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EMBER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Week Three

        Day One

      

      

      Ember smiled at the floating sun as she strolled down Pearl Street. At this early hour, dozens were already out on the brick-paved pedestrian mall, checking shops and carrying breakfast burritos. The suits and the hippies alike meandered from here to there in the chilly, late-October air.

      Behind her, Zach Bennett toted her three bags’ worth of clothes from the yoga place. Ember wasn’t into yoga, but she had promised herself that if she survived the next three weeks, she would try it. Might as well buy the clothes now, though. Maybe a little extra motivation not to die from an assassin’s bullet to the head or piano wire around the neck.

      She spun as she walked, with Zach struggling to balance the bags. “You okay back there, my porter?”

      “I’m managing,” he said as he shifted the bags from one hand to the other. He didn’t look like he was managing, which made Ember giggle. So adorable. She might make him walk another twenty paces before she let him off the hook and took a couple of those bags for herself.

      She slowed so he could catch up with her, then she planted a kiss on his lips. “You’re chivalrous.”

      “How are these bags so heavy when yoga pants are as thin as paper?”

      Ember shrugged. “I liked everything I tried on. Didn’t think that was going to happen. Let me tell you something about girl-clothes-shopping: if it makes your butt look good, you have a legal obligation to take it home with you.”

      "Your butt looks great in everything, but I take your point." He nodded over toward a street artist, painting a picture of the mountains on canvas. A small crowd had gathered around to watch this man, who shuffled from foot to foot, dancing as he painted. "Want to check out this guy for a minute?"

      “Sure,” Ember said, and took Zach’s free hand to walk him over to a spot on a bench to sit.

      Today felt good. For twenty-four solid hours, no one had tried to shoot, or stab, or strangle, or poison her. She had to take the little victories where she could. But, she was also on the lookout. The next contract had technically already started, so she was currently under threat—the morning of day one.

      Most assassins wouldn’t be so brazen and careless as to make an attempt on her life in a crowded area, but some were more brazen and careless than others.

      Zach didn’t seem to have the same carefree feeling as she did, though. This was their third official date, a morning stroll down the Pearl Street walking mall, with the intention of doubling back for breakfast at Snooze after one full lap. As they watched the artist fling his brush across the canvas, Zach wore a slight frown on his lips. His eyes were unfocused, his face blank. He sighed every few seconds, but he didn’t seem to be aware he was doing it.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      “Yeah, I’m good.”

      “You don’t look good.”

      He let out a labored sigh without taking his eyes off the artist. "It's been a stressful last few days. I've got a lot going on."

      “Want to tell me about it?”

      He now glanced at her, and his lips parted as if he was about to speak, but he closed them and swallowed. Even looking troubled, he was still so damn cute.

      His eyes unfocused again for a few seconds, then he snapped back into attention. “Not right now. I have some things I need to figure out. Things about my future.”

      “Right,” Ember said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “You’re a growing boy. Your body is changing, and you’re probably noticing the opposite sex in a way you haven’t before.”

      “Very funny. I don’t know why I have to keep reminding you that I’m not that much younger than you.”

      “As far as you know. I could be forty-five years old.”

      He eyed her for a second, almost spoke, but then seemed to think better of it.

      “I’m not forty-five.”

      “Yeah, totally. I knew that.”

      “Work okay?” she asked. “Classes?”

      "Classes are kicking my butt. When I was a freshman, and they told me I would take 'fifteen hours' of classes, I was amazed, thinking about how much free time I would have. But then, nobody tells you you're going to spend twice as long studying for each hour in class."

      “Damn them. What a scam.”

      He smiled and nodded, and she noticed he’d avoided the first part of the question about how he was doing at work.

      “You can talk to me,” she said.

      "I know, but I'm not ready. I'm glad we're spending time together today, and it has nothing to do with you. I'm happy to be here, hanging out with you. I've been thinking about seeing you again since we went hiking. There are just these things I need to… think through."

      “Fair enough, young Zachary. I’ve been around, though. You might be surprised how incredibly wise I am.”

      She leaned over to kiss him again, but her phone buzzed in her pocket. So, she planted a quick kiss on his cheek and then checked her phone. A call from an unknown number flashed on the screen. Ember had long ago installed an app that filtered out telemarketers, so she already had a feeling who she might find on the other end of this call. Or, at least, the intentions of whoever it was.

      “One second,” Ember said to Zach as she pressed the green button to accept the call. “Hello?”

      “Ember Clarke,” said a voice she did not recognize. Sounded male, Caucasian, thirties or forties. A raspy tone, a little sultry. Whoever it was held his mouth too close to the receiver, and she could hear each breath out of his mouth.

      “Speaking.”

      “My name is Quinn. I’m from Highlands Branch. I don’t think we’ve had the pleasure of speaking before, but we’re going to get to know each other intimately this week.”

      Ember held up a finger to Zach as she stood and wandered a few steps away. She mixed into the crowd. “I’m listening.”

      “You beat Xavier from Westminster and Lydia from Parker. Congratulations. They were both worthy opponents, but nothing like me.”

      “Are you telling me you have my contract this week?”

      "That's right, Ember Clarke. Sometime in the next seven days, I'm going to kill you. And I'm going to enjoy it."

      She noticed his tone was growing a little more heated, as if his heart were pounding on the other end.

      His breaths sped up, louder and louder. "You think so, huh?"

      “Oh, most definitely. I’m going to take great pleasure in lashing you to the ceiling like a cut of meat and gutting you from side to side with a machete. I have the one I want to use picked out already.”

      Now, his heavy breathing turned into grunts. It made the hair on the back of her neck stand at attention. Her creep-meter was off the charts.

      “The last two people who came at me thought the same thing,” she said. “They’re both ash and bone in a crematorium now. What makes you think you’re going to do any better?”

      She looked back at Zach, still sitting fifty feet away, giving her a puzzled expression. With the buzz of all the people out and about, no way could he hear this conversation.

      Ember gave Zach a little wave and a smile, then mouthed the word work at him as she pointed at her phone.

      “I know you’re one of the best in the Denver Assassins Club,” Quinn said. “And I know you don’t like the cat and mouse of it all. So, I want to make you an offer.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “You know in Broomfield, where Highway 36 meets 287?”

      “I know the area.”

      “Good, good. Right off the highway, there’s a little building. It used to be a bar named Night Owl. Now, it’s nothing but the empty husk of a place where people used to drown their sorrows.”

      Ember rolled her eyes. This guy seemed to have a flair for the dramatics.

      “The sun should set at about six o’clock tonight,” Quinn said. "Meet me there at 6:15, and we can talk about the terms."

      “What terms?”

      “You kill me first, and this is over. That’s obvious. So, let’s see what you’re made of. I’ll be at the Night Owl at 6:15. Come and get me if you think you can, Ember Clarke. I’m looking forward to it.”

      For a few seconds, he breathed, a wet rasp in her ear. The call ended, and she stared at her phone as the screen darkened, her own face looking back at her. A chill ran up her spine.
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EMBER

        

      

    

    
      The assassin parked at the Boulder Post Office, the supposedly-sacred meeting spot where members of the Boulder Branch could congregate in peace. But, there wasn’t a lot of peace to be found here over the last week. Not since there had been an attack on the whole Branch by someone looking to harm Ember. Poison, by way of potato salad.

      It still made her sick to think about it, but in the end, she had prevailed — and she had killed the woman responsible for it—a small victory.

      Her Branch colleagues had gone out of their way to ensure she knew they didn’t blame her. But, Ember had a hard time believing them. If not for this black spot trial by combat, they wouldn’t have had to bury two members last week.

      Still, business at the Boulder Post Office continued as usual. Mentors trained recruits and recently-registered members; instructors taught classes on Branch bylaws. Senior members worked out of their offices, handling the Branch message board to assign contracts that came in from the Club central switchboard. On any given day, every room in this building hummed with activity. It didn't matter that at least a half dozen members were still sick from the poisoning. The machine didn't stop grinding the gears.

      Ember stashed her twin Nighthawk Custom Enforcer pistols under the front seat and checked her face in the mirror. The bags under her eyes had abated somewhat, since last night she'd slept better for the first time in a couple of weeks. Not great, but better than in recent memory.

      She crossed the gravel lot as a stray dog eyed her from the tall grass beyond the property. The mutt's black eyes tracked her steps, looking hungry and pitiful. "I'll see if there are any scraps in the kitchen," she said, to which the dog replied with a tilt of its head.

      She checked her watch and was at three thousand steps for the day. A good start. Her exercise patterns over the last few days had been underwhelming, and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d set foot in the gym. Constantly being on the lookout due to trained killers coming after her consecutively had put a dent in her day-to-day habits.

      The front of the building was boarded up to help sell the abandoned building mystique. She rounded the back and used her keycard on the panel buried in the side of the building. The door drifted open, and she smiled at the rush of warm air when it hit her face. She didn't remember previous Octobers being so cold in Colorado, but there wasn't any such thing as normal weather here. She knew that much.

      Ember waltzed inside and continued down the first hall, listening to people chatting in side rooms. Then she stopped short when she passed the open door of a conference room, where she saw her mentor Fagan all alone, hunched over a laptop at the conference table.

      “Oh,” Ember said. “Just the woman I was looking for. I figured you’d be upstairs in your office.”

      “Morning, Ember. Conner brought in doughnuts.”

      She patted her flat belly. “Already ate. What are you doing in there?”

      Fagan sat back and dabbed a napkin to her lips on the burned half of her face. “Wifi’s better in here, for some reason. I was trying upstairs, and I kept getting that spinny cursor thing trying to load webpages.”

      Fagan waved her forward. When Ember entered, her mentor spun the laptop around, showing Ember a screen full of text with a headshot up at the top. “I’ve made progress.”

      “That him?” Ember asked as she took a seat at the table.

      “Quinn Voeller. He’s thirty-six years old, a member of Highlands Branch. He’s been in the DAC for about ten years, but he doesn’t take on many contracts. Highlands doesn't have a quota like some of the other Branches.”

      “Does he have a day job or something?”

      “Evidence says he’s independently wealthy, father was a Wall Street big-shot who died in an airplane crash eleven years ago.”

      “That must be nice. Not the dead dad part, but not having to work much.” Ember squinted to study the headshot. He was white, with a full and rounded face covered in patchy stubble. Acne scars across his cheeks. He had his hair pulled tight into a ponytail, with a few flyaways near the ears. But what stuck out to her most were the dilated pupils of his dead eyes. He looked medicated.

      “You have a home address?”

      Fagan shook her head. “Not yet. I’ve got some people working on it, but it’s not looking promising.”

      “What else can you tell me about him?”

      Fagan reached around the laptop and tapped on the screen. “It’s all right there.”

      “Could you, like, summarize it for me, boss lady?”

      Fagan sighed. “Fine. Diagnosed schizophrenic at age twenty-two. At twenty-three, he was committed to long-term psychiatric care, and then he stabbed his therapist in the neck with a pencil.”

      “Yikes.”

      "His lawyers managed to get him off with a slap on the wrist for that incident, but he's been in and out of mental institutions since then. Lots of trouble with the law. Nothing Club-related. He's been on his own since his parents died, traveling under a few different passports, but the international travel stopped a couple of years ago. There is a rumor he's wanted in connection with the murder of a police officer in Italy, but the records are patchy and not helpful."

      “What about his Branch record?”

      "That's the interesting part. He's brutal. He prefers close weapons like pistols and knives, and some say he likes to torture his victims. Someone in his Branch reported him about four years ago as a potential security risk, related to keeping hostages inappropriately. There was an investigation, but they didn't find anything, and he received no discipline."

      “And he’s in the Highlands Branch? I thought they were all a bunch of buttoned-up obsessive-compulsives? I mean, you’d think the long hair and scruffy face would disqualify him. They practically have a dress code.”

      “Yes,” Fagan said, nodding. “He does seem more fit to be a member of those savages in Five Points Branch. Maybe he bought his way in. Maybe he likes the neighborhood or the prestige of being one of them.”

      Ember flicked along the laptop’s trackpad to skim the text. “He’s got multiple complaints against him from other Branch members, but nothing seems to stick. That’s interesting.”

      “What’s your take on this meeting tonight at the Night Owl?”

      “Oh, it’s a trap. Obviously. He says he wants to meet to discuss 'terms,' but I’m pretty sure I’m going to walk in there to find him hiding behind the bar. He’ll pop out with a big knife and try to take my head off.”

      “Want to take some Boulder people with you?”

      Ember shrugged. “Naw, I’ll take Gabe. Anything else is overkill. I at least want Quinn to think I believe it’s not a trap. A guy like this, it wouldn’t make sense to give him a reason to be on edge.”

      “Fair enough. How is Gabe? He’s hasn’t been around the last couple days.”

      “He’s doing well. Seems much better since getting out of the hospital last week.”

      Fagan cleared her throat and dabbed at her lips again. Her one good eye focused on Ember. “I think he might be ready to take the membership test soon. Do you agree?”

      “I do. I think he’ll be a great addition to the Boulder Branch. Whatever test we give him, I don’t think he’ll have any trouble.”

      "Don't say anything to him yet. We need to iron out some details, get the records, and the whole shebang ready. Sometime in the next couple of weeks, maybe not until after your trial by combat is over."

      “No problem, boss lady. He’s going to be happier than a pig in shit when we tell him.” Ember stood and ran hands down her thighs to smooth her pants. “I should get ready for tonight.”

      Fagan wagged a gnarled finger. “Don’t take this lightly, or think that you will walk in there and have an easy time. Quinn is unstable. He could do anything.”

      “Believe me, Fagan, I know. I got that impression when I talked to him on the phone. This guy gets the kid gloves from me.”

      “As long as you know what you’re getting yourself into by agreeing to meet with him. Be ready for the unexpected when you walk into that building.”

      Ember zipped up her jacket. “I don’t have any clue what this sick freak is planning, but I’ll be ready. I’m always ready.”
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ISABEL

        

      

    

    
      Agent Isabel Yang ducked underneath a low-hanging doorway in the break room on the fourth floor. She wasn't gargantuanly tall, and the door wasn't that short, but it was shorter than average. She escorted her mug of tea down the hall since she'd seen her target walk past. While he hadn't literally been avoiding her, it felt like it.

      “Marcus,” she said, trying to make her voice carry without shouting. He didn’t turn around. He continued walking, briefcase in hand. His head was down, probably looking at his phone, as per usual.

      “Mr. Lonsdale,” she said again, quickening her pace. She passed by open conference rooms and offices where employees of the FBI conducted business. Her heels clacked on the floor, and she ignored the pain as it shot up through her ankles. These shoes were not made for chasing her boss through the halls of the J. Edgar Hoover building.

      Isabel tried to keep the mug aloft and flat as she hustled so that the tea wouldn't spill over the side. This proved to be a challenge.

      Marcus came to the end of the hall, and he turned, but he must have finally caught Isabel out of the corner of his eyes because he smiled and stopped. He was as handsome as ever today in a clean gray suit with a blue tie. The light clothes colors highlighted the tan on his skin, leftover from a vacation to Florida in September.

      “Agent Yang. How are you on this fine today?”

      She tried to hide the anger on her face. “I need a minute of your time. We have to talk.”

      “Uh-oh,” he said, with feigned shock on his face, “someone’s got her serious pants on this morning.”

      She scowled and angled her head toward a tiny meeting room behind him, barely big enough for a desk and two chairs. He shrugged and took a step backward into the room. He dropped his briefcase on the floor, then spread his suit coat as his hands slipped into his pockets. His tie pointed like an arrow at his crotch, which wasn’t necessarily accidental on his part.

      Isabel followed him, set her tea down on the desk, and pulled the door closed behind her. She took a breath to calm her thumping heart after the power-walking along the hall to reach him. “I need answers.”

      Marcus laughed. “Looks like you’ll scorch the earth to get them, too. I’ve never seen you out of breath before. What’s up?”

      “Two days ago, the DEA raided a drug deal in Parker, Colorado, where the Belcamino crime family was meeting with a local prescription drug dealer.”

      “Yes, I know. I’ve seen reports.”

      “Did you know beforehand?”

      Marcus held up his hands. “Hold your horses, Yang.  Let’s check our magazines before we start pulling triggers. I know what you’re getting at, and it’s not like that.”

      “Tell me: what am I getting at?”

      “No one had any idea that your rogue agent Allison Campbell would be there. It was a total coincidence. Freak occurrence. No one knew anything or even saw it coming.”

      “I find that unlikely.”

      “However you find it, it’s the truth. Your feelings are not facts, which is something I’ve had to explain to you before. Sure, normally, we have interagency comm protocols to keep something like that from happening. But when you’re as deep undercover as she’s been...”

      Isabel stabbed a finger into the desk to drive home her point. "I'm busting my ass trying to understand and manage Ember Clarke, while you and the DEA are playing cops and robbers. When one hand doesn't know what the other is doing, that's how serious mistakes happen, and the wrong people die."

      "Okay, hold up. Three things: first, I like this fire in you. I don't think I've seen it before, because you're usually too busy kissing the ass of everyone around you to say how you really feel. Second: let's not forget the power dynamic in our relationship. I'm still your boss so you can belay that tone with me. And, third: have you noticed that you now refer to Agent Campbell by her undercover name almost exclusively?"

      Isabel caught herself and sucked in a breath. She pulled back and crossed her arms over her chest. She hadn't realized it. But dealing with one person with two names was a strange assignment, so it was easier to think of Allison Campbell as Ember Clarke since that's the name she went by.

      Isabel had inherited this rogue agent and became her handler after the passing of her previous one. Everything about this scenario was unusual and new.

      Marcus took a step closer and met her eyes. "The DEA report mentioned a white woman, dressed in black, with long black hair and pale skin. She was at the meeting, but no evidence she was a part of it. This woman had killed the prescription drug dealer Lydia Beauchamp and then escaped before the DEA could apprehend her. Or, that was what the report did say.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I had them scrub the record of her involvement. I told them there was an unregistered undercover asset in an ongoing local investigation, and it would jeopardize blah, blah, blah. Jim Kirkland is an old friend of mine, so it wasn’t a hard sell to persuade him to make a few edits. It’s all about greasing the right wheels, which is a skill you could do well to learn more about.”

      “Oh,” Isabel said, feeling flushed. “I didn’t know you talked to them.”

      "I did because these are the cards we were dealt. Off the books, ultra-covert, dark… however you want to call it. An asset in the field we're bound to keep secret and have to manage without official operational support. That's the one thing we can't change. But, let's have a conversation about your tone with me."

      Her head dipped, and her shortish bob hair fell in front of her face. Isabel knew this was a typical reaction for her. Therapy had taught her she'd done this as a young girl in response to her father's anger. He would rage, and she would withdraw instead of facing it head-on. Isabel was well aware of this pattern in her own behavior, yet, her self-knowledge had not stopped it from happening. Maybe if her insurance had covered more sessions, they could have advanced to the Fixing What Was Wrong With Her stage.

      “I’m sorry, Marcus. I’ve been frustrated with the Denver… thing. It all feels like one step forward and two steps back.”

      “Yes, it certainly has. It’s been two weeks since your slide presentation about crime in Denver. Two weeks you’ve been dicking around with the Denver Assassins Club and our rogue agent.”

      “I wouldn’t say I’ve been dicking around. I don’t think that’s accurate.”

      “Semantics. This is it, though.”

      “Sir?”

      “Your leeway has run its course. I know you flew out to San Diego to play profiler with her parents. That’s fine. But now, you’re going to get on a plane to Denver. You’re going talk to Campbell one last time, and you’re going to make it count.”

      “And then what? What if it doesn’t change things?”

      Marcus shrugged. “Then, we’re going to have a very unpleasant conversation. A conversation about moving this from the investigation phase into the drastic action phase. Next time you call me, you better be in Denver, getting something useful done.”
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EMBER

        

      

    

    
      The Night Owl bar was a two-story structure nestled behind the gas station off the highway. Faded blue paint covered what appeared to be cinder block walls. The windows were nailed shut with stray lumber, and the front door wore a big chain with a padlock. Ember could hear the highway from here, but not see it.

      Quinn had chosen a cozy spot to set up this meet. Easy in and out, but secluded enough no one would notice it.

      Ember pulled into a parking spot at the Starbucks across the street. She took a few seconds to scope out their position. The Night Owl’s interior was impossible to see due to its lack of open windows, and most of the building was obstructed from the Starbucks’ view.

      It was a good location for a secret meeting—an excellent spot for a murder.

      Her recruit Gabe leaned forward in the passenger seat. “Back door?”

      Ember nodded. “Has to be. I don’t see any way into the front, and the windows on both floors are all boarded up.”

      “I don’t like that he wants to bottleneck us into  a single way of entering the building.”

      “Yeah, that’s smart. But as long as we keep our heads up and stay ready for anything, we’ll be okay. He can only surprise us if we’re not expecting a surprise.”

      "That building, though. I'm already creeped out, and it's a thousand feet away."

      “Bar’s been closed for two years. Just wait ‘til we see all the spiders inside. They probably won’t like us disturbing their home.”

      Gabe shifted in his seat, a grimace on his face.

      Ember turned toward him, grinning. “Don’t like spiders, huh?”

      “Do you?”

      “Well, no, but I’m not going to be a sissy about it.”

      Gabe blew out a sigh and retrieved his backpack from the back seat. “I know you’re messing with me, but I actually don’t like spiders. I’m an adult. I can admit that, and I feel no shame.”

      He was barely an adult, but Ember knew better than to keep picking on him. Gabe had had a rough go lately, mostly because of a near-death experience due to poisoned potato salad seven days ago. “I promise you: if a spider goes for your throat, I’ll take the little bastard out before he can leave a single mark.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      She lifted her guns from under the front seat, inserted them into her armpit holsters, and zipped up her jacket.

      “Why armpit holsters?” Gabe asked. “Aren’t they slower than hip holsters?”

      She nodded. “In most circumstances, yes. But, the hem of this jacket sits at waist-level, and I don’t want to wrestle with it if I’m in a hurry.”

      “That makes sense. I hadn’t thought about it that way.”

      “Okay, you ready? If he hasn’t seen us already, he sure will once we step out of this car.”

      Gabe opened the door, and Ember followed. Between the Starbucks and the dormant bar was a small side street, leading to an industrial area full of factories and warehouses. After the conclusion of a regular workday, there wasn't significant vehicle or pedestrian traffic, only a few cars congregating around the coffee shop and the nearby gas station. No lights shined on the bar—a perfect spot to conduct business, or set a trap.

      Ember didn’t know what they were walking into.

      She and Gabe crossed the street, keeping their eyes open for anything out of the ordinary. In her line of work, having common sense and general situational awareness were the two best ways to stay alive. It wasn’t all knife fights and espionage — much of what she did was simply being aware of her surroundings at all times.

      No one seemed to be watching. No eyes peeked out between the boards on the windows. There were two cameras near the building’s corners, but Ember doubted they worked anymore, if they ever had.

      An establishment such as Night Owl didn’t seem like it would’ve had high standards for perimeter security.

      They rounded the back of the bar and found a door, not boarded up, not currently chained. There was a broken chain, sitting on the paved backlot, with another heavy padlock. Except, unlike the front, this one had been split into multiple pieces.

      “Should we scout around to make sure this is our only way in?” Gabe asked.

      Ember looked up to the second floor. The second-floor windows were also boarded up, and there was no direct entrance to that floor. “Not unless you brought an axe to chop through that wood. I know how you feel about the bottleneck, but this looks like what we’ve got.”

      “It is what it is.”

      "Okay, then we go in the way Quinn wants us to. Remember your corners. I'm going in first, and I will move left. You're in next, and you take the right. Sweep your eyes from top to bottom. Finger on the trigger, but keep it loose. You don't need to go all action-hero if a raccoon crosses your path. Got it?"

      Gabe nodded and drew his revolver; then he held up a flashlight with his other hand. "Ready."

      Ember kicked in the door and jumped inside, shifting her arms to the left. Gabe followed a split second later.

      Ember peered into the darkness, waiting for Gabe to swing the light around. But, she didn't see anyone. No gunshots. No fists were flying at her. No eyes were hovering.

      She holstered one of her guns and took out her flashlight, then cast its glow around the main room of the bar. They were standing to the side of the bar, with cobweb-topped bottles and beer tap handles. Occupying the central area of the room were a dozen small tables, each with chairs stacked on top. A dusty jukebox sat still along one wall, as well as a raised wooden stage at one end. A narrow set of stairs by the stage led up.

      No one was here. She checked behind the bar and in every dark corner, inside both bathrooms, plus the office in the back. Each room was as empty now as it probably had been the day after they closed this place up two years before. There wasn't enough dust on the floor to detect tracks if any had been made recently.

      “Everything looks clear to me.”

      “Did you expect Quinn to be here?” Gabe asked.

      “I don’t know what I expected. I can’t say I’m surprised, though.”

      Gabe opened his mouth to respond, but Ember held up a hand when she heard a noise. From somewhere nearby, a muffled cry. She turned her head toward the stairs.

      “It’s coming from up there,” Gabe said.

      Ember raised one Enforcer. “Be ready.”

      She dashed off toward the stairs. They creaked on her way up, and she launched onto the second floor to find a room very similar to the one downstairs: tables and chairs, a couch, but no bar.

      But there was one primary thing that caught her attention — it was impossible to miss: a bound and gagged woman in the middle of the room. She was young, maybe twenty, and white, with blonde hair. She was on her feet, standing still inside a steel cage contraption that looked like a telephone booth with open sides instead of glass. Her legs and feet were secured inside metal boots, welded to the bottom of the cage. Her arms were out wide, bound in cuff restraints that looked like the plastic arm links from a grocery store blood pressure monitor.

      A larger metal circle around her waist held her in place, and it too was attached to the sides of the cage. Hands and legs and torso trapped by metal fittings, she could only stand at attention and stare forward. She couldn’t duck or turn more than an inch in any direction.

      As Ember got closer, she saw that the elaborate contraption featured another unexpected complication. A gun was attached to the front of the cage’s interior, a long-barreled revolver that was pointed directly at her head. The gun was about a foot away, lined up to put a bullet in the middle of her temple, a point-blank shot. The gun’s metal grip had also been welded to the cage’s frame.

      A hook and rod acted as a mechanical finger, looping through the trigger guard and resting on the trigger itself. She couldn't see any mechanism that would cause the robotic finger to move, but she had to assume Quinn had hidden it.

      There didn’t seem to be any way to remove the gun. Also, there was no way to pry the hook away from the trigger.

      The woman flicked her eyes toward them, wide and bloodshot and pleading. She tried to scream, but it came out muffled through the duct tape over her mouth. Someone had wrapped it around her head at least a dozen times.

      “Oh my God,” Gabe said, putting a hand over his mouth.

      Ember didn’t doubt Gabe had never seen anything like this. She hadn’t, either. She holstered her pistol and raced over toward the woman. Hands at her sides, she peered into the contraption. “I know you can’t talk because of the duct tape. My name is Ember. I’m going to get you out of there, so I need you to stay as calm as possible while we figure this out.”

      The woman tried to speak, but Ember didn’t understand a word of it.

      “Is Quinn here?”

      The woman shook her head.

      “Is there a timer on this device?”

      The woman shrugged, moving as much of her shoulders as the arm restraints would allow.

      Ember studied the area around the woman’s head. There were small cameras pointed at her face, and Ember guessed if she tried to put something between the barrel of the gun and the woman, it would trigger the bullet to fire immediately.

      Also, there was a small control box near the woman's feet attached to the bottom of the cage. Ember ducked down to examine it. She ran her hands over the sides and top but found no buttons she could press, only a bank of lights along the top blinking in a pattern that didn't mean anything to her.

      The box beeped, and it started humming. The pistol vibrated. The woman let out a muffled scream as the fabric cuffs around her wrists began to tighten to force her into standing absolutely still.

      Ember searched the side of the cage for a second electronic panel. Something with buttons. There had to be a way to shut it off, to unplug it from the power. But the sides of the cage were completely smooth and free of hinges or anything that looked like a locking mechanism. No power cable ran out from the bottom.

      She tried to lift the control box, but it wouldn’t budge. If this thing had a shutoff option, Ember had no idea where to find out. Plus, she seemed to be running out of time.

      “What do we do?” Gabe said.

      Ember didn’t answer, but she stood up and took a step back, trying to clear her head. The entire cage now hummed. There had to be a way out of this, but Ember couldn’t think of anything. She had maybe seconds left to figure it out.

      What if she disabled the cameras? No, that would probably trigger the gun to fire.

      Ember took out one of her pistols and pointed it at the cage. The woman craned her neck and shook her head, her eyes pleading.

      Ember didn’t know what else to do.

      She aimed. Maybe she could shoot the gun and knock the barrel a few inches to the side. Ember didn’t know if it would work, and the bullet was almost guaranteed to ricochet off some of this metal, but she had nothing left.

      Her finger tensed, hovering over the trigger.

      But before she could press it, the cuffs on the woman’s arms tightened more, then a surge of electricity shot out from the sides along the cuffs, lighting up the room and pulsing through the woman. The cage swarmed with electricity, and Ember had to step back.

      Her eyes slammed shut as the woman writhed, standing up, electricity shooting through her. The sparking and crackling filled Ember’s ears.

      The woman tried to scream, but Ember couldn’t hear anything. She could only watch as the captive’s mouth moved slowly, open and then closed. It happened multiple times as the horrendous display crackled on for several seconds.

      Then the cage stilled, and the last crackles of electricity surged through and disappeared. The woman slumped in her restraints as her now-smoking head drooped forward. Her eyes glazed over.

      The machine went silent.

      “What the hell was that?” Gabe asked.

      "That," Ember said, sucking deep breaths to neutralize the nauseous feeling in her gut, "was Quinn."
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      Zach Bennett looked up from his microscope to find an empty laboratory. He had to blink a few times to be sure. But, as he'd first thought, there was no one else here. This abnormally dark room seemed to hide people, despite the white lab coats.

      The dozen-or-so other people who had been on this shift with him at Firedrake had all slipped out while he’d had his head down, squinting at slides. It wasn’t uncommon for them not to say goodbye, but he’d expected Wanda to at least offer some parting words for the day. Zach and Wanda weren’t exactly friends, but they weren’t indifferent workplace cohabiters, though.

      The sudden lack of other people wouldn’t have been a problem except for the fact that Thomas Milligan was here today. The boss sat in his office at the end of the dark room, his feet up, laptop on his thighs. He stopped in every few weeks, sometimes for an hour to pace around the room with his hands behind his back. Some visits, he would stay for multiple days, usually on the phone in his office, having angry conversations where his hands would slash the air in gesticulated exasperation. Sometimes, he sat in that room and stared out at his little worker bees.

      Thomas' eyes were down, not looking out at the lab. Zach had a chance to slip out quietly if he was careful about it. Given the scowl Thomas had worn on his face for most of the day, Zach did not want any time with the boss at all.

      Zach opened the cabinet below his workstation. He unplugged his microscope and gingerly lowered it to set it on the bottom shelf. Then, he collected his Petri dishes, pH strips, and other materials and deposited them on the top shelf. Going as slowly as possible to avoid any noise, he unzipped his backpack and slid in his notebook.

      He stood and slipped it over his shoulders, then made a quick and quiet path toward the logout station. He sucked in a breath as he set out.

      “Zach,” said Thomas from his office, not looking up. “Before you leave for the day, can you stop and chat with me for a moment? I won’t take up too much of your time. Promise.”

      Zach slammed his eyes shut and breathed through his nose, mentally kicking himself. Why hadn’t he snuck out with everyone else? How had Thomas even seen him?

      He swallowed. “Sure thing, Mr. Milligan. Be right there.”

      Zach made the slow walk over to Thomas’ office door, leaning against the exterior. Maybe he wouldn’t have to sit. The scowl on Thomas’ face vanished as he folded his hands over his stomach.

      “Come in, come in. And how many times do I have to tell you to call me Thomas? It’s like a sickness with you.” The boss chuckled and kept the same plastic smile on his face he always wore whenever he had Zach’s attention.

      Zach took a few steps inside the room and lowered himself to the chair. He took his backpack off but did hesitated when he thought about setting it on the floor. He instead held it in his lap as he hovered on the edge of the seat, not committing to being inside this room for long.

      “How was your research today?” Thomas asked. “I meant to get out there and walk the room a few times, but I got sucked into something else, unfortunately.”

      “It’s going well. I’m getting closer on that thing we talked about the other day. The infected cells, remember? It’s not quite stable, but it’s better than it was a month ago. I’m failing in the right direction, is what my high school biology teacher would say.”

      Thomas appeared confused for a second; then, recognition passed over his face. He set his laptop on the desk and then put his feet down so he could lean closer. "Yes, I remember. Progress is good. Progress is what we want, so I'm glad to hear you're making strides. And how are you? How is everything else going?"

      Zach scrunched his toes inside his shoes to distract himself from his paranoia. Only a few days ago, someone had planted child pornography in his apartment to make it look as if he'd been searching for it on the library computer. Finding that folder sitting in his kitchen had been possibly the second most insane and anxiety-inducing moment of Zach's short life, after the camping trip that had taken his father away from him.

      What sort of person would even do something like that? Zach had no enemies in Fort Collins. He had no enemies anywhere, as far as he knew. Certainly no one capable of doing such a despicable thing like that. There was only one person in the world he thought capable of planting child porn, and that person was sitting right across from him.

      Not capable, he thought. Likely.

      His boss was absolutely the type of person who would have one of his minions sneak around and plant something like that in Zach's apartment to scare him into action. He didn't know why he knew that, but he did.

      Zach swallowed the giant lump in his throat and put on the most neutral face he had in his arsenal. It was difficult. His subconscious was fighting between rage and fear, and it took everything he had to remain calm. “I’m good. My classes are kicking my ass this semester, but I’m pretty used to that. I’ve been running outside now that it’s cooling off, which is always better than being on a treadmill. How are you?”

      “I’m sad, Zach, because I’m really starting to think about how much you’re missing out by working in this drab little building in Colorado.”

      Of course, Milligan flips this all around to be on me. He squeezed his fists beneath the desk.

      Milligan continued. “I know you like it here, but part of being a grownup is knowing when it’s time to seize an opportunity before it disappears. It’s time for you to join the big leagues and come to Sacramento. Firedrake needs you.”

      Zach had heard this pitch multiple times already and had turned it down each and every time it had been presented to him. But now that Thomas had upped the stakes with the faked pornography, could Zach resist?

      Would Thomas use it as blackmail? Or was it extortion? Zach didn’t even know the right term to use to describe the sword hanging over his head.

      Also, he wasn’t sure if agreeing to take the job would cause it to stop.

      "I'm not sure about that. I think I'm happy where I am. I mean, I still need about thirty more hours in my major just to graduate. Plus, I have to take Advanced Trig again, and I have to pass it this time. My advisor is taking a pretty firm stance with me on that. Third time’s the charm, though, right?”

      “I don’t doubt that school is important to you. But, do you know what we’re doing at Firedrake in California, Zach?”

      “Saving the world?”

      Thomas chuckled. “That’s right. But it’s more than that. This little infected cell project you’re working on? It’s nothing compared to what you could do with the big-boy toys in California. I’m talking about giving you a budget and a staff to set your sights a thousand miles higher than that. I’m talking about viral mutation. I’m talking about putting a virus inside a bacteria — imagine an unkillable antibiotic — and using that technology to do things like clean dirty water, fix polluted air, to keep perishable foods safe indefinitely… there are a million applications. We’ve only scratched the surface on all the permutations.”

      “A virus inside a bacteria?”

      Thomas waved his hands. “Don’t get too caught up in the particulars. What matters is that with my guidance and Firedrake’s funding, you could literally save the world, Zach. The world. Not just vaguely help out in the whole scheme of pharmaceuticals and be some unknown whitecoat in a cubicle farm. Zach, we'll waive the degree requirements for new hires. Later, we'll pay for you to finish undergrad and get your advanced degrees, anything you think you need. Would you rather do that, or would you rather end up at some doomed startup, trying to figure out how to turn cow shit into gasoline?"

      Zach stood and slung his backpack over one shoulder; then he had to work to force the next few words out of his mouth. "I'm sorry, Thomas, but I'm going to be late for a thing. I appreciate the offer, but I can't accept it. Not right now."

      Thomas sat back and smiled, but a brief sneer passed his face as he let out a breath. He nodded and flicked a hand toward the door. He said nothing.

