Still… she’s taken it too far.”

      “Even in private?”

      Isabel nodded.

      “Hmm. I’ve seen agents treat undercover ops like method actors before, but she’s been under for three years. It’s rare to go undercover for so long. This wasn’t my operation. I inherited it from my predecessor, just as you’re now Agent Campbell’s handler.”

      “She doesn’t seem interested in letting me do much handling.”

      Marcus turned toward the water as the morning sun glinted, sending beams of yellow across the rippling blue. He tapped his teeth together a couple of times and sighed through his nose.

      “Can I ask you something, sir?”

      He nodded. “Of course, Agent Yang.”

      “Why has her undercover operation been so secretive, even inside the FBI?”

      “There’s not an easy answer to that question. Like I said, I inherited this operation. I was given a set of parameters, just as you have. This is what we’re called to do, whether we agree with it or not.”

      “I see,” Isabel said, but she didn’t. Not really.

      “What’s your recommendation, Agent Yang?”

      “Honestly, sir? I think the woman masquerading as Ember Clarke is too far gone. I think she’s a threat. If not now, then she will be soon.”

      He nodded, his lips swishing back and forth. “Understood. Well, we might have to do something about that.”
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        By Kunjal Anand

      

      

      The first record of the founder of the Denver Assassins Club dates back to the 1950s. It begins with a set of recovered journals from a man known only as “Unger.” Some people in the Club believe a legend that says his name was actually Bryan Birkman, but there is no verifiable proof of that. If true, it’s likely that was one of many aliases the man used in his time as a contract killer.

      Around the Club, most accept the common name of their founder is Unger.

      His notes from that era detail an account of a young man who became a notable assassin in the Boston area in the early 1950s. He gained notoriety by performing contracts designed to make the deaths look like an accident. He had more than twenty kills to his name before the police even caught a whiff of him.

      But, he never spent a night in jail. There was no record of his fingerprints in any criminal database. In his journal, he wrote that he had to move away from Boston due to a conflict with another local assassin. They had come to blows several times over disputes over contracts. He wanted to move somewhere where he would not accidentally encroach on the territory of other established assassins.

      So, Unger had moved to Denver. And to his surprise, he had learned that he was not the only local assassin. In his notes, he detailed discovering that the Front Range of Colorado area actually had an unusually high concentration of assassins living there. This had something to do with legendary assassin Mae Green, who lived in Denver in the 1930s, who created a sort of "assassin school" in the city, which led to a small number settling there. Unger hadn't known any of this when he'd chosen it.

      And also, Unger decided that many of these assassins behaved in a manner he considered unprofessional. They would compete for contracts and often kill each other to gain status and force out other assassins.

      Alliances developed, but they were often short-lived, as infighting and betrayal would lead to the most trusting parties ending up dead. Whenever they banded together in fours and fives, inevitably, a squabble would break out, leading to their deaths or arrests.

      Unger saw a need in this situation. He valued his peers in the industry and thought there could be a better way. If these assassins—and others from around the world—could join together and unite under strong leadership, then there would be no need for them to continually be at each others' throats. It didn't matter if they had different creeds or styles or different criteria about what sorts of contracts they would accept.

      There could be peace among the assassins, and they could work together to further themselves. He filled an entire journal with his ideas for how it would work. Early on, he referred to an organization known as "The Guild," where his kind could live in harmony and further their cause while maintaining order and safety.

      And thus, the idea for an assassins’ union was born.
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        ONE DOWN, FIVE MORE TO GO.

        TO BE CONTINUED IN PART TWO…
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        Get the sequel SUBTLE TARGET to continue the hunt today!

      

      

    

  







            A NOTE TO READERS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Want to know get books by Jim Heskett for free and learn more about Ember’s neighbor Layne Parrish?

        Take a gander at the Layne Parrish thriller novella Museum Attack.

      

        

      
        It’s Die Hard in a Denver Art Museum.

        Museum Attack is not for sale anywhere, but you can get it FOR FREE at

        www.jimheskett.com/readergroup.

      

      

      

      For a full list of all Jim Heskett’s books, please visit www.RoyalArchBooks.com

      

  




READY TO KEEP GOING?

      A ruthless peddler of poison is closing in. How long can she evade the inevitable?

      Elite assassin Ember Clarke never thought she would have to stare death in the face. In week two of a six-week trial by combat, she’s working hard to keep her head above water. But the hitman after her this week changes everything by poisoning Ember’s crew solely to get to her.

      Devastated by these senseless killings, Ember strikes out to find the vicious murderer. But a technicality in the rules keeps the poisoner’s identity secret. 

      Can Ember uncover the identity of her shadow before this person kills again?

      Subtle Target is the second book in the gripping Six Assassins crime thriller series. If you like gritty noir heroes, shocking twists and turns, and action so intense you’ll barely have time to take a breath, you’ll love Jim Heskett and Nick Thacker’s epic six-part tale. Book 2 of 6.

      Buy Subtle Target to continue the hunt today!
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        For Matt, Ryan, and Jim A. If I started an Assassins Club, I’d invite youse guys.
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        Please consider leaving a review once you have finished this book. It makes a difference and it only takes a minute.
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      Jim Heskett was born in the wilds of Oklahoma, raised by a pack of wolves with a station wagon and a membership card to the local public swimming pool. Just like the man in the John Denver song, he moved to Colorado in the summer of his 27th year, and never looked back. Aside from an extended break traveling the world, he hasn't let the Flatirons mountains out of his sight.

      He fell in love with writing at the age of fourteen with a copy of Stephen King's The Shining. Poetry became his first outlet for teen angst, then later some terrible screenplays, and eventually short and long fiction. In between, he worked a few careers that never quite tickled his creative toes, and hasn't ever forgotten about Stephen King. You can find him currently huddled over a laptop in an undisclosed location in Colorado, dreaming up ways to kill beloved characters.

      Jim believes the huckleberry is the king of berries and refuses to be persuaded in any other direction.

      Jim Heskett writes kick-ass spy thrillers, but he also writes post-apocalyptic fiction under the pen name J.E. Heskett.
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