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            Chapter One

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      WEEK FOUR - DAY ONE

      

      Ember Clarke first decided to hide her twin Nighthawk Enforcer pistols in the glove box, but she thought better of it. Sitting outside her boyfriend/quasi-boyfriend Zach Bennett’s apartment building in Fort Collins, she didn’t know how this meeting would conclude. If she talked to him and they decided to go somewhere together, she didn’t want him popping open the glove box on a tissue hunt and stumbling on her guns.

      A month into their relationship, Ember still had not found a way to explain to him her real name, let alone her actual occupation. Or her undercover occupation.

      Her uncertainty about this visit came from a couple of reasons. One, she was in the fourth week of her trial by combat, on the first day. This meant somewhere out there in the greater Denver metro, an assassin from either the Five Points, Golden, or Boulder Branch had been assigned to find her and kill her. Any time she was in the same room with Zach, she was putting his life in danger, as well. Same went for anyone else who happened to occupy her airspace.

      And two, she didn’t know if she could call Zach her boyfriend. They had spent plenty of quality time together over the last three weeks, including multiple makeout sessions that had danced on the border of something more serious. But he had grown distant over the previous few days. That's why she had planned to ambush him at his apartment. Not because she was feeling insecure about their relationship, but because she was concerned about him.

      At least, that’s what she was telling herself.

      Two weeks ago, on a hiking date, Zach had talked about trying to research the company he worked for and being shut down and then kicked out of the library.

      Of course, Ember knew a little more than Zach had said, but not much. She'd known Zach's name and the potential danger he faced for months now. But, maybe it was more severe than she had thought. Maybe Ember hadn't wanted to see how close Zach was to real peril.

      She decided on tucking her pistols up under the steering wheel column. This car had an excellent spot to stash things. The steering column hidey-hole was a solid choice for parked cars. Not so much for vehicles in motion.

      She checked her unkempt hair and minimal makeup in the rearview and then left the car, feeling her heart race for reasons she couldn’t quite list. Also, the late October chill gripped her. Much too cold for this time of year. Only a few more days until Halloween, until November, until winter came to Colorado.

      She ascended the stairs and marched down the hall, then rapped her knuckles on his door. Almost a full minute went by. Then, she heard shuffling. The door pulled back and there he stood, wearing blue boxer shorts and a black t-shirt. He had toned but pale runner's legs, flat hair, and bleary eyes. He did not look his best.

      Still, a smile crossed her face at the sight of him. “Did I wake you?”

      “Uh, yes. What are you doing here? I wasn’t expecting you this morning.”

      Ember frowned. “That sounds like you’re not happy to see me.”

      "No, no, of course I am. I'd kiss you, but I probably have horrible morning breath. Come in."

      She stepped inside and put her arms around him. She leaned right to avoid his stinky mouth but did give him a little bite on the earlobe. "Hey, sexy."

      He hugged her back and then held her at arm’s length. “I didn’t know you knew where I lived.”

      “I do. I mean, obviously. But we talked about it.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “We did?”

      “Yes, we did. You don’t sound too convinced, though. Do you think I’ve been camped out in front of your apartment, wearing an adult diaper, waiting for a chance to see you?”

      Zach shrugged without any hint of humor and waved a hand toward his living room. “No. It doesn’t mean anything.”

      “My dad used to say that the problem with men and women is that men only say exactly what they mean, but everything women say means something else.”

      “Yeah,” Zach said. “My dad used to say that women are like a puzzle you have to solve, but you don't have all the pieces."

      “He sounded like quite the feminist.”

      Zach made a flat hmm sound. “Have a seat. You have a nasty cut on your nose, there.”

      Her hand instinctively went to her face. An excuse came to mind fast, which was better than telling Zach she had jumped out of a second-story window yesterday. “Patch of ice in a parking lot got the best of me.”

      She looked around and noted the sparse furniture and lack of wall decorations. She guessed from the hallway with the multiple doors in the back that it was a two-bedroom place, but it did not feel like two people lived here. “Seems kinda empty.”

      He walked into the kitchen and nodded at her over the half-wall to the living room. After he'd splashed some sink water on his face, he said, "Yeah, well, my roommate moved out. Pretty suddenly, which sucks big-time. Rent is due in a couple of days, and the landlord has a no-tolerance policy. I didn't think Alec was the sort of person to leave me all high and dry, but there are a lot of strange things in my life lately."

      He took a couple of energy drinks from the fridge and held up in her direction. Ember shook her head. She didn’t know people still consumed those things.

      “If you need money…”

      He made a face as he returned one of the tallboy energy sodas back into the fridge, that reactionary man-pride sort of thing Ember had seen so many times in her life before. “Thanks, but that’s not necessary.”

      She didn’t want to emasculate him by pushing the point, but she didn’t come here to placate him, either. Last week, Zach had been distant and vague and uncommunicative, and Ember had decided she wouldn’t enable it anymore.

      She pointed at the couch. “Come. Sit.”

      Zach put up no argument as he nestled next to her on the couch. “I was thinking about the game truth or dare. Why do they make you choose between truth or dare before telling you what you’re about to face? Seems a much better way to play would be to tell you the truth question you'd have to answer and also give you the details of the dare alternative up front, and then make you choose between those two uncomfortable options. Like the lesser of two evils. The fun of the game would be having to make that difficult decision in the moment.”

      Ember shrugged and didn’t have any comment about this, so Zach asked, “What’s up?”

      “You need to talk to me. I know something is going on with you. And I know it has to do with your work at the lab.”

      At the word lab, Zach ducked his head and scowled. “I didn’t want to bother you with it. I didn’t want to involve you. I talked to my roommate about it, and a day later, he showed up with a black eye and a moving van. I haven’t seen him since. You don’t have to be a rocket scientist to see the connection.”

      Ember took his hand and laced her fingers inside his. “Talk to me. I’m not scared of anyone giving me a black eye.”

      “I believe it.” Zach paused to blow out a big sigh, which ended with a shudder. “I’m in a world of trouble.”

      “Go ahead. Tell me everything.”

      “The lab is owned by a company called Firedrake. I told you that already.  They are part of this network of companies with Drache, Draconis, and a bunch of others. The Firedrake exec, Thomas Milligan, has been trying to get me to move to California to work for him. And, I’ve been saying no. At first, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to commit to moving and accepting a job somewhere else. I don’t know how that works… like, what happens if I get there and I hate it? Move back? Stay in Sacramento and find somewhere else to work? Right now, it’s past the drop date for all my classes, so if I take off to accept a job, that’s a semester full of F’s. That screws up my financial aid.”

      Ember nodded, squeezed his hand, and said nothing.

      “But then,” Zach said, “it changed. He was nice at first. All full of flattery and showing me pictures of redwood trees, saying shit like, ‘This could be your backyard.’ Thomas eventually got tired of me saying no. Weird things started happening. Threatening things. Then something insane happened a couple weeks ago when he dropped a folder full of child pornography in my kitchen.”

      “Holy shit. You’re sure it was Firedrake that did it?”

      Zach nodded. “It has to be. It happened right after I conducted research about them at the library. And Thomas didn’t confirm it, but he didn’t exactly deny it, either.”

      “What do they want?”

      “He told me about this ‘failsafe project’ thing the company is doing. Something about a virus inside a bacteria, which I didn’t even know was possible. I mean, I wrote a paper about a theoretical approach, but…”

      “But it was theoretical.”

      “Right, exactly,” Zach said. “I don’t really understand all of it, but it sounds like a secret government project or something. Very secret. It sounds like they'll do whatever they have to do to keep it quiet." His eyes flicked up to hers. "His bodyguard wears a gun all the time. Just a couple days ago, Thomas gave me an ultimatum. I said no, and he told me I have a couple of days to change my mind."

      He paused, swallowing, then met her eyes. “I’m freaked out, Ember. I don’t know what’s going to happen to me.”

      “I didn’t know it was this bad. Maybe you should run. Just hide out for a bit.”

      “What?”

      She dug into her purse. "I kind of had a feeling something like this was going on." She pulled out a brand-new flip phone in a plastic case, along with a roll of cash. A thousand dollars wrapped up with a rubber band. "Take this phone. Leave your main phone here in the apartment. Your laptop, too. Pocket the cash and check into a motel, and then hunker down.” She took a pen and wrote on the back of a gas station receipt from her purse, then handed it to him. "Go to this motel, so I'll know where you are. I might have a busy week, but I'll check in on you."

      He gave her a strange look as he accepted the phone. “How do you know how to do all this? And why do you walk around with a burner phone in your purse?”

      She waved off the question. "It's not important. If these people are as bad as you say they are, you can't be here anymore. Don't sit around somewhere they can get to you. Please. Use only libraries and internet cafes to get internet access for now."

      “Internet cafe? I don’t know if I've ever seen one of those in America.”

      Ember tilted her head back and forth. “Yeah, to be honest, I haven’t either. They’re all over Europe. Not in Denver, though.”

      He turned the money roll over and over in his hands. “Thank you. I don’t know if I can accept this.”

      “You have to. Stop being a big, dumb man for once.”

      Zach spread a grim smile. “Should I grunt like a chimp?”

      “Zach, please. Let me help you.”

      He wouldn’t meet her eyes. A sad scowl darkened his face as he stared at the money.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      The back door to the Boulder Branch Post Office stuck a little after Ember swiped her keycard against the back panel. She tugged on it, and it wanted to open, but it wouldn't give way. The magnets or whatever in the door didn't want to let go. She'd never had a problem with the Post Office's secret entrance before, but this was typical of the sort of month she was having.

      Ember released her grip, took a breath, and then swiped her card again. This time, the door lock mechanism consented without argument, and the door swung open. She stepped inside to warm and dry air, a nice change from the cold and wet outside. A heavy coating last night had left the gray morning chilly and covered in chunky snow. Fall and winter precipitation in Colorado usually arrived light and fluffy, sparkling and crisp. Spring snow was often a wet mess of heavy slush. The seasons seemed to have reversed themselves.

      Plus, with all the new college kids in Boulder from all over the world, many of them had never driven in weather like this before. Always dangerous to be out and about on the roads during the first snows of the season.

      Down the hall, Ember pivoted into the third door on the left, a conference room her mentor Fagan had reserved for this morning. Another war room strategy heading into week four of her trial by combat discipline, or a debrief of last week. She didn’t know.

      When she entered the room and saw Fagan and Gabe seated at the conference table, a smile curled her lips. “Morning, my people. I would have brought bagels, but I didn’t. So, there’s that.”

      Gabe stood and crossed the room to hug her. It took her a little by surprise, but she allowed it to happen. Ember could feel the tension in his limbs as he pulled her close to his frame. Her tendency was to say something snarky and judgey to deflect attention, but she knew this about herself and wanted to change it.

      “I’m so sorry,” her young recruit said. “It’s my fault he got you.”

      Only two days ago, Ember had been snatched and briefly held by the Highlands Branch assassin Quinn. Gabe had been late meeting her there, and he had therefore not been able to provide her the backup she’d needed. Their careful plan had fallen apart.

      Also, he hadn’t been able to explain why he had been late.

      Often, Gabe reminded Ember of her little brother. She couldn’t remember now if she had ever told Gabe about that or not. Maybe after this whole thing was over, she would sit Gabe down and tell him the story about her brother’s death and how it had propelled her on this current path.

      “Doesn’t matter now,” Ember said. “I don’t hold it against you. What matters now is how we move forward. The world doesn’t stop for mistakes, so I won’t, either.”

      Lower lip pushed out, Gabe nodded. “Thank you. I’m not going to let it happen again. That’s a promise.”

      “If you two are done,” Fagan said, dabbing a napkin to her lips on the burned half of her face, “we have things to discuss. Not only your trial by combat.”

      "Get off me, creep," Ember said, grinning as she pushed Gabe away and had a seat at the table. "What's on your mind, boss lady?"

      Ember’s mentor leaned over the table, hands crossed, dead eye still in its burned socket. “First, Gabe’s membership test.”

      The kid took his seat as his frown flattened out, and a hopeful look lightened his face. He placed a notebook and a pen out in front of him, which Ember thought was adorable. Just like an eager student on the first day of school.

      “Yes?” Ember said.

      “Because you’re busy with this black spot business, I thought I would handle managing Gabe’s membership test. I know you’re his mentor, but I’m his… grand-mentor, so it seems fitting. One more thing off your plate.”