      Zach backed out and then pivoted toward the exit, feeling Thomas’ eyes bore into his back. Heart racing, mouth dry, Zach wondered if he had made a terrible mistake.
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      Ember took a step back from the dead body in the cage. The chill of failure spread through her as the foul smell invaded her nostrils. The dead woman was barely a woman, even. She couldn't have been more than twenty years old. Blonde and pretty, probably a college student with a boyfriend and a crew of sorority sisters stapling missing posters up on telephone poles all over town.

      Gabe turned away and put his hands on his hips as he leaned over. He grunted as he tried to breathe.

      “If you’re going to be sick,” Ember said, “go back outside. We don’t need our DNA all over everything. I know that sounds calloused, but we have to be practical.”

      He turned back around and blinked a few times, his eyes cloudy and wet. “I’m okay. It’s just so crazy. What a terrible way to go. I can’t even imagine how that felt.”

      Ember listened to his words, but she didn't let them settle in her mind. She couldn't. She would feel it too, just as Gabe had, but right now, she needed to stay alert, vigilant. She needed to find Quinn, or find whatever mistake he had made here. They always made a mistake; they were always careless with something — excited and egotistical about their show; they still left something behind accidentally.

      If she allowed the emotion in, it would cloud her judgment. If she allowed Gabe’s words to ring true, she’d lose.

      “I think that was the point. Quinn wants me to understand how serious and unpredictable he is. That's why he added that little twist at the last second.” She motioned at the unused pistol in the cage to illustrate her point.

      “Fagan said he was schizophrenic. Looks like a nutso, too, so we should keep a lookout for stuff smeared on the walls.”

      Ember met Gabe’s eyes. “Don’t think for one second that just because he’s crazy, that means he’s dumb. Don’t think this means he will make a mistake or somehow be sloppy. He wants us to underestimate him.”

      “I’m sorry. You’re right.”

      “This may seem like a strange time to tell you, but Fagan thinks you’re ready to take your membership test. We talked about it, and I agree.”

      A hint of a smile cracked his face. “For real? I mean, I can’t think about that right now, but I’m honored.”

      "It might be as soon as next week, or it could be a while. Fagan said she might want to wait until after my trial by combat is done, but that doesn't seem fair to you. She can fill you in on the details since she'll be the one giving you the test."

      Gabe nodded. “I can wait. What do we do now, about this?”

      Ember again examined the cage, thinking about a way to find out about this Jane Doe inside it. Ember dared not touch her, and a DNA sample from a cheek swab or skin cells wouldn't accomplish much. The results would take too long. Also, given how she had died, she wasn't looking too photogenic right now, so not much hope in matching a picture of her to a missing person database.

      No, Ember expected that, when he was ready, Quinn would himself reveal this woman’s identity, so he could gloat about it. Until then, better not to touch anything.

      Ember knelt, looking for a way to get to the machine’s guts. She felt wary of those little cameras pointed inward, because there was still a gun attached to the frame.

      The cage was too heavy to lift, but maybe there was a hidden switch or a button she'd missed in the chaos. And then, her eyes landed on something up near the arm cuff. Where the cuff part met the side, outside of the path of the electricity, a little piece of something white jutted out—a tiny triangle. Ember leaned in close, trying to breathe through her mouth so she wouldn't get as much of the smell of cooked flesh.

      “What are you doing?” Gabe asked.

      Ember poked at the white thing. A piece of folded paper. “Do you have tweezers?”

      Gabe took a pouch from his backpack and dug around in it. “No, sorry.”

      She pinched at the corner of the piece of paper and worked it back and forth until she could get two solid fingers on it. She pulled it out, a rectangle about the size of a fortune inside a fortune cookie.

      Gabe crossed over to her side of the cage and squinted at her discovery. "Did you find anything?"

      Ember opened it up. On the inside, in blocky letters:

      
        
        TWO DAYS

        FREE SHIPPING

      

      

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Gabe asked.

      “My best guess? In two days, there will be another machine like this, and another person trapped in it. It won’t be the same way, but the result will be the same.”

      “‘Free shipping?’”

      “I have no idea what that means.”

      Gabe crossed his arms. “So, he’s toying with us?”

      “Looks that way. When he said he wanted to meet to discuss terms, I didn’t expect it to be as simple as that. But this looks like he’s enjoying himself, so we’re at the whims of a mentally unstable person who doesn’t follow the normal rules of hostage negotiation. All bets are off.”

      "I had this friend in high school," Gabe said. "He was part of our group, but he was always like an outsider. But, his family had money, so we kept him around. I know, juvenile cliquey high school crap. He was 'unstable,' too. Like, we had to watch out for how much he drank at whatever party, so we could have someone keep an eye on him if things got out of hand, and he'd decide to start a fight with some random kid from another school.

      “About two years ago, I heard he took his family hostage. The cops came, barricades in the neighborhood, snipers on the rooftops nearby, the whole thing. Eventually, he ate a handful of Valium and passed out, then they raided the house and took him away. But, the point is, I knew this guy. I used to party with him. I never thought he was capable of duct-taping his parents to chairs and provoking a twelve-hour standoff with the cops, you know?”

      “You don’t get to look inside other peoples’ heads. What you think you know about people is often just enough to get you in trouble when you start trusting them.”

      Gabe pursed his lips and gave a somber nod. “That’s true.”

      Ember’s pocket buzzed, and she took it out to find another unknown number on the screen. She snapped her fingers at Gabe. “Quick. Do you have the phone thing? The one to trace numbers?”

      Gabe jumped as if given a scare, then he snapped into action. He dug into his pouch again and pulled out a plastic device about the size of a pack of gum. One end was a connector that would fit onto Ember's phone's port. She'd always wanted a special NSA or CIA-type device, like what they had on old TV shows. A big, black box that chugged and dinged and spat out an exact location after magically analyzing data.

      The reality was that there were a thousand ways to do it, none of them were big black boxes, and all of them worked in different ways — and provided differing results. Zach’s device was software-based, analyzing background audio cues to build a location profile.

      In other words, it was magic. She snatched it from him and connected it to her phone, then she tapped the button to accept the call. “Are you feeling proud of yourself?”

      “Oh yes,” said Quinn’s slow and grating tone. “I only wish I could have been there to see it in person.”

      She turned around, checking the corners of the room for surveillance cameras. She didn’t see anything. “You broke your word, you know. You said you were going to be here to discuss terms. We’re not starting off on the right foot, Quinn.”

      “Maybe not. But, I thought about it and decided this was a much better way for me to introduce myself. Now, there should be no question of who is on the other end of your contract this week. You don’t know me, Ember Clarke, but you will. I promise you that.”

      Ember looked over at Gabe, and he was running a lap timer on his phone. He was twirling one hand in a circle, which Ember took to mean she needed to keep Quinn on the phone long enough for his trace to work.

      “You know it’s super-weird that you say my full name every time you mention me, right?” Ember asked.

      “Is it?”

      “Who is this girl you killed?”

      Quinn laughed. “She was meat. That’s all that matters about her. If she had a name, I never knew it. I called her something else, but that’s none of your business.”

      He was lying, but she didn’t see a need to argue with him. “It’s easier for you to kill them if you don’t think of them as people, isn’t it?”

      “Did you like the little twist at the end? Bet you thought I was going to shoot her in the head, right? Instead, a blast of electricity. Much more exciting. I like surprises, and I thought you would, too.”

      “Do you have more meat at your disposal, or was this your only hostage?”

      “Hmm. I don’t think I’m going to answer that. Let’s change topics so we can talk about our next meeting.”

      Ember looked at the little slip of paper in her hand, debating if she should admit to Quinn that she’d found it. Most likely, he had intended for her to do so. “Okay, let’s talk about it. If I show up, are you going to be at the next one? Or are you going to break your word again?”

      “Maybe. I have six more days after this one to play with you. I like playing with you, Ember Clarke. Getting to know you and your methods is great fun for me. For you? Maybe not.”

      “You’re going to die, Quinn. And I’m going to be the one to pull the trigger.”

      “Perhaps yes, perhaps no. Anyway, I’ll call you soon with more information.”

      “Do you think you—”

      Before she could get the question out, he hung up. Ember unplugged the device from her phone and handed it over to him. He frowned, which she didn’t take as a good sign.

      Gabe inserted it into his phone, opened an app, and started swiping.

      “Was it long enough?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know. This isn’t like a simple cell tower trace. I have to analyze the file, and that could take some time. Maybe a day or more.”

      “A day?”

      Gabe shrugged. “Maybe longer. I have to look at the readout and let the software analyze the frequencies of the receiving line to match it up with the sending signal. It’s the best I can do.”

      “Okay, okay,” Ember said as she slipped her phone into her pocket. She walked back over to the corpse inside the metal torture device and met the dead woman’s eyes, frozen in fear at the moment of her death. “We should make a last sweep for evidence and then wipe this place down for prints. No dilly-dallying.”

      As soon as she finished talking, sirens chirped outside.
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      Day Two

      

      Denver Assassins Club President David Wellner opened the contract titled Parker Member #1586 v. Ember Clarke. Her second in the black spot trial by combat discipline. Since Ember had killed the poisoner Lydia Beauchamp on the sixth day of the contract last week, Wellner would now mark it null and void.

      Two weeks in, two assassins handled. Ember, in a few short years in the Club, had become one of the most effective and lethal killers Wellner had ever seen. Judging by the last two weeks, it would appear Ember had a chance of making her way through all six contracts. A slim one, but a chance nonetheless.

      But, Ember now had moved on to week three, and the assassin on her tail this time was Quinn Voeller from the Highlands Branch of the DAC. While Lydia had been crafty and dangerous, Quinn was a straight-up sociopath. On several occasions, Wellner had heard rumors about Quinn’s activities that would conflict with the Club’s bylaws, but he was slippery. Nothing concrete had ever been brought to the Review Board.

      If Ember managed to take him out now, Wellner wouldn’t have to worry about it. Or, if Quinn killed Ember, he could put this black spot mess behind him and move on.

      Wellner didn’t have the emotional room to think much about Ember’s contract this week. Foremost on his mind was the video his secretary had shown him a few days ago. Vice President Jules and Club Historian Kunjal having a secret chat in the stairwell of this building, a hundred feet from the room where the Review Board met. They’d spoken in vague terms during their clandestine meeting, almost as if they had expected someone to overhear their words.

      But Wellner knew what this discussion was about. By all reasonable logic, it had to do with unseating Wellner from power. Of course, they hadn’t said those exact words. They hadn’t even mentioned Wellner by name.

      But it was about him. It had to be. He didn’t get to be where he was now in the DAC by assuming anyone had his best interest at heart. He’d let himself become lazy and sloppy over the last couple of years. It had to stop.

      Wellner felt a wave of tension rumble up from his feet, through his belly, and up into the top of his balding head. He stood and swung his arms around. This was too much. All of it, too much. He needed to catch some air and walk off a little of the heaviness he felt from breakfast.

      Wellner marched out to the front of his office to find his secretary Naomi giving him a concerned look. “Everything okay, sir?”

      “Fine. Have you seen Jules around this morning?”

      “I don’t think so. You want me to reach her?”

      “No, don’t do that. What are you working on?”

      She tapped her full, red lips together a few times as she gazed over the array of scattered pages on her desk. “I’m still trying to catch up on processing the paperwork for the Golden expansion. They included some last-minute provisions that are making things challenging.”

      “Anything I need to know about?”

      Naomi shook her head. “I’ll write up a report when I’m done here. I do have messages for you, though. A lot of them are about the poisoning at the Boulder Branch last week. Some of their members are unhappy.”

      “Define 'unhappy.'“

      Naomi dug through a pile of pink message slips. “Most of them did not put their names on the messages. But, generally, certain members didn’t feel like a memo was adequate to address a member of one Branch attacking and killing members of another.”

      Wellner shrugged. “I would never want to give the impression I’m indifferent to petitions from our members. But Lydia is dead. Not much punishment I can assign to her at this point.”

      “Of course. I’ll put together some talking points if you’d like, in case you want to follow-up on last week’s memo.”

      “Perfect. Also, that reminds me. Can you get the tech guys to look at your phone? I don’t like these anonymous messages. I want to know who’s calling us, so ask them to add a modular trace to your extension. I want to know who’s unhappy.”

      “Absolutely, David. I’ll get them here today. Do you need anything else?”

      “I’m going to go for a walk. Be back in a few.”

      She opened her mouth to respond, but he didn't hear it because he had snatched his coat and scarf and was out the door in less than two seconds. He'd zipped up his jacket and thrown the scarf around his neck before he was in the stairwell. His body jiggled as he thundered down the steps to the first floor, then he paused to catch his breath before he pushed the bar to open the back door.

      Behind the Denver Consolidated Holdings building was a grassy open space, filled with knee-high yellowing weeds. The city had completely neglected this little patch of land. Wellner had thought about ordering some of his administrative team to go out there and cut the grass, but he didn’t want to bring attention to their quiet little building hidden here, not far from downtown. Part of life in the DAC was staying low-key at all costs. In the thirty-plus years the Club had used this building as its headquarters, they had never had a police visit. Wellner kept that item as a personal point of pride. So, the grass would have to stay.

      But, the grass didn’t matter. Its height obscured the view of I-25, which wasn’t much to look at, anyway. He could see a little of the mountains peeking out between the buildings, but only slivers.

      “Morning, sir,” said a voice from behind him.

      Wellner whirled to see Kunjal Anand sitting by the door, his back up against the building. He had a yellow legal pad on his legs, pen cap sticking out of his mouth.

      “What are you doing out here?” Wellner said, his heart racing from the surprise greeting.

      Kunjal shrugged. “I like the morning air. I like the cold. It is supposed to snow again later today. I missed the snow two days ago, and I would like to see these flakes I am told are as thick as a quarter.”

      “Trust me. It gets old real quick.”

      Wellner took a few steps toward him, to see how Kunjal would react. If it made the younger man uncomfortable, he didn’t show it. He only continued to stare, squinting up at his boss.

      Wellner hunkered down. He wanted to take great care in his words, but he also felt like he needed to get an answer right now. “You’ve been talking to Jules Dunard.”

      “At times, sir, yes. Like at the dinner week before last.”

      “And what do you talk about when you and Jules get together?”

      “This and that.”

      “That’s what you said last time.”

      Kunjal’s head twitched, and he frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      Wellner’s pulse raced. He had one ace in the hole, and he didn’t know a way other than to reveal it. While he would never present this info to Jules herself, Wellner didn’t feel those same reservations with Kunjal. Did he?

      Wellner hesitated a moment, deliberating if he should take this next step. With so much on the line, he didn’t think he had another choice.

      “You had a conversation the other day with Jules in the stairwell.”

      Kunjal’s lips swished back and forth for a few seconds. “Yes, I recall that. It was brief, but we did talk.”

      “What were you talking about?”

      “If I recall correctly, we talked about the last black spot. By that, I mean the last black spot trial by combat the Club issued as a disciplinary measure in 1971. Prior to the one handed down to Ember Clarke.”

      “Are you being serious? That’s what Jules wanted to talk to you about?”

      Kunjal offered a grave nod. “Yes, President Wellner. I am serious. Is there some problem with us discussing Club history?”

      “Never mind that. Why were you talking about black spots now?”

      “Ember Clarke has been looking into it, asking Historians at different Branches. They have been reporting her queries to me. Naturally, this made me curious, so I wanted to conduct my own research into the matter.”

      “And?”

      “I went to the Club archives in Parker and could not find the Review Board documents from that entire month. I found this odd. Elsewhere, the information about the last black spot is… inconsistent. The Vice President also has concerns about it.”

      “She does, does she?”

      The younger man’s weighty brow knitted together. “Yes. Are you troubled about something, sir? I feel like there is something you want to say that you are not saying.”

      “I need to know what’s going on in my own house, Kunjal. I need to know where the loyalties lie of the people who are closest to me.”

      Now, the kid looked genuinely confused. “I don’t understand.”

      Wellner readjusted the glasses dangling on the edge of his nose. “I know you don’t. But I will ask you one thing: do not, under any circumstances, mention to Jules that you had this conversation with me.”

      “Of course, sir. Whatever you ask, I’m happy to oblige. I serve at your pleasure, Mr. President.”

      Wellner studied him for a moment before walking away. He didn’t know if Kunjal was capable of lying, but he didn’t think the kid was telling the whole truth, either.
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      Ember knocked on the door. A yawn like a roar escaped her lips, and she steadied herself with one hand on the hallway wall outside Gabe’s apartment. She’d ordered the double shot, but it was already feeling like a triple shot morning.

      Her hamstrings felt tight, mostly because she and Gabe had been forced to flee the Night Owl last night at top speed. Quinn had seen it fit to drop a dime to the cops as a little parting gift.

      Thirty seconds later, the door opened, and Gabe stood there in a terrycloth robe, looking haggard. His shortish brown hair jutted out at odd angles, black bags sat under each eye, his lips were pale and dry.

      “You okay?” Ember asked.

      “I didn’t sleep great.” He took a step back and waved her in, then she kicked the door shut with the heel of her boot.

      “I didn’t either. Two alley cats had a throw-down at four this morning, and I couldn’t get back to sleep after that. I’ve been working on getting caffeinated, but I think I did the calculations wrong. What was your excuse?”

      Gabe looked at her with raised eyebrows, as if she should already know the answer. "The girl in the bar last night. I keep thinking about the way she died. And what would have happened if we could have gotten her out in time? I kept thinking that if we could have broken off a chair leg and lit it on fire, maybe the smoke would have masked the view of those cameras, and we could have bent the gun away from her face."

      "It's possible, but also possible that he set those cameras to activate the trap at the first sign of motion. Maybe he rigged it so if we interfered, the gun would have blasted a hole in her head."

      Gabe made a face. “That doesn’t help.”

      “My point is, we did what we could with the time we had. Playing H.G. Wells in your head isn’t going to do anything.”

      “H.G. Wells?”

      “The Time Machine. Don’t you read?”

      Gabe turned up his palms. “Not that one, apparently.”

      “Look, kid, I know it’s horrific. But—and maybe this something you should hear before you consider taking your Club membership test—it’s not the worst thing I’ve ever seen as a member of the DAC. There are some real sickos out there.”

      “Yes, like Quinn.”

      "Him, and worse. This line of work doesn't have you bumping elbows with life coaches and children's book authors unless those people are also rapists and pedophiles or otherwise done something to make someone hire you to kill them. But, once you've got your own contracts, you can carve out your path however you see fit. That's the beauty of this job."

      He nodded and planted his hands into the robe’s front pockets. “Yeah. I’ll sleep better when Quinn is dead.”

      “Do you have anything on his location?”

      He tilted his head back toward his bedroom, and Ember followed him there. His laptop’s fan was whirring on high, with white text speeding along the black screen. He sat in the big leather chair in front of his desk as his eyes flicked over the scrolling text.

      “Well, I know it’s a landline. That’s what I have so far.”

      “I don’t understand. If you can know that about it, why can’t you know where he is?”

      “I’m running a complex algorithm. It’s not like the geo-thing that cops or feds do. This is analyzing the audio, looking for environmental cues, comparing it to cell tower data. It takes time.”

      “How much more time do you think you’ll need?”

      "Late tonight, maybe early tomorrow. It's hard to predict because it works like a snowball. Or a spiderweb."

      Ember sat on the bed, dejected. If Quinn had more victims held hostage in whatever house he’d called from, then waiting another day might be too long. But, there wasn’t any point in cajoling Gabe to make it work faster.

      “Do you think he knew we would trace the call?” Gabe asked.

      “It’s entirely possible. There’s a good chance that whatever address you find will lead us into another trap. I know now that I shouldn’t trust a single word coming out of his mouth.”

      “Next time you go, you should take an army.”

      Ember nodded. “If I had an army, maybe I would.”

      "You have a couple of dozen Boulder Branch members who would help you. Take ten of them. Make use of the tools you have."

      Ember considered this as she took the little slip of paper from her pocket, the one she’d retrieved from the machine after the young woman’s death.

      “Free shipping," Ember said. "If I can figure this out, then your trace probably won't matter anymore. What do you think that means?"

      “Shipping. Maybe he’s got a delivery truck? Maybe an RV? Or maybe it’s about a shipping container sitting on a flatbed train car somewhere?”

      “Yeah. It’s too broad. We don’t know shit.”

      "I'm working on it. Once we have an address, it'll be a lot easier to narrow him down. Do you think he lives in the Highlands neighborhood since that's his Branch?"

      “Not necessarily. In the ‘60s, the Branches were defined based on where the members lived. But now, they’re more symbolic than actually geographical.”

      "Sorry, I can't get the info faster."

      Ember leaned over and gave his knee a squeeze. "I know. This isn't your fault. It's good to see you up on your feet after the poisoning last week."

      “I’m feeling much better. Hardly any stomach pain anymore.”

      She stood, and when he looked up at her, she said, “Good. I’m going to stop back by the Night Owl bar. Make sure I didn’t miss anything.”

      “Want me to go with you?”

      “No, you stay here with your…” she waved a hand toward the laptop, “computer nerd algorithm thing. This is your top priority, so call me as soon as you know something.”
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        * * *

      

      Ember noted the broken chain and lock behind the Night Owl still sitting on the ground. As far as she could tell, the police had not been here. That troubled her because there had been police close by last night. Ember and Gabe had been running too fast to pay much attention to them at the time. It's possible Quinn did not call them, and the chirp was coincidental. No way to know now.

      The neighborhood seemed the same. Cars swarmed around the Starbucks and the gas station. The industrial area nearby now hummed with business hours activity. But the bar looked exactly as it had when she had left it last night.

      With gloves on this time, she opened the door and swung her guns around the interior. Everything was unchanged from last night. But, Ember made a sweep around the ground floor of the bar anyway, checking the bathrooms and the back office and anywhere else she could think of to find anything out of order. Any possible clue Quinn might have left behind.

      Sighing, Ember checked her phone. No new messages from Zach. She'd been worried about him since parting yesterday because he had seemed unsettled. She felt confident it had something to do with his lab job and the people he worked for, but she hadn't wanted to press him about it. Zach was a big boy; he could speak up if he needed something.

      With light feet, Ember padded up the stairs to the second floor and set her jaw when she saw the blank spot on the floor where the machine had been. The torture contraption and the woman from inside it were gone. Maybe the cops had been here.

      All that was left was a small sizzle mark on the space nearby. The tables and chairs in the surrounding area were still pushed back, out of the way. But there was no solid sign anything had ever been in their place, except for that burn scar. It wasn’t definitive proof of anything, but it did stand out.

      Ember knelt and looked at the space. That machine had to have been heavy. At least a hundred pounds, probably more than that. Assuming it had casters on the bottom, Quinn could maybe have rolled it over to the stairs, but then how would he have gotten it down and around the halfway turn in the stairs?

      Ember traced the path it most likely had been moved from here to there. A clear line existed between the middle of the room and the stairs down, with tables and chairs pushed out of the way. She eased down the stairs until she noticed the dent marking the wall at the point where the stairs turned. Squinting, she examined it up close.

      “Hmm,” she said. “Maybe you did do this by yourself.”

      It would have been a pain in the ass to move that thing down the stairs and out into the back of a truck or moving van, but she guessed it was possible to do by one person — she was confident Quinn was working alone. People like Quinn didn’t usually take on partners. She had a hard time imagining him teaming up with someone to pull this whole thing off.

      The more impressive feat was that he’d gotten it upstairs by himself. Perhaps he’d erected it up here, moving the pieces in one by one, then welded it in place. It made sense, as this place surely had been abandoned for some time. It was possible Quinn had built it long ago even, knowing that he’d have the opportunity to use it at some point in the future.

      Ember returned back up the stairs and again examined the sizzle mark on the floor. The way that woman had died gave Ember a continuous low rumble of nausea. She hadn’t wanted Gabe to see it, but there had been no way around it. While she’d wanted to keep the emotion within her while they worked, she also knew it was crucial to not tamp it down and keep it there forever. It would come out, whether she wanted it to or not.

      The best option she'd found was to let it out in small, controllable spurts. Either that or it would explode everywhere, and she'd become nothing more than a sopping and sad mess on the floor.

      So she’d been able to stay focused, but that didn’t mean she was unaffected — far from it. Ember kept picturing her face and the terror in her eyes in her last moments on earth. No one should have to go out like that. No dignity. No peace.

      Ember was going to find Quinn Voeller and stop him from doing this to anyone else, ever again.

      She continued her examination of the now-empty space as she worked on keeping her subconscious in check. “What the hell does free shipping mean, Quinn?”
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      Quinn Voeller closed the front door and peeked through the curtain by the side window. A chunk of hair slipped out of his ponytail, and he pushed out his lower lip to blow it out of his face. He wished it was all long enough to fit into the hair tie, but the long pieces near his scalp line kept breaking and creating stray strands. It was annoying, but he hated how he looked with short hair and would never go back to it.

      His eyes tracked the car. They delivered the mail entirely too early in the day in this neighborhood.

      Quinn hadn't received any mail, of course, because there was nothing in this house tying it to him. Nothing in his name at all, he let nothing personally link him to any domicile he might rest his head at night. But he watched other people receiving mail. Some of them even left their houses to greet the mail carrier on their front lawns, smiling and chatting and waving as they returned to their houses after, clutching handfuls of bills and junk mailers.

      The mailman was black, with shorts and a jacket, and a thick wool beanie over his head. Quinn understood the beanie. Wool that thick could hide all sorts of things in it. If the mailman was smart, he would have a layer of thin metal—possibly aluminum—lining the inside of it. Being outside all day long, he would be exposed to all sorts of things. Influences. Coercive factors. Aluminum wouldn’t completely rule out interference, but it would help.

      However, Quinn didn’t believe for one second that this guy wasn’t one of them.

      Enough so that Quinn would never speak to the man. He wouldn’t even let the mailman lay eyes upon him. Every single day in this neighborhood, watching and cataloging.

      Even worse was the delivery drivers in those brown trucks, the ones skulking up and down the neighborhood roads all hours of the day and night. Their complete lack of consistent time schedule bothered Quinn more than the mail delivery vehicles. The chaos of it felt wholly disordered.

      And so, whenever Quinn stayed in this house, he kept a shotgun by the front door and his eyes on the brown trucks and the mail carriers as their cars and trucks drove up and down the street. He waited and watched and made himself ready to act if it came to that.

      The shells were currently in his pocket, but if the mailman decided to stop in front of this house, Quinn would load them into the twelve-gauge. He preferred not to keep the shotgun loaded at all times, because of the accident that had happened in Colorado Springs a few years ago. Better to be on the edge of readiness and avoid making careless choices out of fear. Quinn was smarter than that. He was more careful than that. Or, at least, he had been since Colorado Springs.

      “Be quiet,” Quinn said through gritted teeth toward the whispers coming from the kitchen. A moment later, he realized there was no one there.

      He sighed as the mailman drove away, then he checked the sky one last time. A surprisingly blue-sky afternoon, since it had smelled like snow all morning. Maybe the smell was something else.

      Quinn had also had his eye on a set of contrails slicing the blue for the last hour. That was entirely too long for innocent clouds of plane-made steam to sit in the air. Good thing he didn’t have to go outside again today. Did he? He would have to check his day planner.

      Quinn set the shotgun shells on the end table next to the door and checked the deadbolt. Everything seemed secure, so he returned his thoughts to his two remaining prizes in the basement. For some reason, his scalp itched. He took a detour to the bathroom so he could massage a little hand lotion into his hair to ease the itch, and he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror. His face looked rough and tired. He didn’t remember looking this way two or three short years ago. Had there been something added to his food to change his appearance, perhaps? Maybe it was only the weird lighting in this bathroom.

      He hated this house. Good thing he was leaving it soon.

      Quinn stepped out of the bathroom and headed for the basement door. He hesitated outside of it, clearing his throat several times. A few breaths to calm himself. Opening this door always made him rush with excitement, but he hated for them to see it. He always wanted to present an even and calm exterior to prevent them from becoming too excited. If they escalated, then he would escalate, then someone would end up hurt. There was no need for that. The last couple of days had been exciting enough already—lots of changes so far, and more to come.

      Big things. New things. A whole world of possibility.

      His back and shoulders ached from all the activity at Night Owl. That cage had been a beast to move around.

      Quinn opened the door and entered the darkened stairwell. The stink down here attacked his nostrils immediately, but he fought the urge to retch. After a few seconds, his stomach calmed, and he could walk again—one foot over the other as he descended the creaky stairs.

      The string for the bulb hovered in front of his face, and he yanked it downward to add light below. The glow flooded the slim stairwell, then pushed out into the subterranean area under the house.

      He could hear their murmurs as soon as the light turned on. “Daddy’s here,” he said, pushing out the words in a sing-song voice. He lingered on his last few steps down, letting them take in his body in a slow reveal. Quinn loved the drama of it all. The presentation was half the fun.

      He landed a foot on the cold basement floor. There were Alpha and Beta, attached to their individual stations. Both so young, so pretty, so subservient. They were each secured to different load-bearing poles in the mostly-empty basement. Hands and ankles handcuffed, duct tape over their mouths.

      “I’ve been gone too long,” he said. “I’m sorry about that. I will take you to the bathroom one at a time, but it also seems like you two could use a bath. That will have to wait.”

      Quinn took a few steps toward Alpha, and she shied away from him. Her eyes flicked over to the blank area near the west end of the room. "You're probably wondering where Gamma is. She's no longer with us, I'm afraid. But, not to worry, another one will be joining us soon. I think we'll call her Delta. She will only be a short-term project, but you can have a few days with her. She's feisty. Full of fire."

      The girls both spoke, but the words were lost against the duct tape. He used to let them talk but didn't like the horrible things that came out of their mouths. So now, the duct tape only came off at mealtimes, or if there was a need to interact with them.

      "Also, I have more bad news. We're going to have to move soon, so I don't expect that it will be too pleasant. For me. You'll both be asleep, so you're welcome for that."

      Tears streamed down Alpha’s face. Still, she looked beautiful. So young, so pretty, so helpless. His number one, his first, the one he cared for above all others.

      He withdrew a syringe from his back pocket and removed the cap. “Now, who wants to take a trip to the little girls’ room first?”
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      She pulled back the door to the gym in the Boulder Branch Post Office. The smell of sweat leaped into her nostrils like fajitas sizzling on a grill. A dozen men and women were inside, practicing martial arts on mats, working punching bags, lifting weights. Bars clanked. People grunted. A small speaker from somewhere played early 2000s rap-rock. That wouldn’t have been Ember’s first choice for workout music, but it wasn’t terrible. At the Highlands and Golden Branches, they had state of the art sound systems and gyms decked out with mirrors and rows upon rows of pristine exercise equipment. Boulder was more like a sweaty boxing gym under a set of train tracks. Maybe it wasn’t that bad, but it felt like that to Ember sometimes.

      The woman she was looking for was in the back. Fagan was in blue sweats, going hard at a punching bag, free-handed. The burned half of her face pulsed red with exertion. Teeth gritted, nostrils flaring as she let loose.

      She ceased punching and lifted a hand toward Ember. Her mentor beckoned the younger assassin close with the flick of a finger.

      Ember navigated between people doing crunches and one guy jumping from the floor to a stack of boxes over and over again.

      “Hey,” Ember said, “doesn’t that hurt your hands?”

      Panting, drenched in sweat, Fagan shook her head as she snatched a water bottle from the floor and guzzled.

      “I just don’t want you to have a stroke or anything. You know, at your age.”

      Fagan narrowed her one good eye and pointed a finger. “Watch it, kid. I could still kick your ass.”

      “I don’t doubt it.”

      Fagan tilted her head toward an unoccupied corner of the gym, and they shuffled off to have a little privacy. They waited for a nearby recruit to shuffle off so they could speak freely.

      “Gabe found out anything yet?” Fagan asked.

      “He says he’s getting close. I don’t know if I have time to wait around for him, though. The note I found said two days. If that meant forty-eight hours, then we’re halfway through. But, I don’t think I have another choice besides waiting. I can’t find any addresses for him through regular channels.”

      “You got a team to accompany you when he does find out the location?”

      “I do. Got at least four, maybe one or two more. I don't want to take a team so big he'll see us coming."

      “That’s smart.” Fagan eyed Ember, her chapped lips parted. “Seeing what you saw… the girl who got killed… you doing okay with it?”

      Ember shrugged. "Not really. I mean, to be honest, I've seen worse, but this is no cakewalk. I'm trying not to talk about it, to put on a brave face for Gabe."

      “You know that cliché in the movies about the morgue guy eating a sandwich while he examines a dead body? It’s bullshit. You never get used to the blood and guts.”

      “I believe it,” Ember said.

      “I heard an interesting story about Quinn from someone at Highlands Branch.”

      “I’m all ears.”

      "He had a contract in the UK last year. There was a software company based in London that was having a friendly little war with one of their competitors. They both made productivity software, like checklists or to-do apps or something like that. I don't understand how that phone stuff works."

      Ember smirked. “You’re adorable. Continue.”

      “The hiring party made clear to Quinn that it was a no-kill contract. He was to fly in, then pay a visit to this software competitor’s house to put a little fear into him. Slash the paintings in his living room, leave all his kitchen knives arranged to spell out a threatening word… stuff like that.”

      “I’m guessing it didn’t go as planned?”

      "That's the thing. Quinn did everything how he was supposed to, down to the letter. But, then, he left the scene of the contract and went down to a pub in a nearby village, and he got into a fight with a local. He gutted the local like a fish, in the alley behind the pub. Then, he went to that local's house and killed the man’s girlfriend. He left pieces of her all over the place. It looked like he took his time with her.”

      “That’s horrific.”

      “He got arrested, of course. But, he talked to his lawyer back here, and he threatened to expose his real reason for being in London if they didn’t get him out of it. The Branch got involved, the software guy who hired him got involved.”

      “And that worked?”

      Fagan shrugged. “Apparently. He’s still a free man, walking around Denver. There’s no official record of it in the Highlands Branch archives. He was never brought before the Review Board about it, even though he broke at least a half-dozen Club laws.”

      “I’m really beginning to see how uneven the Club’s sense of justice is. Swift and mighty, or blind and dumb. And you never know which one you’re going to get. But, it’s obvious that men tend to get the benefit-of-the-doubt version.”

      “That is how it seems to happen, yes. But you look like something else is on your mind.”

      “Yes,” Ember said. “Couple things, actually. I still haven’t been able to learn anything about the history of the black spot. I was thinking of going out to the Parker Club archives this week and poking around in the basement. Can you make some phone calls and make sure they’ll let me in? I mean, I did kill one of their members a few days ago.”

      “Sure, no problem. I can take care of that for you.”

      “Much appreciated, boss lady.”

      “What’s the other thing?”

      Ember sighed and took a few seconds to put her thoughts in order. “When I was up at four this morning, not sleeping, I was thinking about what started all this. My trial by combat and the black spot.”

      Fagan nodded. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that, actually. I didn’t want to bring it up unless you were in the right headspace to talk about it.”

      “Oh? Go ahead. You first.”

      "The chain of events seems all normal," Fagan said. "I've been over it in my head a dozen times. The contract request comes into the main switchboard. Then, it gets funneled to the Branch message board. All of this is by the book. It comes to me, and I passed on it because I thought it was more your style."

      “Yep.”

      Fagan sipped her water. “You go to Rocky Mountain National Park to kill Rodney Palmer, the shithead rapist who needed to die. But, Niles from Five Points shows up before you can, claiming he has a contract for the same kill.”

      “Which is not supposed to happen if the chain of command is working.”

      "Right. My first thought was that the two contracts came in at the same time—a dual request. But, I talked to the switchboard operators on duty that week at the home office in Denver. They showed me the logs. There was only one request, and only one transfer, to Boulder. They never sent anything about that contract to Five Points."

      Ember turned up her palms. “But, he knew about it somehow.”

      “Gabe hacked into a message board, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Maybe Niles hacked into the Boulder message board and found out about your contract, then decided to steal it, and he faked his paperwork somehow.”

      “Or,” Ember said, “the switchboard logs were interfered with.”

      "I don't think that's possible. I quizzed them about it, and their security seems airtight. Plus, it seems like ordering two contracts would be easy to expose from several different angles, so I don't think it's possible. It seems much more likely that Niles himself is the bad actor here."