      “Oh, that’s a good idea.” Ember looked to Gabe. “You okay with that?” When he nodded, Ember said to Fagan, “Good with me. What’s next on the agenda?”

      “This week’s trial by combat. I want to assign a team of people to work on it.”

      “To work on what, exactly?”

      “Finding out who has you this week, so you’re not blindsided when this person comes for you. You’ve gotten by on your skills and a modicum of luck so far, but we have to assume that each assassin is learning from the mistakes of the previous weeks. So, I want you to have operational support.”

      Ember shook her head. “I don’t want that help. Over the last three weeks, five people in the Branch have died because of me. Sarah, Hank, Bryan, Charlie, and Conner. No more.”

      Fagan leveled a gnarled finger at Ember. “Conner died because he tried to kill President Wellner and got himself caught. He had a misguided personal revenge mission. That has nothing to do with you.”

      “Still. He wouldn’t have had that need for vengeance if it weren’t for the Branch poisoning, and you can’t say that wasn’t my fault. I mean, not my fault, but you can’t say it wasn’t because of me. Maybe it pushed Conner over the edge, maybe not. But he and everyone else would still be alive.”

      “Being an assassin is a dangerous line of work,” Fagan said. “All five of our departed Branch members knew the risks they faced every day.”

      “Even so, no more resources wasted on me. I won’t accept the help of anyone but Gabe here. And maybe you, boss lady, if you can wipe that sour puss off your face.”

      Fagan grumbled. “I am always available. Gabe might be indisposed this week with his membership test duties.”

      “Okay. Fair enough, then I will take my chances. There are only three Branches left. Golden, Boulder, and Five Points.”

      “It’s not Boulder,” Fagan said. “I would know.”

      “That makes it even easier. Maybe I just go about my day and wait for someone to come try to kill me. A typical Ember Clarke weekday. You know, hitting the gym, getting a pedicure, knifing some asshole in an alley when he tries to stuff a rag into my mouth.”

      Fagan stared for a moment, as grim as usual. Gabe frowned, his hands folded on the table in front of him. Not everyone appreciates gallows humor all the time.

      "I know that look," Ember said to Fagan. "I'm playing with house money, and it's worked for me for three weeks so far." She clasped her hands together on top of the table and waited for a few beats before her planned topic change. "There is something else I wanted to talk to you two about."

      “Listening,” Fagan said.

      “I want to go see the Oracle.”

      Fagan’s brow creased, and so did Gabe’s, but Ember assumed it was for entirely different reasons.

      “What’s the Oracle?” Gabe asked.

      “Who,” Ember said. “The Oracle is a who.”

      Fagan cleared her throat. “The Oracle is a neutral 3rd-party arbiter of Club conflicts and keeper of knowledge. The current one lives about a half-hour up Highway 36, in Lyons."

      “How come I’ve never heard of this person before?” Gabe asked.

      “Because,” Fagan said, “the Oracle is not something we usually teach in recruit training. We don’t want access to her to become abused. Also, going to see her is dangerous. You’re just as likely to be shot in the head as you are to get an answer to your questions.”

      “Oh great,” Gabe said, frowning. “This sounds like an excellent idea.”

      Fagan scowled at Ember with her one good eye. “No, it’s not. I think you should reconsider this decision, at least until your black spot is over.”

      "Well," Ember said, "I kinda already made an appointment with her for the day after tomorrow. I wasn't so much asking for permission, as I was just doing an FYI. So, there's that."

      Fagan gave the parental head-shake of disappointment Ember had seen so many times in their short stint of working together. But her mentor didn't actually forbid her from seeing the Oracle or even speak out further against it.

      So Ember took that as a sign that she could proceed as planned. Instead of asking for permission first or forgiveness after, this was a forgiveness-first sort of situation.

      Ember stood and stabbed out a quick text message on her phone, then looked back up at Fagan. "I have to go take care of some things. I'll be around later today if either of you needs me."

      Gabe looked down at his phone, receiving the text Ember had sent seconds ago. “What’s this?”

      "That's the address of a motel where a friend of mine is staying for a few days. Maybe longer. If I'm indisposed, you know, by either the assassin coming after me or the Oracle's guards happening to shoot me in the head when I have an audience with her, I was hoping you could stop by and check on my friend. I'll send you more details later."

      “Um, okay,” Gabe said as he slid his phone back into his pocket.

      “Good talk,” Ember said, then she leaned over and gave Gabe a high five. Fagan still seemed a little disappointed, so Ember opted not to attempt the high five with her. Fagan instead offered a subtle nod of the head to conclude the conversation.

      Ember walked away from the room with the same recent thought she’d had any time she separated from people important to her: that she hoped she would get a chance to see those people again before she died.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          WELLNER

        

      

    

    
      Denver Assassins Club President David Wellner strolled through the cubicle farm on the third floor of the Holdings building with a manilla envelope in his hand. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d visited the Switchboard Management operators on this floor. But with what had happened only a few days ago, it seemed important to him to check the pulse of the people in the Denver Consolidated Holdings building.

      His mouth felt dry, sweat running down his spine. His tie felt like a sword swinging as he entered the room. Still, he kept his glasses high on his nose, his chin up, and did his best to project calm.

      As he passed through the aisles of cubicles, he didn't stop, but he did let his eyes travel over the inhabitants at their desks, headsets on, typing away at silent keyboards, screens lighting their faces. A few looked up and nodded at him; most did not. Wellner wondered how many of them didn't even recognize him since their jobs were compartmentalized so far away from his. A few faces here and there stood out from Club outings and dinners and meetings and such. Many desks were empty since it was around lunchtime.

      Most were strangers. Underlings. It’s not as if these switchboard grunts came to Review Board meetings. But if any of them held animosity toward him for shooting a Club member in the head in this building last week, none of the workers present today gave any outward expression indicating so.

      Wellner wasn’t sure that it would have changed any of his plans going forward. But as much as he’d tried over the years to shrug it off, a festering and weak part of him still valued what other people thought of him.

      The same part that worried how he looked in certain pairs of pants, the same part of him that involuntarily checked the relentless recession of his hairline in the mirror every morning.

      Wellner dropped the folder in the slot for the switchboard manager; then, he strolled back through the room. Uneventful. He wasn't sure if that was a good sign or a bad sign, actually. Maybe a neutral sign. It's not as if he expected these employees to jump up and ask for his autograph. But he was happy they also weren't tossing buckets of fake blood on him in protest, either.

      When he exited the door, he found his secretary Naomi standing against the opposite hallway wall, a clipboard in her hand, and a deep scowl on her face. He wasn't used to that expression from her.

      And damned if she still didn’t look attractive doing it. Maybe even more attractive than usual.

      “What were you doing in there?” she asked, with suspicious eyes, like a mother trying to discern exactly what secret her kids were hiding from her.

      “Delivering the approved performance reviews.”

      “There’s no reason for you to come down here, David. It’s unusual. You should think about how this looks.”

      Wellner eyed her with a hint of a grin. Now Naomi was acting less like a secretary and more like a campaign manager. His campaign manager. “I’m a man of the people.”

      She sighed, rolling her eyes but smiling at the same time. “I would have dropped those off for you.”

      "I know. I felt like stretching my legs." He nodded at the two members of his new security detail, standing on either side of the door into the cube farm. "They go everywhere with me if that's what you're worried about. They have all the contingencies under control."

      He wasn’t positive about the last statement, but he chose to believe it was true. After the attempt on his life, his panic had decreased a little each day. A little more secure in all the new procedures they were implementing around him to keep dangerous people out of the building.

      Either that or he was getting better at hiding the creeping terror in the back of his head. It was like a bad smell from an overstuffed trash can; the kind of smell you notice when you enter the house, but then you grow accustomed to it and forget it’s there.

      Wellner pointed at the clipboard. “Is that for me?”

      “Yes. Ember Clarke’s week three black spot results. I just need your scribbles in a couple places.”

      He tilted his head toward the elevator. “Walk with me. I’ll sign it on the ride back up.”

      She handed him the clipboard as the four of them shuffled down the hall. He flipped through the pages detailing the nullification of Quinn Voeller's contract with Highlands Branch to kill Ember Clarke. After a week of back and forth, Quinn had held Ember captive for one night, then she had broken out, and Quinn had walked into the street and met a delivery truck head-on. A gruesome way to go.

      Good riddance to Quinn, as far as Wellner was concerned. That creepy guy had always been on the edge of getting kicked out of the Club, but no one could ever pin anything on him. And now, Ember had made that little problem go away. If only all the Branches would send their problem children after Ember so she could do away with them.

      Wellner signed the contract and then turned to the last page, this current week’s contract. He whistled.

      “What is it, sir?”

      “Veronica Acevedo, from Golden. That’s who has Ember this week.” When Naomi looked confused, Wellner waved a dismissive hand. “Don’t worry about it. All that you need to know is that those two have some history. Veronica is clean and ruthless. She’s never botched a contract in her history, something not many assassins can say. If Ember makes it to the end of this week alive, I would be extremely surprised.”

      When they reached the elevator, Naomi hit the button, and it opened at once. She stepped on, then Wellner turned to his two shadows. "Can you guys catch the next one, if that's allowed? I need to have a private conversation. I'm sure we can make it up a few floors without too much trouble."

      The two looked at each other, then nodded.

      He was relieved that they didn’t give him any trouble. He didn’t know if it was like a military vessel, where the doctor could override the captain if the former thought the latter wasn’t making smart choices.

      Wellner stepped onto the elevator, with Naomi looking up at him as the doors closed. She was so young, so pretty, and—as he'd learned last week when she had saved his life in the parking garage—endlessly brave. In a moment where he had frozen and surely would have taken a bullet had she not been there, Naomi had put herself in the line of fire and disabled Conner from the Boulder Branch with a keychain can of pepper spray.

      “What is it, David?”

      “You, uh, know what happened last week in the Review Board meeting? You saw the blood on my shirt.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “We haven’t had a chance to talk about it. I don’t know if that’s something you needed to process with me, or…”

      Her head tilted, confusion on her face. “What are you asking me?”

      “I’m just asking what you think. What do you think about what I did?”

      She answered without hesitation. “The Summit of 1994 gives the President power to pass judgment and carry out a sentence if he feels there is an immediate danger to the Club or any one member. Seems to me like you acted entirely within the rights granted to you by the bylaws.”

      Wellner shook his head. “That’s not what I meant. How do you feel about what I did to Conner, specifically?”

      “I read Kunjal’s transcript of the meeting. It was a terrible situation, because he was trying to hijack the meeting for his own agenda. I think you chose the only path that made sense. I think you did the right thing.”

      He studied her face for any hint of insincerity and found none. “You do?”

      “Yes, David. You were right to say there is a sickness in the DAC. And I think you’re right about who’s the architect behind it all. I stand by you, sir. One-hundred percent.”

      The elevator door opened, and Wellner looked down the hall at Vice President Jules Dunard’s closed door, quiet and still, but with untold conspiracy happening behind it.

      He stepped off the elevator and tightened his tie. “Thank you, Naomi. It’s good to hear that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      After a draining push session at the gym, Ember stopped back by her apartment to change and swab deodorant under her arms. She’d intended to take a shower, but Gabe had sent her a text about his membership test. Apparently, Fagan had laid out the plan for him, but he still had questions. As his mentor, Ember had a responsibility to answer them, stinky armpits or not.

      As she ascended the steps to the second-floor walkway, she tossed a glance at her neighbor Layne's window next to his front door. Still dark. He hadn't been home since his daring rescue intervention last week when he had somehow learned about one of Quinn's hostages and swooped in to take her. He had preempted Ember's rescue attempt by mounting one of his own.

      She had been clueless. Her quiet and hot tattooed neighbor wasn’t the benign and harmless hunk of man-meat she had assumed he was. But, his real identity was a mystery. Or, why he was here, living in a condo a hundred feet from her own. That seemed a little too convenient to be a coincidence, didn’t it?

      Layne’s reason was a problem not for the here and now, though. He was gone, with no way to know if he ever intended to come back. Ember had to put it out of her mind and focus on what was in front of her: Gabe and his membership test. Plus, the fact that she had a potentially lethal meeting with the Oracle in two days to ask about the Club’s complicated history with the black spot trial by combat.