      “Sure, Niles always reminded me of nails on a chalkboard, but we weren’t enemies, per se. And why would he do it like that? Why not get there hours before me, kill the rapist, and then bail if he wanted to steal it out from underneath my nose? He was there at the exact same time as me…” Ember’s mouth dropped open. “Wait. He wanted to fight with me over the contract. He never cared about killing Rodney Palmer at all.”

      Fagan tented her fingers. “I agree. It was all on purpose. A setup.”

      “But… I never had any direct beef with Niles Thisdell. I didn’t even mean to kill him. I pulled the wrong dart out of my back pocket. Besides, he was actually not nearly as bad as the rest of those anarchists at Five Points. He never had any reason to come after me.”

      “I have a theory about that.”

      “Do tell, boss lady.”

      "The story gets deeper," Fagan said. "I talked to my network of contacts… it turns out, Niles had been diagnosed with colon cancer a week before. He had six to nine months to live."

      “Yuck. What a way to go. Is there proof of this?”

      Fagan nodded. "Niles had the same doctor as someone from Westminster Branch I'm friendly with. I had my contact ply the doctor with a couple of drinks, and he told the whole story."

      Ember frowned and crossed her arms. “That doc’s not dead now, is he?”

      “Come on, Ember. I’m not a monster.”

      “Fair enough. I still don’t get why cancer would make Niles want to kill me.”

      “Because it wasn’t about you. My theory is, Niles was trying to start a war. Five Points wants a war with Boulder, probably as a power grab. Chaos among the Branches would cause a vacuum. You know they’ve had designs of dismantling the Club and rebuilding it in their image. Forcing Branches to take sides in a civil war would be a great way to kick off their coup.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time they’ve tried.”

      “No, it wouldn’t.”

      Ember tugged on her lower lip for a few seconds, letting all the information ferment in her mind. “You have any non-circumstantial proof of all this, other than the word of the doctor? Medical records, notes from his last visit, phone call transcriptions. Anything like that?”

      “Nothing concrete yet. Just my theory, but it’s a good one. It feels right.”

      “Yeah, it makes sense. But it’s not enough for me to go to Wellner with a story about cancer and a theoretical coup.”

      “Just something to keep in mind. I’ll keep on it. In the meantime, you should get to sleep early tonight. You look like shit.”

      Ember grinned. “Thanks. You’re always looking out for me.”

      “I’ll call Parker about you visiting the archives. Give me a day or two. Aside from that, leave this old lady alone. I’m not done with my workout.”

      Ember extended a hand and shook with Fagan, then Ember turned and headed back through the gym, her head buzzing with new information.
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      Day Three

      

      Isabel Yang ascended the steps to the condominium complex. Gray skies above promised snow soon. When she reached the top of the landing, she spied an attractive white man sitting on a stool in front of one of the condos, whittling a block of wood. He was enormous, muscular, with short blond hair and a square jaw—a handsome guy with a hint of tattoo sleeves poking out from the edges of his long-sleeved shirt.

      The guy frowned at the wood shavings collected on the walkway in front of him. “Pardon my mess. It’s a lot cleaner than doing it inside the apartment.”

      “What are you making?” Isabel asked, nodding at the little hunk of wood in his non-knife hand. She hadn’t wanted to stop and engage him in conversation, but his smile was too inviting.

      He held it up. "I don't know yet. Maybe a whistle? I'm new to whittling, and I just wanted to let the muse take me where it needs to."

      “Sounds very spiritual.”

      He shrugged without making eye contact. “Yeah, we’ll see whether this muse is a fan of my whittling habit or not.”

      “Looks like you have a ways to go before it’s a whistle.”

      "Yeah. I guess it could be a recorder. My daughter is almost at that age when she'll be tweeting through a tube and annoying the crap out of everyone within earshot. If I can avoid having to actually pay money for that sort of domestic terrorism, it seems like worthwhile time spent." He paused a second, then with one of the sexiest half-grins she'd ever seen, the man said, "Just kidding. I can't wait to hear her play."

      She laughed. “Aren’t you cold in that thin shirt?”

      He looked up at the sky, squinting at the clouds. “Naw, not really. I don’t mind it.”

      “Well, have a nice day.”

      “She’s here.”

      Isabel paused, frowning down at him. “Excuse me?”

      “Ember.” He pointed his half-whittled stick toward Ember’s front door, on the second floor of the south end of the L-shaped building. “If that’s who you’re looking for. She poked her head outside a few minutes ago to say hi.”

      “Oh. Okay, thank you.”

      Isabel shoved her hands in her pockets and gave him a polite smile, then she pushed past the man, around the bend, and over to Ember’s apartment, still in view of the whittling man. A quick look back only showed her the top of the man’s head as he focused on his knife and block of wood.

      Isabel lifted her hand to knock. But, before she could make contact with the wood, the door pulled back, and there stood Ember. Dressed in sweats and a hoodie, standing with one leg forward, tapping her foot on the carpet. A big frown on her face.

      For two whole seconds they stood there, locked in a stalemate. Isabel wasn’t sure if this rogue agent in front of her would invite her in, give her a shove and shut the door, or pull a pistol from behind her back.

      “Morning, Ember.”

      Ember leaned forward and gave a cheery wave to the hot guy, then she pulled Isabel inside the apartment. Once the door was shut, Ember tilted her head toward where the guy had been sitting. “He’s a nice piece of eye candy, right?”

      “I suppose so.”

      “That whittling neighbor is Layne. He’s got tattoo sleeves, too, which somehow triggers my bad-boy reflex. I hate that it does that, but I can’t seem to stop it from happening. Oh, well. Such is life.”

      “He’s not bad at all. And he lives five doors down from you.”

      “Yeah, but I’m seeing some—” Ember caught herself and didn’t finish the sentence.

      Isabel didn’t want to engage Ember in a discussion about who she was or wasn’t dating. It didn’t matter. Isabel strolled into the living room and took off her coat, which she folded and set on the edge of the couch.

      “You’re racking up those frequent flyer miles,” Ember said. “You got husband and kids back in DC?”

      “You know I don’t.”

      Ember shrugged. “We haven’t talked in a while. You haven’t been my case agent for very long before that. So, no, I don’t really know. Why are you here, Agent Yang?”

      “You still haven’t checked in.”

      Ember hovered by the door. “Yeah. I don’t intend to, either. So, if that’s the only piece of information you need to convey, you can see yourself out. I have a ton of stuff to do today. Telling you what you want to hear is not on my checklist.”

      “You’re not making my job very easy.”

      "It's nothing personal. I mean, I say that, but I don't appreciate you showing up at home. This is twice now. If any of the people I work with see you anywhere near me, you know that probably means a bullet in my head, right? Don't you have protocols for this sort of thing? Actually, you do. We used to follow them."

      “You broke the protocol, not me. What am I supposed to do when you cut off all contact?”

      Ember crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re supposed to leave me alone to do my job. Showing up here with no warning and no cover is not making things easy for me.”

      “We’re past that now.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Isabel took a breath and told herself to stay calm and keep her tone civil. This was too important. Too much riding on the outcome. She kept thinking of Marcus, hovering over her shoulder, telling her to take charge and steer the conversation. What had he said a few days ago? To eat shit and poop results.

      “You’re going to wrap up your investigation and come back to Washington. Immediately. That is not a request, it’s an order from the United States Federal Bureau of Investigation. Your employer.”

      “I don’t think so. Is this what Marcus is telling you to do?”

      “I am your handler, and this is what I’m telling you to do. Also, Marcus Lonsdale is your boss, too, Agent Campbell.”

      “Ember. My name is Ember Clarke. Call me Allison Campbell again and see what happens.”

      Isabel threw up her hands. “Can you hear yourself speaking? You’re one of them now.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. And, whatever you and Marcus have cooked up as your bullshit reason to pull me from my assignment, I’m not interested. There’s more to do here, and if you pull me, then it all goes to shit. Do you want to waste three years of deep undercover work? Marcus is okay with that?”

      Isabel chewed on her lower lip for a second. Only a few days ago, she had found a redacted file in Marcus’ desk drawer. That document was a disciplinary report listing both Marcus Lonsdale and Allison Campbell as participants in a serious infraction. What that infraction entailed, Isabel had no idea.

      She wanted to ask what had happened. But now wasn't the right time. She needed better intel to use as leverage, so Ember wouldn't clam up and give her nothing.

      An idea popped up. Isabel knew who she could ask. But, doing so could cause problems for her, if it got out. Was she at that point of desperation already?

      It didn’t matter in the here and now. Isabel shook the idea from her mind and focused on the woman scowling at her across the living room.

      “Here’s what I think,” Isabel said, trying to look confident. “I think you want me to believe you’re carrying on your undercover investigation of the Denver Assassins Club, but it’s a smokescreen. I think you’ve made friends with these people. You’re stuck between two worlds, and you don’t know what to do with yourself. And I think you don’t want the investigation to unravel because you now have a personal stake in whatever it is these people are doing out here. As a result, you’ll stall me for as long as possible.”

      “I’m brainwashed, huh?”

      Isabel held her tongue and kept her eyes on Ember. She said nothing.

      After a few seconds, Ember tilted her head toward the door. “Stop looking at me and start looking at Marcus.”

      “Why?”

      “That’s all I’m going to say about it, so you can see yourself out now. I have to meet some people, and you’re not invited.”

      “Ember—”

      “We’re done here. Have a lovely day, Isabel.”

      Ember pulled the door open and waved out into the walkway.

      Isabel stood. “I’ll be in town for another day or two. You have my number.”

      Ember pressed her lips together but said nothing as she waved toward the open door, out into the cold and gray morning.
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      The assassin led a convoy into the twisting neighborhood streets of Lafayette, a few miles north of the Night Owl bar. Outside of the central city of Denver, the surrounding suburbs bled into one another. Without the line of mountains to the west, the sprawl might extend forever.

      She checked the text message from Gabe one more time to verify the address. He’d finally made a breakthrough this morning and narrowed down the address where Quinn had called from. His algorithm made an analysis of environmental cues to pinpoint a location within five meters. Ember had no idea how any of that worked, but Gabe did, and that was good enough for her.

      She spotted the house at the edge of a cul de sac. Two stories, blue siding, brick near the bottom. There were shutters over all the windows and the house didn't look occupied. The neighbors on either side had small yards.

      The proximity of the other houses made approaching an issue, but it couldn't be helped. Quinn was trying to hide in plain sight. It was an unusual choice, but a smart one. Not many would suspect a homicidal maniac with potentially multiple hostages was living next door. That circle of ignorance helped provide a certain kind of armor and would create good fodder for the local news reports later. He was quiet and kept to himself, the flustered neighbors would say to the camera. We had no idea he was a monster!

      She drove past and held up a hand to signal the two cars behind her. Ten houses down, she parked, and the others pulled in close behind. Everyone killed their engines and kept their heads down, sunglasses on, still and attentive.

      Ember waited for a full minute with the house in her rearview. The shutters didn't move, and she didn't see anyone fleeing out the back or the side door. If Quinn had surveillance cameras monitoring the street, the caravan of unmarked cars should have alerted him. Ember had anticipated this and made a direct approach anyway. Part of her wanted to see what he would do when cornered.

      But there was a good chance he wasn’t home now. Ember would have preferred to smash in his back door, find him eating his breakfast, and put a bullet in him. But, she would settle for clues leading to his present whereabouts, if that was the best she could get.

      When she exited the car, the two cars behind her opened. Six members of the Boulder Branch of the DAC would act as her strike team today. Three men and three women, all of them stone-cold killers and complete professionals. Her handpicked team was as good as she’d ever seen.

      She waved them forward. They came in pairs, checking every angle of the street before giving their attention to Ember. She waved them in for the final briefing.

      “Here’s how this goes,” she said once they had huddled around her. “I will lead two of you to the back door. Two take up position by the side then two more to the front, but only after we’re all in position.”

      Heads around the group nodded. None of them asked any questions, which didn’t surprise her. These assassins were clever enough to think on their feet.

      “Not much we can do about being seen on our approach. Can’t worry about that. It’s possible he has one or more hostages in there, so when we breach, we need to push through the house fast. Everyone remember your assignments, and watch your crossfire.”

      A chorus of muted confirmations went around the group, then Bryan Eppstein, a lanky Boulder member since long before Ember's time, took off his sunglasses. "What do we do if we see Quinn? What're our rules of engagement?"

      Ember shrugged. “If he has a weapon anywhere on him or within reach, kill him. You good with that?”

      “Absolutely. I just wasn’t sure if you wanted the privilege.”

      “Oh, I do,” she said, “but I’m not going to be picky. I’m not sure if the Club laws would frown on someone other than me taking him out. But, since he killed a civilian already this week, I’m not convinced it matters. I would go to President Wellner with that information if I thought he could act in time, but I’m pretty sure Quinn wouldn’t care about a summons to the Review Board.”

      “It’s on us,” Bryan said. “Works for me.”

      “Be safe, be smart, and ready for anything. Take him alive, if you can.”

      Ember picked two to accompany her to the back of the house. With as much stealth as such a large party could manage, they began their march toward the house. All seven of the assassins jogged along the sidewalk until they split up.

      Ember and her team of two crossed through the side yard of the house next door, and they all pulled masks down over their faces.

      Seven people strolling along the sidewalk in such a defined, purposeful way was strange, but seven people approaching a specific house, all wearing masks, was noticeable, if not downright terrifying. If there were a crime scene that would later be discovered inside this house, the neighbors would all talk to the police and recall a loitering group. It couldn't be helped, however. The best plan of action was to make it quick and clean, leave no mess behind, and rely on the unreliability of witness accounts.

      Ember hopped the fence and skulked through the back yard, pistols up. The ample yard boasted a six-foot privacy fence, but there wasn’t anything interesting hidden back here. Browning grass with white spots in the shade leftover from the most recent snowfall. No shed, no bomb shelter entrance, nothing else to catch Ember’s eye.

      A brick oven on the back porch seemed large enough to shield her frame, so she hid behind it. Her two teammates took shelter behind patio chairs on the brick back porch. Hiding probably didn't matter because Ember could see into the kitchen window, which was devoid of lights and revealed no hint of motion.

      She tapped her headset to talk. “In position. Requesting status update, please.”

      The front team and side team responded they were in position as well, so Ember waved to the back yard team to move up. “There’s a kitchen leading from the back entrance, but it looks quiet. Breaching in five seconds. Eyes open, everyone.”

      She drew a short ball-peen hammer from her back pocket and stood in front of the sliding glass door. Just to be sure, she checked to make sure it was locked before going to the trouble of breaking the glass. It didn't budge.

      “Here we go,” she said.

      Three. Two. One.

      She smashed the glass, using her other arm to cover her face. Shards bounced off her forearms and her chest, crashing to the floor.

      “Go!” she shouted as she dropped the hammer and raised her Enforcers. She raced into the kitchen, finding grimy tiles underfoot and nothing but sunlight filtering in through the windows. The refrigerator hummed, but there was no sound and no activity in this room or the adjoining laundry room to the left.

      “Living room is clear,” someone called out from the other room.

      “Office--or den, or whatever this is--is clear,” said another voice.

      “Kitchen is clear,” Ember said as she met four others in the living room. All of them stood, heads swiveling, but they seemed to be the only ones here.

      The two from the side entrance of the house joined them. “Utility room is clear, too,” said her Branchmate as he slid his pistol into a hip holster.

      Ember noted looks of confusion on their faces, or maybe that was disappointment. She checked around the room. Stairs led up to the second floor, and there were two doors from this room, leading to either closets or a basement. She had to suspect there would be a basement. For what Quinn probably wanted to do with his victims, a guy like him would demand that sort of privacy.

      Ember decided to split her six colleagues into three groups. “You, two, check upstairs. You two are with me, and you last two, keep searching this floor. Every door opened, every closet checked.”

      Ember took her two people and sent them to check each of the doors in this room. One opened to a closet, and the other into a set of stairs leading down.

      Bingo. The basement was where he would have kept his hostages, no doubt about it.

      Ember considered recalling everyone to explore the basement together. She noted the duo walking toward the stairs. Bryan was leading another teammate, and they were ascending slowly, eyes wide, weapons up.

      Ember saw it a split second before it happened. On one side of the stairs was the wooden railing, on the other, a wall. Several small holes littered the wall. Some at head height, others at waist-level. She didn’t know for sure what it was, but something in her subconscious was screaming at her to take caution.

      “Bryan, wait!” Ember said, but it was too late. His foot landed on the next step, a pressure plate triggered, and the sound of a whirring machine hidden somewhere behind the walls filled the air. Several objects zipped out of the little holes in the walls.

      Needles or darts, propelled by an unseen force from within the stairwell’s walls.

      They zipped like little rockets, and a few of them landed, but Ember knew it would only have taken a single one.

      Bryan cried out and fell back, knocking the other Boulder member down the stairs. Less than a full second had passed between stepping on the plate and Bryan crashing to the foot of the stairs.

      Ember rushed across the living room to find Bryan lying on the floor, breathing heavily, with half a dozen little sticks jutting out from his flesh, like darts. The ones that had missed him were scattered around the floor nearby.

      Bryan's skin turned pale, and his eyes bugged out as spit formed on his lips. He convulsed, then a few seconds later, he stilled as his eyes fixed on a point on the ceiling.

      Bryan was dead.

    

  







            Chapter Thirteen

          

          

      

    

    






WELLNER

        

      

    

    
      David Wellner stood and cinched the belt of his pants a little tighter. These were his most flexible slacks, purchased because he hated the tightness of his pants being dictated by the size of his last meal. But, the consequence of comfort was they did tend to feel a little loose at times.

      He wished he could get his mind off his belly fat and put it where it needed to be. There were forces at work against him. Days had passed, and he still had no conclusive proof: nothing but innuendos and vague recorded conversations and strange looks.

      There had to be a way to root out Jules' intentions to usurp his position. But, how to do that, Wellner didn't know. So, until then, he would let his mind wander to his expanding gut and receding hairline and hope the answer would come to him.

      Wellner took his coat from the rack and left his office to find his secretary Naomi also sliding on hers. She stood next to the  rack, reaching up. It pulled her dress tight against the curve of her hips, and he stole a quick glance before she turned around to smile at him.

      “We meet again.”

      Had she caught him leering? He couldn’t tell from her smirking expression. “Going to lunch?”

      Naomi nodded. “I don’t know if I’ll have time to eat. Errands, you know. It wouldn’t take me so long if all of downtown Denver didn’t decide to go to lunch at the same time. But, I make do.”

      "Oh, don't worry about that. I'm not going to dock your pay if you're fifteen minutes late or anything. I'd rather not have you here all afternoon with a grumbling stomach, honestly." He put a hand to the side of his mouth and leaned forward as if poised to reveal a dire secret. "Just don't let the hourly people down in the switchboard room know I let you do this."

      She smiled. “That’s very kind of you, sir.”

      Naomi was so young, so pretty. He liked her long fingernails and the music they made on her keyboard, clacking away all day out here in the next room. A blip of desire to ask her to come to lunch with him wandered around in his head, but he decided against it. “As it happens, I’m going that way. I’ll walk you to your car if that’s alright with you.”

      “Of course. Thank you, David.”

      He crossed the room and opened the door for her. She used to call him President Wellner, but had shifted to David in the last week or two. He didn't mind. Wellner kinda liked it, actually. There were two sorts of people who worked in this building: those who kissed his ass, and those who were polite to his face but did a poor job of hiding the contempt behind their eyes. Naomi's friendly professionalism was a nice change of pace.

      They walked down the dimly lit hall of an upper floor of the Denver Consolidated Holdings building, the main headquarters for the administrative and governmental functions of the Denver Assassins Club. Not every member of the government worked here, but enough of them did to make this building the Club’s most well-guarded secret. An immense amount of work went on behind the scenes to keep the basic functions of the organization running. A lot of people. A lot of money.

      At the end of the hall, he pressed the elevator button, and they glanced at each other with awkward eyes for the five seconds to wait for the doors to open. He wished he knew how to make small talk with her. Was it her looks or their age difference? Maybe both.

      As they stepped into the elevator, and she pressed the B1 button, she asked, "Do you ski or board?"

      "Neither. When I was young, sure, but now, I can't handle the I-70 traffic. I hate to spend a Saturday sitting in a car. And the lift lines are always so crowded… it's a lot of work for a couple of hours of fun."

      She nodded. “I hear you. But, why live in Colorado if you can’t take advantage of the snow?”

      “Why, indeed.”

      The elevator door opened and they exited out onto the subterranean parking garage: concrete columns and fluorescent lighting casting its sickly white glow down on the hard surfaces. A rush of warm air hit his face, warmer than the upstairs, for sure. The change puzzled him. The garage was usually chillier than this.

      Naomi parted from him and took a few steps to the left, and Wellner opened his mouth to wish her a happy lunch when the blast of a gun cracked through the silence of the garage.

      What the hell?

      He didn’t have time to react; he couldn’t react. He felt the air whiff by his pants, and his eyes shot down to see a clean hole through the thigh of his pant leg.

      Wellner had been shot. Or shot at. He wasn’t sure at the moment.

      He didn’t feel blood rushing out. No pain.

      The reverberation of the gunshot caused his ears a moment of disassociation. A rush of dizziness passed through him. He opened and closed his mouth a few times, trying to push the ringing sound out of his head.

      It didn’t work.

      He spun to his right to see a man in black clothes, with a black mask over his head—two holes for eyes and one for the mouth. Fifteen feet away.

      Where had this man come from? Had he been hiding in the shadows?

      The attacker still held a gun in his right hand: a big thing, a revolver with a barrel-like a cannon. A dozen feet away, standing amid the concrete columns of the parking garage.

      Wellner stood, frozen in terror. He could see the black eyes inside the mask, full of venom and hate. White teeth gritted.

      The man took a step back, then raised his gun arm again. He narrowed one eye, and the other focused on the sight at the end of the barrel.

      Wellner felt a hand on his arm, tugging his sleeve, pulling him out of the way. His body jerked back, away from the shooter. He had no control over this motion, and he felt his feet shift forward, his body angling.

      Naomi jumped in front of him and rushed forward, holding something in her hand. Her keys dangled, hanging from a keyring attached to a little cylinder inside a leather case. Her thumb was resting on the top of it, where a tiny red plastic tab held back the contents of the container.

      She pressed down, and a tight stream of pink mist spewed from it, directly into the man's face.

      Wellner stumbled but did not fall. He caught a whiff of the spray, and his lungs immediately began to burn. He launched into a rapid-fire burst of coughs.

      Pepper spray, nearly pure capsaicin, police-grade. A voluminous cloud of the stuff surrounded the man in black.

      Naomi bellowed at him, a screeching war cry. Finger still on the nozzle, ejecting the pepper spray. The shooter staggered back, hands up to his eyes, screaming in pain. The pistol slipped from his grasp as he bumped into a Volkswagen sedan, triggering the alarm.

      Wellner himself took a step away, trying to breathe, but finding himself unable to fill his lungs. His eyes watered. Everything in front of him turned into a blur, and bile raced up into his throat. He could see the cloud of spray was several feet away from him, but he could still feel it.

      Naomi was still pressing the release tab on the canister of pepper spray, now coughing herself. Wellner’s blurry vision caught the sight of two people running in this direction. Gray uniforms. Security guards. He could barely make them out, but he listened to the implements on their belts jingling as they sprinted.

      The attacker in the dark clothes stumbled a bit, then snatched his pistol from the ground and fired off a few wild shots toward the oncoming security guards. Wellner sank to his knees, feeling like his face was on fire. He could see only flashes of light as tears streamed from his eyes.

      Naomi appeared in front of him, her face red, hacking and coughing. Time seemed to slip. Wellner's eyes closed. He had flashbacks to a couple of years ago when Ember had saved his life from another attack.

      When he opened his eyes again, Naomi's beautiful young face filled his vision. The edges of everything blurred, and he couldn't draw a full breath.

      “David? Sir, are you okay? I’m so sorry I accidentally sprayed you. I sprayed myself, too. I’m not supposed to discharge it in an enclosed space, but I didn’t know what else to do. Are you okay? Did you get hit?”

      He grunted out the words, his throat barely open. “No… he… missed.”

      Wellner blinked to look past her, and he saw the two security guards on the cement, both of them with trails of blood leaking out. Everything beyond a twenty-foot radius was blurry and dark, but he couldn’t see the man in black anywhere in the area.

      “Where did the guy go?” Wellner said, wheezing each breath. His lungs were dry and scratchy like sandpaper.

      "I think he's gone. He shot those two men and then ran off that way." She pointed toward the light at the open exit to the garage. He blinked, and some of his vision came back, but his eyes now burned, as well as his lungs.

      Naomi helped him to his feet and he winced as pain rippled through his chest.

      “Jules,” he said, pushing the word out through clenched teeth.

      “Sir?”

      “The Vice President. She did this. She sent that man to kill me.”

      Naomi frowned at him and rubbed his back. Wellner braced himself against the wall and studied his secretary. It didn’t look like she shared his certainty, but that didn’t matter. He knew the truth.

      Jules had moved on from stairwell conversations and clandestine planning to an actual attempted murder.

      Wellner knew he had to do something, and soon.

    

  







            Chapter Fourteen

          

          

      

    

    






EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Ember took a step back from Bryan, dead at the bottom of the stairs. Five remaining Boulder Branch members stood around her, all of them staring down at their former colleague. A half a dozen darts jutted from his legs and upper torso. More than that were dormant on the floor. Ember didn’t know what had been in those darts, but it had worked fast. Bryan had been dead within seconds of hitting the floor.

      “This is crazy,” she heard one of her colleagues whisper. “Whoever did this is one devious bastard,” said another. She heard the venom in their voices, loud and clear, but there was an undertone as well.

      Fear.

      They — the trained professional assassins Ember worked with — were used to death; death was their business. But the death of one of their own, a colleague, was a death of a different type.

      Ember pictured Charlie, the older man who had taken her under his wing when she’d first joined the Denver Assassins Club. Almost a mentor, he’d been like a kindly uncle instead. And because of her, he was also now dead.

      Bryan’s death would affect her, but she needed it to affect her later, not now. Now, she needed to find Quinn.

      I need to kill Quinn.

      She sucked in a sharp, quick breath, blinked once, then looked around at her coworkers.

      “There’s no time for this,” Ember said. “We know who did it. Quinn. This is his house. Somehow he knew we were coming, and we walked right into his trap. But we can’t stand around and think about it. We need to check out the basement and get Bryan out of here, ASAP.”

      She pointed at three people and assigned them to take care of Bryan’s body. It took no time for them to snap into action. They lifted Bryan by the hands and carried his lifeless husk toward the kitchen. His face tilted toward her, and Ember took one last look at him.

      Bryan had been around when Ember was new. He had been kind to her, just like Charlie had been. When she was still a recruit, Ember had mistakenly delivered a memo to someone else that had been meant for Bryan. By the time she had figured out her mistake and taken it to him, she had expected him to berate her. But, he did no such thing. He'd been kind and had given her tips on how to understand the complex coded message system for internal Branch documents.

      That had been Ember's first taste of the personable side of the Denver Assassins Club. Up until that moment, she had been only an undercover FBI agent tasked with infiltrating a criminal organization.

      It was only when she made the smallest effort to know Bryan and Charlie and others that she realized there were good people inside the DAC, as well. Real people.

      And now, Bryan Eppstein was dead because no one had been careful enough to check the stairs before they had soldiered up there. A careless, sloppy mistake. A mistake of underestimation.

      Ember blinked to look away from Bryan, and she motioned for the other two to join her in the basement. She was careful this time crossing the room, examining the ceiling and walls and floor for any surprises.

      As they stood in front of the open basement door, she turned to her two teammates and said, “I’m sure I don’t need to tell you this, but keep your eyes open. Probably more traps.”

      She led the descent down the steps, slow and deliberate. Guns up, she relied on the two behind her to shine flashlights down into the darkness. She could smell the stink of raw sweat and fear right away. A piece of string dangling in front of her caught her attention, and she waited for the others to point their flashlights at it before doing anything.

      The cord for a light.

      “Wait,” she said. She reached, slowly, delicately, up toward the lightbulb. She had to stand on her tiptoes to reach it, but her fingers clasped around the outside of the bulb. It was something she’d read, long ago in her training, back at Quantico.

      She could even hear her instructor's voice, booming loudly over the sound of the rickety fan in the old warehouse where they’d been training for the week.

      "Every light switch, every lightbulb can bring instant death. Heat up the bulb's metal where it meets the glass, and it'll slide right off. Then, a tablespoon of black powder, right inside, right up against the element."

      She pulled the bulb out of the ceiling fixture and shook it. It was empty, nothing inside but lightbulb guts.

      Satisfied, she screwed it back in and put her hand on the cord once again.

      She gritted her teeth. We can’t be wasting time. She could think of a thousand other tricks like this one, but she also knew Quinn was under a deadline, too. He probably hadn't had time to boobytrap the entire house.

      She tugged on the cord. That light, along with several others, flicked on in a sequence. Ember could now see into the basement. She couldn't say for sure, but she got the feeling this room had been only recently abandoned.

      There were three twin mattresses on the floor. Three sets of handcuffs attached to load-bearing beams and to the floor, all the cuffs sitting dormant and unlocked. There were three separate spaces in the dust, along with paths for footprints.

      “Quinn has two more,” she said.

      Or, had.
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      Quinn double-checked the lock on the door before opening it. He didn't come to this house often, so he felt a little out of place. Out of sorts. He didn't like being this far south of Denver, actually. He had always preferred the northwest suburbs like Broomfield and Westminster. Too much crime down here.

      His fingers trailed over the wood of the door, thinking about what was on the other side. His special group of three was now whittled down to two. He wondered if he’d been kidding himself, thinking that Ember would make them a trio again. Besides, even if he did capture her, he would only have four more days until he had to exterminate her to fulfill the contract.

      Unless, of course, he didn’t do that.

      There was no law that said he had to kill her. He could simply acquire her and add her to his stable. After all, it seemed fair. She was the reason Gamma was no longer with him, so it seemed like Ember owed that to him.

      Of course, people in the Highlands Branch would be mad. His mentor would give him that same stern look he always gave whenever Quinn messed up. But, they wouldn’t kick him out of the Branch, or anything like that.

      Or would they? Probably not.

      And, even if they did, would it be so terrible? He loved the DAC, but the Club was headed for a civil war, anyway. President Wellner seemed to be losing control. Too many untrustworthy people among the Branches. Too many power-hungry opportunists looking for ways to capitalize.

      That’s what happens when you put two hundred lawless killers in a group and expect a bunch of flimsy bylaws to keep them all on their best behavior.

      Quinn sighed and pressed against the door, closing his eyes and resting his weight against it. He had a lot to think about. Too many unchecked items on his primary task list for him to waste time worrying about what would happen with Ember days from now. In a few hours, things would change. Things would slow down. And then, he could spend time waxing philosophical about what to do with Ember Clarke.

      He paused to sneeze, and he then ducked down to look at the glittering wet spot on the door where he had ejected the contents of his nose. Quinn squinted, looking for anything moving in the wetness. The other day he’d sneezed and had a seen the glint of metal, maybe a tiny piece of a microchip. But he’d been in the shower and it had washed away too quickly to know for sure.

      He saw nothing irregular this time.

      Quinn opened the door into his playroom. Alpha and Beta were down there, recovering from the drugs he’d given them for the move. Alpha was on her side, her hands above her head, chained to the hook on the wall. Beta was sitting up, her head nodding forward. She was handcuffed to a piece of metal welded to the floor. Her eyelids fluttered, trying to fight the forced sleep that had made her docile for transport.

      Quinn crossed the room to her and knelt down in front of her. “Good, you’re awake.” She mumbled something, and he was feeling charitable, so he unpeeled the duct tape from her mouth.

      “Where are we?” she asked, her head dreamily swaying on her neck.

      “You’re home, my darling.”

      Her eyelids drooped. “I’m hungry.”

      “Yes, I’m sorry about that. I know lunch is late, but I have a couple of things I have to do before I can worry about feeding you and Alpha. Not too much longer, though.”

      “Why?”

      “Oh, my dear Beta, it’s time to get ready for the next big show. In just a few hours, it’s going to be your turn to be the star.”
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EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Ember crossed the parking lot toward Gabe’s apartment. He lived in a building on Valmont Road in Boulder, the kind place that had been around forever, where everyone knew someone who had lived there at one time or another. Nearly three years ago, Ember had briefly dated a cute-but-boring CU professor who lived in the building, so she knew it well.

      When she saw the blue car parked in the lot, she noticed the two men inside it. One white and one Asian, both with shaved heads and mirrored sunglasses. They might as well have had “feds” tattooed across their foreheads.

      Ember pretended not to study their faces as she strolled across the parking lot. While it would be incredibly unusual for her to randomly run into someone she knew from DC, it wasn’t impossible. Especially after Isabel Yang had been so insistent on intruding at least once a week lately.

      So, Ember did her best to keep her face pointed away from the two in the car so she wouldn’t blow her cover. She stayed like this across the lot until she started up the metal and concrete stairs. As she ascended the exterior staircase to the third floor, she got a good look down at them. As far as she could tell, these two were not among the spiderweb of people she knew from Washington.

      Still, she didn’t like that they were sitting outside her recruit’s apartment building.

      Ember marched down the hall and knocked on the door to Gabe’s apartment, and he opened the door within a few seconds. He was getting better at knowing when someone was close. Good. But, he stood there, wearing the same robe he had since she had been here yesterday. Not looking too sharp at the moment.

      “Please tell me you’ve showered since I last saw you,” she said.

      “Yes. I was napping. I didn’t sleep good again last night. This is my comfort robe. Like comfort food, but it won’t wreck my cholesterol.”

      She entered the apartment and shut the door behind her. “It sucks that you’re not sleeping. When I’m short a few hours, I know it can obliterate my whole day. But what we witnessed in that bar… it was messed up. There’s no doubt about it.”

      Gabe nodded. “Yeah. And I’m sorry about Bryan. I know you guys were friends.”

      Ember sighed through her nose and gave him a nod, trying to shove down all the feelings that wanted to spill over the top. “Thank you. But did you know there are some g-men sitting in a car in the parking lot outside?”

      “Mirrored sunglasses in a blue sedan?”

      “The very same.”

      “They’re pretty obvious about it, right? There’s a guy on the first floor who is a big-deal dealer; mostly Molly and other club drugs. They’ve been watching him for a few weeks, actually.”

      “Ahh, that makes sense. I thought maybe they were here for you.”

      Gabe let out a morbid chuckle. “I would be pretty surprised. I’m extremely careful at home.” He wandered off into his kitchen, where he opened the fridge and took out a pitcher of purple drink, then held it up. “Kool-Aid?”

      "What are you? Ten?"

      “I like Kool-Aid. I make it with artificial sweetener, so it’s not like I’m drinking pure sugar.”

      “Ugh,” Ember said, pretending to retch. “Kool-Aid with fake sugar? You’re not doing a good job selling it.”

      Gabe shrugged and poured himself a glass. “Fine, then it’s more for me. What can I do for you?”

      “I want to show you something,” Ember said as she took out her phone.

      Gabe held up a hand. “I know you just came back from raiding Quinn’s place. If you have pictures or video of another woman dying in some terrible way, I don’t want to see it.”

      “It’s not that,” Ember said, swiping along her photo album. “I shot video of Quinn’s house. Or, maybe not his house but what he was using as a headquarters. He’d fled by the time we got there, but he was definitely there at some point.”

      Gabe led her out in the living room and took her phone. He sat on the couch and watched the video, squinting down at the little screen. Ember had shot a quick walkthrough of the major rooms of the house.

      Gabe frowned and held the phone close for the duration of the two-minute video. A grimace did cross his face when Ember surveyed the basement with its abandoned handcuffs and grimy mattresses on the floor. The implication was enough to upset, and Ember didn’t want to stress Gabe, but she had to keep in mind how important and time-sensitive this situation was.

      “What do you think?” Ember said once the video ended. She stood over Gabe, arms crossed, tapping a foot on his carpeted floor.

      “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with it.”

      “Clues. Anything. I need a second set of eyes on it, and you’re good with this stuff. If Quinn’s 'two days, free shipping’ warning was legit, then I only have a few hours left to find the next victim.”

      “Send it to me, but I can’t promise anything. Maybe I can export the audio and run it through my program, but I can’t promise it would be any faster this time.”