      Oh, and also, that someone from one of the DAC Branches was coming to kill her. That too. She’d beaten three of them, with three more to go.

      She dug into her purse and fished out her keys, then stuck a key in the lock. For a brief second, she thought she smelled something electrical, like a shorted socket smoldering. Then, as quickly as it had come, the foreign smell vanished.

      Ember turned back around and checked the parking lot, but it was the same as she had left it a couple of minutes ago. Her front door didn't show any signs of intrusion, either.

      "Getting paranoid in your old age, lady," Ember mumbled to herself. "Either that or you're having a stroke. Not sure which is worse."

      Ember pushed the door open to a dark apartment. Something shifted in the darkness. Maybe the paranoia wasn’t unwarranted, after all.

      She reached back to grab one of her guns, but first, a loop went around her neck. It felt like rubber tubing, only stiffer, and the loop was attached to something in the darkness, like a pole or a stick. Ember could barely see the stick attached to a pair of arms and hands hidden by gloves.

      But she didn’t have time to figure it out because all of her muscles seized up. Electricity—or something like it—passed through her body, making her teeth grit and her eyes slam shut. Her entire body felt rigid. The person on the other end of the pole gave her a tug, and the loop restraint around her throat knocked her off balance.

      Before she could fall flat on her face, she struggled to set one foot forward to balance herself, and tried to reach out to grab hold of the door, but her muscles fought against her. They wanted to retreat into her body.

      She felt almost as if she were turning into a statue, every part of her body fighting an attempt to move it. One foot in her apartment, one foot still on the landing outside. She could feel warm air from the condo’s heater on her front, the cold chill of October air on her back.

      Ember forced her eyes open, and she caught a brief hint of a face through the darkness. A woman, heavyset, with dark skin. Hard to tell because this person's head had been covered in pantyhose. And it didn't make a difference, because Ember was too paralyzed from the rushing current to take any action.

      The woman jerked on the stick attached to the loop, dragging Ember inside the apartment. Nothing she did made her body respond the way she wanted.

      While stumbling forward, she managed to kick a foot out, and it connected with something. A yip came from the woman, and Ember thought the voice sounded familiar. Possibly. With her frantic muscles convulsing and her brain buzzing, though, she couldn't put it together.

      Whoever this woman was, she had all the power. She spun Ember around, facing away. Ember’s body jiggled, helpless to fight it. Her teeth clamped together, eyelids trying to slam shut. She was a bug caught in a spider’s web. Totally aware, yet totally unable to defend herself.

      She had now gone completely rigid, and the woman lowered her to the floor. Ember was like a stone being set into a spot in a garden. Like a lawn gnome.

      Ember couldn't open her eyes, couldn't move her limbs, and she could barely push air in and out of her lungs. The last thing she felt before she passed out was her pistols leaving the back of her waistband. Then, a pinch in her neck and the world slipped away from her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          ISABEL

        

      

    

    
      FBI Agent Isabel Yang sauntered down the sidewalk, patting a belly full of chimichangas. She knew better than to eat the third one, but she had done it anyway. Based on her last medical checkup, she shouldn’t even eat fried foods at all, but this Mexican place was too good and too close to her apartment. Literally right around the corner. After the rough last few weeks she’d had, a little comfort food wasn’t the worst thing in the world.

      Weeks of complicated communication with her boss, Marcus. An order to kill Ember Clarke, which had failed. That strange episode yesterday, when someone had been following her during her walk by the water in the park. And now, the creepy feeling of eyes on her 24/7, even when all logic told her that was impossible.

      She had no idea what to do. Her boss was possibly interfering with her operation to pull a rogue agent back from an undercover operation about international terrorism links in Denver, but she didn’t know why. There were theories, but nothing concrete.

      One thing she knew for sure: Marcus and Ember Clarke had a complicated history, and there might still be difficult feelings between the two of them. Isabel herself knew the experience of grim awkwardness when a serious relationship soured, and having a working relationship before and after the personal fling would only make things worse.

      Add to that what she knew about Marcus and Ember — that they were both stubborn, driven, and gifted government agents — and it was a recipe for disaster. A disaster Isabel was now in the middle of.

      She didn’t yet know where she fit into that equation. Scapegoat for when the undercover operation went bad, most likely. The things Ember had been doing in Denver for the last three years weren’t common knowledge inside the FBI. When it all came out, heads would roll. Probably Isabel’s.

      As she turned the corner, she squinted through the elm trees dotting the median between the two sides of the street. There, walking on the opposite sidewalk, was a man in a beige trenchcoat. There were plenty of people out tonight, with the mild weather and abundance of shops and restaurants in this neighborhood. But the trenchcoat-clad man was also wearing a hat, and his pace slowed when Isabel turned the corner.

      She had not brought her service weapon out with her, which was now feeling like a stupid mistake. Multiple times over the last few days, she had felt that itch of danger any time she’d ventured out in public. And, while she couldn’t prove it yet, she had a strong notion of who was driving it.

      Isabel wasn't wholly unarmed, though. She reached into her purse and palmed her Cold Steel Urban Edge blade, a concealable push dagger that jutted out from between her middle and ring fingers when she gripped the handle. Just long enough to ensure any attacker got the message, but not likely to kill someone with one jab of the blade.

      Isabel drew the knife and turned her wrist inward to prevent the shiny blade from catching a glint of any of the streetlights above. Hand tight around the grip, ensuring she didn't accidentally shred the inside of her shirt sleeve. Her sweaty hand made the knife feel uncertain in the grip of her palm.

      The man in the trenchcoat stopped at the next crosswalk and waited, head down. His feet pointed toward her side of the street. Isabel’s apartment was near the end of this current street, just across from that sidewalk.

      She tightened her grip on the blade and quickened her pace.

      Twenty feet in front of her, a couple in their late twenties or early thirties was standing on the sidewalk, arguing. Something to do with a dinner reservation. Both of them were animated, moving their hands around as they faced off to quarrel. Isabel used their motion as cover to spy the man across the street.

      The light changed, and the trenchcoat man shuffled along the sidewalk, head down, hat obscuring his face. Isabel moved her purse to the shoulder of the arm not holding her knife. The arguing couple both turned and headed the other direction, leaving Isabel with no clear cover.

      She considered breaking out into a jog, but there were too many people around. The density of the street populace fostered a sense of safety. The last thing she wanted was for them to scatter, giving this man a clear lane to approach her.

      Instead of running, a better option would be to slow down and see what he would do, so she downgraded her pace to a meander, keeping as far away from the vehicle-side of the sidewalk. If this were a kidnapping, he would want to push her into a nearby car or van.

      The man turned onto her sidewalk, marching in her direction. Isabel tensed her arm. She matched the pace of a man walking on her same side of the street, his head down, staring at his phone. If this trenchcoat man approached her, she would take a step to the left and hide behind the distracted man. He would probably bump into the trenchcoat guy. Then, she could at least get a solid look at him.

      Then the man looked up, and everything changed when she saw his face. Her fear drained from her shoulders in an instant.

      Isabel saw Jacob Wood in that trenchcoat, a man who had been her confidant at the FBI before his retirement. A man Isabel had seen only a few days ago in New Hampshire. A man who had given her shocking information about her boss Marcus and her target Ember.

      She stopped short, head tilted, as he also came to a stop ten feet away from her.

      “Hey, kiddo.” He looked down at her palm, the blade jutting out. “Did I scare you?”

      She dropped the blade into her purse and took a couple of steps toward him so she could speak in a low voice. "Jacob? What are you doing in DC?"

      He coughed as he tilted his head toward the apartment building to her right. “You still live here?”

      “I do.”

      “Can we go inside? We need to talk somewhere private.”

      Isabel nodded and escorted Jacob inside the building. He took off his hat, revealing pale and weathered skin. Bags hung around his eyes. The old man had never looked fresh, but he seemed especially sallow this evening. Maybe it was the harsh lights of this lobby.

      They didn't speak as she escorted him up the stairs to the second floor, then along the carpeted steps to her apartment. She opened the door, and he removed his coat as soon as he went inside. He also looked thin. Isabel should have noticed this during her visit to his home, but she apparently hadn't. Maybe she'd had too much on her mind.

      Groaning, he sat down on the nearest space, a little stool she kept next to the front door. He was panting. “Something about the air down here. I could never get used to it. Or, maybe I used to be, and I’ve forgotten.”

      “It’s the humidity. Today wasn’t so bad, actually.” She left him there on the stool and entered the kitchen to find something to drink for him. The sad state of her refrigerator displayed only a six-pack of Sprite and two bottles of water, so she grabbed a water and walked it back out to him.

      "Thanks," he said as he popped the top and had a sip. "Don't ever get old, Isabel. It's awful. I walked two blocks to meet you, and I feel like I've run a marathon."

      “You can rest here as long as you like.”

      He nodded, then he tapped one ear and pointed at the ceiling, his finger trailing around to various spots.

      Isabel shook her head. “It’s clean. I swept for bugs earlier today. Maybe they came while I was eating dinner, but it’s not likely. I have this place locked down.”

      “You’d be surprised how clever they can be. But I trust you to manage your house.”

      She pulled her coffee table over toward the stool and sat on it. “What are you doing here?”

      “Have you talked to your boss?”

      Isabel shook her head. “He hasn’t been in the office. He hasn’t been returning my calls, and I’m pretty sure he’s having me followed.”

      “That seems to fit with his style. After you came to see me, I did some digging. I called in a few favors to get information.”

      “What information?”

      "Marcus has subcontracted the job of killing Allison Campbell since you didn't do it in Denver last week."

      Isabel had to do a quick translation in her head since she so often thought of Allison Campbell by her undercover name Ember Clarke. "He hired a hitman?"

      Jacob nodded. "Not just any hitter. There's a long-standing government team that's so secret it has no name. It's run from the cracks of other departments' budgets. But, they've created some of the deadliest government assassins ever to walk the earth. One of their current members is a young woman named Serena Rojas. Marcus has hired her to set up shop in Denver to kill your rogue agent, and doing it this way will leave no paper trail when she's done."

      Isabel cupped her hands over her face and breathed, letting the information sink in.

      Jacob leaned closer, eyeing her. He coughed a few times, trying to speak. "You okay?"

      "I'm just thinking about it. After all this back and forth, I keep thinking about Ember… Allison. She had a chance to kill me, and she didn't. Even after I tried to take her out myself, she still didn't. I don't think she's a bad person. I don't know if I trust Ember, but I don't think I should let this Serena Rojas person have free rein. We need more information about all of this."

      Jacob shrugged. “I’m flying back to New Hampshire tomorrow, but I can help you find Serena in Denver. There are still a few ideas kicking around among the cobwebs up in my noggin. I can be your remote op assistance.” He grinned. “Just like old times, eh?”

      Isabel ran her hands through her hair, then rubbed her temples. Her heart thudded in her chest.

      “What are you thinking?” Jacob asked.

      "I'm thinking I need to get a flight to Denver right now."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          GABE

        

      

    

    
      The recruit paced underneath the gazebo. He was at the eastern edge of Boulder, in a small park adjacent to a grade school. This late at night, there were no kids out and about. It looked like a grade school, anyway, so it wasn’t the sort of place where kids would return to cause trouble after hours. No football field bleachers to chug beers underneath to symbolically flip the middle finger to The Man. These kids wouldn’t know that joy/rage for a few more years.

      There weren’t many people out at all in the neighborhood, actually. A few cars drove by, but a heavy churn of snowfall kept the streets free of pedestrians. Gabe was the only person in the park, his car the lone vehicle in the parking lot.

      As he walked from one end of the gazebo to another, he didn’t know what to do with his hands. He vaped or smoked cigarettes at times when he drank, even though smoking tobacco was a taboo thing to do in Colorado. Especially Boulder. It was something you would do as a shameful act in the privacy of your own home, never out in public.

      But at this moment, Gabe wished he had a cigarette. Or a pack to chain smoke. He longed for something to occupy him, to force him to breathe at regular intervals. He wanted that sweet pull of familiarity, the relaxation as the chemicals were triggered in his brain.