      Ember opened the video to share it with Gabe, but then the screen changed as her phone rang. An unknown number, just like the last two times Quinn had called. She held up a finger to silence Gabe as she strolled into his kitchen to answer it. “Hello?”

      “Don’t bother trying to trace this call,” Quinn said, “I won’t make that mistake again. I would be angry, but I have to applaud your creativity.”

      She noticed his voice sounded different. He was filtering it through some sort of software to lower his pitch. “Okay. I won’t trace it.”

      "You found the house in the wrong way. I left you a different clue you didn't even notice. I thought I was being terribly obvious, but I've been known to misjudge these things before. But it doesn't matter. You brought a team to the house, so you failed. That was a test, and you failed, Ember Clarke. And it was pointless, wasn't it? I'll bet you didn't find a single stray hair or fingerprint anywhere inside, did you?"

      “You killed one of my colleagues, you bastard.”

      “No, Ember, you did that. You did that by bringing a half dozen of your Branch along with you. You should know by now that what we have is private between us. Involving other people is only going to spread rot and decay in this situation. But, like a child, you think the rules don’t apply to you.”

      A pang of guilt struck her. Quinn had a point. If she had gone into that house solo, she wouldn’t have had to focus on managing everyone, and she would have seen the trap on the stairs. Maybe she wouldn’t have found anything useful, but her colleague would still be alive.

      “What do you want, Quinn?”

      “If you don’t come alone this time, then the girl will die a horrible death. Is that what you want? Do you place no value on the lives of civilians?”

      “No. I will come alone. But I don’t know where to go. Tell me.”

      “You didn’t find the clue in the device? Free shipping? I thought I made that one so obvious that even you would see it.”

      All at once, the realization hit Ember like a baseball bat to the head. A rush of adrenaline coursed through her body. Free shipping. It was so completely transparent now, in hindsight.

      Just around the corner from the Night Owl bar was a brand new building. A shipping facility built by a giant retailer, but the company hadn’t yet filled it with workers. It was sitting there shiny and new. Free shipping. A massive warehouse-like space free of anything inside it.

      “I know where to go.”

      “Good, good. Now, let’s see if you can follow orders this time. Remember: it’s still on the table that if you beat me, I’ll let you put a bullet in my head, no questions asked. So far, you are losing terribly. I was a little worried when I made that deal with you, but now it seems like a no-brainer.”

      The call ended, and Gabe looked up at her as she rejoined him in the living room. “Where are we headed?”

      “I don’t think so. I need to go alone this time. After what happened at the house, I can’t take any chances.”

      “Doesn’t that sound like you’re doing exactly what he wants you to do?”

      Ember sighed. “Maybe so, but I don’t have a choice. I mess this up, and someone else dies.”
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ZACH

        

      

    

    
      Zach stood outside the door to the Firedrake lab north of Fort Collins. He checked his phone to see a new message from Ember, and it brought a smile to his face.

      
        
        Come see me

      

      

      Zach opened the messages app to reply and found his fingers shaking as they hovered over the keyboard. Another sign of the low and persistent anxiety coursing through his veins, making him toss and turn at night, killing his appetite during the days.

      

      Zach: I wish I could. This week is crazy. I have two tests coming up and have barely had time to study.

      Ember: studying is overrated. Find someone to cheat off of. Bat your eyes at some pretty girl, and she'll let you copy. Just don't sleep with her. That's not part of the deal.

      Zach: if sleeping with this hypothetical pretty girl is off the table, what do I offer in exchange for letting me cheat off her?

      Ember: massage. Above the shoulders only.

      Zach: Hmm. I’ll look into it.

      

      He locked his phone and sighed. Not being able to tell Ember the extent of his troubles was killing him, but he didn’t know if it was a good idea. He had told her a little bit last week during their hiking date, but not about the planted child pornography. The situation was so serious and odd that it all felt surreal. How could he even explain it?

      What if he told her and then that dragged her into this mess?

      All of that would have to wait for later, though. Zach was about two minutes away from being late for work.

      He opened the door and first checked to his right to see if his boss Thomas Milligan was in his office. He wasn't, which made Zach so relieved he felt lightheaded for a moment. Thomas came and went like the wind, sometimes here for days in a row, sometimes gone for two or three weeks at a time. Zach always had a better day when Thomas wasn't here.

      The simple fact of Thomas sitting in that little room, silently watching, put Zach on edge. It seemed to put everyone on edge. Maybe that was why no one liked to engage in small talk, and everyone quietly shuffled out the door when their shifts ended.

      There were half a dozen others in the lab, including Wanda, the one coworker he’d been friendly with at times. Since he was on an afternoon shift, he hadn’t expected to see many other researchers here.

      Wanda was at her workstation, pencil scribbling over a notebook. She looked up at Zach and frowned, then lowered her head. The older lady had been weird like this for a few days now. He considered strolling by her desk to chat since Wanda was the only one of his peers who had ever bothered to engage with him. But, the quick look away told him she was busy.

      Or something else. Many in the room usually offered furtive glances when challenged with eye contact.

      The bathroom door at the back of the room opened and out stepped Thomas' boxy, buzzcut "driver" Helmut. The European man with the odd name who wore slick suits never spoke. Allegedly, Helmut didn't speak English, but Zach had heard him whispering to Thomas before. Zach hadn't eavesdropped on purpose, because there was no reason Zach would ever want to stand within spitting distance of that intimidating European man.

      With a newspaper tucked under one arm, he shut the bathroom door behind him and gave Zach a subtle sneer before crossing the room. His dress shoes clacked on the floor. Helmut eyed each person as he wandered along the aisles to Thomas’ office, then entered it without a word to anyone.

      Zach couldn't ever remember seeing Helmut here without the boss. Not once. What purpose could he serve aside from standing there, looking frightening, lording over this room full of nerdy and harmless researchers and chemists?

      Zach marched over to the login computer and noticed something strange about it right away. There was a device sitting next to the computer, a plastic box in the shape of a cube, with a small panel on the front. It plugged into the computer via USB.

      Zach leaned over and studied this curious little box, then realized the panel was for a thumbprint. Since when did they need a biometric scanner on the login computer?

      He turned around and met Wanda’s eyes, and she lifted a hand with her thumb extended, then she wiggled the thumb at him. Zach nodded and gave her a wave to let her know he’d already figured it out.

      So, this was something everyone knew about. It’s not as if Thomas had sent out a memo explaining the new procedure. Zach had a feeling if he asked Helmut why this was here, he would be greeted with opaque silence as a response.

      He logged in, including letting the little box scan his thumb. But he didn't like it. He didn't like that his biodata was now stored on a server somewhere, with no way to know who had access to it. Zach had not given consent.

      After, he cinched his backpack straps down onto his shoulders and made his way over to his workstation, but he stopped at Wanda’s first. “Hey.”

      She looked up at him, frowning. “I don’t really have time this afternoon, Zach. It’s good to see you, but I have a lot to do.”

      Zach flicked his eyes toward the office, where Helmut was sitting in Thomas’ chair, his face lit up by the glow of his phone screen. “What’s going on there?”

      “Nothing. Nothing is going on there. You shouldn’t pay attention to things that don’t concern you.”

      Zach burned to talk to Wanda. He longed to tell her about trying to look up Draconis at the library and being asked to leave, then finding the planted child porn in his kitchen. But, Wanda had been so weird lately. Maybe she wasn’t the confidant Zach had hoped for.

      But, he had to talk to someone. These secrets were burning a hole in his mind.

      “You should get to work,” Wanda said.

      “Right.” Zach gave her a nod and strolled past, then he dropped his backpack at his workstation and opened the cabinet containing his microscope. Across the room, Helmut stood and grabbed the office door as he held his phone up to his ear. Helmut’s eyes followed Zach all the way until the door closed.
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ISABEL

        

      

    

    
      Isabel Yang sat on the patio outside Illegal Pete’s burrito restaurant on Pearl Street. The sun was setting behind the mountains to the west, and a chill had descended, but she wanted to sit outside. She wanted to feel the cold. The dry quality to the air here made it a pleasant sort of cold, unlike the shivering east coast weather, which Isabel had experienced most of her life.

      So many thoughts ran through her mind; she barely had time to stop and categorize them all. Most of all, she kept thinking about the redacted report she'd found in Marcus' office, and whether or not it had been a good idea to keep that information from Ember. She thought about Ember telling her to look at Marcus. There was something going on with the two of them, no doubt, for each to point at the other as the source of information.

      For some reason, though, she tended to believe Ember over Marcus. There was no good reason why, however. Marcus was her boss, a highly regarded government employee, and a corporate climber. Ember Clarke was a rogue FBI agent who had most certainly broken multiple laws while undercover.

      But, Isabel had to admit she'd had questions about her boss for a while now. There seemed to be things about this investigation he'd been keeping from her, and she hadn't been able to figure out why. The obvious reason was that Ember's presence out here constituted a shit-show for the Bureau that could significantly hurt his career if information about it became public knowledge inside the FBI.

      Isabel and Marcus had inherited this operation from others, who had kept it secret and ultra-covert. For whatever reason they’d done it, the situation becoming public could have grave consequences for all of them now.

      But Isabel was starting to see there could be other possibilities about why Marcus had played it all this way. It was entirely possible he was keeping things from Isabel because he fully planned to lay the blame on her if things went wrong out here. Maintaining a certain plausible deniability was exactly within his wheelhouse.

      She could picture it: when it all fell apart, Marcus would claim he had warned Isabel against giving Ember the benefit of the doubt. Which was actually true.

      So why couldn’t Isabel bring herself to compel Ember out of Denver? Why was Isabel so insistent on giving this problem child extra chances? What if Marcus had been right all along?

      And, speaking of the devil, when Isabel pulled her ringing phone out of her pocket, his number appeared on her lock screen.

      “Evening, Marcus.”

      “Good evening, Agent Yang. Did I catch you at a bad time?

      “I’m on Pearl Street, eating dinner.”

      "Ahh," he said, and she could hear the smile in his tone, "Pearl Street. One of my favorite walking malls. I love the street performers doing magic or art or whatever, hustling for pocket change. How is the weather out there in Colorado? Smell like cow shit?"

      “It snowed a little today, yes. It’s supposed to be rough weather next week. They’re expecting a freak early season snowstorm. Maybe even a blizzard.”

      “Odd. I told you my ex-wife was from there, right?”

      “Yes, sir, you have mentioned that before.”

      “Her Colorado-ness was probably one of her only redeeming qualities left by the end of our relationship. But, the heart and the junk both want what they want, eh?”

      Isabel made a curt hmm sound and did not reply. There was no good reply to Marcus when he went off on one of his pessimistic tangents about his ex-wife.

      Marcus sucked through his teeth after a couple of seconds of silence. "So, did you make a run at our friend in Boulder?"

      “I did. She said no.”

      “No to what?”

      “No to everything. It’s incredibly difficult to have even a moment of civil conversation with her. I told her to pack up her investigation and head back to DC, and she responded by saying if I called her Allison Campbell again, that I would 'see what happens.'“

      Marcus was quiet on the line for a few seconds, and she listened to breaths whistle in and out of his nose. Across the street, a little girl carried a dozen purple balloons in one hand, skipping along next to her mother.

      “This is bad, Isabel. Very bad.”

      “I know, sir.”

      “She’s gone off the deep end, and I don’t see any way to bring her back out of the pool.”

      Isabel flexed her jaw. She felt an impulse to refute Marcus’ claim, but there was no logical way she could do it. He was right. Allison Campbell had made the transition from law-abiding FBI agent to Ember Clarke, a killer for hire. Maybe Marcus hadn’t been playing her, looking to set her up to fail if things went bad. Maybe he’d been telling Isabel the truth this whole time, that no matter what she tried, it would not work to corral Ember.

      Maybe. Isabel wasn’t ready to put her trust in Marcus yet. Still, she said, “I agree, sir.”

      “You need to take her out.”

      Isabel set her foil-wrapped burrito on the table in front of her. “Excuse me?”

      “No need to get all hormonal on me. We talked about this. You did what you could, but you’ve been rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic for two weeks now. I don’t want to get into a big I-told-you-so moment, but I’m glad you got a chance to come to that conclusion yourself.”

      “So what are you saying, exactly?”

      “It’s time to end it. Pay her a visit tonight and put a bullet in her.”

      Isabel sat back, her mouth hanging open. “That’s insane.”

      "Is it? You said it yourself; she's gone off the deep end."

      “That’s it? We’re not going to bother to have her arrested? I’m just supposed to flip a switch and throw away all the good she’s done before she broke bad?”

      “We’re beyond that now. You think she’ll let anyone put cuffs on her, or do you think she’ll take out a few law enforcement officers in the process? I know it sounds extreme, but as far as I can see, this is the last remaining option. You have full authority in the field on this one.”

      “I don’t know, sir.”

      “Just get it done. Whatever mess results from it, we’ll clean it up when you’re back in Washington. It’s still manageable. We can still contain this and suffer the smallest amount of damage possible. If you think about it, the Allison Campbell of four or five years ago would understand the stakes and be okay with it, right? We have a dog who needs to be put down, and you’re up. Do this for our country before she can hurt any more civilians.”

      Isabel didn't know what to say. On some level, this seemed like a logical course of action after everything she had tried and failed to accomplish. But it seemed too extreme. Over the last couple of weeks, Marcus' hints and innuendos that this might end with Ember dying had felt like theoretical exercises that would never come to fruition. But now, given a direct order to kill a federal agent?

      “Sir, I…”

      “I’m going to text you the address of a location where you get pick up a clean pistol and a noise suppressor. You know where she lives. Pay her a visit later tonight. When she opens the door, put one in her chest and one in her head, wait for her to stop breathing, then get your ass to the airport. It’s time we cleaned up this mess and got the hell out, once and for all.”

      “Sir…”

      “Get it done, Agent Yang. No excuses this time.”

      The call ended, and she stared at her reflection in the phone. Killing Ember Clarke was beyond what Isabel had hoped to do. It was using a sledgehammer to pound a nail into dirt.

      But, maybe it was necessary.
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EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Ember stood outside the Coronado Shipping Facility, less than a mile from the Night Owl bar. She couldn’t believe it had taken her so long to figure out the clue Quinn had left for her. Almost too long. Another few hours, and she would have missed the deadline entirely.

      The building was a massive thing, larger than any of the older buildings in the area. A monolith against the trees and paved lots around it. The structure sat in the middle of an industrial park, now quiet after normal business hours. The other buildings were dark and still, but this one had ground lights pointing up at it.

      The facility looked pristine, with fresh paint in the parking lot to indicate the parking lanes. Virtually untouched. The Coronado company hadn’t moved into their brand new space yet, so this was perfect for what Quinn wanted to do. How he knew about this place, Ember had no idea.

      The sun had set, so Ember pulled her black baseball cap low and made a circle around the building. She stayed clear of the ground lights, skulking through the shadows. It took at least three minutes or her to make a full circle around.

      The front consisted of parking spots and two sets of glass double doors leading into well-lit foyers. Ember opted not to try those entrances. For all she knew, Quinn would have motion sensors on those doors that would trigger as soon as Ember stepped foot inside. She had to assume there was another torture device of some fashion in there. Another female hostage trussed up, waiting for her death. Given Quinn’s unpredictability, no way to know what could trigger some new and elaborate killing machine.

      Ember wasn’t going to let another one die. Not again.

      Around the back was a series of tall shipping entrances covered by rollup doors, with a single regular-sized door in the middle of a row of them. The door had a simple deadbolt lock, and Ember picked it without too much trouble.

      She pressed the door open to find the blinding lights of the interior, making her eyes slam shut. After a few seconds, she creaked open her eyes in stages.

      The inside was as immaculate as the outside: pristine and shiny floors, a vast wide-open space with tall ceilings. There were a few different areas with cubicles set up, spread out. These mini-cubicle farms had room for four desks. They were like little islands out among the wide-open reach of the interior.

      Ember sneaked over to the nearest cubicle cluster so she could maintain cover and get a better look at the room. Once there, she peeked over the top of one and surveyed the enormous area.

      Near the far side of the vast space, Ember spotted it. A rug set out amid the open area, with a contraption sitting on it. Except that this time, it wasn't a cage. It was like a coffin, propped upright. The hinged lid was open, and Ember could barely see the captive woman inside it from this angle. The interior of the lid had twelve-inch spikes protruding, like that medieval torture device, the iron maiden.

      Ember guessed there were pressure plates underneath the rug, and if she tried to approach, the coffin door would slam shut, the lid’s interior blades piercing and killing the woman inside. She had duct tape over her hands and feet, and also duct tape from her torso to the sides of the coffin, keeping her paralyzed inside it.

      Ember needed a way to access the coffin without touching the rug. Not an easy task, since it extended out ten feet in every direction. Maybe if Ember could drag one of these cubicles over to it, she could gain enough elevation to leap over the coffin. But then, how to get the woman out? She would have the reverse problem trying to jump from the coffin to beyond the rug. There didn't seem to be a way to go up, either. The ceilings in here were so tall; there was no way to access it from above.

      And where the hell was Quinn? Was he content to watch from the sidelines as his window to kill Ember gradually shut?

      For all Ember knew, when she approached the iron maiden, a slew of poisoned darts would drop down from above, killing them both.

      A series of metal rafters above supported banks of lights, so maybe she could use those rafters. If she left and came back with an ample amount of rope, maybe she could access the coffin from above it. But, she would have to make a kind of lasso, then land it just right around the coffin, then use a pulley of some sort to raise the whole thing and somehow move it free of the rug area. With the woman inside, the whole contraption probably weighed hundreds of pounds. It didn’t seem like something Ember could pull off by herself. If she came back with a crew, would that be too late? Probably.

      And then, a door opened at the far side. Ember watched a muscular figure dressed in a black jacket and jeans across the floor. This man was tall and well-built, looking nothing like the pictures Ember had seen of Quinn. Quinn had a potbelly, long hair, and stooped shoulders.

      The man slipped off his jacket, revealing a white tank top underneath. Tattoos up and down his arms, short blond hair, square jaw.

      It was Ember’s condo neighbor from across the walkway.

      Layne Parrish.

      The hot guy she’d only known as her neighbor was here.

      She bit her lip before she could gasp and ducked back down below the cubicle wall. What in the world was he doing here? Was that really him?

      Layne dropped his jacket on the floor, then reached down into it and drew a long and heavy-looking flashlight. He circled around to the front of the coffin and held up a hand. The woman inside it tried to scream, but it came out muffled due to the duct tape across her mouth. Layne said something to her, but Ember couldn’t hear it. His voice echoed and warbled along these massive surfaces, and the individual words were too jumbled for her to isolate.

      Layne held the flashlight high in one hand; then, he reared back to run. He took deep breaths and closed his eyes. Jaw tensed, muscles flexing. Was he going to actually make a run for it?

      Ember stood up, ready to shout at him to stop, but it was too late.

      Layne raced at the coffin, raising the flashlight. One step before he reached the rug, he leaped. He crossed the space like a long jumper about to land in the sand, and at the last moment, he swung the flashlight down. Before he landed, he jammed the flashlight into the triangular space between the upright coffin and the open coffin lid. He wedged it in tight enough for it to stay on its own, nestling it above the hinge.

      Ember narrowed her eyes and ducked back out of sight. He'd found a way. The flashlight would act as a doorstop—a brilliant plan, one that would have never occurred to her.

      When Layne touched down on the rug, the coffin mechanism triggered, but Layne's heavy flashlight kept the lid from closing. Ember could hear the gears of the machine grinding, but Layne's flashlight wedge worked to keep the spikes from closing in. He used a pocket knife to cut the woman free from the interior; then he hoisted her up over his shoulder.

      He pivoted and ran back toward the door he’d come from, with the woman’s arms wrapped around his neck. She clung to him as he darted toward the exit, and he flung the door back and vanished into the darkness. And, just like that, Layne was gone.

      The iron maiden gears chugged, the coffin lid squealing as it tried to fight against the flashlight wedge. After a few more seconds, the flashlight slipped out of place and clattered onto the rug. The lid slammed shut, but there was no one inside it now to suffer the consequences.

      The room again returned to silence. The flashlight was dented, dormant on the rug.

      Ember checked her surroundings, and she didn’t think Layne or the former hostage had seen her over here.

      What the hell had just happened?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She climbed the stairs of her condo building with her eyes on Layne Parrish’s apartment. His door was shut. There were no lights visible through the window.

      His car was gone from the lot, but that wasn’t uncommon. Layne sporadically disappeared for a week or two at a time. He’d said he had a cabin in southwest Colorado, so that’s where Ember assumed he disappeared to during those extended absences.

      She kept one hand on the pistol in the back of her waistband, although she didn’t know why. She’d never had any reason to be suspicious of Layne before. He had always come across as a harmless bodybuilding type who liked to sit out on the walkway and drink craft beers and read fantasy paperbacks. Not the type to engage in a dangerous rescue mission.

      But why had he intervened in Quinn’s sick plan to kill that young woman at the shipping facility? How had he even known about it?

      In the moment, Ember had wondered if Layne was somehow working with Quinn, and that whole escapade had been a show for her benefit. But that didn’t make any sense at all. Layne had entered, beaten Quinn’s killing machine, and then escaped with the woman. He had saved her.

      Her heart thundered in her chest as she emerged from the stairs and set foot on the walkway. Ember stopped in front of Layne’s door and peered into the window next to it. No sounds, no sights, no movement on the inside.

      She thought back to the handful of conversations she'd had with this neighbor. What had he said he did for a living? He'd said he was retired, hadn't he? Just a gym rat who worked on his car in the lot and took his preschooler daughter to the nearby park on the weekends. But clearly, that wasn't the sum of Layne Parrish — there was more beneath the surface. Way more. The way he had appeared out of nowhere and made a daring rescue of the woman in that iron maiden machine had been nothing short of spectacular. Like something she would have expected from Seal Team Six or a special forces guy. Rangers, even. Someone with training. Someone with skills that rivaled the most elite Ember had ever seen.

      It hadn’t been that he’d saved the young woman — it was how he’d done it. The way he’d moved. She knew what training looked like, but only on rare occasions had she seen the alchemical combination of pure talent, skill, gritty determination, and a lifetime of experience.

      She’d seen that in a flash tonight, with Layne.

      And she hadn’t seen it coming at all.

      Whoever he was, Ember had been wrong about him up to this point. He had intervened and saved the life of Quinn’s next victim, although Ember had no idea why. Given his skills, had he known Ember was also in the building? And, if so, why hadn't he acknowledged her, hiding behind the cubicle wall a hundred feet away?

      She took a hand off the pistol in her waistband and strolled around the bend in the walkway to her apartment, full of questions with no answers.
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ISABEL

        

      

    

    
      Isabel Yang parked across the street from Ember's complex. She checked the time on her dashboard—almost midnight. The racing of her heart conflicted with the exhaustion in her limbs.

      She could see into Ember’s windows from here. The curtains were drawn, but the lights were on. Isabel kept her eyes on the windows as she retrieved the Glock 17 from the glove box and then screwed on the noise suppressor. It made the barrel heavy. She wasn’t used to the way it felt in her hand.

      No motion behind those curtains. Lights still on.

      “This has to happen,” Isabel said to the empty space inside the car. “You can do this. You walk up there, knock on the door. When she answers, you force her inside. Then, at gunpoint, give her one last chance. One last chance to come to her senses. And, if she won’t do it…”

      Isabel didn’t want to say the last part out loud. She knew what she had to do. All that remained was the doing of the thing.

      Could she really do this?

      She stuck the pistol into the back of her waistband and left the car. The night chill settled into her bones, making her shiver. A crew of college kids wandered by on the sidewalk as they chatted about their upcoming Art History test. She waited for them to pass, listening to them bicker and laugh, and she thought about her time in school. The athletic dorm, morning drills on the court, gorging herself in the cafeteria afterward with her teammates. They always sat at the same table in the caff, and it was the "jock section," but being a jock in college didn't foster the same negative stereotypes as it had in high school. She'd been happy in those days.

      A full life of possibility ahead of her.

      Isabel punched the button on the pole at the intersection and crossed the street. Her tennis shoes slid across the wet road, leftover sleet from the last snow.

      All the while, she kept her gaze locked on those curtains. The lights stayed on, with no movement behind them. But she had to believe her target was home. Ember had to be home.

      Into Ember’s parking lot. Almost every spot out front was occupied, so Isabel navigated between the cars, toward the stairs. Ember’s car sat quietly in a spot on the north side.

      Isabel was about to emerge from between a Ford truck on the right and a Subaru wagon on the left when a pair of arms materialized from the front of the truck. Then, a head appeared in front of the left headlight. Ember.

      Ember grabbed Isabel by the shoulders and spun her around. Isabel whirled, with no control over her limbs. But as Ember reached out to grab her arms, Isabel gave Ember a hard shove to create a little space.

      Isabel made a fist and swung around to launch it at Ember’s stomach. But Ember pulled back even farther, anticipating the blow, which threw Isabel off-balance as she carried through with the motion.

      Ember sidestepped to the right and used Isabel's careening inertia against her. She tugged on Isabel's wrist, sending her into a freefall, straight toward the ground. Isabel collided with the pavement, forcing her hands out to keep her face from smacking on it. Cold pressure jarred her as she attempted to support her weight.

      As she labored to rise to her feet, Ember leaped behind her and jerked her up. One arm went under Isabel’s chin, the other as a bar across her abdomen, pinning her arms from behind. Isabel tried to fight, but Ember kept her sealed up tight. Isabel couldn’t break free.

      Ember dragged Isabel off to the side. Her feet slid, her arms pinned. She kicked and tried to maneuver, but the shorter Ember had complete control. Isabel had no choice but to go where Ember was taking her: around the side of the building, to an alley.

      Once they were between the condo building and the grocery store to the north, Ember gave Isabel a shove. She staggered a few steps and braced herself against the building.

      Isabel spun around to see Ember standing there, holding Isabel’s Glock, the barrel pointed at the ground. Her shoulders heaved, her jaw was set, her eyes locked on Isabel. The whole scrabble from jumping out behind the car to arriving here had taken no more than five seconds.

      Isabel couldn’t believe how thoroughly she had been defeated by this older and smaller woman. She was like a little pale ninja.

      “Don’t,” Ember said, shaking her head, shoulders heaving up and down. “You can’t take me. Don’t even try.”

      Isabel, panting, leaned back against the building. “I can see that. So, now, you kill me? You’ll kill a federal agent?”

      “Unlike you, I don’t want to do that. I have nothing against you, Agent Yang. I know you think I've gone feral out here in Colorado, but I'm not a bad person now. I still have principles.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      Ember pursed her lips. “Did you come here to kill me?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Well, I can’t let you do that, so, if you have a plan B, you better switch over to that one. Maybe you didn’t know this, but I won the FBI’s female kickboxing tournament three years in a row.”

      Isabel rubbed her neck, where Ember's grip would probably leave a bruise. "No, I heard about that. What am I supposed to do now? You won't come willingly, and I can't make you come with me. I'm at a loss. I've failed at my job, and I can't see a way out of this."

      “Go back to DC. That’s where your answers are, not here.”

      Isabel’s heart thumped. With nothing left to lose, now was the time for answers. “I have to ask you about something. Something I found. A document.”

      Ember arched an eyebrow. “Exciting. I love questions that begin with such cryptic intros.”

      “In Marcus Lonsdale’s desk, I found a redacted document. It had your name on it, and his. It’s a disciplinary report. I need to know what it means.”

      Ember stood, her lips thin, saying nothing. Isabel waited until she decided Ember had no intention of answering.

      “What’s in the redacted sections of that document?” Isabel asked.

      "That's behind me now, and I have no intention of reliving that part of my life. You need to ask Marcus."

      “I’m asking you.”

      Ember shook her head. "I don't really have the time or the mental energy to deal with you and Marcus right now. Please, get on a plane, go back to Washington. Leave me to live my life out here. However much of it I have left. You can give me that, at least, because there's a good chance I'll be dead sometime in the next few weeks."

      Isabel slid down the wall until her butt touched the cold ground. She put her head in her hands, trying not to weep. “My career is over. All that’s left is for them to make me clean out my office so I can do a walk of shame with the cardboard box.”

      “I think you're taking the most extreme road with this, but I get it. You walked into this situation, and you never asked for it.”

      “I don't know how else this ends but ugly,” Isabel said.

      “Do you remember my neighbor, the hot guy with the tattoos?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you ever remember hearing the name Layne Parrish in Washington?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. He’s not in the Bureau, as far as I know. Why?”

      "I think my neighbor isn't who he says he is. I was on my way to stop this nutty-bonkers guy from killing a woman he'd kidnapped when Layne intervened and saved her first."

      Isabel grunted a sigh. "What are you doing with yourself out here in Colorado, Ember? You're not checking in with your handler, so I have a hard time believing that you're still out here, building a case against the Denver Assassins Club."

      "Right now, I'm trying to save the life of one more kidnapped woman. Sometime in the next four days, I'm going to either save her and catch the guy responsible, or he's going to assassinate me first, and the woman will die anyway. I prefer the former if that wasn't clear enough."

      “I don’t understand.”

      Ember hunkered down to meet Isabel’s level. “A few weeks ago, I got into trouble with the DAC. There was a conflict… two people assigned to the same contract, which isn’t supposed to happen. Even though I’m starting to think it wasn’t an accident. Anyway, the other assassin was going to kill me over this, so I killed him first, but there are laws in the Club against doing things like that. I was disciplined with a black spot. That means six assassins come at me for six consecutive weeks in a trial by combat. I’ve already taken out the first two.”

      “How do you do this?”

      Ember’s head cocked. “Do what?”

      “Kill people for money.”

      “Have you ever discharged your service weapon in the line of duty? When doing that, have you ever killed someone?”

      “It’s not the same thing.”

      Ember pushed out her lower lip. “Isn’t it? You get a paycheck. The government tells you who to kill. You don’t get to evaluate it beforehand and consider whether or not you’re willing to draw down on someone. I do. In the last year, I’ve killed three murderers and two rapists who slipped through the American justice system. I killed a thug in Uganda who stole a truck full of Red Cross antibiotics so he could sell them in Kenya for ten times the value. I only take on contracts I want. That’s how I sleep at night.”

      “What’s Uganda like?”

      “It’s a shit-show.”

      Isabel blew out a long and slow breath. “There's no diplomatic way out of your trial by combat situation?”

      Ember shook her head, saying nothing.

      “How long did you think it would work out here, living this double life? Didn’t you expect it would catch up to you at some point?”

      “I don’t know,” Ember said, through a labored sigh. “I haven’t really thought about it. Maybe not as much as I should have.”

      Isabel didn’t know if she believed Ember’s last statement. Ember had an accomplished poker face. “If there’s no way out of this, then run. Just run. I’m sure you can get a passport and find your way to Greece or New Zealand.”

      “If I do that, they’ll come for me, and you have no idea how thorough and determined some of these people can be. And, the kidnapped woman will die. I have to see this through.”

      Isabel held out her palms, staring at them under the meager light in the alley. She felt a tear form in the corner of her eye. “What am I supposed to do about you?”

      Ember pressed the button to eject the magazine, jettisoned the round in the chamber, and handed the pistol back to Isabel. “Forget me. Go back to DC. Find out why Marcus Lonsdale is lying to you about all this.”

      “I think maybe he wants to pin the blame on me if this operation goes south.”

      Ember nodded. “Yeah. That sounds about right. Don’t let him do that to you.”

      Isabel accepted the pistol and stood.

      “I like your shoes,” Ember said.

      “Oh. Thank you.”

      “It’s late. I’ve had a long day. I’d like to go inside my condo and sleep for a few hours. Please don’t try to kill me again.”

      Ember gave Isabel a pat on the shoulder before leaving the alley. Isabel remained there for a moment, alone, cold, holding a useless gun in her hand.
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EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Day Four

      

      Ember sat outside Good Samaritan Hospital in Lafayette. She thumbed through her recent calls list to find Gabe’s number, then tapped to call him. The modern and glass-lined buildings towered over her, and she studied them as the phone rang. For some reason, she kept thinking of Charlie. She thought of him dying in a Boulder parking garage two weeks ago. It was as unfair as anything else in this life, but she could at least feel grateful she’d known him.

      “Yes,” Gabe said, sounding half-asleep.

      “You sure this is the right hospital?”

      “You’re at the one in Lafayette?”

      “Yeah, it’s about three miles north of where she was found last night.”

      Gabe yawned. “That’s the one. Believe me, it was not easy to find her. She’s checked in under Jane Doe. Your best way in is through the emergency room entrance. Anywhere else, it’ll be too hard to navigate.”

      “Probably with a ton of cops around her, when I do figure out which room she’s in. She goes from being trapped in an iron maiden to being trapped in a hospital room full of uniformed guys.”

      “What are you going to do when you find her?”

      Ember considered this for a few seconds. “I need to learn whatever she can tell me about Quinn Voeller. I have a feeling she won’t know much, but anything could be useful. Also, if she knows anything about the DAC. Who knows what that sociopath has been telling her.”

      “She could expose the Club if Quinn hasn’t been careful.”

      “Yes, she could. But that’s not my top priority at the moment.”

      “Fair,” Gabe said. “Can’t help you with where to go once you get inside. Just her name.”

      “Jane Doe. Yes, Gabe, you’ve been incredibly helpful.”

      “I’m doing the best I can.”

      Ember snickered. “I know, I know. I’m just messing with you. But I know how to find her once I get inside. It’s easy. I’ll just follow the trail of cops.” She listened to Gabe breathe on the other end of the line. “You okay? Sleep any better last night?”

      “Thanks, yeah, a little. Now I’ve been mostly obsessing about my upcoming Club membership test. A whole new reason to lose sleep at night.”

      “Don’t stress. Whatever it is, you can’t prepare for it. I mean, all the work you’ve done with me has been your preparation. Everything we do is a test. You’re more qualified than you think.”

      “Thanks, Ember. That means a lot to me. Not sure if I’ll sleep any better tonight, but I do appreciate the vote of confidence.”

      “Also, I’m pretty sure if you fail, I’ll have to put a bullet in you, so, there’s that.”

      “Yeah,” he said with a nervous laugh. “I actually can’t tell if you’re joking with me or not.”

      “Good. It’s time to make my move here.”

      Ember said her goodbyes and ended the call, then slid on her blue Denver Broncos cap as she left the car. She pulled her hair into a ponytail and tucked it into the back of her jacket, then headed for the emergency room entrance. Eyes down, keeping her body tight and close. She was wearing green scrubs, but that camouflage wouldn’t stand up to much scrutiny.

      She walked inside, keeping herself small, looking for double doors. She wasn’t familiar with this hospital in Lafayette, a suburb between Boulder and Denver.

      As a crew of EMTs wheeled a crash cart across the room, Ember lowered her head and tagged along. They disappeared through doors on the east side, and Ember slid in soon after. Blinding fluorescent lights above and pale pink walls on either side. Sights and sounds of chaotic activity everywhere. There had been a major car accident or shooting or something. Doctors and nurses were running around, some of them with blood on their scrubs. Ember had been in a hospital a little over a week ago, after the poisoning at the Boulder Branch. Not a pleasant memory.

      She wanted to make this trip as quick and efficient as possible. Ember kept her head low and pushed through the hall until she saw a bank of elevators a hundred feet down. Four cops all entered the elevator, and Ember waited until the doors closed, then she watched the numbers above it until they stopped at 3. Good chance they would lead her exactly where she needed to go.

      She headed for the stairs, then hoofed it up to the third floor. She opened the interior door to find the cops exiting the elevator at the same time. Panting, shoulders heaving, she held back and watched them all filter out.

      She waited to see which way they would go, then fell in step behind them. They were chatting, waving their hands around, not paying any attention to her. As long as they stayed that way, this should be no problem at all. But, walking around in scrubs without a name badge was a little odd, so she didn’t want to attract any undue attention to herself.

      Then, one of them turned. Ember had to make a split-second decision. After all the activity in recent weeks and months, she didn’t know for certain the police weren’t on the lookout for her. But, better not to chance it.

      She spun around and took a few steps back in the other direction, then she ducked into a room on her left. The footsteps continued toward her, heel-toe, heel-toe, heel-toe.

      She pulled herself against the wall next to the door. In this room, an old man rested on the bed, beeping machines around him as he gave her a quizzical look. Ember raised a finger to her lips and added a wink. The old man nodded and closed his eyes, subtly shaking his head.

      The footsteps paused, and Ember thought they were close enough to be right outside this room. Holding her breath, she considered her response. She had no weapons on her and easily decided to run if the cop confronted her—no need to kill a police officer just doing his job.

      A moment later, the footsteps resumed, back in the other direction. Getting quieter. Her thumping head outweighed the sound of the footsteps, and she chastised herself for letting the stupid tension of the moment get to her.

      Ember peeked her head out of the room and saw the cop had rejoined his buddies. They continued on down the hall, chatting, waving their arms around in animated conversation. Ember kept herself at a safe distance but pulled close enough to spy what they were saying.

      For two full minutes, she tailed them, always considering nearby places to divert if they turned their attention toward her.

      Then, one of the cops stopped outside a room and picked up a clipboard from a hook. “Wait a second,” he said, squinting at the text on the page, “isn’t this the… the VIP they brought in last night?”

      “Yeah,” said another cop. “They took her to the… you know, the place DPD has.”

      One of them whispered to the other, and he nodded and put the clipboard back into place. Without another word about it, they continued on down the hall. Ember hung back until they’d made a turn down the hall, then she approached the clipboard, grinning.

      Exactly what Ember had been searching for.

      Ember spun on her heels and held up her phone as she tapped to call Gabe again. “Hey. I need you to find something else. A safe house.”
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WELLNER

        

      

    

    
      The President sat in his car in the parking garage underneath the Denver Consolidated Holdings building. His two personal security guards plus two building security guards stood outside the car, waiting for him to exit. The car was still running, a low rumble of the heater pushing dry and warm air around his feet.

      Wellner’s hand rested on the door handle. He couldn’t force himself to open the door. This was silly. Wellner knew as much. Four of the best security people in the whole Club stood within five feet of him. None of them said a word, but he could imagine what they were thinking. Too scared to walk fifty feet from the car to the elevator. He bet these pros weren’t experiencing this same level of crushing fear. They were too skilled and capable to succumb to panic.

      But, the two security guards who had died in this parking garage yesterday had also been perfectly capable. Only yesterday, someone had tried to kill him outside the elevators, not far from here.

      Someone obviously sent by the Club’s scheming Vice President, Jules Dunard. He had only survived thanks to the quick thinking of the young woman he had hired solely for her bedroom eyes, full lips, deep line of cleavage, and flat stomach. Also, to a lesser extent, also for her impressive typing speed. The job required basic knowledge of Word and Excel and the ability to type well.

      If Naomi the secretary had been as vacuous as he had assumed when he’d offered her the job, Wellner would be dead right now. That was one he was happy to be wrong about, in hindsight.

      But how much longer could he be wrong about other things, if he wanted to survive?

      In less than nine months, the Review Board elections would happen. It was no secret that Jules wanted Wellner’s job, and also that he had a strong bid for reelection. In his mind, if she thought she couldn’t beat him in a fair election, her next best plan might be to have him assassinated.

      In a regular political machine, Jules would have tried to find a skeleton in his past, or engaged in a smear campaign to win the vote. But in their line of work, killing your opponents happened a lot more frequently. Wellner didn’t want to take any chances.

      If he did die, the Club’s bylaws would place her immediately into authority as President until the next election, and she could easily mask her involvement in the coup.

      Wellner used to feel comfortable with a gun in his hand. He used to know what he was doing. What had changed? When exactly had he turned into a sniveling wuss?

      Wellner blew out a few uneven breaths and then pulled the door handle. His foot hesitated in the air, then when it sank to the concrete floor, it felt like a million pounds crashing down. The echo pushed off the concrete walls, as loud as gunshots to his ears.

      The security guard turned around, a Latina woman with short and curly hair. Wellner had seen her around before, but he didn't know her name. That would have to change. If he intended to rely on these people to keep him alive for the foreseeable future, he needed not only their loyalty but also their trust.

      “You’re safe with us, sir,” the woman said, extending a hand. He hated that she could read the trepidation on his face so easily. He hated that Jules had driven him to this pervasive terror.

      “Thank you,” he said as he accepted the bodyguard’s help out of the car. His stomach rumbled. His palms were sweaty. His legs felt like he’d spent an hour on the stair climber on the gym, but he hadn’t done that in years.

      Outside the car, the four guards swarmed around him, and the closeness of their suits and ties and visible weapons made him feel both safe and claustrophobic at the same time.

      The man at the front of the cluster lifted his sleeve to his mouth and whispered something into it. Wellner wondered if he had a code name the way US presidents did. He supposed he could ask, but he’d rather not hear they’d saddled him with something like Pork Loin or Chubby Duck or similar. It was probably too much to hope that his code name would be Eagle One.

      The four escorted him to the elevator without incident. Footsteps landing in unison, backs straight in perfect posture, heads swiveling in all directions.

      They stayed huddled like this until the elevator stopped on the governmental offices' floor, and Wellner now felt a little less terrified as the door opened. His eyes locked on Jules' door, a few down along the hall. His feet lashed out at the  floor as he stomped toward it. The security guards trailed behind him like links of a chain.

      Fear morphed into anger. Wellner stopped outside and raised a hand to knock. He would walk into Jules’ office and demand to know where she had been and who she’d been speaking with. Assault her with questions and then let her sweat.

      The look on her face would tell him everything he needed to know. But, he didn’t need to extract the truth from her. He already knew.

      His hand hesitated in the air. If he confronted her now, then he lost any advantage of surprise, since he had no proof yet. Something else stopped him from knocking: a better idea.

      Wellner changed course and continued down the hall to his office. His security team fanned out and positioned themselves along the walls outside.

      He flung the door back, and his secretary Naomi clutched a hand to her chest as she looked up at him with wide eyes. Her chest pumped up and down, but she wore a tentative smile on her lips.

      “Morning, sir. You scared me.”

      He crossed the room and knelt down in front of her desk so he could meet her eyes. He reached out to take one of her still-clutched hands and held it inside his. "You saved my life yesterday. I will never forget what you did for me. Anything you want or need, you just let me know, and it'll be yours. You'll have that and my gratitude for the rest of my life. That's a promise."

      Her eyes misted a little as she smiled at him. “Thank you, David. None of that was planned. I just did it. I don’t even usually carry pepper spray with me, because I don’t like how it sits on my keychain. Too heavy. But, for some reason, I put it on my keychain last weekend after I got my car back from the shop. I don’t know why. Everything came together yesterday in the garage like magic.”

      “However it happened, I’m grateful now and forever.” He let go of her hand and then cleared his throat as he stood. “Take a memo.”

      Without missing a beat, her fingers jumped to her keyboard, and she nodded at him. He closed his eyes and clenched his fists.

      “To be released to all Branches and all internal administrative workers: there will be an in-depth, full-scale investigation into DAC corruption, effective immediately. All non-essential resources will be diverted, and all class 2 or below projects will be suspended until this is completed. We will excise the sickness from the Club with all due haste. We are going to restore the name of this once-great organization and all traitors will be punished swiftly and severely.”

      He paused, thinking. Naomi's hands hovered over the keyboard, and she gazed at him with expectant eyes.

      “Our founders established this Club almost sixty years ago to combat the very corruption and in-fighting we are seeing now across our Branches. We have the tools to root it out, and we will accept nothing less than full accountability for these crimes.”

      He paused again, and Naomi’s eyes flicked to him.

      “That’s all for now,” he said. “Clean it up and send it like that. I’ll announce more details when I have them. But for now, call everyone in. I want an emergency Board meeting the day after tomorrow, including all Branch reps. I’m going to force this rat out into the light.”
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ZACH

        

      

    

    
      Zach felt sunlight slice through the hole in his curtain. If he had thought it through, he would not have chosen the east-facing bedroom when he and Alec had divvied them up after moving in. Too late to do anything about it now.

      He stretched and swatted toward his nightstand to pick up his phone. Zach sat up in bed, scrolling along his text message history. Late last night, he'd sent Ember a text, and she had yet to respond. He wasn't surprised; a couple of days ago, she'd said she might be unavailable because of "work," which Zach was starting to find increasingly suspicious.

      She was always covered in unexplained scratches and bruises, too.

      He didn’t have any concrete reason to assume she was lying to him. But, there had been a string of minor inconsistencies and strange happenings with her, where she kept him at arm’s length any time something about her job came up. At their sushi dinner date two weeks ago, Ember had said she was some sort of “efficiency consultant” for large companies, and they hadn’t discussed it again. But, she frequently seemed busy. It often took her a long time to respond to texts and voicemails. Sometimes hours. Sometimes it was immediate and they would have a healthy back and forth, but not always.

      He didn’t want to be clingy, and when she was with him, she usually gave him her full attention. He had a great time with her, but there was something going on.

      They were only a couple weeks into something Zach wasn’t even sure they could call dating. They hadn’t done anything beyond kissing. Usually, at this point in his college relationships, Zach was already thinking about moving on, worrying about becoming tied down to something long-term.

      Still, he couldn’t stop thinking about her. It was the strangest relationship he’d ever had. Maybe because she was older, he was letting her dictate the pace.

      He didn’t know, and it didn’t matter at the moment. Ember was unavailable, and Zach needed to talk to someone. After Thomas Milligan’s ceaseless attempts to recruit Zach, the planted porn, the strange things at work… Zach needed a sounding board to process ideas. This couldn’t wait another day or two for Ember to wrap up whatever project she had going on at the moment.

      He stumbled out of his bed and slid on a t-shirt, then he wandered out into the living room. His roommate Alec was there, sitting on the couch, hunkered over the coffee table. Music blared from his phone; some obscure rap Zach had never heard of before. Alec was one of those guys who liked to find whatever hip-hop artist was currently popular in Mozambique or Des Moines so he could claim to have his heart on the pulse of the real underground scene.

      Alec had his running shoes perched on the table, with his laces pulled out and sitting in a coiled pile next to them. He was holding things that looked like miniature bungee cords, trying to thread them through the shoe eyelets.

      “What’s that?” Zach asked.

      “New laces,” Alec said as he thumbed the volume down on his music. “They’re stretchy, so they don’t need to be tied. Cutting edge shit right here. You don’t even know.”

      “Wow, what are you going to do with that extra thirty seconds you save every day? Take up a new hobby? Or, maybe, give your dishes an extra thirty seconds each day to soak?”

      Alec flipped him the middle finger while he focused on the shoes. “Make fun all you want. These are nice laces. Bunch of NBA guys are using them this season.”

      Zach circled around the couch and had a seat on the floor. He put his hands on the coffee table to get Alec’s attention.

      Alec pursed his lips. “What’s up, bro? You look like shit.”

      “Yeah, I tossed and turned all last night. Can I ask you about something?”

      Alec let go of the laces and instead picked up his coffee mug. He sipped it as he sat back. “Go ahead.”

      “You know the lab I work for? I think they’re into nasty stuff. Like, they make weapons of mass destruction or something. I don’t even know. But what I do know is that it's something they'll do extreme shit to keep quiet and to keep control of it — whatever it is. Like the guy I work for is always trying to get me to move to California and take a job there, and he's started...." he trailed off. He wasn't sure he wanted to spill the beans on everything, even to his own roommate.

      “He’s offering you a job and you’re complaining about it?”

      “Are you listening to me? I think they’re shady. The company is called Firedrake, but it’s part of a bigger company called Draconis Global and Drache or something like that. You know that Netflix doc where the FBI raids the company and everyone is running around, trying to shred documents like they’re in a competition?”

      Alec frowned at him with a raised eyebrow. “I don’t think I’ve seen that one.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I just have a terrible feeling about this place. Like, if I agree to move to Cali and work there, something awful is going to happen.”

      Alec shrugged. “So, quit before it gets too intense. I don’t see what the big deal is.”

      “I can’t quit, either. They’ve dropped enough hints on me that if I quit, something bad will happen, too. It’s a rock and a hard place.”

      Alec let out a grumbling sigh as he sipped his coffee, staring at Zach. “I’m not sure what to tell you. Sounds like you’re hosed. Time to bring in the experts, like the cops or something.”

      "I don't think I can call the cops, either. The other day, I went to the library, just to research them. They had a security guard remove me, and there was a cop car waiting outside. I avoided the police by sneaking out the back way, but I can't say for sure they weren't there for me."

      “Are you saying these people are powerful enough that they have the police in their back pocket?”

      Zach rubbed his temples and considered telling Alec about the child porn, but decided against it. "Yeah, they might. Everything they do and say is vague, you know? There have been… other signs, too. They want me to know they're serious. The boss, Thomas, has a driver who goes everywhere with him, and the guy is packing. He carries it in an armpit holster, and he wears suits like a bad guy from a 90s action movie."

      “That’s messed up, bro. My dad used to say, 'you keep doing what you’re doing, you keep getting what you’re getting.' I mean, he was talking about how I hated studying and so I failed a bunch of tests, but it seems like it applies here. You don’t stand up for yourself, then your boss and this action movie villain are going to keep pushing you around.”

      “I want to stand up for myself. I’m just freaked out about the consequences.”

      Alec shrugged, set down his coffee, and returned to working on his new laces project. Zach sat there, heart thumping, not knowing what to say. Alec couldn’t help him. Ember couldn’t help him. Zach was all alone here, and he had no idea what to do.

      The situation would come to a head at a certain point, and then Zach would have to make some sort of decision. Perhaps the most important one of his life.
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      When Gabe said he wouldn’t be able to get the location of the safe house without extensive and time-consuming work, Ember decided to find it the old-fashioned way. Because of her previous time in the FBI, she happened to know that in Denver, safe houses were all arranged by a specific task force inside the local PD. A few minutes of internet searching indicated they operated that task force out of a police station in Westminster, a few miles to the south.

      She drove over by the station on 48th and sat on it.

      And she waited. For two hours, she sat in her car across the street, with an eye on the motor pool in the parking lot outside. She sipped from her water bottle and munched a pack of stale pretzels she kept in the glove box. Eating the pretzels was like chewing strips of cardboard, but she couldn't run down to the 7-11 and risk losing out.

      She promised herself she would get up early and hit the gym hard tomorrow. For now, junk food.

      The quiet time in the car gave her a chance to have a text chat with Zach, who she hadn’t seen since their stroll on Pearl Street a few days before. They made plans to walk along the Boulder Creek path this evening.

      Going on a night date was a little dangerous, and it raised two important risks: one, that she might invite him back to her place since their meetups had been trending in that direction. When their lips touched, her skin sizzled in a way she'd only experienced a few times in her life.

      The second risk was that Quinn might decide to make a proactive attack on her. Ember didn’t think he would, but there was no telling. And whether she was with Zach on a biking trail or with him in her bed, she didn’t want to put him at risk like that.

      By the time the sun began its descent across the sky, the pretzels were gone, and her stomach was growling again, but she still didn't want to miss anything. And, it turned out to be the right move. In the late afternoon, a couple of cops in plain clothes walked out of the station, headed for an unmarked car at the far end of the lot. But even more telling was that one of them had a paper bag in his hand, and the bag wore a few grease marks near the bottom. Probably the leftover bagels and doughnuts from this morning.

      They were shifty-eyed, keeping themselves small and quiet. They certainly looked like task force guys. These two would lead her straight to the safe house, straight to the woman Layne Parrish had rescued out from underneath her nose.

      Ember stayed far back as she tailed them. Clandestine pursuit was not her strong suit. Despite her multiple years in the FBI in her twenties and a few low-speed and high-speed chases under her belt, these cops probably had more experience than she did. And, on their way to a safe house, they would be on the lookout for a tail.

      So, Ember kept back and made sure she wasn't obvious about mirroring their movements. At least one car between them, and she took care to pause before turning whenever they hit a stoplight.

      They eventually pulled into a neighborhood in Broomfield, only a couple miles from the Night Owl and the shipping facility. This was a small town, packed among the dozen other small towns that spooled together to form the sprawling Denver metro.

      Ember drove past when the cops parked in front of a white two-story house with hardly any windows. Like all safe houses she had ever seen, this was as plain and boring and uneventful as they came. But she did notice a tiny balcony with a trellis on the back. Since going in the front or back doors didn’t seem likely, the trellis would be the way to go. It looked heavy-duty enough to support her, but no way to know for sure until she started up.

      Also, with a two-story house, she would expect them to keep their asset on the second floor. That’s what Ember would have done, anyway.

      She parked after the next turn and waited until the cops went inside the house, with the paper bag. Then, she made the slow walk back along the sidewalk, keeping eyes on the house. There were no external surveillance cameras, and she couldn’t see anyone lurking in the windows. Still, she kept her head down, hands in her pockets, imagining she was headed for the convenience store on the corner.

      Ember diverted to the backyard of a sleepy house on the same side of the street. This one had only a chain-link fence, so she hopped it and skirted across the yard to hide behind a smelly compost bin full of grass and eggshells. When she was confident there was no one home in the next backyard, she hopped that fence and then two more on a path toward the target house.

      There, she paused at the edge of the brick house next door and waited for movement. Nothing happened for several seconds.

      This current yard had a six-foot privacy fence, and she walked its length until she found a small hole in the wood to survey through. The safe house was directly on the other side.

      One man stood in the backyard, sunglasses on, arms crossed, hovering on the porch while looking down at his phone. She spied the man as he stood as still as a statue. Because of the sunglasses, she had a hard time predicting the focus of his gaze.

      The trellis was on her side of the house, away from him, but if she hopped the fence, she’d be detected right away. He still had a line of sight to the side yard from his spot on the back porch.

      She pulled back from the fence and pressed her body against this side of it, trying to think. There had to be a way to draw his attention to the other side of the yard.

      Her eyes landed on a bird feeder hanging off the back porch of her current hiding spot, and an idea took shape. The bird feeder was a cylinder with little sticks hanging from the bottom for the birds to land. These sticks had been secured to the feeder with rubber bands.

      Ember watched the house's back door for activity. That door led into the kitchen. She could see lights reflected on a television screen, but it appeared no one was in the kitchen leading in from the back door.

      Ember hunkered down and approached the bird feeder, then took one of the rubber bands out of the birdhouse. She also removed a bobby pin from her hair. Staying hunkered down, she gingerly pulled the bobby pin open, stretching the metal until it resembled a narrow V. She inserted the V into the rubber band strung between her fingers, like a miniature slingshot.

      From out of the corner of her eye, Ember spied a plane lumbering across the sky, in this direction. If she hurried, she could use some of that noise to mask her approach.

      The assassin pointed her bobby pin slingshot toward a set of wind chimes on the other side of the back yard cop. She had to guess on the trajectory. Ember hadn’t operated a slingshot since she was ten years old, shooting at squirrels in San Diego with her friends from their Schwinn bicycles in the parking lot of the out-of-business Ralph’s grocery store on Mission Boulevard.

      She drew back the bobby pin and let it fly. The little black thing sailed through the air, wobbling in the slight breeze. It missed the wind chimes completely, but it plinked against the back window. Close enough.

      The cop kept his feet planted, but he swung his upper torso around in the direction. Neck craned, checking out the window.

      Ember grabbed the top of the fence and pushed herself up. She made every effort to land with light feet, then she tumbled over to the right, out of sight of the cop.

      Wasting no time, she rushed for the trellis and began to climb. It wasn’t meant to support a person’s weight, and it groaned as soon as she had all four limbs on it. She hung there for a moment, waiting to see if the cop had heard her. The plane was now directly overhead.

      After a few seconds of silence, she continued onward and upward. Each time she moved a limb, the trellis leaned away from the house and then made a soft whack against the house’s blue siding as it settled back into place.

      There wasn’t much wind, but she figured the plane noise plus whatever breeze was currently blowing might be enough to sell the ruse. She hoped the cop assumed the slight tapping sound was just the wind, banging the trellis against the patio’s roof.

      Still, she had to make it quick. Ember practically sprinted up the creaking trellis, until she reached the lip of the small balcony on the second floor. She swung her feet up and peeked into the window. It was a bedroom, dark and unoccupied. A set of locked French doors lead into the house interior.

      Ember used her lockpicking kit to open it, then she padded across the room to the closed door. A healthy gap between the bottom of the door and the floor allowed her to see out into the hall. She held up her pocket mirror in the gap, spying around the hall. A man stood outside a door fifteen feet down the hall, hands folded over his waist, eyes forward. There were three other doors on this floor, none of them guarded aside from that one. Clearly, that was the room where Ember would find the woman.

      For five whole minutes, Ember rested prone on the floor, staring at the mirror. Slow and muted breaths in her nose, out her mouth, waiting for something to happen.

      Then, finally, the man tapped on his earpiece and said, “Gotta take a crap. Be back in about ninety seconds.”

      He strutted away from the door into the bathroom on the opposite side of the hall. Maybe someone else would come to take his place, or maybe they would leave the door unguarded.

      Either way, Ember had to move.

      She jumped to her feet and slipped out into the hall as she set a timer on her watch. Quick steps took her to the door. The man had turned on the bathroom vent, a soft whirring sound.

      Ember tossed one last look at the closed bathroom door, then she opened the bedroom door on the other side of it. She slipped into the room and shut the door behind her. It clicked into place.

      Ember whirled to see the same blond woman from the shipping facility, in bed, up on her elbows. A blanket covered her from the chest down. Horror on her face as she stared at Ember. She said nothing, mouth open, breathing shallow breaths in a state of paralysis.

      A flash of Ember's mentor Fagan appeared in front of her face, stern and full of conviction. Fagan would say that this woman needed to die because she could expose the DAC. She had seen too much, and after spending time in the clutches of that sociopath, maybe death would be a relief.

      Ember raised her hands and put a finger to her lips. “I am not going to hurt you,” she whispered as she padded across the room. “We have a common enemy. Quinn.”

      The woman recoiled from the mention of his name. Ember stopped next to the bed and knelt down, so she had to look up to meet her eyes. She put her hands on the bed itself but stopped short of touching the woman. "My name is Ember. What's your name?"

      The woman sputtered, her lips quivering. “Beta. He called me Beta.”

      “What’s your real name? What do you call yourself?”

      This question seemed to confuse the woman, so Ember continued. "What can you tell me about where he was holding you? Anything at all. It doesn't have to be about the house or building he kept you in. Did you hear any unusual sounds outside? Like trucks, or a strange-sounding bird? Anything that can help me narrow down where you were. It's going to help me catch him. You want me to catch him, don't you?"

      Beta only shook her head.

      “What about the tall and muscly guy who rescued you from the spike-coffin contraption. Can you tell me anything about him? What did he say to you as you left the shipping place?”

      Beta’s teeth clicked together a few times, and she stared at Ember as if she didn’t speak the language. Her eyes were as blank as her words. Shoulders still heaving up and down as she chugged shallow breaths.

      “I know you’ve been through the worst few days or weeks of your life. But you need to talk to me. You need to tell me what you can about Quinn so I can stop him from hurting anyone else. I don’t have time here. Seriously. If I’m not out that door in ten seconds, I could be in a world of trouble.”

      Beta shrugged. “I just want to go back to sleep.”

      Ember sighed as the hope drained out of her, then she patted Beta on the forearm, which made the woman recoil back under the covers.

      “I’m a witness,” she said in a dreamy voice, eyes closed. “Beta... witness. Important.”

      “Okay, Beta. It’s okay. I don’t want you to worry about what’s going to happen to you. These cops are good men. They will keep you safe. About Quinn, I can’t undo what he did to you, but I can tell you this: when I catch him, he’s going to die. I promise you that.”

      Beta had no reply. Ember checked her watch, then she hurried across the room to the window. As she opened it, she took one last look at the woman on the bed, bare, terrified, her head empty.
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      Quinn held the curtain next to the front door tight around his face. He’d wanted tinted windows for this house, but that hadn’t been an option. From the outside, it would have looked strange. Above all, his residence needed to seem like an all-American house with a wife and husband and 2.3 children on the inside. He didn’t interact with any of his neighbors, but he had seen them, cruising the sidewalks with their nosy dogs, looking up at his windows and his door.

      So, he clutched the curtain with one hand, and he held the Desert Eagle up to the door of his ultra-normal house with the other.

      The delivery driver in the brown truck parked four houses down and jumped out. He was wearing shorts. That, in itself, seemed suspicious. The evening weather was too cold for exposed legs. His eyes darted over some phone-like device in his hand, then he rounded the back of the truck and disappeared inside it for a few seconds.

      When the delivery driver vanished, Quinn’s heart rate skyrocketed. He didn’t like not knowing where the guy had gone. The street seemed bathed in a yellow hue, for some reason.

      But, a moment later, the driver reappeared with a single box in his hands. He walked the box up to the nearest house and set it on the porch, then took a picture. Ostensibly, the pictures were proof for the house resident that the package had been delivered. Quinn doubted it. The evidence that any package had been delivered would be realized when the owner of said package came home and saw it on the porch. There was no legit reason to take a picture. And, Quinn knew from experience, when the stated reason was suspect, there was another reason under the surface they didn’t want anyone to know about.

      But then, the driver returned to his vehicle and drove away. He hadn’t looked across the street to this house at all. Quinn was not convinced the driver wasn’t noting every little detail about the neighborhood, however.

      Quinn took his finger off the gun’s trigger and shoved it back into his waistband. He let out a massive sigh, then turned around to survey the living room. A part of him knew he was obsessing over the delivery driver because he didn’t want to think about Beta. He didn’t want to admit how wrong it had all gone last night.

      The best he could do in this situation now was damage control. Quinn had extensive experience in the area, but not by choice.

      Beta couldn’t identify him. She knew his first name, not his last, and she had been sedated during transport, always. She had seen the insides of basements with covered windows, never allowed to hear the outside, never given a chance to ever see a street sign or anything that could lead anyone here.

      Still, Quinn worried.

      He marched into the kitchen, where Alpha was asleep in the chair at the kitchen table. As per usual, she had both ankles duct-taped to the chair, and one arm restrained. The other arm hung free since she needed it to eat. Quinn used to feed them, but it turned out to be too much work, and he would feel paranoid sitting so close, worrying about his body odor or his breath, and he would eventually escalate to a panic attack and have to stand in the shower under the cold water to calm down.

      A plate of cooling spaghetti sat in front of Alpha, with plastic utensils on either side. Seven hundred calories, the perfect amount.

      “What did you say?” he asked her. He stared at her soft face, still and quiet. She hadn’t said anything.

      Now, Quinn only had to wait for her to wake up. He’d been a little too upset when he’d given her the injection to sedate her for the move up from the basement. Usually, he would give his guests 0.05 milliliters per pound, enough to knock them out for under ten minutes. But, he’d pressed on the plunger a little too hard. Alpha had been under for going on thirty minutes now.

      He had to consider how all these recent changes were affecting her. She was probably lonely now, in the basement all by herself. No Beta and no Gamma to pass the time. He used to read to her, back when she was his only guest. Maybe it was time to start that practice again.

      He removed the pistol and placed it on the table as he sat opposite her. She was so peaceful, so quiet. Her head lolled to the side, a spot of drool shining on her lower lip. As beautiful now as the first day he had seen her on campus at Regis University.

      “What do I do with you, Alpha? None of this has gone the way I planned.”

      He looked down at the gun. This could all be over so quickly. One bullet to her head, then scrub down the house and head to the airport. A few months in Belize or the Caymans, then he could come back with a nice tan, a belly full of fresh fruit, and then start a new life somewhere.

      But, without the Club. They would kick him out, for sure. Quinn had been the one to raise his hand to volunteer for Ember Clarke’s contract. With the limited number of contracts he’d taken lately, this one felt perfect. Also, it seemed like great fun. To toy with Ember for a few days, to dangle Gamma and Beta in front of her, making her think she could save them, driving her crazy, making her sloppy. Then, on the last day, to catch her and kill her.

      But it had not turned out to be easy or simple. Ember had been smarter and more capable than he had anticipated. And now, both Beta and Gamma were gone, and Quinn was running out of games to play. It had not been nearly as much fun as he had hoped. Nothing but complications and disappointment had followed him since day one.

      He picked up the gun and pointed it at Alpha’s sleeping face. She gave no hint of fear or any recognition at all. Only a slow rise and fall of her chest, the occasional eyelid flutter. So beautiful. So pure.

      His finger laced around the trigger. His arm shook. Killing her now and fleeing would be the smart move. A clean slate. Kill the last person who could expose him, then escape.

      The trigger felt heavy. The gun made his wrist bow downward.

      “Damn it,” he said as he lowered the gun.

      There was no choice in this scenario. He had to see it through. He wasn’t the sort of person to cut and run, and he had to prove it.

      Quinn took his phone from his pocket and made the call.
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      Ember laced her fingers inside Zach's as they strolled along the Boulder Creek path. In zipped-up jackets, they braved the chilly night air to walk and listen to the creek coming by at a trickle. Foot traffic from the summertime inner tube riders had thinned out to nothing weeks ago. Patchy snow now lined the banks on each side.

      She tugged him a little to the right as a trio of cyclists sped by them. The sun had set, and she'd seen their headlamps seconds before the sound of the wheels closed in. But, Zach hadn't seen them at all. He'd been like this since they'd met up half an hour ago for a walk. Distracted, quiet, speaking in single syllables whenever she posed a question to him. Also, he hadn't yet cracked a single joke, which was very un-Zach-y.

      Her thoughts drifted as they walked, hand in hand, their pace perfectly matched along the twisty paved trail.

      He caught her grinning and asked, “What’s that about?”

      “I was just thinking about something. My little brother had this birthmark under his left armpit. A little brown circle. When he was a toddler, I called it his tickle button, and he would go nuts whenever I touched it. I used to attack him all the time. Now, sometimes, I touch myself in that same spot, and it makes me think about him.”

      “I’ve never seen you do that.”

      “I know. I’m sneaky.”

      His face stayed neutral, his eyes forward. “I suppose so.”

      “You alright?” she asked. “You’re pretty quiet tonight.”

      “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      She tugged on his hand to get him to stop, then she sent him into a dance-hall twirl so they were face to face. Hovering six inches from his eyes, she frowned at him. “Bullshit. Why don’t you tell me what’s going on with you? I want to help.”

      “I’m not… I’m not ready.”

      She nodded and bit her lower lip. She wanted to ask about Firedrake and Draconis, but she didn't want Zach to retreat into his shell, either.

      Best to change the subject. "There's a coffee place up there. We can go up to the bridge and cross the road. Want tea? I know you're a poor college student, so it's my treat."

      He shook his head. “No, we’re getting close to where my car is again, right?”

      “Yep. We’re almost back to the park.”

      "I think I probably need to head home. I've got a Poli-Sci quiz tomorrow, and I should at least look over my notes. I've been at the lab a lot the last couple weeks."

      “Oh. Okay.”

      He squeezed her hand. “It’s not like that. I’m really glad I got a chance to see you this week. I didn’t know if I would. Everything is so crazy right now.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it.” When his eyes drifted to the right, she bent down and tilted that way to catch his attention. “You know, you can talk to me. About whatever.”

      “Yeah,” Zach said, nodding. “There are just so many things I need to figure out right now. But, trust me when I say that you’re not one of them.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Think you’ve got me all figured out, do you?”

      “Oh, no, absolutely not. Ember, you are a puzzle wrapped inside a riddle wrapped inside one of those brain teaser games you find at the home cooking chain restaurants off the highway.”

      She giggled. “That’s the sweetest thing anyone has ever said about me.”

      “Don’t you forget it.”

      “When are you ready to talk, I hope you’ll come to me, okay? I know my stunning good looks make it seem like I’m not approachable, but I am.”

      Zach nodded. "I'll do my best to ignore your stunning good looks if you can attempt the same for me."

      “I’ll try. No promises.”

      He slipped one hand around her waist and eased the other around the back of her head to pull her close for a kiss. Her insides bubbled and vibrated from the sudden passion in his lips.

      This was one of her favorite things about Zach Bennett: he could go from bashful and uncertain to assertive and confident in 0.2 seconds. It was a real turn-on. She loved his ability to surprise her.

      After the kiss, he pulled back and said, "I'm going to break off here and go back to my car. I'm really glad I got to see you. Hopefully in a few days we can meet up again."

      “Want me to walk you?”

      He grinned and shook his head. "No, thanks, I think I can manage. We already said goodbye."

      “Wait.” She reached around him and gave his butt a squeeze. “There. Now I’ve said goodbye.”

      He gave her one last kiss on the cheek before breaking off the trail, up to the parking lot near Scott Carpenter Park. She headed for the turnoff trail that would take her back to her condo. At first, she shoved her hands in her pockets, then, she remembered to take her left hand out so it could swing at her sides while she walked. Without the arm swing, she’d get no credit for the steps on the trail. She still needed another thousand steps for the day to hit her goal.

      Close to 28th Street, the whirr of cars entering Boulder filled her ears. The air smelled like bread due to a nearby deli. Little lights glittered down from the smattering of houses in the foothills. She hadn’t been sure about this town when she’d moved here at the FBI’s request, but it had grown on her. Even only three years in, she now considered it home.

      Five minutes into her walk to her condo during this cold and dark late October day, her pocket buzzed. She took her phone out to find another unavailable number on the screen. But, she had no doubt about who was on the other end of the line.

      “I’m glad you called,” she said. “I wasn’t sure what I was going to do after last night. You disappeared on me all day today.”

      Quinn laughed, a wet and uncomfortable sound. “Oh, no, Ember Clarke. I’m not disappearing on you. I’m like a ghost or an astral projection, hovering right above you. I still have three more days to play. Now, tell me: where is my Beta?”

      “You’re using names now?”

      "I figured since she's out and about, it's probably not a big secret any longer. Gamma has already left us. But, I'm not too worried about Beta. She'll come home, eventually. Once before, she did get out, you know. That was back when I was sloppy, not taking care to treat my guests with the attention they needed. But, I brought her back home. As I said, I'm not worried."

      “You don’t sound like you’re not worried, Quinn. You sound rattled to me. You’re speaking faster, which tells me your heart rate is up. How long have you had these guests?”

      “I’m not going to discuss that with you. And I am not rattled. I think you’re the one who’s rattled.”

      “You’re losing your edge, Quinn. You can pretend all you like, but you are not winning this battle.”

      He grunted. "You took me by surprise when you sent your tattooed friend to rescue her. That won't happen again."

      Ember walked, keeping her mouth shut. She didn't need to let Quinn know she and Layne weren't working together. Maybe Quinn knew they were neighbors, or perhaps not. But, Ember had to assume Quinn didn't know Layne by name, or he would have said it, instead of 'her tattooed friend.' Quinn liked to say Ember’s full name as a show of dominance. She had encountered his type before.

      “If you’re not going to answer my questions,” Ember said, “then what can I do for you?”

      “In Broomfield,” Quinn said, “there’s a little park with a baseball diamond. It backs up to open space, on top of a hill. I’m sure you can find it.”

      “Okay, what about it?”

      “The day after tomorrow. At sunset. You be there and we’ll have it out. I’ll bring Alpha with me. She’s my favorite, so you have to understand, if anything happens to Alpha, I will be very upset.”

      “I’m not going to hurt her. If she ends up hurt, it’ll be your fault.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Ember Clarke. What happens to her is entirely within your control. And if anyone besides you shows up, she dies. I won’t let you surprise me again.”

      “How do I know you’ll be there? Twice you’ve promised me, and twice you’ve disappointed me. I’m starting to think you’re not a man of your word.”

      “I guess you’ll have to show up and see what happens.”

      The call ended as Ember made the turn under the bridge to reach her condo. Cars whizzed by. A group of students nodded at her as they passed her on the trail.

      She checked the parking lot once she was on the other side of the bridge. Layne's car was still gone, and as she ascended the steps to the second-floor walkway, she could see there was also zero activity in his apartment.

      Layne was a mystery Ember didn’t know how to solve. But, dealing with Quinn was much more urgent. Two more days until this ordained showdown. Two more days to find him and kill him.
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      Day Five

      

      Zach sat up when he heard something out in the living room. He stared at his closed door for a few seconds, waiting for another sound, and also letting himself fully wake. His LASIK-adjusted eyes sometimes had trouble focusing on things far away for a few seconds.

      Going to see Ember last night had settled his mind a little, and had led to marginally better sleep. Still not great. He'd woken up probably half a dozen times. Perhaps his night's rest would have been better if he had told Ember everything that was going on with him and Thomas, but, for some reason, Zach hadn't been able to do it. He was holding back.

      Maybe he was doing it because he didn't want to get her in trouble, too. Or, perhaps he didn't want Ember to see that he had been so far unable to handle the situation by himself.