      Gabe did have a joint in his car, but getting high right now didn't seem like the best choice, given that he still had responsibilities to tackle tonight. He didn't know if Ember smoked weed, but he didn't want to show up at a meeting with slitted eyes, giggling and slow. Gabe had never even had a chance to take Ember out to the bar for a drink to learn those details about her. She'd never offered it. Maybe once he was a full member of the Branch, their relationship would change — perhaps there was a spark of friendly interest from her side, as well, but it was simply tamped down in favor of coming across as the more mature, older mentor.

      Maybe he would just force her hand, invite her out for a drink after this meeting, ostensibly to pick her brain about this membership test, but really to see if his interest was matched by hers. If nothing else, Gabe wanted to be friends with her. They didn’t feel like that, most of the time.

      It might not even matter, though. Ember was late. More than an hour late, and she had not responded to any of the three text messages or two voicemails Gabe had left. He wanted to try again but worried about the overkill. Ember was often busy, sometimes out of the country. But she always made her commitments or always had a good reason why she couldn't.

      When Gabe had been recruited into the DAC, he had been given a personality profile test. In it, he had said reliability was a quality he valued in a teacher or mentor. So far, Ember had always held up her end of that transaction. Ironic, since Gabe’s lack of reliability had been the reason Ember had been taken by Quinn a few days ago in a park in Broomfield.

      And Gabe still had not shared with Ember the reason he had been late that evening. The visit from FBI Special Agent Marcus Lonsdale and his two armed thugs. Marcus had planted a seed of doubt in Gabe’s brain. Gabe was smart enough to understand that that had been Marcus’ exact intention, but still — the doubt had lingered like an infected wound, growing more itchy and painful every day.

      Loyalty to that woman is going to get you killed, Marcus had said. And then something about how Ember Clarke was not her real name? What was that about?

      Gabe had taken the information and shoved it down deep into a hidey-hole in his brain. With Ember being hunted by six consecutive assassins and his needing to function as her right-hand-man, it didn’t seem like the time to question her.

      But was he making a fatal mistake with his mentor by not discussing Marcus’ intrusion into his life?

      Maybe Gabe should have told Ember about the FBI visit immediately. Seemed like information she might want to know. Or, maybe he should have told Fagan earlier today during their long meeting about his membership test. Maybe he should have told someone.

      Was it too late now? A couple of days had passed. Now, Gabe had a secret. One he didn't want, one that was making him look at his mentor with narrowed eyes. He didn't want to have any difficulty there. He needed her, and sometimes, she needed him.

      Tonight, though, Gabe had to put all that extracurricular stuff aside. He desired Ember’s counsel in a way he never had before. Gabe’s time in the DAC had so far been mostly waiting and watching, conducting research, assisting Ember with tactics and explaining to her how to use a smartphone. For someone barely into her thirties, she was surprisingly on the low side of the tech-savvy scale.

      If Ember was unavailable, Gabe didn’t know what to do. He was freaked out. There was no other way to put it.

      A couple of hours ago, Fagan had sat Gabe down in a conference room at the Boulder Post Office and explained to him the details of his membership test. For months, Gabe had known this was coming. Not exactly when, only soon. And, for those months, Ember had never answered any of Gabe's questions about what to expect. Only that each test was unique to the recruit and would require that person to challenge themselves in a way not only painful but also liberating. These opaque clues had done little to ease Gabe's mind about the process.

      Gabe had expected Ember would guide him in this test. Up until a month ago, she would have. But now, with the black spot clouding her life, that task had fallen to Fagan. Old, stern, weird Fagan.

      Ember’s mentor had placed an unmarked folder in front of Gabe, secret-agent style. She explained to him how the test would go: three days from now, Gabe would seek out a certain man. Gabe would not be allowed to know the target’s name and also not privy to why the anonymous man was of interest to the DAC. Gabe would receive a briefing about where and when to find this man. Then, Gabe had to put a bullet in the back of his head. Not knowing why this man deserved to die was part of Gabe’s test, Fagan had said.

      Kill the man, dispose of his body, then report back to Fagan. The older woman hadn't even said if there were other requirements of the membership test. Only that it was the task in front of him right now. Not knowing that detail was also part of the test. Everything was.

      He understood the test had been personalized for him. Gabe wanted to be in the DAC, but he had other options if this didn’t work out. He had money to fall back on. He could call his dad and have a lucrative job with lifetime security.

      So this kill was an initiation of trust. A test of commitment. Would he kill a man in a blind fashion to show how much he wanted to join the Club? Would he cross the point of no return?

      He thought he would, but his brain wouldn’t stop buzzing about it. Gabe needed to talk to Ember. He needed her to give him that look, the one he took to mean he was acting silly. He needed her to say it was okay to kill this man, that the target had no doubt done something to deserve it. And, that the reward on the other side of this terrifying task would make all the struggle worthwhile.

      He checked his phone again, even though there was no need. He would have felt the vibration in his pocket if Ember had called or texted. Yet, he needed to see. He needed to look at the home screen to verify there were no new notifications. He needed to be absolutely certain he wasn’t crazy.

      Gabe stopped at the edge of the gazebo, pausing to observe a rusty swing set on the other side of a chain-link fence, collecting snowflakes. He pictured Ember, her pale skin, black hair, crystal blue eyes. "Where the hell are you?"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      DAY TWO

      

      Light filtered in through slitted eyes. Ember blinked them to find herself horizontal, on her side. Hard points pressed against her head, shoulder, hip, and feet.

      Zach Bennett appeared in her head. Young, handsome, dashing, and adorkable at the same time. Then, his face vanished.

      She first remembered the loop around her neck, the current passing through her, making her muscles seize. While she couldn’t see well now, she had a feeling she was no longer in her apartment. The only unforgiving surface in her place was the kitchen tile, and it did not feel like tile below her.

      The air seemed a little different. Heavier. Not musty, but with a certain sharp and damp scent she couldn’t quite place. Was that bleach?

      Ember forced her eyes all the way open. The first thing she saw was a sideways view of a set of stairs leading up. They terminated at a bend, so she couldn't see the door leading out. The stairs were painted white, neat and clean, probably concrete.

      With great effort, she lifted her head from the hard surface. As soon as her neck moved, she felt something there. First, she thought it was a leftover bruise or tightness from the loop last night, then she realized she had something around her neck. A collar. She lifted her hands to explore it, then discovered she had heavy metal bracelets around each of her wrists. They were an inch thick, solid, curved, with no seams anywhere on the exterior. Like a pair of gigantic silver wedding bands large enough to fit her wrists. As her fingers explored the collar around her neck, it felt like the same material. What the hell was that?

      She forced herself to sit, then blinked her eyes open wide enough to take in the rest of her surroundings. Every part of her body felt sore. Hard floor, sheer walls, and ceiling also looking like painted concrete. Four walls, two of them bare, one with a twin bed and a nightstand containing a stack of paperbacks. Among them was American Gods, the book Zach had loaned to her a couple of weeks ago. A porcelain toilet sat next to the bed. Doors leading to closets, probably.

      At the top of one wall, extending about two feet from the ceiling, a window looked out. Frosted glass, meaning the light could get in, but she couldn’t see beyond. Outside the house or building, probably. Shadows from an exterior tree threw lines on the glass, but Ember couldn’t see beyond that.

      Ember was in a basement.

      She had been kidnapped.

      “Aww, shit.”

      More came back about last night. Her guns being taken from her, someone sedating her after the paralysis from the loop device. Echoes of when Quinn had taken her in the park last week. But, while Quinn had been clever, he had been sloppy and rushed. This felt like a very different sort of kidnapping to Ember. Clean and efficient. Ruthless and complete.

      Whoever had done this was much more organized and lethal than Quinn Voeller.

      Her hands pushed against the floor, making her rise to a sit. Every time she moved, these cuffs around her wrists and neck clicked and shifted. Like having dumbbells attached to her. After a few seconds, the bleariness in her head calmed and she was able to stand without wobbling.

      She staggered to her feet and spent a few seconds swerving, trying to establish her balance in motion. The room jiggled around her; her body wanted to pull itself back down to the floor. Ember checked herself for bruises, but she had nothing visible. Just exhaustion from whatever had happened to her last night.

      Next up, the window. She jumped to reach the opening by the bed. She tapped at the glass, but it was too thick to break through. She would need a battering ram. Even after whacking one wrist cuff against it several times, the glass showed no signs of stress.

      Next, she wandered over to what looked like a combination of a restaurant serving station and a soft drink dispenser up against one wall. There was a stack of plastic cups and a spigot attached to a fountain jutting out of the top of the machine. Near the bottom were plastic doors. Ember opened these doors to find baskets full of dry goods inside, like granola bars and bags of chips. Mostly gluten-free.

      Ember picked up a plastic cup only to find out it wasn’t plastic. Stamped on the side, a verbose screed explained how this was a compostable, plant-based cup that would help save the earth. She held it under the spigot and pressed the button. Water cascaded from the spigot and filled the cup.

      Ember smelled the water and found it had no scent at all, but that didn’t mean it was safe to drink.

      The level of dryness in her mouth begged her to take a sip. Just a little to quench this thirst. The paranoid part of her brain told her not to do it, though.

      Ember walked the cup over to the center of the room and sat cross-legged to study these wrist cuffs. They were shiny and impossibly smooth. Almost space-age. She examined her arms from all angles to locate a button or seam; any sign these circles around her wrists contained vulnerabilities. She smacked one on the floor as hard as she could, a dozen times. Not even a single scuff mark appeared on the surface.

      So, not hard enough to break the window, but sturdy enough they wouldn't split open on impact. Someone had designed these things well. They reminded her of something she would have seen the lab coat guys working on at Quantico or Langley, in a top-secret room only accessible by those who have the right retinal scan credentials.

      As she was studying, a door opened. Footsteps shuffled down the blind part of the stairs before the bend. Ember looked around for a weapon, but there wasn’t anything. The nightstand had a lamp, but she could see the bolts at the bottom of the lamp securing it to the nightstand, and the nightstand itself was bolted to the floor.

      Maybe Ember could use these wrist cuffs. They were heavy enough to crack open a skull if her captor neared.

      She jumped to her feet as the person approached the turn in the stairwell. Ember first saw a hand emerge. Dark-skinned, with long purple fingernails. That hand was holding what looked like a remote car starter, with a gray button in the middle. The person pressed the button, and Ember heard a buzz. Then, her wrists flew up toward her neck, smacking herself in the head. The wrist cuffs had magnetized to the neck cuff with intense pressure. Buzzing, vibrating, making her thoughts scramble.

      No matter how hard she flexed her arms, she could not pull her wrists away from her neck. The cuffs were giant magnets.

      Also, she felt herself being dragged down toward the floor. Were there magnets beneath as well?

      She took one step, but her foot would not rise again. Ember tried to fight it, but she sank to her knees.

      And then the figure emerged from the blind side of the stairwell. A tall woman. She looked African-American, but Ember knew she was actually also half Honduran.

      “Veronica Acevedo,” Ember said, gritting her teeth against the pressure of the magnets pulling her down. The act of merely trying to open her mouth to speak made her jaw strain. “What are you doing to me?”

      Veronica released the button on the remote device in her hand. The magnet power immediately relented, and Ember’s hands fell to her side. She sat back on her butt, panting from the exertion. It felt as if she’d stepped off a treadmill after pushing herself to the limit for a solid hour.

      "Hello, November," Veronica said. Since Ember had last seen her, Veronica had changed wigs. Now sporting long and straight hair, silvery black, with purple highlights. She still wore the same gigantic prescription glasses, the same purple lipstick. She had put on some weight since the last time, too. But the passive-aggressive sweet-and-scathing expression on her face? Just as menacingly cute as Ember recalled.

      "I always thought you were so beautiful," Veronica said. "You could have been a model if you hadn't chosen to be a contract killer."

      Ember held out her wrists. “What are these things?”

      “Ain’t it obvious? Those are handcuffs.”

      Ember seethed but tried to breathe herself through it. "Magnetized?"

      Veronica nodded. “You have no idea what I went through to make this all happen. How expensive your new jewelry is.”

      “And these cuffs, the magnets in the floor, all obey that little key fob thing in your hand?”

      “You just experienced the ‘low’ setting. You don’t want to see what ‘medium’ feels like. If you think you’re going to figure out a way to beat my dungeon, you are wasting your time. It ain’t gonna happen. I’ve spent a great deal of effort and energy to make sure of that.”

      “Did you build this room especially for me?”

      “Oh yes, honey, you know I did. I’ve been itching for my chance to land you in my sights. You know what you did, and you knew, sooner or later, I was going to come calling so you could pay for it. This trial by combat is like a blessing from God, as far as I’m concerned.”

      “What I did? I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “I doubt that. And I would still kill you, even if you’re telling the truth.”

      “This isn’t the first time I’ve been kidnapped and held in a basement in the last few days, you know.”

      Veronica hunkered down, still with her finger on the button on the remote. The big glasses reflected the overhead lights and Ember had a hard time reading Veronica’s expression.

      “Is that what Quinn Voeller did to you? I know you killed him, but the details are sparse.”

      Ember shrugged and said nothing.

      “I can promise you this,” Veronica said. “Whatever mistake Quinn made that let you get the best of him, that ain’t gonna happen with me. Believe me when I tell you that this is the last time you’ll ever be kidnapped.”

      “I actually didn’t kill Quinn. A delivery truck driver did.”

      “Is that so?”

      “I helped, but, yes.”

      Veronica paused, then shook her head. “I don’t understand why, with six assassins coming after you, you would stay at your apartment.”

      “Week one was Xavier from Westminster. He tried to snipe me from across the street, and he failed. Since then, no one has been ballsy enough to attack me with so many civilians around. Some of us think it’s bad form to hit a hitter where they live.”

      Ember pushed her tired legs out in front of her. When she moved, Veronica's finger on the remote button tensed. She did not press it. Veronica's nostrils flared briefly, then she soon softened her expression. It looked like she was working hard to project a calm exterior. "You're going to die in this room, Ember. I hope you find it comfortable until then. Or don't. How you spend your time is up to you."

      “Of all the people at Golden Branch, I wouldn’t have guessed you would be the one to take on my contract. I thought we were friendly. But, this is business, isn’t it?”

      The captor shook her head. “It’s just as much personal.”

      “Why?”

      This made Veronica’s upper lip curl, her face turning into a horrid scowl. “You really don’t know?”

      “I really don’t.”

      “Bullshit.” Veronica frowned at the full cup of water sitting on the floor. “If you think I’m going to poison you, it’s not like that. You can drink the water. There are snacks in that cupboard, too. Books on the nightstand to give you something to pass the time. I don’t know what you’re expecting, but I’m not here to torture you. Not yet, at least.”

      “Why not?”

      “’Excuse me?”

      “Why am I still alive, Veronica? Why go through all the trouble of making a movie-villain-horror chamber? I’m here, I’m caught, why not put a bullet in my head?”

      Veronica swished her lips back and forth. "We're not going to talk about that at the moment." She stood and adjusted her wig, then pushed her glasses back up her nose. "You'll find out soon enough. Maybe a little time alone with yourself will jog your memory. It's important you understand why you're here and why we ain't never been 'friendly,' despite what you've been telling yourself."

      With that, Veronica turned and ascended the stairs. Ember stared at the cup in front of her, the water in it rippling as her captor’s footsteps left the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          ZACH

        

      

    

    
      Zach concentrated on his feet and his knees. Fists clenched, arms swinging at the sides, hips tight and back straight. As he jogged down the last leg of the Coyote Ridge Trail outside of Fort Collins, he tried to banish all other thoughts from his head. It did not work.

      He thought about the rent due. When his roommate Alec had suddenly fled their apartment, it seemed as if Zach would soon follow. Their landlord had a zero-tolerance policy for late rent.

      Also, he thought about his classes. Between his increasing workload at the Firedrake lab and the time he’d spent with Ember, his grades had suffered. He’d missed an important meeting with his advisor from last week, but hadn’t yet called to reschedule. Also, he had bombed an algebra test two weeks ago, his third time taking that class. If he failed it again this semester, then he could kiss financial aid goodbye.

      Most of all, he thought about his conversation with Ember from the day before. When she’d ambushed him at his apartment and forced him to spill his guts, he'd been resentful at first. But now, he felt a sense of gratitude for the way she’d coaxed it out of him. Telling her about the drama with Thomas Milligan and Firedrake had lifted a weight from his shoulders. Not all the way, but to a certain extent. Explaining it all to his ex-roommate had felt pointless after. Even worse than that, since Alec had come home with a black eye soon after.

      But talking to Ember was different. Zach didn’t know why, but Ember seemed like the kind of person who could actually provide legit guidance here. The fact that she’d had a huge roll of money and a burner phone ready to go seemed to support that conclusion.

      The cool morning breeze chilled the sweat running down the back of his hair onto his shirt. Zach always ran hot. While the morning hikers on their way up the trail were wearing long pants and hoodies or jackets, Zach was in shorts and a T-shirt. It didn't matter what the number on the thermometer read, he was always sweating within the first five minutes of his run. And today, he was pushing himself so hard, he'd felt drenched almost immediately.

      He balled his fists and kept them at a smooth swing as he projected where to land each foot on the trail. Step after step, feeling his heart jackhammering in his chest. Riding the adrenaline, pushing breaths in and out. He didn't usually run this hard. He wished he could run harder still.

      Zach had that wad of cash hiding in the glove box of his car at the trailhead parking lot. He was supposed to use it to check into a motel. That had been Ember’s suggestion. But, for some reason, Zach had returned to his apartment last night. He didn't know why. Since his roommate Alec had left, the place seemed bare. Inhospitable. And even though he didn't feel safe there, some small part of him feared that fleeing would equal admitting defeat.

      Ember had also wanted him to leave his phone and laptop behind and stay in Denver. What was he supposed to do about classes, especially the ones he was borderline-failing? He couldn’t miss multiple days of lectures and potential pop quizzes.

      Zach didn't want to run away from his problems. Just a couple of days ago, he had stood up to Thomas Milligan during the last conversation at the lab. As terrifying as it had been, Zach had once again refused Thomas' job offer to move to Sacramento to work on the "failsafe project." Even with Helmut and his holstered pistol hovering a few feet behind, Zach had stayed his ground and not let Thomas order him around.

      But, at the end of the conversation, Thomas had told Zach he only had a few more days to make his final decision. In the moment, full of fear, Zach had not protested. So, who had actually won that exchange?

      Zach slowed as he neared the trailhead, now full of cars. There had only been two or three when he'd arrived here an hour ago. The sun rising to the east flashed blinding spots via car windshields, and he squinted against the glare.

      He morphed from an all-out sprint to a jog, then to a brisk walk with his hands on his hips. His heart rate slowed, the sweat on his temple and on his neck cooled. He sucked in controlled breaths to cool down from the run. That had been a good one. Especially because he hadn't hurt himself, given how far he had pushed beyond what he should have done on the trail.

      By the time he had reached the trailhead parking lot, he felt almost normal again. Maybe even a little better than normal. The endorphins from the run soothed him. Zach had needed that. Legs tired, shoulders pumping up and down, he lifted each leg on the trailhead marker to stretch his hamstrings. The tension of the stretching pain felt good.

      He walked over to his parking spot and then knelt down to pluck his car key from his shoe, where he had nestled it in the laces half an hour before. As he did so, the driver's side door of a nearby car opened. Zach turned his head to see a pair of steel-toed boots pointing at him. Those boots led to gray slacks, up to a gray suit coat, up to a beefy man with a scowl and a shaved head.

      Helmut, Thomas Milligan's personal driver and—presumably—bodyguard. Helmut blocked out the sun, his expression like a personification of disappointment.

      Zach jerked up to his feet, key in hand.

      Helmut looked around, sucked his teeth, and tilted his head toward Zach. He clasped his hands over his waist. “Good morning,” he said in his guttural Eastern European accent. “Come with me.”

      “Why?”

      “You did not show up for work yesterday. You also did not show up for work this morning. This is not acceptable. Why are you not at work?”

      A whip of a breeze blew through, making the remnants of snow on the ground dance. "I don't... because I quit. Consider this my resignation. You can pass that on to Thomas when you see him because I'm done."

      Helmut smiled a sad smile and shook his head. "No, you are not. Please, get in the car with me. You have much work to do. Thomas will be back in the office in two days, and you need to be available. He is awaiting your answer."

      Zach thought about the address Ember had written out for him on the back of a receipt, sitting in his glove box, next to the money. Zach’s lips parted, but he didn’t know what to say. Instead, he stared, waiting to see if Helmut would actually make a move to seize him by the ear and force him in the car like a naughty school child.

      Helmut parted his hands, allowing his suit coat to fall open a few inches, where Zach could see the butt of the gun sticking out of the armpit holster. “Come with me, Zachary.”

      Once again, Zach’s resolve evaporated when Helmut flexed his muscles. As much as he hated admitting it, he had no choice. Zach put his key back underneath his shoelaces, then he stood and nodded at Helmut.

      This had to stop. Zach had to run.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          ISABEL

        

      

    

    
      Isabel waited until the hostess at the Buff restaurant had seated her at a table before she put in her phone's earpiece. She accepted the menu and smiled her thanks instead of speaking, something Isabel knew she did too often.

      An insert with the lunch specials looked back at her, but she didn't feel particularly hungry today. All around, the restaurant buzzed with activity. A wide array of ages, from college kids to retirees, mixed in with the waitstaff weaving between all the tables.

      "Still there?" asked the voice in her ear.

      Isabel fiddled with the GPS tracker in her pocket as she lowered her head to speak privately. “I just sat down, Jacob. I don't see her. Tell me again what Serena Rojas looks like."

      Jacob coughed, something the older man had done an increasing amount over the last couple days since he and Isabel had started talking again. She hoped he wasn't in poor health. But, she did remember him saying once that he used to be a smoker. Just like her boss, Marcus. And then, thinking of him, Isabel could almost smell the stale tang of tobacco odor wafting from his mouth. It made her shudder.

      "Serena Rojas is in her late 20s," Jacob said, "about 5’7” or 5’8”, Latina, long and straight black hair. I'm afraid I don't know any more than that. She’s smart enough to blend in, so she may be dressed like a college student. What do college students dress like these days?“

      “I’m not sure I know yet. My sample size is too small here.”

      “Keep trying. She’s got to be there.”

      Isabel's head swiveled around the room, looking for anyone who could fit the meager description Jacob had given her. "I don't think I see her."

      "Let's hope you do soon,” Jacob said. “The credit card she used for the Thum rideshare to that restaurant has already been deactivated. This Serena woman knows what she's doing. If I can get up on another credit card for her, that one won't last long, either."

      "I know, Jacob. I appreciate all your help."

      The restaurant's main dining room opened to a side patio room. That door swung open, and through it walked a woman with the phone up to her ear. She wore a navy blue peacoat and black jeans, with a small clutch in one hand.

      Isabel tried not to stare, but she watched out of her peripheral. It had to be Serena Rojas. She fit Jacob’s description exactly. She was beautiful, with a slim, athletic build that Isabel could tell had been honed for better reasons than simple vanity. This woman knew how to carry herself, and Isabel prayed she wouldn’t have to test her skills against her.

      In some ways, she even looked like Ember Clarke. Same height and weight, very similar hair. Same figure — lean, with a posture of toughness, yet still somehow petite.

      "I think I got her," Isabel whispered.

      "Then hold on tight and don't let go. Is she carrying a purse?”

      “Affirmative.”

      “If you can drop the tracker in her bag, that would be ideal. She might change coats or pants, but she probably only brought one purse with her on this trip.”

      Isabel drew the tracker out of her pocket. It was about as big as a quarter, a plastic case around a microchip and battery, with a dormant LED protruding from one end. Isabel squeezed the chip, expecting the LED to flash, but it didn’t.

      “Uh-oh.”

      “What’s that about?” Jacob asked.

      “These trackers are supposed to flash the LED when you squeeze them, right? So you can test the battery?”

      “Yes.”

      “Crap. This one isn’t working. Busted battery, or it ran out of juice, or something.”

      “That’s not good.”

      Isabel watched Serena take a seat at a table as a waiter set a plate of food in front of the assassin. “What do I do, Jacob?”

      “You’re going to have to tail her manually. I can see about getting another bug to you. I do know a few people locally, but I can’t promise anything.”

      “Forget it. I’ll do this the old-fashioned way.”

      “You sure?”

      Isabel considered it, gritting her teeth. “If what you’ve told me about this woman is true, then there’s no way I could get close enough to her to stash a bug in her tiny purse, anyway. Keeping my distance might be the best play.”