      He thought about Ember and smiled, considering the contrast between her black hair and milky skin, the way it offset her blue eyes like crystals gleaming on her face. She had to be one of the most beautiful women he'd ever seen: top five, no doubt about it.

      A clang came from the living room, then the sound of feet shuffling. Zach squinted at the door, trying to decide if he’d actually heard something, or if he was still in the land between dreams and real life.

      He whipped back the covers and slipped on a shirt, then he picked up the baseball bat, the same one he’d carted from place to place since little league. Blinking, trying to make his eyes open all the way, Zach pulled back his bedroom door and hoisted the bat.

      Standing in the living room, holding a cardboard box, was his roommate, Alec.

      “Sorry if I was being loud,” Alec said, “but are going to break my head open for it?”

      Zach lowered the bat until it touched the carpet below his feet. “What are you doing here? I thought you were staying down in Denver for a few days.”

      Alec sniffed and clutched the cardboard box a little closer. “Shit changed.”

      Zach noticed a few things in quick succession. First, there were several boxes on the floor. Many of them had Alec’s name written on them. Alec was out of breath, a panic-filled expression on his face. And finally, that Alec had a black eye.

      “What are you doing?”

      Alec set the box on top of the others and ran a hand through his short hair. “I’m moving out. I know we haven’t had a chance to talk about it, but this is happening today. Right now.”

      “What?”

      “Sorry, bro, but I gotta leave.”

      Zach had a flash of twenty-four hours ago, sitting in the living room with Alec while he installed new laces in his shoes. And how he’d spilled his guts about all the garbage going on right now. Zach himself didn’t understand all of it — who Firedrake or Draconis really was, what Thomas Milligan was really working toward, why he walked around with an armed bodyguard — but he sensed that it was all something he wanted to get far away from.

      And he just realized he’d told Alec way too much.

      “Where did you get that black eye?”

      Alec scoffed. "Oh, this? It's nothing. I was, uh, playing handball at Northside Aztlan with those LASA guys, and I caught one in the face. You know how hard they play. It's no big deal."

      “Bullshit.”

      Alec pursed his lips and moved the stack of boxes closer to the door. Zach noted he was walking with a limp now, which he hadn’t had yesterday.

      “You got all that playing handball? Since when do you hang out with the LASA crew?”

      “Whatever, Zach. Save it. It is what it is. Believe me, or don’t — I can’t force you to see reason, so I’m going to keep putting my shit into boxes.”

      “Did one of the handball players also hit you in the leg to give you that limp?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Alec, stop.”

      “Stop what?”

      “You can’t move out. Rent is due in less than a week. I can’t cover you. I can barely make my half this month. If you disappear, I’m so screwed. Please.”

      Alec set the boxes down next to the door and wiped sweat from his brow. “Yeah, I’m really sorry about that. But me moving out is not up for discussion. I can maybe find someone to move into my old room, but that’s going to have to wait until I’m settled somewhere else. Right now, I have to get out of here.”

      “What did they do to you?”

      Alec shrugged, avoiding eye contact with Zach. “Nothing. Nobody did anything to me. And, I don’t really appreciate the interrogation.”

      "Come on. I know what's going on here. Let's talk about this. These same people are harassing me, so I know exactly what you're going through. I should never have come to you yesterday morning to tell you about it. That's on me, and I'm so sorry. But you can't just pick up and leave. We have to do something. I can't keep letting these people win. I can't let this problem spread to everyone else around me."

      Alec plucked his keys from the hooks next to the front door. Now he did meet Zach’s eyes, and Zach could see a tremendous sadness there in his roommate’s gaze. An expression of sincerity he had never before seen Alec wearing.

      “I have to go pick up the truck. If you don’t want to move boxes, I understand. Derrick and Madison are coming over in about an hour to help me load shit onto the truck.”

      “Wait…”

      “I’ll be back in a little bit. If you’re not here when I get back, then… take it easy.”

      Alec shut the door behind him, and Zach stood there in his underwear, holding the baseball bat. All alone. The silence in the apartment was like a deafening blast in his ears.

      Zach dropped the bat so he could ball his fists, and then he slammed one into the wall behind the couch, leaving a row of dimples with his knuckle indentions.

      This had to stop.
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      Isabel Yang opened the rental car door on Church Street in Lincoln, New Hampshire. The cold humidity in the air smacked her in the face immediately. For some reason, it was much worse here than it had been at the airport. Her dad had once coined the term moogy to describe this weather. Cool and muggy at the same time.

      She pulled her jacket close and looped the scarf around her neck to form a shield against it. Still, the cold cut through. The chilly months on the east coast were the worst.

      Isabel glanced around at the houses. All of them were white wood, with porch columns and chain-link swing sets and with the numbers written in small lettering on their painted porches. She surveyed around until her eyes landed on the number 1624.

      Gloveless fingers picked up her purse from the passenger seat and locked the door, then crossed the street. There was exactly zero traffic in this tiny little town. Pretty here, too. The mountains around the valley were littered with trees in the late stages of their fall transition, yellows and reds creating a quilt of technicolor foliage in all directions.

      Up the stairs, she knocked on the door. Wooden floorboards creaked across the interior, and the door cracked open. A face appeared in the door as the person inside leaned closer. The oldest man Isabel knew, the retiree Jacob Wood.

      The lines around his face intensified as his mouth dropped open, with white hair stretched tight across his scalp. His skin was so pale it was almost translucent.

      “Uh-oh,” he said. “Hey, kiddo. If you’re here, then it can’t be good.”

      “Let me in? I’m freezing my buns off out here.”

      “Of course,” he said as he stepped back and waved her inside. She crossed the threshold into what looked like a hoarder’s paradise. Stacks of newspapers and magazines everywhere. Multiple cats running around, old pizza boxes piled up like the leaning tower of Pisa, at least a half-dozen remote controls on the coffee table.

      “I’d ask how you found me,” Jacob said, “but since you still work there, I suppose I don’t need to.”

      Retired Special Agent Jacob Wood pointed her toward the couch, and she sat while he disappeared into the kitchen. She moved a couple of blankets and a basket of folded clothes to the floor to make room.

      A moment later, he came back with two mugs of coffee. “I hope black’s okay. I’m all out of cream.”

      “Black is fine,” she said as she accepted the mug and set it on the coffee table in front of her. The liquid within was as dark as midnight. She hated black coffee and had no idea why she’d claimed it would be fine.

      Jacob shooed a cat off a nearby stool, then he set it across from her. He let out a groaning sigh as he descended onto it. “How is your knee?”

      “Overall, it’s good. It aches a little in the cold and wet.”

      “Goodness. I’ll bet New Hampshire doesn’t agree with it, then.”

      "You could say that. I started running again a couple of years ago, and that was slow going at first, but I can do a 5K without too much trouble now."

      “Good, good,” Jacob said, slurping his coffee and eyeing her over the top of his mug. “No basketball, though?”

      She shook her head. Isabel usually grew annoyed at these questions, but she would tolerate them from Jacob. He got a pass.

      “And you’re liking life up here?” she asked.

      “I liked my solitude, which I thought was absolute, before today.”

      Isabel grinned and rolled her eyes.

      “You know I’m teasing,” he said. “What happened to bring you to my door?”

      “Do you know the name Allison Campbell?”

      His brow knitted. “From the Bureau?”

      Isabel nodded and sipped her coffee, which was so bitter she had to force her facial muscles not to contract in horror. She managed to swallow it down, but she set the mug on the coffee table in front of her and wished she’d brought gum to erase the lingering feeling in her mouth.

      “I think so,” Jacob said, musing as his jaw clicked back and forth. “Wait. Yes. About your age, caucasian, long black hair, on undercover assignments a lot. Pretty, but not as pretty as you, obviously.”

      Isabel couldn’t help but giggle. “You old charmer.”

      He paused, then his mouth hung open as his eyebrows climbed up onto his forehead. “Oh, yes. Campbell. Oh, yes, I remember her. When I retired from the FBI, I put all that stuff into little thought boxes in the back of my brain. But, yes, I remember Allison Campbell. Quite a stink she caused.”

      “That’s why I’m here. She’s currently undercover in Denver, operating under the name Ember Clarke.”

      He frowned. “Should you be telling me this?”

      “It doesn’t matter. I shouldn’t be here at all, but I’ve run out of options.”

      “Desperation in any career field is rarely a good sign,” he said. “Desperation in the FBI is suicide.”

      “This is about her and Marcus. I found a report in his desk, heavily redacted, that lists the two of them in a disciplinary infraction. I don’t even know when the incident took place, but I have a feeling you have answers. I need to know what happened with the two of them.”

      Jacob leaned back on his stool, making it creak as his eyes searched the ceiling. “I remember. Six years ago, maybe seven or eight, I don’t know. This must have happened before you transferred to DC, but I’m surprised you didn’t hear about it later.”

      Isabel frowned. “I’m not. People don’t tell me things. I’ve never been up on the news.”

      "We used to gossip constantly, so it sounds like it's changed there. That's not necessarily a bad thing. Anyway, what led to that report was ugly, and no one was better off for it. I think a lot of people wanted to pretend it never happened."

      When he paused and his eyes went blank, Isabel leaned forward. “Please, Jacob. I don’t have a lot of time.”

      “Marcus was an up-and-comer in the Bureau. He had that shark smile and always knew the right thing to say. Allison was a hot young thing, fresh out of the Academy, but just as ambitious as he was. The chemistry between the two of them was inevitable. Everyone saw it coming.”

      “Saw what coming?”

      “They had a fling.”

      “They what?”

      He paused to cough into a handkerchief he’d brought out of his back pocket. “Yes, they had a fling. Problem was, Marcus was married at the time. I think they got caught bumping their uglies in his office, or somewhere else in the building. Real nasty stuff. Not the fling, I mean, but the fallout from it. Some people tried to cover it up, which ended in chaos. He got divorced not long after, too.”

      “I can’t believe this.”

      Jacob clucked his teeth a couple of times. "What does he have to do with her now? Is Marcus her case agent?"

      Isabel shook her head. “No, that would be me. But he’s my boss.”

      “He’s your boss? Oh, kiddo, I’m so sorry. He’s a real piece of work.”

      “I’m beginning to see how much. The point is, she’s gone rogue in Denver. I’ve been trying to bring her back into the fold, but Marcus has done everything in his power to sabotage me. I was thinking he wanted to pin this mess of an operation on me when it failed, but with what you’re telling me now…”

      “Allison Campbell had a promising career. But, as you’ve guessed, after she and Marcus were disciplined, their paths went in different directions. He somehow parlayed the whole event to move up, and she got the proverbial shaft from the FBI. It’s not fair, but that’s how the gender politics shake out, most of the time.”

      “You’re not wrong about that. But he told me to kill her yesterday. I actually tried, but she got the best of me. She could have easily taken me out, but she didn’t. She spared me. She told me to keep digging.”

      “Digging? For what?”

      Isabel’s thoughts ran a million miles per minute. “I thought this was about me, but it’s not, is it? It’s about her. Marcus wants revenge on her for breaking up his marriage. Or, he's still in love with her and he wants her back, or he wants to punish her, or something like that.”

      "Or, it's a combination of all those things. I wouldn't put it past Marcus to be so petty." Jacob leaned closer on his stool. "I know DC is where the big boys play and that's incredibly attractive, but maybe it's time to request a transfer. There's no shame in taking an assignment at a field office in Seattle or Chicago or Oklahoma City if it means getting out from underneath Marcus Lonsdale. He'll kill your career, Isabel. I've seen him do it to others."

      She nodded, still tasting the bitter coffee on her lips. “You’re not wrong about that.”

      "He's one of the reasons I retired. Not him, specifically, but people like him. People who value their personal ambition over what the Bureau is supposed to stand for. It didn't use to be like that. Or, maybe it always was, and I was too starry-eyed and naive to see it. Either way, the young always eat the old, then the young become the old and get eaten by the next generation. That never changes, for sure."

      Isabel rubbed her knuckles into her temples. “I have a lot to think about.”

      “I expect you do. I know you’ll make the smart choice. That’s why I always liked you.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

      “Because, even though you’re just a kid, you have an old soul. You’re the kind to do the right thing, unlike Marcus and his ilk.”

      Isabel stood and offered a hand to shake. “Thank you, Jacob. I have to get back to DC as soon as possible. I can’t let him use me for his personal vendetta, so I have to do something about this.”

      Jacob gripped her hand and gave it a good squeeze. “Watch your back, kiddo. There are good people in the FBI. But, there are bad ones, too. I don’t have to tell you which kind Marcus is.”
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      Ember had wallowed in a morning and an afternoon of frustration. President David Wellner had sent out a Club-wide memo declaring there would be a sweeping investigation into corruption across all the Branches. While such a thing could theoretically have a good result, it could also cause a lot of chaos in the interim and increase the already tense situation between the Branches. It wasn’t too long ago that Five Points had tried to start a war. And, it seemed, if Fagan was right about their Branch intentionally manipulating the contract that had started Ember’s trial by combat, they might be trying to launch another war.

      Meanwhile, Fagan had been busy with some other project for the Branch. Gabe had been unable to work his algorithm magic on the last call from Quinn. And Zach had been acting weird, not responding to texts, or responding with curt replies.

      Such a strange day. At least she’d had a long session at the gym, her first in many days. The step count on her watch was past 10k already. And, she was also having a great hair day today. So, she had to take the good with the bad.

      Ember herself had been out shaking trees, asking around, trying to find Quinn. But it seemed hopeless, as no one in the Highlands Branch would give him up or even engage with Ember. It didn’t matter to them that Quinn had civilian hostages. Her protestations were met with skepticism or silence.

      Highlands Branch could be like that; aloof, foreign, uncooperative. Ember didn’t count any of them among her friends.

      So, since she had one more day until she could meet Quinn at the park in Broomfield, she decided to drive out to Parker and explore the historical archives there. Ember had questions about the last black spot trial by combat in 1971 since no one could seem to answer those. She also had questions about why this trial by combat had happened in the first place due to two assassins "accidentally" being assigned to the same contract.

      Ember didn’t know if she would find answers to either of those questions in the Club archives, but it was her best bet. Something had to break her way, after weeks of frustration and no answers.

      She parked outside the Parker Post Office, an office building by a set of train tracks amid the perfectly-manicured neighborhoods in the Denver suburb of Parker. The building was allegedly a mixed-use office building with lots of available space, but with rents so sky-high that no business would dare waste the money. Most of the Branches had Post Offices set up like this. Only the Golden Branch of the DAC had a fake front with a full-time receptionist and other tools to make theirs look real. The rest paid their property taxes and kept activity in and around the buildings quiet. A few close calls aside, this system had worked for decades.

      Ember walked up to the building and knocked on the separate side entrance leading into the basement. She faced the surveillance camera and gave it a wave.

      “Can I help you?” said a scratchy voice from a speaker under the camera.

      “Uhh, Ember Clarke, Boulder Branch.”

      “I know who you are, Ember. You killed one of our members last week.”

      “Yes, right, I did that. She was trying to kill me first, though. Killing her back seemed like a fair response.”

      “Please state your business.”

      Ember cleared her throat. “I’d like to take a look at the archives. Records from 1971, specifically. My mentor said she would call ahead and clear it with you guys? Yeah? Ringing any bells?”

      After a few seconds of silence, the door buzzed, clicked, and then drifted open an inch. Warm air from the inside leaked out. Ember pulled the door back and slipped inside to a dark stairwell leading down, with only small orange running lights at her feet to guide the way. If they were trying to project a creepy vibe, then they had succeeded.

      Ember hopped down the stairs to a lighted basement. An older black man sat at a desk on one side of the wide hall, a computer screen lighting up his face. He was wearing a uniform like a security guard, complete with a hat and implements hanging from his belt.

      “Afternoon,” he said, dipping his head at her.

      “Hello. I’m Ember.”

      “Hello, Ember.”

      “And… your name?”

      “You can call me Historian.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Okay, how very swords-and-sorcery of you.”

      “We do like our little traditions,” he said, chuckling. His laughter immediately endeared the man to her. It was thick, like the gravelly bass tones of a jazz singer. “You want to see records from the 70s? That would be behind me, fourth door on the right. But be ready to do some digging. It gets much better in the 90s and after, but before that, it’s like the wild west in those rooms.”

      “Right. What if I can’t find what I’m looking for in there? I mean, is there someone who knows everything?”

      The Historian shrugged. “Well, you could always ask the Oracle, but you know doing that ain’t cut and dried. A lot of people want to see the Oracle. Not many get in.”

      Ember nodded. Of course. The Oracle. She hadn’t considered the Oracle since this whole thing had started. Going to see her was an option, but not a good one, since there were so many complication involved with meeting the vague and shadowy ‘arbiter of Club knowledge.’

      Ember had learned about the Oracle from Fagan. Apparently, she was a neutral third-party collector and curator of Club history with a specific focus on arbitrating disputes and answering complex questions. The Oracle had been established long ago when it had become clear that having such a position was necessary for inter-Branch cooperation.

      Fagan had also told her some interesting stories about the Oracle. Sometimes people went to see the Oracle and didn’t come back. It was a strange legend, to be sure, but in Ember’s experience, the Club was full of such arcane, muddled legends.

      “I wasn’t a hundred percent sure the Oracle wasn’t a bedtime story the Club elders invented to scare us.”

      "Oh, yes. The Oracle is a thing. We just don't broadcast it."

      “Well, I’ll take my chances here. I’ve got all afternoon.”

      The Historian handed her a clipboard with a pencil dangling from a string. “Sign in here, please, and sign in the room for everything you check out.”

      Ember snatched the pencil and wrote the name Nunya Bisness on the sign-in sheet, then handed it back to the seated man. “Hopefully, this won’t take me long.”

      "I'll be here until five. Then, I'm kicking you out because my wife is making lasagna. I will not be late for lasagna.”

      “Understood.”

      She strolled past him to the fourth door and opened it to a long room lined with metal shelves. Boxes and boxes of documents lined those shelves. The Club forbade keeping records in the cloud, but keeping them all in a paper form seemed so antiquated and basic. A single flick of a butane lighter could wipe out fifty-plus years of collected history. But it wasn't up to her.

      Ember strolled along the aisles as fluorescent bulbs ahead winked and hummed. She stopped on the aisle marked 1970-1971 and squinted at each individual shelf.

      After a couple of minutes of looking, she found the Review Board record for 1971, spread across three boxes. She carried each box to a table near the front of the room, then began sifting through the paper documents inside. The first box contained files dating from January through March. Expecting the second box to contain the second-quarter files, she was surprised to find that it instead held files from April to December, and the year listed on them was 1968. This box was in the entirely wrong room.

      The third box she looked through was full of files dated October to December 1971 — the fourth quarter of that year.

      After a few minutes of combing through the early and late 1971 files, she could see that there was nothing mentioned anywhere about a black spot or trial by combat. On top of that, there were also no files here from April through June — quarter 2 — or July through August — quarter three —  of 1971. Those two missing quarters were exactly the files she needed. This 1968 box full of the middle two quarters must have been switched at some point.

      Ember left the room and crossed the hall to the room with a plaque reading “1960 - 1969,” then she hunted around in that identical room until she found a set of boxes for 1968. But, those boxes appeared to contain the right files for the timeframe. It had not been a matter of someone accidentally—or intentionally—switching the contents of two boxes.

      “Shit,” She said as she hoisted the 1968 boxes back up onto their shelves. “Where did you go, 1971?”

      Ember returned to the 1970s room and stood at the front. She let her eyes wander over the aisles, thinking of where to go next. There were hundreds of boxes in this room. Those files could be anywhere, if they were even here. She doubted, with Lasagna Historian Guy watching over the place, if anyone had stolen them. So, they had to be here, somewhere.

      Ember made a slow march up and down each aisle, noting the year placards taped up at the end of each, and dipping through to check the years and months listed on the fronts of boxes.

      Near the back of the room, on the aisle marked 1979 Part 1, there were two rows of boxes on the top left shelf that weren’t marked. Upon closer examination, Ember found a spot on the shelf immediately below, and it was clear that something had once been taped to the shelf’s frame, probably a placard like on the other shelves. The tape was now frayed and black with the grime of dust.

      She turned around, looking for another clue. Her eyes went top to bottom, searching the nearby area.

      She saw it sticking out from below the shelf behind her. On the floor, a tiny corner of a piece of laminated paper. She picked it up and turned it over to find the word unfiled written on the paper slip. This must have been taped on the shelf frame and fallen off.

      Ember got to work, digging through the unfiled boxes. Many of them contained documents that had no official date, like random memos and handwritten meeting minutes. One folder contained a set of letters back and forth between a Highlands member and a Boulder member having a love affair. Why this was in the official Club archives, Ember had no idea. She didn’t have time to go down that rabbit hole now.

      Then, halfway down the shelf, she found a brown box. The first document in it was a typed Club-wide memo, dated April 2nd, 1971.

      “Bingo.”

      She walked the box back over to the table with the others. As she set it down, she mumbled, “I should have known all this mystery and confusion was due to a stupid filing error.”

      Her fingers scanned through the aging and brittle papers. A quarter of the way through the contents of that box, she found a set of yellowing pages, including this gem:

      

      Meeting Minutes Summary from April 19th, 1971.

      Disciplinary review for Theodore Banks (TB), accused of killing four Club members from the Golden, Boulder, and Highlands Branches.

      Club President brings meeting to order. Vice President reads charges against TB. TB is accused of orchestrating a plot to overthrow the Club by teaming up with multiple Branches to start a civil war. TB refuses to name his co-conspirators. Representative from Highlands Branch demands execution. Representative from Five Points Branch demands leniency due to lack of direct evidence.

      Fifteen-minute recess.

      After recess, Club President proposes a solution: trial by combat, but adding in the “black spot” twist used in 1965 and 1968. Each Branch will send one assassin after TB for six consecutive weeks. The Board discusses this back and forth for ten minutes. Ultimately, the measure is voted upon and approved.

      

      Ember read over the summary several times, a frown on her face. There didn't seem to be a smoking gun here—nothing scandalous to indicate why the black spot had been effectively scrubbed from other archives.

      She flipped through the stapled pages. There were ten in all, and she noted some of the pages appeared to have been ripped out of the staples. The original collated document appeared to have had twice as many pages.

      Ember dug back into the box of records. She scanned through, looking for pages with staple holes that could have come from this original. While she didn't find any, she did note a folded piece of paper trapped underneath everything else in the box. She grabbed all the nearby documents and pulled them up so she could wriggle her fingers underneath the others to extract this piece of folded paper.

      Once she unfolded the paper, she noted there were holes where staples had been at the top left, and at the bottom, the typed phrase: page 18 of 20. But, unlike the other printed pages, this page had pencil scribbled all over it. Much of the graphite had been smeared or faded, but Ember held it up to the light to read the notes:

      

      Post-notes record by Historian (unreadable)-

      Two months (unreadable) the black spot decision, another emergency (unreadable) Board was held. They acknowledged that (unreadable) this decision to sentence TB to black spot was a terrible mistake. A civil war nearly broke out (unreadable) result of this decision. The current death toll (unreadable) Branches is at 25.

      

      Ember leaned against the table, reading over the words. So, the last black spot trial by combat had caused something like a civil war. They should have known, with all these Branches involved, they wouldn’t be able to control the outcome of assassins contracted to kill each other in the black spot frenzy.

      So why did they scrub it from the records, and why did they decide it was okay to give a black spot to Ember now?
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      She nodded to the archives security guard on her way back out, and he looked up from his laptop as she passed. He was wearing a curious look on his face, brow furrowed. Maybe he had expected her to walk out with a stack of photocopies.

      “You find what you were looking for?”

      “Kinda,” she said, then gave him a goodbye wave as she ascended the dark stairs and opened the door to a sinking sun. A blast of cold air swirled around her face, sending hair into her eyes.

      Once she had flicked the hair out of her way, she noted a familiar face standing in the parking lot with a lead pipe in his hand. Thirty feet away, hovering between two cars in the gravel lot. He was wearing a beanie cap pulled low, down over his eyebrows. He had on a leather jacket, black jeans, and steel-toed boots.

      “Wait a second,” she said. “I know you. Where do I know you from?”

      The realization settled in on her. Two weeks ago, while fending off the sniper on her tail, Ember had battled a trio of guys on two separate occasions. Once in the parking lot across the street from the Westminster branch as she had been stalking her target. The second time, in Boulder, as she had been trying to lure that same target into a trap.

      All three of them had been from the Five Points Branch, all of them friends with the assassin Ember had killed in self-defense to start this whole black spot mess. All three of them angry enough to make a lethal run at her. Twice.

      And these were the same assholes who had murdered Charlie. In a skirmish inside a parking garage, these goons had tried to take her out. Instead, they’d killed one of the longest tenured member of her Branch, a friend to everyone and a man of character.

      A good man's life, wasted because these idiots held a grudge.

      “You know where you know me from,” he said, his voice strained and brimming with rage.

      "You're the one I kicked in the nuts so hard you puked yourself. Where's the other two? I'd guess the one with the broken collarbone couldn't make it."

      The guy’s upper lip curled back. “You think you’re so funny, and so damn cute.”

      “I know exactly how cute I am. And now I know you’re just trying to flirt with me. Is that what this is about? Some sick, perverted fantasy?”

      “You killed a friend of mine, bitch. It’s time you paid for that.”

      She sighed. “Ditto. You didn’t even know his name, but you ended his life so you could make a point. Can we do this later? I’ve got a big day tomorrow, so I’d like to get home and rest up. I’m serious. Can we do this in a couple of days?”

      He shook his head. ”Not a chance.”

      "You know you're not allowed to have a lead pipe in the parking lot of a Post Office. The no-weapons rule applies to the immediate vicinity, too. I could turn around and wave to my friend there watching from the security camera if you like. He'll be pretty upset if you make him miss lasagna night, though."

      “Go ahead,” he said as he took a step closer to her. “They won’t get out here quick enough to save you.”

      Ember drew one foot back and raised her hands in a fighting stance. She didn’t have her guns or her favorite knife, but she didn’t think she would need them. Hopefully. Her muscles were taxed from the extended gym session earlier.

      “Okay, then. Let’s go, Mr. Pipe. I hope this is the last time I have to kick your ass.”

      He rushed to close the distance as he hoisted the pipe above his head. Ember had to resist the urge to let her eyes follow the pipe. That’s what he wanted. Instead, she kept her gaze straight, locked onto his torso. Less than a second later, he appeared in front of her.

      Her focus paid off. At the last second, he tried to fake with the pipe and jab with his other hand. Ember pivoted away from the punch and launched her own jab at his nose. Her knuckles smashed against his face, sending a shockwave back up her arm.

      But it broke his momentum, and his body arched away from her punch. He was off-balance, and that would buy her a second.

      As she drew her hand back, pain exploded in her right shoulder. He'd swung the pipe down and connected, somehow, outside of her peripheral vision. But now, he was leaning forward, off-balance the other way.

      Ember seized the opportunity. She grabbed the pipe with one hand and pulled back, making him lean forward even further. With her opposite hand, she snatched it away from him and jumped back a step.

      He paused, panting, arms wide, fists balled. His eyes flicked down to the pipe in her hands. Ember tossed it aside, heaving it as far as her weakened shoulder would allow. It clanged onto the gravel and rolled to a stop against a truck tire.

      “If you go for that pipe, I swear to God I will kill you,” she said. “I’m tired, I’m hungry, and I am not willing to entertain your misguided revenge fantasy right now.”

      “What makes you think you can—”

      Before he could finish the sentence, she lunged forward and jabbed three fingers into his throat. The guy’s eyes bulged as he stepped back, gagging, hand to his neck. His tongue lolled out and he spread his feet wide to steady himself.

      “Get in your car and leave,” she said through clenched teeth. “If I see you again, you’re dead. I mean it. Dead. If you bring the other guy with you, then he’s dead, too. Understand?”

      He took a few steps back as he gasped, trying to heave a breath. With the angriest sneer she had ever seen, he turned and fled through the parking lot.

      Ember rolled her shoulder a few times. It wasn’t broken or dislocated, but she would earn herself a nasty purple bruise, for sure. As the adrenaline faded, her racing heart sent a shudder up her spine.

      “Anyone else here want to kill me?” she yelled to the empty parking lot.

      No one replied back.
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      Day Six

      

      Ember knocked on Fagan’s door, and between the first and second knock, it opened. There stood her mentor, dressed in a silk robe that seemed a little too feminine for Fagan’s tastes. It didn’t exactly jibe with her half-burned face and dead eye. But, it did show off a physique that had continually surprised Ember, given that Fagan appeared to be on the wrong side of sixty. She was one of those ageless wonders, apparently.

      “Morning,” Fagan said.

      “Yes, it is. Nice robe. Were you shopping from an airplane magazine?”

      Fagan waved her inside. “It’s comfortable. You don’t know everything about me, November.”

      “Fair enough. Tea ready?”

      “Of course. Poured it when I heard your car pull up.”

      Ember entered, immediately smelling the tea wafting from the kitchen. She sauntered over to the table where two mugs awaited owners, steam rising up like the dual curls of twin snakes.

      "I can't talk long," Fagan said. "Someone tried to kill Wellner a couple of days ago."

      “What? Really? Jeez, I’ve been out of the loop. But, I guess that would explain the dire-sounding memo he sent out about rooting out all the corruption in the Club.”

      “It gets worse. The hitter was someone from the Boulder Branch.”

      Ember sat. “Oh, shit. Who was it?”

      “Conner. They found him and have been interrogating him since last night. He’s going before the Board in an hour, and I’m representing Boulder at the meeting. I have a feeling it’s going to get ugly.”

      “Conner, huh? Wild. That guy always did have some serious anger issues. But, it's not all that surprising. The whole world's gone crazy lately."

      Fagan dabbed a spot of saliva from her lips with the corner of a napkin. "Yes, it has."

      "Call me after. Let me know how it goes.”

      “I can do that,” Fagan said as she sat.

      “Why isn’t the Board doing anything about Charlie’s death?”

      Fagan shrugged. “I was told it’s now become part of the corruption investigation. Anyway, how are things with you?”

      “Did you ever lose something and not want to look too hard for it?”

      Fagan raised an eyebrow. “Not sure if I follow.”

      "When I was in high school, I was pretty artsy. I wrote poetry, I was in drama club, I wore my hair down over one eye… you know the drill. I had this prized-possession journal full of deep high school thoughts and whiny poetry, and one day I couldn't find it. I looked around for about two minutes, checked all the most common places, but I didn't look all that hard. A couple of weeks went by, and I still hadn't looked for it. I used to wonder why I didn't tear my parents' house apart trying to find it."

      “And?”

      "And I think I didn't want to accept defeat. If I gave it a thorough search and couldn't find it, then I would have to admit it was gone for real. As long as I didn't look, there was still hope. It took me a couple of weeks to get to the place where I could face the possibility of losing it."

      Fagan nodded. “I think I understand. I don’t know exactly what I’m supposed to take from that, but I get that you’re under a lot of pressure, and have been, for going on three weeks now.”

      “Yeah, no shit. You’re more perceptive than you look, Fagan.”

      “I have my moments. Also, I have information about Quinn.”

      “I’m listening.”

      "He's rich. He has multiple houses, apartments, all in different names. His parents weren't only Wall Street types; they were in real estate, like house flippers. All done through shell companies. Mostly in the US, but he has others overseas, too. There's nothing concrete I can pin down for sure, but there are whispers and plenty of circumstantial evidence."

      “That explains why I haven’t been able to find him. But, I don’t get why he’s in the DAC if he’s independently wealthy.”

      The older lady shrugged. “Some of us just like killing people. The Club provides an excellent excuse, particularly for the ones who can’t make it in the military, but they still have to exorcise those demons somehow. Quinn certainly wouldn’t pass a psych eval.”

      Ember nodded and sipped her tea. She didn’t have anything to add.

      “What’s the plan?” Fagan asked.

      “The plan is to kill him and free any hostages he has.”

      “And you do that… how?”

      “Quinn told me I’m supposed to meet him at this ballpark in Broomfield. I think he’s talking about one off Oak Circle, near Highway 36. It’s the only thing in the area that meets his description.”

      “Think he’ll show this time?”

      “I do.”

      “He’s lied twice about that,” Fagan said.

      “But now, he’s running out of time. If he doesn’t kill me by tomorrow, he voids his contract. I think he’s going to set up another trap with the last of his three kidnapped women.”

      “The last of the three, as far as you know,” Fagan said.

      “True. He talked about the dead one from the bar as Gamma and the escaped one is named Beta, so I’m guessing he’s down to his Alpha.”

      “That suggests she’s his prized possession, if he’s used them in reverse order of importance.”

      “Yeah, it makes sense. And I haven’t found any proof he’s got henchmen or an accomplice, so I have a hard time believing he’s got a dozen young women stowed away somewhere. It’s too much to manage. And, someone like Quinn wouldn’t work well with a partner.”

      Fagan offered a grave nod. “I agree.”

      “I think I’m going to walk up to this park with Alpha trussed up in some crazy and elaborate torture machine, and he’s going to be nearby. He’ll bait me into trying to rescue her, then he’ll hit me with a stun gun or something in the back. He’s not the type to meet me one on one in the open field. He’s more guerilla style.”

      “I agree with that, too. But, I’m still not hearing a plan.”

      “Gabe. He’s the plan. I’m going to put him up a tree with a sniper rifle.”

      Fagan raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

      “He’s been practicing. He’s not bad, actually. And, it doesn’t even matter if he’s not accurate. He just has to distract Quinn. All I need is for our sicko to turn his head for one second.”

      “Start at the beginning.”

      "Gabe and I meet up at sunset, on the west side of the park. There's a thick line of trees, and he can perch somewhere along there with a clear view of the whole park. He waits until Quinn makes an appearance, and then he pulls the trigger. Hopefully, he won't accidentally shoot me, but he'll put Quinn off guard long enough for me to subdue him."

      “You going to send Gabe early, have him wait in the tree for a few hours?”

      Ember shook her head. “No, I think if we do that, Quinn will sniff him out. It’s much better if we can provide a coordinated distraction for each other. I can show myself and keep Quinn’s attention on me while Gabe gets into place. It has to be bang-bang, but I think we can pull it off.”

      “I see,” Fagan said, letting a long and slow sigh eke from her lips. “It could work.”

      "I'm running out of time. I have a feeling if Quinn doesn't get to fulfill his contract, he might cut his losses and split. Especially after what you've told me now about his non-US residences. And, if he does that, he'll sacrifice any hostages he has left. This has to work. I won't get another chance."

      Fagan leaned forward. “If it has to work, then let’s go over it one more time.”
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      The president opened the door to the large and dark conference room where the Review Board met. Shades over the windows were drawn. His Vice President Jules Dunard sat in the chair next to his. Her eyes were down, scanning a notebook clutched in her scheming hands. Historian Kunjal was there next to her, along with the other members of the Board and reps from all six Branches. Each of them sat with their gold token on the table in front of them. No one spoke; each looked at Wellner to lead the charge.

      There were three extra bodies at the table, aside from the usual invitees to Review Board meetings. Two of them were armed security guards in suits, hanging back, Beretta APX 9mms clutched in their hands, with the noses pointed at the floor.

      The third person was the prime focus of this meeting. A black man with a bald head and a trimmed mustache who had not come to this meeting by choice. His hands and feet were bound, with a piece of duct tape over his mouth. He also had a token sitting in front of him, but Wellner hadn’t decided yet if he would allow this man to speak.

      Wellner rounded the table and put his gold coin down in front of his spot. He thought about the object he'd stashed underneath his chair before the meeting, and he still wasn't sure if he intended to use it or not. There were infinite paths this meeting could take. He had to be prepared for the worst possible option.

      His heart was already racing in his chest, however.

      “Has he been questioned this morning?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Jules said.

      “Was there anyone else in the room with you, Jules?”

      Now she finally did look up at him, wounded. Or, at least, appearing wounded. Her lips parted, and her eyes darted back and forth over his face before she spoke.

      “Yes, there were four Branch reps in the room with me.”

      Wellner pointed at the bound man. “Let’s hear from him.”

      The rep from Golden Branch leaned over and ripped the duct tape off his mouth. The man gave no reaction, even though Wellner could see that part of his mustache had come away with the rip of the tape.

      “What’s your name and Branch?” Wellner asked.

      “Conner,” he said through gritted teeth. “Boulder.”