      Jacob sucked in a breath and then held it. “Okay, If you think that’s the way to go. Call me when she makes another move."

      “Thanks again," Isabel said and then ended the call.

      She folded her menu as she watched the woman who was ostensibly in Boulder to kill Ember Clarke. She sat by herself at a small table, eating a club sandwich with French fries. She did not touch the fries. Her head stayed down, her thumb flicking along her phone as she nibbled on the sandwich. Not once did she turn around to survey the restaurant. Was she foolish or confident? Isabel suspected it was confidence.

      Then, Isabel realized why she never had to turn around. Seated close to a bright window at another table was a man with mirrored sunglasses. Serena had positioned her chair so she could face this man, to use those mirrors so she could watch her back. Very clever.

      About five minutes into her observation, Isabel watched a young guy stride across the restaurant and approach Serena’s table. The brave man-child stood with his back straight and chest out, trying to appear more masculine and mature than his twenty-or-so years displayed. Big sly grin on his face, this kid’s flirty mode on full display.

      As the young man chatted up Serena, she humored him with smiles and nods for about a minute, then her expression turned sour. Isabel was too far away from the table to hear anything they were saying to each other, but at one point, Isabel was fairly certain she could read Serena's lips. The older woman had said something like, "I'm not interested. Please leave me alone so I can eat my lunch."

      But, the young man persisted. His demeanor grew more and more flirtatious, and he inched closer and closer to the table. Serena became increasingly annoyed. She withstood it, but Isabel was starting to think this exchange would end with the young man getting a plate smashed into his face. It was an interesting exchange to observe, really. Any normal human being would want to kill this guy, yet Serena was no normal human. She couldn't attract that much attention to herself. Surely Serena wouldn't do something as rash as that.

      Isabel gradually became curious how it would play out.

      Finally, about two minutes later, Isabel could hear Serena forcefully say no, and it seemed to end right there. She'd said it with enough inertia that a few heads at nearby tables turned around to eavesdrop. Serena quickly ducked her head back down, not giving any onlookers a clear view of her face.

      The young man, appearing wounded, skulked away from the table just as Isabel's order of fish and chips arrived. He turned and gave Serena a quick sneer before he retreated to a table full of boys around his age. They all snickered at him. His face turned red, scowling, staring down at his plate. Isabel knew that look. His fragile and testosterone-addled pride had been devastated at the rejection, which would soon bleed into anger. If Serena were smart, she would notice it too, and make her way out of here before the kid decided to come back and make a scene big enough for the whole restaurant to notice.

      But, Isabel’s target didn’t seem concerned at all. Serena’s silent lunch continued on after that. Ten minutes later, Serena took her bill, paid with cash, and then got up to leave the restaurant. Isabel dropped a $20 bill on the table and stood to follow her. The surveillance officially began now.

      But, Isabel noticed, the young man also decided to make his move. Still glowering, he left his friends at the table behind and torpedoed his way toward the front.

      Isabel hung back as Serena walked out the front door of the restaurant and stood on the patio out front, probably awaiting a Thum driver to shuttle her to her next destination. Isabel watched her through two sets of double doors between the front and the interior of the restaurant.

      Isabel had a brief thought to stop the scorned caller from advancing. But, a part of her wanted to see what would happen. How would Serena deal with this? So, she took a step back toward the wall, using a tall potted plant as cover.

      The young man strode past Isabel and marched outside, onto the front walkway between the restaurant and the parking lot. He said something to Serena. Isabel couldn't hear it. But, when he finished with his sentence, he tried to slip a hand onto Serena's shoulder. Before his palm could touch the fabric of her jacket, Serena shot out a hand and grabbed the young man by the wrist. She twisted his forearm toward his body, causing his elbow to flare out. Serena then jabbed forward, moving his wrist toward his shoulder. All of this had happened in less than one full second.

      The young man cried out in pain and sank to his knees. Isabel couldn't hear what he was saying, but it sounded like he was begging for her to release him. There was no one presently in the parking lot. Serena must have noticed this before deciding to teach the kid a lesson.

      Her free hand snaked back toward the rear of her jacket. Isabel assumed she had a gun back there. Surely, this woman would know better than to shoot this dumb and horny kid in a public restaurant parking lot. Even though there was no one watching, a silenced gunshot would still attract attention from people inside the building.

      But, she didn't draw a gun. She pulled a wool skullcap from her back pocket and slid it down over her head. She gave the poor kid’s wrist one final shove, knocking him back on his butt.

      The flirty guy stood, clutching his wrist to his chest. With tears in his eyes, he said something to Serena and then scurried off like a mouse hunting for a hole in the wall.

      Serena glared at him as he escaped. Then the car pulled up and she entered the passenger side. As she drove away, Isabel narrowed her eyes and watched this trained killer go. This was going to be a lot harder than she initially thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      The prisoner finally did drink the water. It tasted fine, and a couple of hours later, she had neither died, nor fallen asleep, nor gotten sick in any way. That gave her the confidence to try one of the granola bars in the cupboard. She was actually feeling better since the exhaustion and weariness of earlier today. Food and drink helped.

      In addition to snacking and sipping water, Ember explored this basement space. It was a sizable room with three doors, aside from the door at the top of the two-tiered stairs. She had already tried that exit door, and it was locked with multiple manual deadbolts, all of them made from what appeared to be non-magnetic titanium. No surprise there.

      Two of the other doors in the room were locked. There were no keyholes in the doorknobs for her to pick. They must've operated on a key card somehow, maybe like the one embedded in the rear of the Boulder Post Office. Behind one door, she could hear a whirring or some sort of mechanical sound. Probably the water heater for the house, or building, or wherever the hell she was. Ember assumed this was a house, but she wasn't certain.

      Behind the other locked door, she could hear nothing. The third door opened into a closet. There was a decent collection of clothes inside, all of them in Ember’s size. After a thorough inspection, she could find no RFID chips or other means of tracking sewn into the clothes.

      She changed into a pair of black sweatpants and a red long-sleeved shirt, since it was quite chilly down here. Ember had a little trouble pulling her shirt down over the bulky neck collar, but she eventually got it on.

      Had Veronica really designed this basement space just for Ember? Everyone knew those Richie Riches in the Golden Branch had tons of money, but this must've cost a mint. Whatever technology it took to create these magnetic wrist and neck cuffs was beyond anything Ember had ever seen available for public consumption. In government labs? Sure. But not available to pick up at the sporting goods store at the mall.

      Despite racking her brain, Ember could not recall why Veronica would be so mad at her. They had known each other for a while, in the way that assassins in different Branches drifted through each others’ lives at odd moments. Club meetings, random message board posts, that sort of thing. Ember had no idea why Veronica would hate her with such a passion.

      The only thing that could warrant such behavior in Ember’s mind was direct competition. Had Ember somehow crossed a line with this woman? Had she stepped on her toes? And if so, how invested did someone have to be to spend a fortune on a fancy torture chamber?

      She was frustrated, but she needed to keep her head clear. There had to be a way out. There was always a way out. Ember might need to use her mind and her strength, but there was a solution to his puzzle. She would find it.

      The question was, would she be able to find it in time?

      At the bottom of this closet, Ember found what appeared to be a shiny metal cube, about two feet tall and wide. It was the only large metal object in the room she had been able to find. Didn’t seem to be magnetic, though. Maybe titanium, as were many other things here. And like the nightstand, it had been bolted to the floor. When Ember put her ear up against the box, she could hear the soft sound of a fan moving inside it, like a computer chugging at full speed. Her wrist and neck cuffs were drawn to it. This thing had its own magnetic pull. And, when she touched a wrist cuff to it, the magnetism increased dramatically. Odd.

      She had to assume this had something to do with magnetic operation tied to that remote key fob thing Veronica had activated before. The box had seams at the corners, but they had been welded. A single non-welded seam ran up the right side with a teeny gap visible, but she didn’t have anything to wedge into the seam to widen it.

      Ember could not see a way to gain access to the box.

      "I can't believe she went to all this trouble," Ember muttered to herself. She sighed and left the closet to explore her prison cell further.

      In this little concrete space, Ember soon found she had nothing but time, so her thoughts careened around her head like reckless street racers. She found herself thinking about Zach. His boss was due back in Colorado in another day or two, to get a final answer from Zach about whether or not he would move to Sacramento. The “final” part of that phrase bothered Ember the most. If these people were willing to go so far as to plant child pornography to send Zach a message, then who knew what else they would do. Probably not kill Zach, since that would defeat the purpose of trying to court him.

      Maybe they would, though, at some point. If he kept refusing and they decided to cut their losses, they might then label him a liability. In that case, it wouldn’t be a stretch to take him out. Zach was clever, but he wouldn’t know how to defend himself against a trained killer coming for him.

      Ember felt so helpless here, in this room with no exit. She couldn’t help Zach, and she couldn’t help Gabe, either. The other young man in her life needed her almost as much as Zach did.

      “Wait a second,” Ember said to the silent room as a thought popped up. “Am I a cougar?”

      A strange notion to ponder. She’d never pictured herself as a thirty-something bored housewife bringing the hot young pool guy a glass of lemonade. Compared to her, though, Zach and Gabe seemed like jailbait.

      Regardless, Gabe was about to embark on his Club membership test. Fagan had taken over administering it, of course, but that didn’t mean Ember had no part to play. She was supposed to mentor him, after all. Gabe was smart and capable, but when stressed, he tended to sink deep into a lack of belief in himself. But, maybe having no mentor to fall back on was exactly what he needed for his test. Unfortunate for Ember, but maybe the best thing for him.

      She hoped it wouldn’t come to that. She hoped to be out of this room and on her way to freedom as soon as possible. But, given what she’d seen of the security here, that didn’t seem likely.

      Hours passed. Ember watched the sun sink across the sky through the distorted frosted glass in the sole window looking outside. She did not have her watch, which meant she was not getting credit for any of these steps as she paced around her concrete cage. But, maybe even worse, she had no idea what time it was. There were no decorations on the walls and no clocks. Ember estimated she had been down here for eight hours since waking up, and Veronica had not returned. But eight hours could actually be twelve or four—no way to know for certain.

      At the FBI Academy, Ember had undergone training for something like this. Extended sensory deprivation with no clocks and no watch to test interrogation endurance. But, back then, she had the comfort of knowing it would end at some point.

      Ember had no idea what would happen next, locked in this basement, at the whims of a woman who despised her.

      Ember knew what Veronica wanted. To kill her. To complete a contract for the Golden Branch of the Denver Assassins Club as part of Ember’s black spot trial by combat. But what Ember could not figure out was why Veronica wanted to wait, or why she had gone to so much trouble. She’d already said she wasn't going to torture Ember. So why delay? Why draw it out? Why give Ember a chance to figure out how to escape?

      When Ember decided she was not going to be able to think her way to an answer to that question, she retired to the little twin bed, picked up the paperback of Neil Gaiman’s American Gods from the nightstand, and settled in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          GABE

        

      

    

    
      As the sun set behind the mountains to the west, Gabe knocked on the door to Fagan's house at the north end of Boulder. A small thing, looked like one bedroom. Gabe had never been here before. He had always seen Fagan around at the Post Office, talking with Ember, going hard in the gym—which surprised him, given Fagan's age—or lecturing groups of newer assassins in one of the classrooms. Fagan was an "old-timer," and even though the Branch didn't have an official leader, many considered her to be it. Especially now that Charlie was gone.

      Fagan was usually the one sent to Denver to observe at Review Board meetings. She was often the arbiter of disputes and had more knowledge of Branch history than the official Historian did. Most membership tests were approved by Fagan. She allegedly had a network of spies in other Branches and was always the first to know of new developments.

      They couldn’t give her the title of Branch boss or operator or manager, because the title didn’t exist, according to the Club’s bylaws. But everyone treated her like it. No one was more qualified to steer the Branch than her. That’s how Gabe understood it, at least, as explained to him by his mentor.

      When Fagan opened the door, Gabe did his best not to stare at the burned half of her face. As usual, he overcompensated and focused on her neck. This obvious deflection was probably as bad as staring higher, but he didn’t know what else to do.

      “Come in,” Fagan said. She was wearing a terry cloth robe, with what remained of her hair wet and slicked back. She looked fresh out of the shower. A little weird for Gabe to stand so close to her, knowing she was naked underneath that thing. But, it didn’t seem to bother Fagan at all. And, after all, Gabe had let Ember into his place recently while he was wearing a similar getup. No shame between assassins, maybe.

      Gabe entered and glanced around. The interior of the house was simple and clean, with framed pictures of flowers hanging above a brown and black furniture collection. The general decor seemed dark and woody.

      “Tea?”

      Gabe shook his head. “Not much of a tea drinker.”

      “Suit yourself. Be right back.” She disappeared into her kitchen and came back a moment later with a steaming mug, then she leaned against the wall. “Would you like a tour?”

      “Uhh, sure.”

      Fagan craned her head all around to various points of this living room. "This is it. There's also a kitchen, two bedrooms, and a bathroom."

      “Gotcha.”

      She pointed him to a chair opposite a dark wood coffee table. “What can I do for you?”

      “Have you seen Ember?” Gabe asked as he sat. He didn’t know what to do with his hands, so he folded them and set them in his lap.

      Fagan sipped, tendrils of steam wafting over her face as she eased a chair across the table. “I have not.”

      "She was supposed to meet me at a park last night to talk about some things, and she never showed. I've been calling and texting, and I can't get through. It's almost twenty-four hours now."

      “Hmm,” Fagan said, her eyes searching the floor as she held the mug under her chin. “I’ve also been wondering where she is. That isn’t like her.”

      “Yeah, I know. Is there a chance she could have skipped town? Maybe to take a contract somewhere?”

      Fagan gave a slow shake of the head. “She’s not taking on any contracts while she’s under the thumb of this black spot. It would be too much.”

      “I didn’t think she would.”

      Fagan slurped her tea. “This is a problem.”

      “Do you know which Branch has her this week?”

      “I do not.”

      “Do you think she’s dead already?”

      Fagan paused, pursing her lips. “Doubtful. I think if someone had killed her, then the Review Board would know and would have put out a memo immediately, to stop the remaining two Branches after this one from preparing to take on her contract.”

      “So she’s just… missing.”

      “Looks that way.”

      “I don’t mean any disrespect, Fagan, but you don’t seem all that concerned.”

      The older woman's head snapped up, with a sharp look in her eyes. "Don't mistake concentration for lack of concern."

      “Oh, okay. I’m sorry. I apologize.”

      Fagan pointed up at the dead half of her face, with a hint of a crooked smile on her lips. "I get it. Difficult to read sometimes."

      Gabe felt a wave of relief. He'd never heard Fagan refer to her facial scars before. At the moment, it turned her from an authority figure into someone a lot more human. He caught a glimpse of why Ember spoke so highly of her as a person, not just as a set of skills and wisdom. Still, he wasn't about to invite her miniature golfing or hiking anytime soon.

      Gabe cleared his throat. “Maybe this sounds selfish, but I don’t know any other way to say it…”

      “You can say whatever you want here. No judgment.”

      “If something does happen to Ember, what does that mean for me?”

      “As it relates to your training?”

      He nodded.

      “Well,” Fagan said, “there are procedures in the Club bylaws for such an occurrence, and I’d have to read up on them to be sure. But I assume you would take on a different mentor. There are plenty of candidates in the Branch who don’t have any at the moment.”

      "I see." Gabe considered how he would feel, reporting to someone else—learning a different way of handling contracts. Bringing bagels to a different mentor, having to put Ember behind him. Would he still want to be a member of the Club? He didn't know how to answer that question.

      Fagan dipped her face to meet Gabe’s eyes. “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking about how much I don’t want Ember to die. I know that’s been a strong possibility for over three weeks now, but she’s missing.”

      “This is the life we lead. Any of us could die or be caught by law enforcement at any time.”

      “This seems different, somehow.”

      “I agree.” Fagan leaned forward and set her tea on the table. “Here’s what we’re going to do. Your membership test mission? Put it on hold. He can wait for a few days. Your top priority is finding out where Ember is. If she’s still alive, bringing her back. If she’s not… finding out how and reporting that information straight to me.”

      “But shouldn’t we… isn’t this like an all hands on deck sort of situation? Can’t we get everyone from Boulder who’s currently in town to start looking for her?”

      Fagan sighed and shook her head. "No, I think it's better if we keep it small. Word travels like lightning in the DAC. If two dozen assassins are poking around, think about how that looks. Imagine if Ember is being kept hostage in a warehouse somewhere, and her captor gets word that an entire Branch is on a manhunt. That eradicates any chance the captor would keep her alive. Besides, this is the end of day two of this week's contract. Her assassin has five more days to kill her."

      An emptiness chipped away at Gabe’s heart. The idea of Ember dying… given how capable his mentor was, Gabe thought she could pull it off. Now, he wasn’t so sure. And the possibility that he could be the one to find her and return her safely? It was a lot to process.

      “I understand,” he said.

      Fagan stood and reached across the coffee table to snatch him by the wrist, clutching his flesh in her powerful grip. “Go find our girl and bring her back home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          WELLNER

        

      

    

    
      DAY THREE

      

      David Wellner opened the door to his office anteroom to find a strange situation. Instead of Naomi working at her desk as he was accustomed to seeing every morning, her chair sat empty. It had been pushed under her desk, computer off. Seemed like she had tidied up and left, not merely gone out to grab a coffee and take a bathroom break. Naomi always checked in with him if she planned to be away from her desk for any time at all.

      Brow scrunched, he crossed the room and surveyed her desk and surrounding area for any clue about the absence. He found it when he glanced at his door where she’d taped a note there. Small, yellow, hanging in space for him.

      

      D-

      So sorry, I have to run out to handle a family emergency this morning. Everything is fine, just something I have to deal with. Left messages for you on your desk.

      -N

      

      He let out a slow murmur as he read over the note again. Normally, in a circumstance like this one, he would report it to the Intelligence division for a full investigation. A sudden unexcused departure from work had to be treated as suspicious, given the extreme security measures the Club undertook to maintain secrecy. With Naomi’s heroics last week in saving his life, though, David was tempted to let it slide. She had already proven her loyalty to both him and the Club.

      “No,” he said, drawing out the word. “Can’t do that.”

      As much as he valued her, if he treated her any differently, then he would be a hypocrite. It didn’t matter if anyone found out about it.

      Ten minutes before the attempt on his life, Wellner had given her permission to take a long lunch. That had been a test. He hadn’t been able to find out if she would’ve indeed taken advantage of it, because both of their lunch plans had been derailed. Wellner had a feeling she still would have made it back within her lunch hour, though. Naomi was rock-solid like that.

      He crumpled the Post-It and entered his office to find half a dozen pink notes sitting on top of his keyboard. Two from Boulder Branch members, one from Highlands, one from Golden, two from Parker. All from assassins whose names he barely knew, expressing displeasure with the way he’d handled the Review Board discipline of the Boulder member who had tried to kill him last week.

      A bullet to the head as a sentence, carried out by Wellner himself. Something he had not done in a long time. Not only killing someone but pulling the trigger. Wellner used to make time for the shooting range to keep his skills honed. But he hadn't done that in at least a year.

      He had become soft. He had become slow. That's why he'd required his buxom young secretary to step in and save his life since he was incapable of doing it himself.

      No more. No more of this weakness that had allowed so many things to go wrong in the Denver Assassins Club.

      Relations between the Branches had been strained, no doubt about it. Rumor had it that four members of Parker quit a few days ago to form their own collective. That hadn’t been confirmed yet, and Wellner had a feeling it never would be. Not officially, at least. Part of any Branch membership test included a pledge to never leave with the purpose of forming an organization to compete with the DAC. Several had tried it. All had been executed for violating their oaths.

      Any member no longer active with the Club was still bound by the bylaws. A permanent arrangement, only severed by the death of the assassin.

      A knock came on the frame of the open door behind him, and Wellner spun to see Vice president Jules Dunard standing there, one hip thrust to the side, arms crossed over her chest. In a blueberry pantsuit with her shortish gray and auburn hair coiffed around her face. She was seething. Her little pug nose looked like it would shoot out smoke if it could.

      He faced her, this traitor, and tried to hide the disdain he felt. He even managed a smile.

      “You’ve been avoiding me,” Jules said.

      “I haven’t.”

      “David, we need to have a serious conversation about what happened last week.”

      “We don’t. The 1994 Summit gives me full authority to do what I did in that meeting. It’s in the bylaws.”

      Jules lowered her hands and balled her fists. “There’s also a law on the books in Denver that says it’s illegal to chew gum in public, but you don’t see cops handing out tickets to everyone with a pack of Juicy Fruit, do you?”

      He felt his temperature rise, a weird mixture of anger and impatience and anxiety. He couldn’t predict which emotion would win out, but none of them felt pleasant. “I’m not sure what point you’re trying to make.”

      “You can’t simply act unilaterally, the way you did with Conner.”

      Wellner slid over a step so he could sit atop his desk and give his knees a rest. “I can, actually. That’s what I’m saying. Besides the fact that the bylaws condone it, it was completely justified. The man made an attempt on my life. In some other profession, sure, we’ll get the police involved and lock them up for their lifetime. But we’re assassins, Jules, in case you’ve forgotten.”

      She gave a slow shake of the head. “You’ve been around the DAC for as long as I have. You know the dangers of taking a hard line when it comes to matters that can affect the whole Club. Ruling with an iron fist is not in your wheelhouse, and you know it. I don’t know why you’re pretending it is. It doesn’t look good on you, either.”

      Wellner felt his cheeks flush. “Because I also know the dangers of sitting by while corruptive influences dissolve us from the inside out. If you tolerate intolerance, all the tolerance gets eaten.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      Wellner flexed his jaw. He felt a dribble of sweat run down between his pectorals, settling atop his belly. “I’m saying that weakness will allow bad elements in and pretty soon, we’ll look around and won’t have a Club left to worry about. It will be nothing but a group of fractured assassins who’ll end up killing each other over nothing. Weakness. That’s what I’m fighting here. That’s why we need a firm hand to keep things in line.”

      The disappointment in her eyes made him furious. The subtle shake of the head, the brow scrunched together. At this moment, Jules reminded him of a high school hall monitor, busting him for coming back late from off-campus lunch.

      “What happened to you?” she said.

      He gritted his teeth and resisted the urge to spit out, you tried to have me killed, you heinous bitch. That’s what happened. Instead, he took a breath and said, “I’m trying to maintain control. Never in the Club’s history has there been an assassination attempt on a government official inside a government building. These are tense times, Vice President Dunard. I hear about new Branch squabbles every time I turn around. Our Review Board discipline docket gets longer every day. Someone has to straighten this out before the whole damn thing eats itself.”

      “Your investigation into Branch corruption has gone too far. You’re pulling assassins off contracts to have them questioned. This is costing us money. It’s costing us reputation. All we have is our reputation, David.”

      “Our reputation is exactly what I’m trying to save with this investigation.”

      “And what do you have to show for it?”

      “It’s only a few days in,” he said. “Give it time.”

      “I don’t think we should.”

      “Hmm,” he said, furrowing his brow in mock confusion, “you seem quite concerned about stopping my investigation. Care to explain your reasoning for that?”

      “You’ve gone off the deep end, David.”

      Wellner scrunched the messages in his hand into a single tight ball, then shot it across the room. He missed the wastebasket, and the ball rolled to a stop in front of Jules.

      “You can go now, Ms. Dunard.”

      She glowered at him for a second before turning and stomping out of his office. Wellner adjusted his glasses and ran a hand through his thinning hair. Had he been too obvious? It didn’t matter. He would fix Jules, no matter what she knew.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          VERONICA

        

      

    

    
      Veronica Acevedo pulled out the spice drawer and scanned the names across the tops of the bottles. Her eggs needed a little cayenne. Maybe a touch more salt.

      She loved cooking; it gave her a distraction from the uncomfortable slog that was her daily life. It was cathartic, relaxing almost. Taking a slab of chicken and applying some concoction of spices and fun flavorings transformed a dish, and when done well, brought it to a completely different level.

      The problem was, since moving into this house, the kitchen arrangement was still unfamiliar to her. Even though she was the one who had designed it all, it was still like being in someone else’s kitchen. She opened the left drawer on the island, expecting to find the silverware. But the silverware was actually to the right of the oven. She’d made this same mistake for weeks now.