      Wellner watched him closely, looking for any sign of the man’s eyes flicking over toward Jules for confirmation or direction. “Do you understand the crime you’ve been accused of?”

      Conner nodded. "Yes, and I did it. I broke through your security like it was nothing, and I tried to kill you in the parking garage. And I almost got you, didn't I, you shitty little weasel?"

      Wellner took a breath and readjusted his glasses. His heart rate was like a rattling machine gun. He still hadn’t taken his seat yet, instead choosing to lean over the table. Hands shaking, he pressed them on the table to force the vibrations to stop. “You don’t seem to have any trouble admitting what you did. Why is that?”

      Conner shrugged. "I knew I'd get caught. I knew I would get punished. And I knew it would all be worth it. I just didn't know I would fail. I wouldn't have if that white girl with the big tits hadn't jumped in front of you and saved your corrupt ass."

      “You’re one of the most active members of your Branch, right?”

      Conner nodded.

      Wellner glanced over at Fagan, the hideously burned older woman who was Boulder’s most senior member. Fagan stared at Wellner with her one good eye, but no readable expression on the portion of her face still capable of making one.

      “Did you work with or receive instructions from anyone else in the Club to carry out this assassination attempt?”

      Wellner couldn’t be sure, but he thought he’d heard Jules let out a flittering sigh at the question. Still, Conner did not look over to her.

      Wellner kept his eyes on the man being interrogated.

      Conner struggled to sit up higher against his restraints. “No. This is all me. And do you know why I tried to kill you, Wellner?”

      “You will refer to him as Mr. President,” Jules said, and Wellner now eyed her. There was a strange look on her face, and he felt his skin tingle and crawl as he stared down at her.

      She put on a good show, but he could see through her charade. Jules had clearly paid Conner to instigate the attack, which would have worked if his secretary Naomi hadn’t been there to intercede.

      “Why did you do this?” Wellner said, ignoring Jules. He could feel his shoulders rise and fall, his jaw flexing. Lightheadedness passed through him in waves. He thought again about the object under the chair, which no one knew about but him.

      "Because, almost two weeks ago, a maniac from Parker poisoned a dozen people at my Branch. Two died—two good people. And you write a memo about it? You don’t deserve to be president of the Denver Assassins Club. You tarnish our good name. I wanted you to pay for your shitty response, but since that’s not possible, I’ll settle for a record of this meeting living on in the archives.” Conner looked directly at Kunjal, furiously scribbling notes. “Wellner is not qualified for this job. He should be convicted by the Board and removed like the coward he is. For Hank, for Sarah, for Charlie. Their blood is on your hands.”

      He had a point about Charlie. Wellner had not prioritized the investigation into the Boulder member’s death. Too much else going on.

      Wellner leaned over the table, gripping it so hard his hands ached. Kunjal pivoted toward him, worry on his face.

      This was pointless. This man was a trained assassin, resistant to interrogation. If Jules had paid or otherwise persuaded him to put out a hit on Wellner—which she obviously had done—they would never get it out of him. And now, sitting here, letting him spew his manifesto in front of all these attentive Branch reps? It made Wellner look weak.

      He was tired of looking weak. Every day, all of these people around him watched his authority degrade over time. How much longer until they realized his power was all theoretical and no one had to listen to anything he said?

      No longer. It ended today. Starting right now, Wellner vowed to take the power back.

      “Do you have anything to say before I carry out your sentence?” Wellner asked.

      “David,” Jules said. “Sentence? We haven’t even—”

      Wellner’s voice climbed, bordering on a yell. “Do you have anything to say, assassin?”

      Conner set his jaw. “You’re going to get what’s coming to you. Maybe not from me, but from someone else. That’s what I have to say.”

      Wellner had to steady himself to keep from falling over. His face flushed, heat coursing through him. He had to do this. This had to be done. Everyone was watching. Judging. Expecting him to show his strength. His prolonged weakness was why Jules thought she could usurp him in the first place.

      No longer. The weakness ended today. Right this second.

      He crouched down and removed the pistol from the holster underneath his chair. He might have grown slow and flabby, but he still remembered how to pull a trigger.

      Eyes around the room tracked the gun as he brought it up. A few jaws dropped.

      He stood and extended his arm, pointing the gun toward the opposite end of the table. "As President of the DAC, with the full authority granted from our bylaws, I am sentencing you to death."

      “David, no!” Jules said.

      Wellner’s arm tensed.

      He pulled the trigger. The bullet roared across the table and punched a hole in the middle of Conner’s forehead. The blast of the gun forced Wellner to shut his eyes. He hadn’t pulled a trigger in a long time. Felt like years.

      When his eyes opened, he noted the two security guards standing behind Conner had not even flinched. Their guns still pointed down.

      Conner’s head snapped back and then forward. He slumped against the duct tape restraints. Face hanging down, blood dribbling onto the gold token in front of him. Conner’s shoulders sank as the last breath escaped from between his lips.

      Some around the room scowled, some were in a state of shock, and some seemed not to react at all. Wellner looked over at Conner’s Branchmate Fagan, who only gave a subtle shake of the head in a parental display of disappointment.

      “What the hell has gotten into you?” Jules said, both hands clutched to her chest.

      Wellner set the pistol down on the table. He tried to speak, but his jaw had clenched. He took a beat, cleared his throat, and then said, "The investigation into Branch corruption will continue as I have ordered. I want reps from all six Branches to set up meetings via my secretary before the end of the week. I will interview each of them personally."

      A spot of Conner’s blood had crossed the table and landed on Wellner’s white shirt, and he dragged his thumb across it, turning the dot into a comma. Across the table, stoic heads watched Conner’s blood continue to drip. Jules stared at him in horror. Kunjal scribbled notes on his yellow legal pad.

      “That’s all for today,” he said. “Everyone, please see yourselves out.”
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      The sun had set. Ember watched the baseball diamond from the backyard of a house on the edge of the park. She’d made sure no one was home before using their yard as a staging area. A wooden fence and a line of trees in front of that fence afforded her plenty of cover to observe the park.

      The park consisted of wide-open green space, with a baseball diamond, a gazebo, and a jungle gym next to portable bathrooms. Ember had expected Quinn's next potential victim to be trussed up in some mechanical contraption out in the middle of the field. Instead, there was only a tent somewhere around the pitcher's mound.

      About fifteen by fifteen, heavy canvas with a dome point in the middle, like a miniature version of a circus thing. Light spilled out from a slim gap underneath, and there appeared to be a single entrance, held closed with a loose rope knot.

      Ember moved her binoculars left and right over the surface of the tent, looking for information. She could see the lights underneath it, but no shadows of movement. The canvas was too thick to get any sense of what was going on in there. She had to assume Quinn and “Alpha” were inside it, though. Ember had scanned every tree, every other backyard in the area, and didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.

      Just a quiet evening in a quiet park in the middle of a quiet neighborhood. With the cold and breezy air, no one was in their backyards grilling or throwing footballs.

      She was virtually alone out here. A road did pass by the park, but Ember had only seen one car drive by here in the last ten minutes.

      She also didn’t see Gabe in position. He was supposed to have met her in this yard so he could sneak over to the tall tree across from the baseball diamond, with a sniper scope trained. But, so far, he hadn’t shown.

      Nothing at all about why he wasn’t late, either. Ember looked at her phone again. No calls, no texts. She’d left him three messages already since the sun had disappeared ten minutes ago, but he seemed occupied with something else.

      “Damn it,” she whispered.

      There was no way she could abort. Quinn was here, within her grasp. Or, his next hostage would be. Or, at the very least, some clue leading Ember toward him. Every second she waited was another second Quinn could kill Alpha just like he did Gamma.

      One thing Ember hadn’t seen so far tonight was her neighbor Layne Parrish. Since his action Superman moment at the shipping facility the other day to rescue Beta, he’d been a ghost. His condo had been empty, still no sign of his car.

      That didn’t matter at the moment. He wasn’t here, and Ember wasn’t counting on anyone else to intervene to save the day. If Gabe was stuck in traffic and also somehow in a cell phone dead zone, could she wait around for another twenty minutes to take action?

      Ember glanced at her phone again. “Where are you, Gabe?”

      There wasn’t time to wait around for him any longer. Quinn had said sunset.

      The sun had already done that, and Ember had a feeling he would take it as a sleight if she was late.

      “New plan,” she said, and she checked the mags in each of her Custom Nighthawk Enforcer pistols. She made sure the safeties were off, and the noise suppressors were firmly in place. The guns were ready. Also, itching to go, since she hadn’t pulled their triggers in weeks.

      Ember hopped the fence and kept low as she skulked across the crunchy grass. The tent over the mound had been anchored to the ground with four cables and four corresponding tent stakes. One of those tent stakes was only hammered halfway into the hard-packed dirt of the baseball field.

      If she could quietly work that one out of the ground, she could flip the tent up and take him by surprise.

      Then, a bullet to his head, and all this would be over. If he was in the tent. She couldn’t assume he was. But he clearly wasn’t anywhere else around here. No one was. This neighborhood seemed like a ghost town.

      She had a flashback of how this had all begun, of how at another campsite, creeping up to another man she was supposed to assassinate, everything had gone sideways. She’d been caught off-guard then, forced to defend herself against another trained killer, and it had led to his death.

      All of it avoidable, preventable. All of it an accident.

      Ember crouched at the tent stake, only five feet from the tent, at the edge of the grass leading to the baseball diamond. No cameras above, no drones nearby. She heard nothing coming from the inside. There were static shadows underneath the tent bottom, so there was something in there. She just couldn’t tell what it was. Knowing Quinn, she had expected creepy circus music to pump out from interior speakers, but there was nothing. Only silence.

      Ember stuck her pistols in the back of her waistband and fiddled with the tent stake, working it back and forth. Back and forth, pulling on it as she wiggled it left and right to dislodge it from the ground. It started to give way and she worked it up, now almost all the way out.

      A moment of panic hit her. The outside world had gone almost totally quiet. It didn’t feel right. Her senses told her to let go of the stake and grab her guns, but there was nothing but stillness in every direction. No obvious reason to react. No target in sight.

      Then, something in the darkness moved to her right.

      In rapid-fire, a series of events played out in a fraction of a second: Ember turned to see a patch of grass shifting. A strange bubble formed up from the grass as if someone were blowing air underneath the sod layer to make it rise. It swelled up to a full twelve inches above the surrounding grass, then it tented in the middle. The bubble was almost six feet from one end to the other. The grass was in the shape of a person. Three feet away. Then Ember realized she was looking at a figure in all-black clothing, wearing green sod as a cape to cover its back and blend in with the grass. A human-shaped hole about a foot deep had been dug in the ground to make him appear flat against the rest of the field. An elaborate, damn-near psychopathic ploy, but it had worked.

      The terrifying wraith that had appeared in the field had gotten the jump on her.

      She reached back for her guns, but it was too late. The figure pointed something at her and she felt a pinch in her back. Sharp waves of electricity passed through her.

      A Taser.

      Her limbs seized up and all her muscles clenched. She tried to push a hand back toward one of the pistols, but her stubborn limbs wouldn’t cooperate. Ember’s fingers turned into claws as she listened to the ticking of the weapon. Her arm clenched against her side. Jaw tight, her eyes rolled back into her head.

      As her taut body collapsed, she looked up to see a smiling Quinn wearing a helmet made of sod. He chuckled as he leaned over and inserted a syringe into her neck.

      Then, darkness.
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      Thirty minutes before, Gabe was loading his backpack with the materials he needed. He set it next to the sniper rifle case by the front door of his apartment. He was already almost running late, but he could still meet Ember by sunset if he walked out the door in the next two minutes.

      His heart raced a million miles per minute. Tasked with providing sniper rifle backup to Ember, this was the biggest day of his life. Ember’s safety was in his hands. All of his training as a DAC recruit for the Boulder Branch had led up to this moment.

      He tried to open his front door, but the sweat on his palms made it impossible. He wiped them and then gave it another try. When the door opened, Gabe saw three men standing in a triangle in the hallway outside his apartment door. Staring at him.

      The lead man was about thirty-five or forty, square-jawed and with rough stubble covering his face. He looked like a business-wear catalog model. The two behind him were considerably larger, and each held a subcompact pistol, pointed at the hallway floor. All three men were in suits.

      “Hello, Gabriel,” said the lead man, blasting a shark smile of brilliant white teeth. “Can we come in?”

      Gabe made a quick inventory. He had a gun back in his bedroom, but no way could he make a break for it before either of the two armed men could shoot.

      “Silence sounds like consent to me,” the lead man said. “Come on, boys.”

      The three of them invited themselves in, motioning for Gabe to sit on the couch. The two armed men took up a position on the opposite side of the room, standing in front of Gabe's TV. The lead man disappeared into Gabe's kitchen, then came back with one of his dining chairs. He dragged it across the carpet, his eyes locked on Gabe the whole way.

      “What I don’t get,” the guy said as he positioned the chair opposite the couch and sat, “is why your apartment is so small. I know you have money. Or, access to money, is what I should say.”

      “Who are you?” Gabe said, his eyes darting back and forth between the three men. The two in the back stood still, chins up, like statues.

      The lead guy jabbed a thumb toward his two guys. “Their names aren’t important. But me? I’m the swinging dick you need to worry about. My name is Marcus Lonsdale. Don’t bother searching your memory banks. You don’t know who I am. After we’re done here, feel free to look me up and find out more about me.” He held out a hand. “I need your phone.”

      “What?” Gabe said.

      “Your phone. Give it to me.”

      Gabe eyed the men’s pistols as he pulled his phone out of his pocket and handed it over. Marcus smiled and stuck it inside his suit pocket, and next pulled out a black leather pocketbook. He opened it to show a badge on one side and an ID on the other. The badge read FBI.

      Gabe’s already-thumping heart kicked into overdrive. “I don’t have anything to say to you, Agent Lonsdale.”

      “Supervisory Special Agent Lonsdale.”

      “I still don’t have anything to say.”

      “That’s fine,” Marcus said, and then he sucked on his teeth for a few seconds. “This works just as well if you listen. See, I know who you are, Gabriel Jackson. I know what your grandfather did for a living, and I know what your father does for a living. I know why you refused your family fortune and you’re sitting on your trust fund, not drawing a dime from it. I know about the dirty deals your dad pulled in the oil industry to land himself where he is today. And I know that’s why you refused to go to work for him.”

      Gabe set his jaw and tried to breathe through his nose, but it whistled too much, so he pushed air via his mouth instead. He kept his eyes down, focused on those pistols. If they raised them, he could dart to his right and hide behind the recliner off to the side of the couch. It might not stop a bullet, but it might give him time to get back to his bedroom and grab the gun.

      Of course, he didn’t want to do any of that. Assuming Marcus was also armed, Gabe had no desire to take on three people.

      “But,” Marcus said, “what I don’t understand is why, if you’re too principled to work for your sleazy oil baron dad, why you would choose your current line of work. I mean, it doesn’t seem any higher up on the moral ladder.” Marcus turned up his palms and smirked. “Right? Am I right, Gabe?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Gabe said. His voice had come out like a whisper, although he had tried to push the words out with conviction.

      Marcus pointed at the laptop on the coffee table. “Is that your primary computer?”

      Gabe said nothing, and Marcus tilted his head at one of the two grunts in the back. One of them snatched the laptop and slid it inside his suit coat.

      “What’s she calling herself? Ember? Your boss?”

      Gabe kept his eyes on the floor, although he couldn’t stop the flush from spreading on his cheeks. He didn’t know if they could see it, but he tried his hardest to breathe slower to calm himself.

      Marcus nodded. “Yeah, Ember. You know that’s not her real name, right?”

      When Gabe couldn’t help but look up, Marcus grinned. “You didn’t know, did you? Well, maybe you should have a conversation with her about coming clean. Ask her how she got into your little assassins’ guild so easily. I think you might find her answers incredibly enlightening.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Just to talk, Gabe. Let’s have a conversation about your future.”

      “You want me to work for the FBI?”

      Marcus laughed. “No, son, I’m not offering you a job. More like an opportunity to cooperate to keep yourself out of jail.”
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later, Gabe had tired of Marcus’ snide attitude and his circular questions. He tried to say as little as possible. In classes at the Boulder Branch, they’d taught Gabe about police interrogations. He learned that cops—and in this case, FBI—want you to think they already know all the answers to the questions they’re asking. The best strategy is to keep your mouth shut.

      When Marcus sat back with pursed lips for almost a full minute, staring, Gabe decided he’d had enough. He worked to swallow the lump in his throat, then he pointed at the door. “I think you should leave. I’m not going to answer your questions, and if you were here to arrest me, we wouldn’t be chatting in my living room. So, you can go now. I still have rights.”

      “Sure, sure,” Marcus said, nodding, pushing out his lip and wrinkling his brow as if Gabe had said something profound. After a sigh, he said, “Did you know your downstairs neighbor is big-time drug dealer? The DEA is all over him. You should move.”

      He then reached back into his pocket and pulled out a business card, which he dropped on the coffee table. “Loyalty to that woman is going to get you killed. Loyalty to me could save your life. There is no in-between. That’s the one thing I want you to take away from our conversation.”

      Marcus craned his neck around to motion to his two henchmen, then he flicked his head toward the door. He stood, and all three of them started walking toward the door.

      “I’ll give you a few days to think it over,” Marcus said. “Next time we talk, I’m going to need an answer. Ember, or me and the FBI. Those are your choices. And, if I don’t like your choice, or if I find out you’ve said my name to her, I’m going to pass that unhappiness on to you. Believe me.”

      The door shut behind them, and Gabe felt pins and needles race all over his body as a spike of adrenaline dissipated. But, a quick glance at the wall clock told him he didn’t have time to think about any of this FBI madness now. He was going to be late meeting Ember.

      He reached into his pocket before realizing Marcus had walked out with his phone. He didn’t worry about them hacking his phone and  laptop, because no way could those FBI yokels break his phone’s encryption. But, he had a more immediate problem: no way to contact Ember.

      Gabe ran back into his bedroom to grab his backup laptop, because there were websites he could use to send text messages. But when he opened it, he had no internet. The wifi icon was dimmed. He checked the router, sitting atop a mass of cables on his desk. The ethernet light wasn’t blinking.

      They’d probably cut his internet connection for the same reason they’d taken his phone and computer: so he couldn’t react impulsively and contact Ember right away to inform her about this FBI visit. But now, he had no way to tell her he was going to be late to meet her at the park in Broomfield.

      He could maybe ask to borrow a neighbor’s phone or leach onto someone else’s wifi, but doing that might take too long. Every second he wasn’t on the road was another second Ember could be in danger.

      “Damn it,” Gabe said as he sprinted back to the living room, grabbed his backpack and sniper rifle, and then hurried out his front door. He had to hope he wasn’t too late to help her.
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      Quinn left the van running as he packed up the tent. He kept looking around for pedestrians, but no people had wandered this way since he’d started breaking down the scene. Late October, cold, remnants of snow on the ground, no dogs out with their owners. A couple of cars had driven by, but to the casual eye, nothing appeared wrong out here. He would still change the van’s plates on the way home, just to be sure.

      Also, as a precaution, Quinn had put Ember’s unconscious body underneath a tarp, off to the side of the van. He had left the back of the van open, and he hustled to take items from the baseball diamond over to the van.

      His heart thumped, his belly jiggled and he cursed how badly he’d let himself get out of shape over the last couple years. At times like this, he needed energy. But, Quinn couldn’t remember if he’d eaten anything today. He often didn’t trust processed food, anyway. Or anything else from the grocery store

      Fortunately, the tent was mostly empty inside. Alpha was safely back at home, chained up in the basement. She hadn’t needed to make the trip at all. That had been a last-minute change to the plan, but it had worked out brilliantly. He only needed to make Ember think Alpha was in the tent.

      Quinn knew the draw of rescuing another woman had been too strong for her. It almost made Gamma’s death and Beta’s disappearance worthwhile. Beta had been a hard loss to swallow. But, so far, at least, it didn’t seem as if she had told the authorities anything useful. Beta didn’t know his full name, or where he lived. She had never moved from one place to the next without proper cloaking.

      While it hurt to not have Beta in his stable of women any longer, she couldn’t do much damage to him. Physically, at least. Her absence broke his heart, but Quinn didn’t have the room in his life to rut around in melancholy at this moment.

      He had now moved everything except for the tarp. He knelt next to it, sensing the form of Ember’s body beneath, but not daring to lift the edge to spy her. Steam plumed out from Quinn’s mouth. His heart raced not only from the exertion, but also all the possibilities of what he could do with her once he got her situated.

      “I won, you arrogant bitch,” he muttered. “I told you I would. You are going to love the basement. It’ll be a short-lived visit, but we can’t do much about that. You are exactly what I need to restart my collection.”

      He tucked the tarp underneath her so he could pick her up, then he heard something in the grass behind him—feet stomping on the ground, rushing, getting closer. From out of nowhere, he felt a form appear over his left shoulder.

      Quinn spun around to see a fist flying at his face. It smashed into his nose before he had a chance to dodge. He felt knuckles compressing his nose and mouth. Blood forming at his lips. His head snapped back from the ferocity of the blow.

      Quinn thrust his hands forward to push back the figure. Now he could finally get a good look at the person hovering above him. Young, white, pretty. Someone who had grown up with a youth defined by privilege. Quinn could spot his own kind in an instant.

      “You must be Gabe,” Quinn said, feeling blood slick his teeth and wet his lips.

      “Where is she?” Gabe said, teeth gritted, hands balled. His eyes were wide, bloodshot, frantic. This kid was on the verge of a meltdown. Maybe he was supposed to function as Ember’s secret weapon, but he was late arriving?

      Instead of answering the question, Quinn pushed himself up to his feet. The kid hadn’t yet noticed the tarp, and maybe Quinn could keep it that way.

      Gabe swung, and his fist sailed in a wide arc. Not as fast or as accurate without the element of surprise on his side. Quinn ducked and landed a punch at Gabe’s midsection, which was like punching a wall. The kid had solid abs.

      Quinn’s head exploded in pain as Gabe landed another punch to the right side of his temple. Panic throttled him. His opponent had a definite physical advantage.

      The next blow came from the other hand, and Quinn barely managed to get an arm up to block Gabe’s fist with his forearm. Gabe was younger, stronger, in better shape.

      But Quinn had a stun gun. He whipped his hand to his back pocket and felt a splash of relief when he found it there, sticking out. He snatched the handle, aimed, and smashed his finger against the trigger. It blasted into the night air. The barbs launched into Gabe’s chest. Wires bridged Gabe to the stun gun, sending thousands of volts into the younger man.

      Gabe jiggled for a second, then he took a step back, heaved a breath, and sank to the ground as he grunted in pain. The Taser coils dangled to the ground. Sitting upright, eyes closed.

      With a second thud, he toppled. Now prone. He stopped shaking, but he was out cold, his body as stiff as a stone.

      Quinn panted, hoarse breaths wheezing from his lips. He stared down at the figure on the ground. Quinn had never taken a man into one of his basements before.

      But then, he heard a tinkling sound, and he looked up to see a dog on the end of a leash at the far end of the park. A guy was walking the dog in his direction, the dog’s collar clinking with each excited step.

      No time.

      Quinn leaned down and picked up Ember’s form, wrapped in the tarp. He growled with each labored step as he deposited her in the back of the van and tossed one last look at Gabe on the ground. A pity Gabe would have to stay, but Quinn didn’t have a choice.

      He had to get home and make everything ready.
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      Day Seven

      

      The assassin woke when she moved, and the sound of the chain startled her. Her eyes fluttered for several seconds, simulating a strobe light effect. The room was dim and dank and smelled of old plumbing. Lots of moisture in the air.

      She focused her eyes and could barely see through the darkness. Concrete floor, a set of stairs leading up. Basement, no doubt. The room appeared to be about thirty by thirty, with shelves on one end, with blacked-out ground-level windows above them. Another end contained a pile of broken furniture, a mountain of chair legs and torn-open pillows and other detritus. The final side of the room was too dark to see from here. Ember kept blinking, but she couldn’t quite focus yet.

      She felt an itch on her leg, and it took her a second to realize it was where she had been grazed by a bullet from two weeks ago when trying to catch the sniper at his safe house. Mostly healed now, but it did itch from time to time.

      There were handcuffs on her hands and ankles, both attached to chains hooked around a steel beam with fading and chipped red paint. She had about twelve inches of reach from the handcuff chains, and in her sitting position, two feet of give from the ankle chains.

      After a few more blinks, Ember could now see more of the room around her. The basement appeared to be half-finished, in the midpoint of a construction cycle. One of the walls had exposed wooden framing. Dusty exercise equipment and a pegboard with tools occupied the area of the room she couldn’t see before.

      During their first conversation six days ago, Quinn had promised he would hang her from the ceiling like a cut of meat. She didn’t see any evidence here he intended to do so.

      Ember heard someone else and she squinted into the darkness to locate the voice. Fifteen feet across the room, near the exercise equipment, a blond woman stirred. She was also handcuffed, but only her hands. The young woman was sitting against a concrete wall, her legs out in front of her. A piece of duct tape was attached to the side of her face, a flap hanging from her left cheek. Likely, it had been over her mouth, but it had fallen away. The woman was pretty, with blue eyes and good bone structure, but her hair looked ragged, and she had a few dark smudges across her face and forehead.

      “Hey,” Ember said, loud-whispering to get the woman’s attention.

      Ember could see those blue eyes flicking around through the darkness, but the woman didn’t respond.

      Ember cleared her throat to raise her voice. “Is he here?”

      After a pause, the woman shook her head. “He goes out sometimes. But he always comes back.”

      Ember took a deep breath, and it made her head swoon. Whatever drug he'd given her was still rushing around in her system. The room shifted a little like an aftershock whenever she turned her head. It reminded her of the one time she’d taken mushrooms in college.

      “I don’t guess you know a way out of here?” Ember asked.

      “There isn’t one. Trust me. We can’t beat him. There’s no point in trying.”

      Ember refused to believe that, of course. But it didn't look good. Her tired eyes inspected the handcuffs and chains. The restraints looked solid, looped around the pole that went from floor to ceiling. The handcuffs were simple, with a small hole in the top for a key. Any key would do, or any small object at all would work if she could force it into the hole and wiggle it around to catch the lock mechanism. These kinds of handcuffs didn't have unique keys.

      But, the problem was, Ember had nothing around her to use to open the lock. Despite the random bits of lumber and construction tools littering the room, the area directly around Ember had been swept clear.

      “How long does he usually go out for?” Ember asked.

      “Dunno. Sometimes a few hours, sometimes minutes. Depends on where he went.”

      Ember tugged on the chain, the handcuffs biting into her wrists. There had to be something. Maybe if she pulled hard enough, she could wrench this steel beam free. But then, if it were load-bearing, she might bring the whole house down on them.

      As her eyes crawled over her surroundings, Ember saw their salvation on the floor, sitting close to the woman’s unbound legs.

      A screw.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Alpha. He calls me Alpha.” She winced. “Sometimes he calls me ‘meat.’”

      “What’s your real name?”

      “I… I don’t think he would like that.”

      Ember felt her jaw tightening as anger at Quinn bubbled up from her toes. But, she had to remain calm to keep this woman calm for what they needed to do. "Quinn isn't here. I’m here, and if we work together, we are going to get out of this dungeon. First, I need to know your name.”

      The woman breathed for a few seconds, head down. “My real name is Angela.”

      “Okay, Angela, my name is Ember. I’m going to get us out of here.”

      Angela shook her head. “It won’t work. Beta tried once. He was very mean to her after that. I don’t like to think about how mean he was.”

      “We can do this. I need you to trust me, okay?”

      Angela cast terrified eyes at her, saying nothing, but her chin dipped in something like a nod.

      “Okay, Angela. Look down and to your left. There’s a screw on the floor there. Do you see it?”

      “Yes, I see it.”

      “Okay, I need you to pull your left knee closer to your chest, foot flat on the floor.”

      Angela grimaced as she shifted her body and pulled her leg back. She was wearing dirty gray sweatpants, with her bare feet jutting out from the bottom of the legs.

      “Good, Angela. That’s good. Now, just scoot your left foot over a few inches until it’s over the top of the screw. You want to wedge the screw between your toes and your foot pad. Does that make sense?”

      “I think so.” She scooted her foot over across the sawdust-covered concrete and placed it on top of the screw.

      "Perfect. Now, I want you to pretend your foot is a hand. Flex your foot so you can grip the screw between your toes and the ball of your foot. Just scrunch your toes, and you should be able to pinch it in there. If it doesn't work at first, that's okay. We'll get this."

      “Okay, I think I did it. I can feel it against my big toe.”

      “Good, Angela. That’s good. Now comes the tricky part. My hands and my feet are cuffed, so you need to pitch the screw to me, but you have to be precise.”

      Angela sputtered. “What does that mean?”

      “You need to toss it into my lap, okay? I want you to think about where it’s going to land, then kick your knee out and relax your toes. One quick movement, then let that screw fly. Got it? You can do this. I know you can.”

      Ember watched the shaky blonde woman nod through the darkness. It wasn’t a convincing gesture, but Ember didn’t have time for a longer pep talk.

      “Okay. I’m ready.”

      Ember tried to loosen her muscles, ready to receive the screw in midair. “Count to three, then let it fly. Just think about where you want it to land, nothing else.”

      Angela took in a shuddering breath. “Okay. One… two… three.”

      She kicked her leg out, and Ember could barely see the little piece of metal fly through the air. It soared over her head and ricocheted off the steel beam, then bounced on the floor and rolled away, out of reach.
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      When Zach opened the door to the Firedrake lab in Fort Collins, he didn’t see the usual dozen people in lab coats inside, scribbling notes and mixing compounds, hovering over a whirring centrifuge. Instead, he saw only his boss, Thomas Milligan, and Thomas’ “driver” Helmut. Thomas was sitting on one of the long tables they used to conduct their work. Helmut was at the far end of the room, standing at his customary stoic attention. Hands clasped over his waist, eyes forward. He was in a suit loose enough that Zach couldn’t spot the weapon bulge under his armpit, but Zach knew it was there.

      “If you’re wondering where everyone else is,” Thomas said, flashing his million-dollar smile, “I gave them the day off.”

      Zach leaned back toward the door. “Should I go?”

      “Not at all,” Thomas said as he slid off the table and buttoned his suit coat. “I wanted to talk to you and you alone, my dear Zachary. Let’s chat in my office. It shouldn’t take more than a few minutes.” He brandished that blinding grin again. “The most important few minutes of your life.”

      Helmut flinched like a robot waking up from a sleep cycle, then he made a slow march across the room and settled against the wall outside Thomas’ office. Eyes forward, back into stasis mode.

      Thomas waved Zach forward, and Zach felt his feet moving, joining Thomas inside his office. He slid into the seat opposite the desk, but his eyes stayed on the floor. None of this felt right. Not Thomas' extra-positive attitude, not Helmut's extra-stoicism, not the empty lab. Something bad was about to happen, and Zach didn't know what he could do to stop it.

      The older man sat in his chair and put his feet up on his desk. He folded his hands over his chest and locked his eyes on Zach, smiling and breathing, his face lit up like a Christmas tree.

      “How are things?” Thomas asked.

      “Things? Not good. But I have a feeling you already know.”

      Still smiling, Thomas cocked his head, looking wounded. "That sounds like a pointed statement if I ever heard one. Care to explain a little further?"

      Zach tried to swallow but found his mouth was drier than dirt. All the moisture in his body had transferred to his palms, sweating onto the legs of his jeans as he gripped them. How much more of this could he take?

      Zach had to do something. He had to say something.

      “You know what I mean,” Zach said, and despite the fact that his heart was pounding a thousand beats per minute, the words spilled out of him like he was watching someone else utter them. “Child porn? What kind of messed up shit is that? How could you do that to me?”

      Once the accusation had left his lips, a cold terror descended on Zach. He’d done it. He’d said the words and let it all hang out. His vision rippled with stars as if he were running the last mile of a 10K, mainlining pure adrenaline to stave off the exhaustion.

      Thomas pulled his feet down and leaned forward, his brow knitted together and a deep frown on his face. “Zach, if you’re in some kind of trouble, you should know you can always come to me. I hope you think of me as not just your boss. You know, for example, if you’re having money problems, like rent due and a roommate suddenly moving out? That’s something I could take care of today. Right this minute. It would be a worry off your plate, potentially for good.”

      Zach pressed his lips together and breathed, air whistling in and out of his nose. He’d started it, and now he had to finish it. The time to be brave was now. No more letting them push him around.

      “No.”

      Thomas chuckled, his head cocked. “Excuse me?”

      “I don’t want to do this anymore. I quit. I’m sorry, but I can’t do this. Please stop harassing me. I can’t take it. Please, just let me go back to my life before this. I don’t want any of it anymore. I don’t care what you’re doing here, and I’m not interested in telling anyone about the things I’ve seen or the things I’ve heard. I. Just. Want. Out.”

      “I think we’ve had a terrible communication breakdown. Maybe we should start fresh.”

      Zach stood, and a moment later, Helmut turned into the doorway behind him. The imposing figure kept his hands folded over his waist, but he seemed to have grown six inches in every direction since Zach had seen him last.

      Thomas scowled. “Sit down, Zach. We’re not done talking.”

      Zach stumbled a little as he found his seat. He wanted to show his bravery, but he also didn’t want Helmut to pull the gun from his armpit holster. It’s not as if Zach could wrestle Helmut to the ground when the guy had at least fifty pounds on him.

      “That’s better,” Thomas said. “I work for a company that goes by a few names. It’s time I told you about what we’re doing. Maybe once you have a clearer picture, you’ll understand why I’m working so hard to get you to join the team. Okay?”

      Zach pursed his lips and said nothing.

      "It's about saving lives, Zachary. My company has developed a virus, and... Actually, there's no cause to be vague here. Let me tell you the whole story: we've developed this lifesaving technology of a virus — implanted inside a bacteria. We thought it was impossible for the longest time. Hell, it should still be impossible, but I’m telling you it’s true. We did it. Groundbreaking, earth-shattering stuff. Remember the paper you wrote on viral mutation in female pigs, the one that first brought you to my attention?”

      “I remember.”

      “You somehow managed to stumble onto a very similar sort of breakthrough. The thing is, we want to test it… probably in Africa. But, to be honest, because of politics in the company and certain people who have dollar signs in their eyes, I’m worried about how they intend to implement it. I think there’s a chance they botch the whole thing. So I have been tasked with working on a parallel project, in case that one doesn’t work out. We call it ‘the failsafe.’ And I want you, Zach, to come work on our failsafe project in Sacramento, which we can deploy if the Africa test can’t go forward. That’s it. That’s the whole thing.”

      “I don’t… I don’t understand why you’re doing all this just to offer me a job.”

      “Because, son, you don’t understand how grave the stakes are here. I’m talking about millions of lives. I’m talking about saving the goddamned planet. Am I serious? Of course I am. You have a talent that isn’t meant to be squandered. You could be the hero. That’s the part I don’t think you connect with. I’m talking about them naming hospital wings after you, thirty years from now.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      Thomas gave a pitying nod. “I know. You need to start thinking larger and put aside all this childish crap. Forgive me if I’ve come on strong. I’m not talking about a theoretical morality exercise about going back in time to kill baby Hitler. I’m talking about having the son of a bitch in your crosshairs, right now, with your finger on the trigger. That’s the kind of world-altering difference we can make together. You and me.”

      Zach’s head spun. The room shifted. He leaned forward, pressing his face into his hands. He took deep breaths to fend off the nausea.

      “Go home, Zach. I’ve got a flight to Boston this afternoon, so you get a couple more days to chew on it. Then, when I come back, I’m going to need your  answer.”
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      She stared at the screw on the floor, a few inches out of her reach.

      Across the room, Angela gasped and then broke out into tears. “Oh, no, I’m so sorry. I tried to kick it to you. I really did.”

      Ember bit her lower lip. She eyed it, but there was no way she could reach that screw with her hands and feet bound to the pole the way they were. “It’s okay. I don’t want you to worry about it because I’m going to think of... something.”

      Angela bawled, her shoulders shaking. Ember smacked her lips as loud as she could to get the other woman’s attention. She stopped and looked at Ember with a quizzical expression.

      “I need you to stay positive, Angela. If we’re going to see the sunlight again, we have to think smarter. We have to find another way.”

      Ember’s head swiveled around, trying to identify anything within reach she could use to break free of the handcuffs on her wrists and ankles. She could see a little better in the dark now, but too much was blurry. Too far away. Her head still swam with whatever cocktail Quinn had given her to knock her out.

      “Do you know when he’s coming back? Did he say anything before he left?”

      Angela shook her head. “No. I don’t know. I woke up a few minutes before you did, and I’m pretty sure he was already gone. He wasn’t down here, at least.”

      Ember leaned her head against the aging column Quinn had chained her to, then a thought occurred. She pivoted around to look at it. A metal shaft reaching from the floor to the ceiling, with faded and chipped red paint. Paint she could peel off if she scraped the hard edge of the cuffs against it.

      It could work.

      She pressed her handcuffs against the column and pushed up. A chunk of red paint sloughed off like shaving a slice of cheddar from a block. She cut a piece an inch wide and three inches long. The slice fell on top of her palm, and she carefully transferred it to her other hand.

      “What are you doing?” Angela said. “I can’t see.”

      “I don’t have a screw, so I’m going to make one. I need to focus on this for a minute. Be right with you.”

      Ember put the thin slice of paint between her fingers and started to roll it back and forth. She kept working until she’d rolled it into a tube, three inches long and smaller around than her pinky finger. She worked at it more, squeezing one end to harden it as much as possible. Moving her fingers with the cuffs required all her concentration. If she dropped it, this fragile tube could roll away and she’d have to start again.

      Every few seconds, she looked over toward the stairs, checking for Quinn. If he came down here, that would be it. The next stop on the train was Ember's death.

      Today was day seven of his contract, so he had no reason to keep her alive any longer.

      It had to be now. This had to work.

      Once the little cylinder of rolled paint felt as stiff as she figured it would get, Ember turned her wrist over and inserted the tip of the tube into the keyhole in the handcuff. She gave it a little push, but the end broke off.

      “Damn it.”

      “What is it?” Angela asked.

      “I pushed too hard. I don’t know if it’s sturdy enough to trigger the unlock mechanism inside the little hole in the cuffs.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      Ember grunted a sigh. “Try again. That’s what I’ll do.”

      She blew in the hole to clear it of paint chunks, then she inserted the tube again.

      This time, she worked slowly, holding it as close to the edge as possible to keep it from breaking. Back and forth, back and forth, working it deeper and deeper. She didn’t know where the tiny latch would be inside the hole, so she tried to move it in a circle to trigger it.

      Her heart thumped, and she tried not to keep checking the stairs, but her internal clock told her she was running out of time. Had to hurry. He could come back at literally any second now.

      The paint tube bent, and she thought if she pushed it any harder, it would snap in her fingers.

      Then the lock clicked.

      “Got it,” she said as she removed one handcuff and flexed her wrist to stretch it. She reached over to grab the screw on the floor, then she uncuffed her other hand and her ankles. The chains fell away, and Ember felt a rumble of nervous elation run through her.

      Angela gasped. “I can’t believe it.”

      “I said we were getting out of here. I wasn’t kidding.”

      Her legs and arms and all her other body parts were sore. She made two aborted attempted before she was finally able to lift herself to her feet. So tired. When Ember stood, the room tilted, and she had to steady herself against the pole after a failed step almost took her back down to the floor.

      “Are you okay?” Angela asked.

      “I’m fine.” She crossed the room, one foot in front of the other, and freed Angela. With the screw as a master key, she had no trouble removing the cuffs.

      The poor blonde hostage stank like sweat and body odor. How long had that bastard kept her here without a shower?

      Ember helped the girl to her feet. They both staggered to the stairs, using each other as support. Ember was woozy, and Angela didn’t seem too solid on her feet, either. They paused in front of the wooden steps leading up to a door shrouded in darkness.

      Angela tried to take a step up, but Ember gripped the woman’s shoulders and shook her head.

      “Wait a second,” Ember said. “I don’t have any weapons. It’s possible we could walk up these stairs and find Quinn already sitting there, waiting for us. This could all be a game he’s playing.”

      “What do we do if we see him?”

      "It doesn't matter what he does. We have to go. We have to get out of here. We have to try. It doesn't matter that we're tired and sore and can barely stand on our own two feet. If you see him, you push your legs harder than you ever have before. I'll be in front of you, holding your hand, keeping you with me. If we get separated, you have to find an exit. You keep your eyes open and look for the way out. Look for a door or a window, or anywhere you see light. Then, you run until you can't run any longer." Ember turned Angela's shoulders, so they were face to face. "But I am not going to leave you, okay? We're in this now."

      Angela gulped as she nodded. Ember noted the younger woman had cute dimples in her cheeks. Maybe that was the reason Quinn had picked her over some other random pretty girl.

      “Okay. I’m ready.”

      Ember helped Angela up the creaky stairs, and they opened the basement door together.
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      Isabel Yang strolled by the water in Meadowbrook Park. Wool coat cinched close, scarf around her neck, a knitted cap keeping her unruly hair at bay for the moment. The late morning air felt crisp and cool. It might actually turn out to be a nice day in DC.

      Stones lined the banks of the water to her left. The water level was low enough that it came nowhere close to brushing up against those stones. They sat dry and unused, ready to help keep the path free of floods if it came to that. It often did, in the spring. Not so much past the middle of October.

      This park was far out of the way in DC. Far from Isabel’s home, far from her work, far from the places she might run into any of her colleagues in the FBI. She liked being far away from things there. In the city, there weren’t too many places to walk alone and think. She had to cherish an oasis like this.

      But, with everything on her mind, Isabel had too many threads of thoughts to parse. Yesterday morning, she had spoken to Jacob in New Hampshire, an old-timer who had been around for her earliest days in the FBI then had retired—only semi-willingly—in her second or third year in the Bureau. In that short time, the older man had taken the green Isabel under his wing. He had taught her many things, but she remembered one lesson in particular: knowing who to trust was more valuable than the sum of all the other lessons.

      And now, Isabel knew why. Her boss Marcus Lonsdale had had a semi-public affair with Allison Campbell that had killed his marriage, then she’d gone undercover as Ember Clarke. Ember had now veered off task in Colorado, and the investigation was teetering on the brink. Isabel and Marcus had effectively been keeping it a secret from most people in the Bureau for weeks. Isabel hadn’t fully understood why until now.

      Marcus wanted to sabotage Ember’s investigation. And he would use Isabel to do it. That way, he could accomplish multiple goals at once. Ruin Ember, benefit himself, and place the blame on Isabel for the whole thing exploding. Isabel was an expendable underling, someone Marcus could use to further himself and the unkillable cockroach that was his career.

      As she meandered along the trail and sipped her coffee, Isabel didn’t know what to do with the information. There was no hard proof of Marcus’ deception. She’d seen a redacted document showing Marcus and Ember listed on a disciplinary infraction. Jacob had told her the real story behind it, but that was hearsay. Nothing Isabel could use to definitively link to the current situation.

      If she even blew the whistle to the higher-ups within the FBI, what could she say? Anyone important at the J. Edgar Hoover building knew Marcus by his first name. He either drank, played tennis, or basketball with almost every suit in that building. Not to mention NSA, CIA, the Marshals, even the ATF and DEA. He probably played weekend chess in the park with Secret Service members, too.

      Marcus had always been good at the after-work networking game of knowing which parties to attend. Knowing the right people and getting his name out there. Maybe if Isabel had spent the last several years networking instead of doing actual work, she might have clout on par with Marcus. No such luck.

      She paused in front of the water, listening to it lap against the bank. This part of the park was dead quiet, and she appreciated that. Inside her head was already so loud.

      And then, she saw something in the trees on the other side of the water. A man in a suit, hidden back behind a cluster of green. He was wearing sunglasses, with a coil stuck out from his ear.  Isabel only spotted him by the pale flesh of his neck.

      When she squinted and angled her head forward to get a better look, he pulled back into the trees.

      But he was still watching her. Barely visible, this spy was good at his job. But, she still wasn’t sure about him.

      Isabel pointed her feet back along the trail and drank her coffee, making sure that her eyes stayed forward. She didn’t dare look again across the water.

      For two minutes she kept on like this, enjoying a late morning stroll on the path amid the trees. She tried to let her peripheral vision wander, but it was too hard to see anything definite among the trees and shrubs over there.

      Then, she stopped to pluck a rock from her shoe. As she bent down, with her face pointed at the ground, she let the end of her scarf fall forward the shield most of her face. Now hidden, she slid her eyes to the other side of the water. There he was, the same man, concealed in a different set of bushes.

      Isabel was definitely being followed.
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EMBER

        

      

    

    
      She opened the basement door, and light flooded in like a blast of air from a hot furnace. Both Ember and Angela had to shield their eyes from the sudden change. As soon as she could see again, Ember noted this was not the same house where she had brought the raiding party the other day. She had no idea where they were. But, she had spent somewhere around twelve hours in captivity, since it had been barely after dark when Quinn had taken her. Now it was morning, or maybe afternoon.

      She didn’t have her watch, so she couldn’t know for sure. That also meant she wasn’t getting credit for any of these steps. A bummer, but not a high priority right now.

      “We have to move,” Ember said. But then she remembered the traps from the last house. Quinn had boobytrapped the stairs — had he done the same thing here, maybe in a different location?

      Her vision was still foggy, her feet felt like lead weights every time she planted them on the ground, and she knew she wouldn’t be able to accurately assess her surroundings. If he had left traps for them in case they escaped, they might be as good as dead.

      In that case, we’ll just have to move quickly and hope for the best, she thought.

      The basement poured out into a wide hallway, with a living room on the right and kitchen dead ahead. Another hallway branched off to the left, but it didn’t matter. Ember could see the front door at one end of the living room, past a set of leather couches.

      “This way,” she said, pointing toward the front door and trying to keep the weary Angela on her feet. Her head swiveled around, looking for pressure plates or cameras or suspicious holes in the floors or walls. For the first few steps, at least, nothing got in her way. Her buzzing and cloudy brain made focusing on more than one task a challenge.

      Ember stopped at the closet near the front door and grabbed one of Quinn’s coats, a heavy canvas work jacket, like the kind construction workers preferred.

      “I’m sorry you have to wear this,” she said as she draped it over Angela’s shoulders. “But you’re not dressed for outside. It’s cold.” Angela had been wearing a t-shirt and sweatpants, both of them dirty from however long she’d been wallowing in various basements around Denver.

      Angela nodded, lip trembling. “It’s okay. Thank you.”

      Ember also took a pair of his boots and laced them up over Angela’s bare feet. The former hostage also consented to this, then she stifled back tears and looked at the door.

      “It’s time to go,” Ember said.

      Angela shuddered. “I’m ready.”

      Ember opened the door and a blast of cold made her eyes water. A couple of inches of wet and mucky snow sat on the ground. Seemed unusual for there to be so much snow this early in the season. Ember had only been in Colorado for a few years, but she didn't remember such a cold and gray October before.

      “What do we do?” Angela said.

      “Follow my lead,” Ember said as she eyed a car driving through the neighborhood. Ember hurried down the front porch steps and out into the middle of the street, pulling Angela along with her. Squinting, trying to focus, she concentrated on not mixing up her feet. Breathing the crisp air of the outside world had improved the buzzing her head, but hadn’t erased it.

      Ember jogged at an angle to head off the car before it could disappear onto an adjoining street. They halted in front of the car, driven by an older white woman with silvery hair trapped in a ruthless braid at the base of her skull.

      Ember waved her arms. “Wait, please! We need help.”

      The car rolled to a stop, and Ember moved around to the driver’s side.

      The woman rolled down the window. Her eyebrows clenched together with concern. “Are you okay?”

      "It's my friend. Her boyfriend got violent with her, and she needs to go to the hospital. Please, he's going to be back any minute, and I don't have a car. Can you take her? She just needs to get away from here as soon as possible."

      The woman eyed Angela, her lips swishing back and forth for a few seconds, indecision on her face.

      Eventually, after what seemed like hours of frozen time, the woman tilted her head to the back seat as she offered a tentative smile.

      Ember felt a rush of relief bloom in her stomach.

      "Thank you," she said as she opened the door and helped Angela inside. Once in the car, Angela's shoulders slumped, and her eyes pointed forward. She was frozen, breathing shallow breaths with no expression on her traumatized face.

      Ember leaned over her and buckled the seatbelt for her.

      Ember said to the driver, “Where are we?”

      “You’re in Denver.”

      “Denver proper, or a suburb?”

      The woman frowned. “You’re in Aurora. Why?”

      Ember ignored the question and helped Angela unzip the heavy work jacket since she could feel heat blasting from the front. She briefly considered telling Angela Quinn's name but decided against it. Hopefully, it wouldn't matter soon.

      “What happens now?” Angela asked.

      “I’m going to kill him. That’s what happens now.”

      Ember watched the driver study her in the rearview with a raised eyebrow, and the assassin angled her head to make her face less recognizable. She stepped back and shut the door, then stood by until the older woman started the car and put on her blinker to exit from the neighborhood.

      Done. Ember had gotten Angela to safety, so there was one less thing for her to worry about.

      Ember raced back inside the house and hunted around for her clothes. After sprinting through the living room, she caught herself. Despite her thumping heart, she had to slow down. This house had too many unknowns and she had to be careful. Each step considered, every nook and cranny checked.

      Soon, her care paid off when she found a trap: a tripwire at the bottom of the open kitchen doorway. She stepped over it with no trouble. If she hadn’t thought to slow down, who knows what could have happened.

      In the kitchen, she found a box sitting on top of the table with her guns, her knife, phone, her watch, and her jacket from last night. Had he hoped she would trip the wire when she saw the bait? It seemed a little too obvious a trap for Quinn's tastes.

      It didn’t matter. She had to hurry. Ember retrieved all of her gear and then set out to search the house. No doubt Quinn would be back soon, and she wanted to find the best spot to ambush him.

      First, she searched a bedroom on the ground floor. Nothing inside but a room that looked like it hadn't been touched in years. Dust had collected on the dresser drawers. She opened every one with deliberate movements, looking for guns stashed or other dangers. There didn't seem to be any. Maybe Quinn hadn't yet had time to set all that up in this new house.

      Next, she headed for the stairs to the second floor, and she noted the same sort of holes along the wall as in the previous house. She went back into the kitchen and retrieved a broom that had been sitting in the corner. Holding it out, she tapped each step going up. When she pressed it to the fourth step, a slew of little darts shot out of the holes, whiffing through the air and harmlessly landing in the living room.

      As she ascended the stairs, Ember could smell something not right as soon as she set foot on the second floor. As she approached the first door on the right, the smell grew stronger. It smelled like death. There was something ugly beyond that door.

      Ember held a pistol in one hand, then she opened the door with the other.

      There, on the bed, was the body of the woman Ember had seen shocked to death in the Night Owl bar, almost a week ago.

      Gamma.
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QUINN

        

      

    

    
      Two minutes before, Quinn strolled down the sidewalk, a grocery bag clutched in each hand. As he was preparing to cross the street, his eyes landed on something that made his mouth drop open. It took him almost a full second to process the scene in front of his eyes.

      Alpha, in the back seat of some old woman’s car, stopped, poised to turn out onto the major street. The woman was checking both ways, her hands on the wheel, oblivious. Quinn thought he had seen her before around the neighborhood, but he couldn’t be sure.

      Alpha’s head turned in his direction. Her eyes shot open with with recognition.

      “Alpha?” he said, although she wouldn’t hear him with the closed car window, a hundred yards away.

      She scooted over in the back seat to press her hands against the glass as she gaped at him. Quinn’s new work jacket had been draped over her shoulders.

      She’d taken his jacket? How was that possible? How could she have even gotten free from her chains in the basement?

      This couldn’t be happening. His stomach bubbled like a witch’s cauldron as his heart pumped harder and harder.

      He blinked a few times and confirmed Alpha was still there. He considered running, but the car was a few hundred feet away, and the traffic had now cleared. No way could he reach it in time.

      The car turned onto the street and drove parallel to his sidewalk. As it neared him, one of those damn brown delivery trucks pulled onto his neighborhood street. Quinn barely registered it out of his peripheral, because the chaos in front of him had stolen his ability to use logic.

      As Alpha sped away in the back seat, her surprise turned to scorn and she raised her middle finger at him and bared her teeth.

      The rage on her face broke his heart. How could this have happened?

      Alpha had escaped? How was this possible?

      Ember. Ember had made it possible. There was no other explanation.

      As Quinn stopped at the street corner, he watched Ember rush across the street and back into the house. As far as he could tell, she hadn't seen him. She would probably still be half asleep from the heavy-duty chemical cocktail he'd given her for transport last night.

      Why was she going back to the house? The wheels in his brain spun, trying to think of how he could twist it to his advantage.

      Maybe this could still work. He could treat this as an opportunity. One he didn’t need to take for granted. He had hoped to set up a few more things before springing the trap, but with Alpha gone and Ember on the loose, he was too short on time.

      Part of his brain told him to run. To unearth the duffel bag he’d buried two streets over and make his way to the nearest bus station. He still had four or five clean passports to get him out of the country. He still had contacts in South America who could give him a fresh start.

      But he couldn’t do that. He couldn’t let Ember get away with all she’d done. Gamma, then Beta, and now Alpha, all gone. That woman had stolen everything from him.

      Everything. And she had to be punished.

      Quinn took his phone from his pocket and dialed the number. He reminded himself of the magic words and took a breath to calm his racing nerves. He wanted to seem frantic on the phone, but not out of control.

      “911, what’s your emergency?”

      "I'm near Baker Street in Aurora. The house is the blue one on the corner, number 1193. I just watched a brown-skinned man wearing one of those turban things go inside the house. He had red on his shirt. Maybe blood. There is also another woman with him, tall and white, with dark hair. She had something in her hand, like a gun or something. My neighbor is in there, but I haven't seen her in a couple of days. Please. You have to hurry."

      “Okay, sir, stay on the line while—”

      “Hurry. Please hurry. I think she might be hurt in there.”

      Quinn ended the call and thought of how his plan would have to change now. Inconvenient, but still workable. Based on his previous dry-run trials and the fact that the police station was right around the corner, he could expect a response time of somewhere between two and four minutes. But, if the cops didn’t get her, he still needed to be ready.
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EMBER

        

      

    

    
      The drugged woman stood in the upstairs bedroom, looking down at the dead body of a person known to Ember only as Gamma. In Ember’s three years as a member of the Denver Assassins Club, she had seen worse. Unspeakable horrors committed upon people, both alive, and to their corpses after they had died. But the fact that this dead body on the bed had no name—only an assigned designation—bothered her more than most. She didn’t know why.

      Ember knelt next to the bed and considered taking a picture of the woman so she could identify the body later, but it was too risky to walk around with something like that on her phone. This was one she would have to let go. Maybe an anonymous call to the cops on her way out would suffice.

      Also, the fact that Ember was lingering here bothered her. A year or a month ago, she wouldn't have stood here, on the verge of tears. Was she getting soft? Were three consecutive weeks of being chased dulling her hard edges? She should have been out the door the minute she had recovered her gear.

      She remembered what Charlie had told her once: “You go soft only after you’ve been hardened as hard as possible. After you’ve seen it all. Only then does it really start to get to you.”

      She hadn’t really understood that sentiment at the time, but she felt as though she were beginning to now.

      Ember stood and cleared her throat, and that’s when she heard the car doors shutting out front. She hopped over to the window and looked down to see three police cars parked in the street, positioned so they blocked the street exit. Uniformed officers poured out of those cars, all of them in tac vests, carrying assault rifles. One opened the trunk of his car and pulled out the full riot shields, as well as a battering ram. Were they preparing to go up against a terrorist cell on this block?

      She regarded the body on the bed. The realization hit her. This was why Quinn had placed her guns and clothes somewhere she wouldn’t miss, to make it obvious for her. Not as bait to trick her into tripping the wire leading into the kitchen; that had been the fake trap, the one she could easily spot. The real trap had been to entice her to stay inside the house long enough for the cops to arrive.

      He probably hadn’t intended for her to escape and free Alpha, but he had been prepared for it. He probably hadn’t had enough time to set more traps, so this was his ultimate strategy.

      This was Quinn's last move: to frame Ember for the murder of Gamma. But if she were arrested, how would he get to her? He had less than a day to kill her.

      Maybe he no longer cared about the contract at this point. Perhaps he would be happy to send her to jail for taking away all three of his precious hostages.

      The front door of the house crashed open. Battering ram. No time to stand here and think about it.

      Ember sprinted out into the hall. To her left were the stairs down, leading directly to the cops rushing inside. To her right, the short hallway ended in a window. Jumping out of second-floor windows had been a habit for her these last couple weeks, but she didn’t see how she had any other choice. The cops were now hovering at the bottom of the staircase. They would be on this second floor in two or three more seconds.

      She zipped up her jacket and pulled the hood tight to shield her face, then she backed out of this room and dashed down the hall. A nearby dresser contained a series of porcelain ice-skating figures on top, and she snatched four of them in a swipe. She cradled them in her left hand and used her right to fling them at the window like ninja throwing stars.

      Nothing happened except for the figurines exploding into pieces and falling harmlessly to the floor. Not even a crack.

      The window was far too thick and well-made to be smashed by tiny porcelain figures.

      She sighed. Going to have to do this the hard way, I guess.

      She hurtled toward the window.

      Five feet away from it, she heard someone behind her yell. “Stop!”

      Ember pressed harder to barrel ahead, focused on the window. She lifted her leg just as she reached it and hammered her foot at the lower pane.

      The glass cracked on the first kick. Then, on the second, it smacked apart in large, thick sections, and she roughly kicked a few of the chunks out of the way. It was dirty work, but she knew it would have to do.

      She lowered her shoulders to let the jacket’s hood take the brunt of the sharp glass, then she pushed herself through the window. Glass scraped her jacket, her shoulders. A shard cut her nose. Wet blood met cold air. Eyes shut, she tried to keep glass from getting in her eyes as she fell.

      She forced her hands tight to her chest as she plummeted through the air. The ground rushed up to meet her. Ember pulled herself into a ball and rolled forward, letting her shoulders contact the hard grass first. Momentum carried her forward, and her back connected next.

      The air rushed out of her as her legs toppled over and smacked the ground. Her shoulders, hips, butt, and ankles all pulsed, but she didn’t feel anything broken. Just the cut on her nose and a series of spots that would later become sizable purple bruises.

      She creaked open an eye to see two officers peeking out the broken window above her. Ember leaped to her feet, head pounding from a lack of oxygen. Hoodie up, shielding her face from their view. She couldn’t draw a breath.

      “Stop right there!” the cops shouted. She heard the rustle of weapons, but she dared not look up to give them a clear view of her face.

      Ember raced toward the front yard. Finally, air seeped back into her lungs as she hopped the wooden fence. No cops in the front yard because they had sent everyone in for the raid. They would be back out here within seconds, though.

      And then, across the street, Ember watched Quinn duck down behind the neighbor’s fence. He’d wanted to sit by and watch the whole thing go down. Arrogant prick. Just like a sociopath to stand by and watch his chaos unfold.

      Ember sprinted across the street, ignoring all of the sore spots across her body and the drug-induced congestion in her brain. She was thankful that the heavy exertion would make it wear off faster, but she was worried that it might not work fast enough.

      She made it to the neighbor's property in under a second, then planted a foot in the middle of the fence to vault herself over it. She grasped the top to give herself the final push over.

      On the way down, she observed Quinn still there. Why hadn’t he fled?

      Her eyes shot to his hand, and now she knew why. He had a Taser gun in his grip. A split second before Ember hit the ground, Quinn shot the barbs into her thigh. Sizzling electricity passed through her body. She felt herself going stiff. Teeth gritting. Tick tick tick tick tick tick.

      As she crashed to the ground, groaning in pain, Quinn took off. He raced toward the back edge of this yard, then scrambled his bulky frame over the fence and disappeared.

      She worked against the paralyzing energy coursing through her. Forcing herself to rise onto all fours, then pushing up against the ground.

      Ember staggered to her feet. Little tendrils of shocks raced all around her body, but she could still move. Shaking hands plucked the tiny Taser barbs from her thigh.

      She launched toward that same spot in the fence where Quinn had disappeared. Pain squeezed her insides. She could feel herself slowing—arms and legs like molasses. From a distance, she heard the police shouting, but couldn't make out the words.

      Ember ignored all this sensory input as she smashed into the fence and pushed herself over it. Hitting the ground on the other side, she had to blink a few times to clear her vision.

      There was Quinn, only fifteen paces ahead of her, jogging along the sidewalk. His long hair had come free of his ponytail, greasy chunks flapping behind him as he ran. She could hear his labored breaths from thirty feet away.

      Ember raced to the edge of this front yard. Something crunched under her feet. Her head pounded. She didn't know if she could run anymore. Her body told her to quit. To sit down and collapse under the strain.

      Quinn's arms flailed as he ran. He looked back behind him to see Ember, and he grinned, red-faced and wheezing.

      She had her guns. She could shoot him. But, in the middle of all this suburbia, attracting attention was one risk she couldn’t take. No, she had to stop him, then capture him, then take him somewhere more private.

      But he was still running, with enough speed and a significant head start. She was too exhausted to chase after him.

      Ember realized she was in a xeriscaped yard, full of rocks of all sizes. She reached down and snatched a rock as big as her palm. A soft and smooth, oval-shaped river rock.

      She tensed her arm and spun like a shot putter. The rock launched from her hand, soared in an arc through the air, and smacked Quinn in the back of the head.

      He immediately stopped running and put a hand to the injured spot as he stumbled, hunched over. He staggered to his left, out into the middle of the street.

      Just then, a large brown delivery truck turned the corner.

      Ember spied the driver, who was looking down. Probably looking at his phone. Driving too fast on these wet and snowy neighborhood streets.

      The driver looked up a split second before the front of his truck slammed into Quinn.

      Screeching tires, the driver swerved, but it was too late. The truck’s grill enveloped Quinn, contorting his body like a rag doll. He bounced off the truck and landed headfirst on the sidewalk, twenty feet away. When his body hit, he tumbled a few times, then settled flat on his back, legs and arms spread.

      The driver screeched to a halt. Ember took a few steps to her left to hide behind a boxy Volkswagen. She ducked down, panting as she focused on Quinn.

      His eyes were open, flat on his back, mouth agape. Those creepy eyes didn't move. His chest didn't rise or fall. His body was splayed out like a snow angel, still on the pavement.

      The driver hustled out of the van and raced over to Quinn's body on the sidewalk. In brown shorts and a brown shirt, panic on the man’s face. His mouth dropped open, his eyes wide and full of frenzy.

      The driver sank to his knees, anguish on his face.

      "Help," he babbled. He pulled Quinn up by his shoulder to cradle him, talking at a rapid clip, trying to shake him awake. But nothing the driver could do would now help. The man responsible for all the madness and chaos this week was gone.

      She felt bad for the delivery driver, but there wasn’t anything she could do to help him now without revealing herself. But what a surprise that guy was in for when he eventually learned about this freak who had died in his arms.

      He would go from manslaughter to snuffing out a villain.

      It hadn't been the way she'd intended, but the job was done. Quinn was dead. Ember picked a direction along the street and ran.
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      The assassin limped up the stairs at her condo building, clutching her side. Jumping out of a second-story window onto hard October grass wasn't how she had intended to spend her morning, but that's what had happened.

      Now, on the last day of her third week of a six-week trial by combat, the assassin assigned to her this week was dead. She had six hours remaining in a day when no one currently owned an active contract to kill her. She intended to spend those hours sleeping.

      Ember stopped off at Layne Parrish’s front door and peeked into the curtains. Still, lights off, no movement inside. His car had been gone as well. Four days ago, Layne had swooped in and rescued Beta right out from under her nose. Then, without a word, he had disappeared into the night.

      He clearly wasn’t who he claimed to be. He had skills Ember had only seen in some of the most highly trained assassins in the DAC. But he wasn’t in the Club, or she would know. Unless he was one of Parker’s dark members, but that didn't seem likely.

      Who the hell was this guy?

      Right now, it didn’t matter. Solving the mystery of Layne Parrish could wait for another day. Ember moseyed down to her condo and entered, dropping her purse and keys and guns on the table next to the front door. She glanced at the Sharpie she had set a little over the edge of the end table. It still pointed north, just as she had left it earlier, one of the simplest and most effective ways to spot an intruder.

      Tired legs carried her to the fridge, where she considered a glass of wine but decided on a Harp Lager instead. Her wrists and shoulders ached as she retrieved the cold bottle.

      On the couch, she sipped her beer and tried to get the image of the dead body of Gamma out of her mind. It wouldn't leave. Ember kept thinking the woman might still be alive if it weren't for her. She would still be Quinn's hostage, potentially, but alive. Or, maybe not. Quinn had been so unpredictable, and there was no way to anticipate his movements or strategy.

      Had he kidnapped those women solely as tools for this week, to use as leverage against Ember? Or, had he been taking women for years before this?

      Ember would likely never know, and she needed to find a way to be okay with that. She could alleviate some of the burden by thinking about the immutable fact that he would never do it again. He had died on the sidewalk, his skull cracked open by the blunt force trauma of meeting a giant delivery truck head-on.

      She slipped her phone out of her pocket and called Zach. It rang four times and then went to voicemail. She opted not to leave a message because she'd called him a few times already.

      If he wanted to talk, he knew where to find her. There was clearly something going on with him, but Ember didn’t want to push. If this distant-boyfriend treatment went on for too much longer, she would have to bring it up, though. But, for now, she would give Zach his space.

      Instead, she texted:

      
        
        Thinking about you. I miss you.

      

      

      Next, she called Gabe, and he picked up right away.

      “Thank God,” he said. “I was worried about you.”

      “I’m still here. Why do you sound different?”

      “I lost my phone, so I had to route my number to my laptop. Long story. I’ll have a new phone later today.”

      “What happened to you last night?”

      Gabe stammered for a second. “I was… I got held up. It’s not important. I’m just so sorry I couldn’t be there in time. I did show up, but that sicko tased me and left me there. I can’t believe I’m alive.”

      "I can. He didn't like boys. He had no reason to take a trophy or even to kill you. But it doesn't matter now. He's gone, and his last prize has been set free."

      Gabe was silent for a few seconds, and Ember thought over his strange hesitation to answer her question about why he’d been late last night. Why were all the men in her life acting so weird?

      "Anyway," she said, "I'm going to conk out and sleep for about twelve hours, if I can. Tomorrow, this all starts again."

      “I’m here for whatever you need.”

      “What I need, young Gabe, is for you to get a good night’s sleep, too. We have to be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed for whatever comes next.”

      “Understood. I’ll do my best. Call me tomorrow.”

      Ember tossed her phone on the floor and drained her beer. Her eyes landed on the paperback copy of American Gods loaned to her by Zach, sitting on the coffee table in front of her. She thought about leaning forward to rest the empty bottle next to it, but she drifted into sleep before she could.
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        By Kunjal Anand

      

      

      There is an urban legend around the DAC that the term "Post Office" came from the supposition that the early headquarters for assassins were established so they could receive mail. There is no proof of this. The first Post Office—named so for some reason lost to history—was established by the man known as Unger in 1962. Many view this as the official founding date of the Denver Assassins Club, soon to be known to many simply as "The Club," or the DAC.

      Unger had floundered in Denver for a few years with false starts to accomplish his dream of forming an assassins’ union or guild. But, in 1961, he succeeded in recruiting a dozen local assassins. Unlike before, where the groups fell apart rapidly due to in-fighting and opportunism, Unger and his twelve followers seemed to coalesce into a strong unit. Strong enough that this time, they were able to recruit others. They treated it almost like a multi-level marketing organization, but without the profit motive to bring in others.

      By 1962, these original thirteen had brought in forty more. Assassins from other parts of the country and other parts of the world began to move to Denver, or at least purchase housing there to be close.

      It finally seemed to work.

      There is a long passage in Unger's notes theorizing on why it had worked this time when there had been so many failures and collapses before. Specifically, he attributed it to the US government's crackdown on organized crime in the United States over the late 1950s and early 1960s. He acknowledged that this seemed counterintuitive; that American mafiosos coming together had corralled them to make it easier for the US law enforcement agencies to knock them down like dominos. But, Unger's theory stated that until that time, most people—including assassins—hadn't known much about the mafia's existence. They hadn't seen demonstrated the power of organization. Unger believed by using the mafia's structure as both a blueprint and a cautionary tale, they could make something much stronger.

      Loyalty, secrecy, cooperation. Assassins bringing in others with the promise that the larger the group grew, the more they could establish a web. Size equalled power and stability.

      By 1963, Unger had recruited a hundred assassins to his cause. They began to split into smaller groups, known as “Branches” of the DAC’s tree. These groups would be autonomous in matters affecting their individual Branch, but they would agree to abide by all established laws of the DAC. As such, Unger drafted those laws before the groups could form their own, which he thought would lead to conflict.

      He and a crew of five of his original assassin devotees crafted a lengthy set of bylaws, with a focus on self-policing, unity, and accountability. When they were finished, anyone who wanted to remain in the Club consented, including taking a membership test and attending regular meetings to review the laws.

      The 1960s saw the DAC explode in clandestine popularity. It thrived under Unger’s careful eye. Everything seemed to be going well.

      But golden ages do not last forever.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        THREE DOWN, THREE MORE TO GO.

        TO BE CONTINUED IN PART FOUR…
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        Get the next book, CAPTIVE TARGET to continue the hunt today!

      

      

    

  







            A NOTE TO READERS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Want to know to 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.

      

      

      

  




READY TO KEEP GOING?

      An assassin with a lethal grudge and a homemade prison. Can Ember escape this high-tech dungeon before it’s too late?

      Halfway through her six-week trial-by-combat punishment, contract killer Ember Clarke has had enough. Unfortunately for her, the newest assassin on her trail this week refuses to stop. And when Ember wakes up handcuffed in a magnetized holding cell, she knows she’s trapped.

      Desperate to earn her freedom, Ember tries everything she can think of to escape. But the walls are impregnable, and her captor has promised to kill her by the end of the week. 

      Can Ember find a way to flee this dangerous basement while there’s yet time?

      Captive Target is the fourth book in the adrenaline-fueled Six Assassins crime thriller series. If you like heroes in need of redemption, sinister twists and turns, and cliffhangers guaranteed to make you stay up reading past your bedtime, you’ll love Jim Heskett and Nick Thacker’s epic six-part tale. Book 4 of 6.

      Buy Captive Target to escape the dungeon today!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Jim

      

        

      
        For youse guys.

      

        

      
        Nick

      

        

      
        For Jim.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        All material copyright 2020 by Jim Heskett and Nick Thacker. No part of this work may be reproduced without permission.

      

        

      
        Published by Bad Tooth Books, an imprint of Turtleshell Press

      

        

      
        Please consider leaving a review once you have finished this book. It makes a difference and it only takes a minute.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHORS

          

        

      

    

    
      JIM HESKETT

      

      Jim Heskett writes stories about outsiders who fight crime.

      

      The author 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. He's never looked back. Aside from a wild year traveling the world, he hasn't let the Flatirons mountains out of his sight.

      

      Jim fell in love with writing at the age of fourteen inside a copy of Stephen King's Carrie. Poetry provided his first outlet for teen angst, then later a smattering of mediocre screenplays, and eventually crime thriller fiction a la Elmore Leonard. In between, he worked a few careers that never quite tickled his creative toes.

      

      He 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.

      

      Finally, and perhaps most importantly, he believes the huckle is the king of berries and he refuses to entertain any arguments to the contrary.

      

      He writes award-winning crime thrillers seasoned with a dash of snark. Sometimes he writes these books with co-authors like Nick Thacker.

      

      Details and FREE, exclusive books at www.jimheskett.com

      

      NICK THACKER

      Nick Thacker is a thriller author from Texas who lives in Colorado and Hawaii, because Colorado has mountains, microbreweries, and fantastic weather, and Hawaii also has mountains, microbreweries, and fantastic weather. In his free time, he enjoys reading in a hammock on the beach, skiing, drinking whiskey, and hanging out with his beautiful wife, tortoise, two dogs, and two daughters.

      In addition to his fiction work, Nick is the founder and lead of Sonata & Scribe, the only music studio focused on producing “soundtracks” for books and series. Find out more at SonataAndScribe.com.

      
        
        For more information and a list of Nick’s other work, visit Nick online:

        www.nickthacker.com
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