      Veronica had to check all three levels of spices before she found the cayenne. Ditto for the dill, which she planned to use on the pork chops she was defrosting for tonight.

      This house was nice, but she missed her old one, on the south side of Golden. Not just because of the kitchen layout. The current residence was closer to Boulder, which she liked, but it didn’t have the stellar views the previous one had. The old house had a creek at the edge of the property, rushing in the spring and lazy in the fall. But it always gave her a sense of calm to walk her morning coffee out to the water and listen to it hustling along.

      That house, though, lacked a basement. In order to catch Ember Clarke and make her pay for what she'd done, Veronica needed a home with a subterranean space. A blank slate where she could install her magnetized shackle system. With as much money as it had cost her, it was worth it to dedicate a space for it.

      Veronica added spice to both plates of eggs, careful not to let the powder touch the bacon sitting aside the fluffy scrambled pile of yellow. Did she have to make Ember fresh eggs with cream in a cast-iron skillet? No, not at all. But the sweetness and diplomacy now would be such a stark contrast to the pain and suffering she would experience later. It made the irony doubly satisfying.

      And besides, she had to admit that cooking for her while thinking about Ember’s inevitable downfall by her hand was downright sublime.

      Ember had claimed to have no idea what she’d done to anger Veronica. Maybe that was the truth. Ember took a lot of contracts, so perhaps she didn’t recall how badly she had mangled one in Memphis last year. Or, maybe she was lying. Either way, Veronica’s year of grief would end sometime in the next few days.

      Or, would she actually feel different when it was done? Would she close the door on her past when Ember no longer drew breath? Maybe, maybe not. She had to finish this either way, and she wouldn't know how it would feel until it was over.

      Veronica moved her plate to the marble countertop and set it by her coffee and orange juice. As she leaned on the barstool next to the island, her phone skittered across the surface. Her eyes jumped wide when she saw the name on her lock screen.

      “Curtis?” she said as she held the phone against her ear. Excitement rumbled up from her toes at the thought of hearing his voice.

      “Hey, big sis.”

      His grungy baritone on the other end comforted her, as it always did. Ever since she could remember, his voice could make glasses on tables quiver. And yet, he was so soft-spoken, the contrast always intrigued her. Bright and dark, heavy and light.

      “Thank you for returning my call. I got her.”

      “Excuse me?” Curtis asked.

      “I got the woman who did it. It took a long time and a lot of work, but it’s all about to come to an end.”

      “I’m not following.”

      Veronica sighed. She hated to say their little sister’s name out loud, but it seemed like she had to spell it out for him. “Zoe. I found the woman who murdered her. She’s in my basement right now, waiting for me to bring her breakfast.”

      She listened to Curtis breathe on the other end of the line. He stammered a little before finally spitting out, “Are you sure it’s Zoe’s killer?”

      “I’m positive. It’s her. When can you be here?”

      “I can’t say. I’ve got work in Nashville for a couple more days. Maybe by the end of the week?”

      Veronica studied the wall calendar, next to the mirror in the golden frame. If he wasn’t here until the end of the week, that would put Veronica dangerously close to the end of her seven-day contract window. If the contract was nullified due to time running out, killing Ember would land Veronica before the Review Board. They would treat it no different than killing another Club member in cold blood. Hell, they might even sentence Veronica to a trial by combat of her own.

      “I’m not sure if I can wait that long. I’m on the clock here.”

      “Sis, you have to wait. Please don’t do anything until I’m there.”

      Veronica pressed her lips together as the smell of the spicy eggs wafted into her nostrils. Part of her wanted to open the basement door, press the button on her key fob to neutralize Ember, then put a bullet in her head right now. But she couldn't do that. She had promised Curtis they would both look into Zoe's killer's eyes and exact their justice together. She couldn't take that away from him.

      If he was going to make her late and ruin this opportunity, though, maybe not. She would deal with that when the time came. She still had four more days.

      “You sure this is the person?” Curtis said. “Absolutely sure?”

      “Yes, it’s her. And she’s going to pay for what she did, so get your ass to Golden as soon as you can.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Ember stirred on the bed. When she opened her eyes, she could see light trickling in through the window, and that was the only way she knew it was daytime. After years of wearing a watch or having a phone to check the time, not knowing felt incredibly disorienting. Her body told her it was late in the morning, but she didn’t know how much to trust that assumption. If she had a pen, she could make marks on the wall like in old movies about prisoners. But, she had no pen.

      She sat up, threw the covers back, and headed for the porcelain toilet in the corner by the closet. She had already inspected the toilet yesterday to look for something she could utilize. The lid had been glued on, and it didn't appear to have any metal parts. None that she could see. Veronica had been meticulous and thorough in setting up this room.

      As Ember sat, she blinked several times to adjust to the morning. The cuffs on her wrists made her arms feel sore as if she'd done too many sets on a shoulder machine at the gym. They weighed a couple of pounds each, so it had been like walking around with weights on her hands for the last twenty-four hours, or however long she'd been here.

      As she stared at the concrete wall in front of her, she thought about FBI Agent Isabel Yang. Ember wondered if she had actually gone back to DC and investigated their boss Marcus, as Ember had suggested. Also, Ember didn't know why she hadn't been able to admit to Isabel that she'd had an affair with him. Guilt, possibly, over sleeping with a man who had been married at the time. Guilt over not being able to foresee what it would do to her career. Maybe guilt at knowing he was a terrible person, yet sleeping with him anyway, because he had broad shoulders and a square jaw and had a certain smirking smell that made her straighten her back any time he walked into a room. Ember liked to think she wasn't the type to fall for the "exciting macho jerk," but this episode in her history suggested otherwise.

      Also, Ember didn’t know why she had been so antagonistic toward Isabel. They hadn’t worked together long. Before her, Ember had a different handler, a civilized and kindhearted man who had passed away from a heart attack within the last year. Ember had only made a few check-ins with Isabel before she cut off contact. She didn’t remember the exact date, maybe four or five months ago.

      Everything had changed then. Ember didn’t know at the time why she’d changed. The check-ins felt like a hassle. And, she hadn’t gelled with Isabel the way she had with her previous handler.

      The relationship between field agent and handler was a tricky one. Trust was an integral component. More than two years into an ongoing deep undercover investigation on a potential link to international terrorist groups, and Ember had been asked to now report to someone who hadn’t even worked at the FBI for as long as her?

      Maybe Ember had never given Isabel a chance. Maybe Ember had seen something early on, like a hesitance in her eyes, a stumble; something to make her doubt Isabel’s capabilities to both watch Ember’s back and manage her priorities. Whatever it was, Ember couldn’t remember now, and it didn’t matter. Once Ember had decided she didn’t trust Isabel with her life, their working relationship was doomed to failure.

      But what had Ember expected? That she could have lived a double life as both FBI Agent and assassin indefinitely? All of this had to come to a head at some point. This life out here in Colorado had a baked-in expiration date from day one.

      The door at the top of the stairs opened, so Ember stood from the toilet and jerked up her sweatpants. She balled her fists, relaxed her upper body, and put one leg forward in a fighting stance.  Even then, it felt like a futile gesture. She felt the metal bands around her wrists and knew it was pointless. She considered rushing at Veronica, but her body was still worn and exhausted from yesterday.

      In a fair fight, could Ember take Veronica? Absolutely. She didn't even think it would be terribly difficult. But not with the scales tipped in Veronica's favor like this. Not as long as Veronica had that magnetic controller, and Ember was still bound by the laws of physics.

      When Ember saw her captor come down the stairs, planning an attack didn’t matter, anyway. She was holding a wooden tray in her hands, with that magnet-triggering key fob dangling off her ring finger.

      "Stay there," Veronica said as she set the tray down in the middle of the floor. Glass of orange juice, a plate of eggs and bacon, plastic utensils, and a napkin. Veronica stood and cupped the device in her palm as she skipped a few steps back. "Help yourself."

      “No breakfast nook?”

      Veronica shook her head. “Afraid not. I didn’t have all the time in the world to design this place.”

      Ember approached, noting how Veronica moved her finger to above the button as Ember came near. She picked up the tray and carried it back to her bed. Veronica’s trigger finger relaxed a little, relative to the distance between them.

      Ember set the tray on the nightstand and munched on a piece of bacon. “I’m supposed to be visiting the Oracle today.”

      “I assume you’re going to miss your appointment. It ain’t gonna matter, anyway. Maybe you’re lucky to be down here. I’ve never seen the Oracle myself, but I’ve heard plenty of stories about what happens to people who offend her. Missing an appointment would qualify, I think.”

      “I’m only missing it because you took me.”

      Veronica shrugged. “Good chance she would have killed you, anyway.”

      “Why am I still alive? What is it you think I did?”

      “I’m not ready to answer either of those questions yet.”

      Ember nodded and moved on to the second piece of bacon. It had a delicious, sweet taste, hinting of maple. “Can I get your opinion on something, then? Since I can’t talk to the Oracle, maybe you can act as my sounding board.”

      Veronica tilted her head, eyeing Ember. “Why should I help you?”

      “If I’m going to be dead by the end of the week, what do you have to lose?”

      After a few seconds, Veronica nodded. “Fine.”

      “Do you know why I’m in this six-week black spot trial by combat?”

      “Yep. You killed Niles from Five Points, and Wellner gave you this as discipline. At least, that’s what my boy Yousef said. He was at the Review Board meeting when it happened.”

      "That’s the pure facts of the incident, but it's not the whole story. I did kill Niles, but I didn't do it in cold blood as some people think. I was in Rocky Mountain National Park, on a contract to execute a man who had raped a woman. Everything was going according to plan, and I was just about to take out the target. But, I looked up, and Niles was there, also after the rapist. He showed up for a contract at the same time as I did."

      “Not possible. The Club has safeguards to keep two members from taking on the same contract. That’s something they teach you in the first month as a recruit.”

      Ember gestured at Veronica with her plastic fork. “They are supposed to. But it’s not what happened. For the first couple weeks of this trial by combat, I didn’t think about it much. I just assumed it was some sort of clerical error, and I was a little too busy worrying about the people coming to kill me. But then, I had a little bit of downtime, and I got to thinking about how unusual it was. It must have happened for a reason, right? So, I did some digging. There was no clerical error. Niles was diagnosed with cancer recently, and he had only a few months left to live. So it was never about stealing my contract or about trying to kill me. He expected me to kill him.”

      Veronica put one leg out and tapped her foot on the concrete floor as her eyes searched the ceiling. "Okay. Let's say that you're right, and Niles was trying to do some DAC version of suicide-by-cop. What did he think was gonna happen by letting you kill him?”

      “Civil war. He was trying to seed chaos. I don’t know if he predicted I would get a black spot, but it’s the best outcome, by his standards. Branches against each other? There’s no better way for someone to take power than when there’s confusion everywhere. Five Points has done it before, and it wasn’t that long ago, remember?”

      “If chaos was his aim, then it’s working. A lot of people are beyond unhappy right now. Wellner’s gone bonkers, interrogating people left and right and disrupting Branch operations in the name of his investigation. A group from Parker all quit together, just the other day. Your people at Boulder got poisoned. It’s no lie to say that shit’s crazy right now.”

      “Do you think a civil war’s coming?”

      Veronica tilted her head left and right, sighing. “Could be. But, you know what? I changed my mind. I don’t feel like acting as your Oracle stand-in any longer.”

      “Um... okay.”

      “In a few more days, Club matters will no longer be your problem because you’ll be rotting in a ditch somewhere.”

      Ember’s shoulders slumped. “Right.”

      “For your information, the eggs are spicy. If you don’t like it…” Veronica finished her sentence with a shrug, then turned around and marched back up the stairs. The door slammed shut behind her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          GABE

        

      

    

    
      In the movies, hackers were always standing up at computer terminals, wearing shiny black leather jackets as they chewed gum and typed commands onto futuristic keyboards in a race against time. In real life, Gabe was sitting, hunched over in front of his laptop, wearing an unwashed hoodie. He alternated between typing and dipping his hand into a bowl of baked potato chips. It wasn't exactly sexy.

      He kept checking his phone, hoping to find a new message or voicemail from Ember, on the off-chance she hadn’t actually been kidnapped. That, as unlikely as it seemed, she had gone dark for a couple of days for some legitimate reason. Of course, no such message had arrived. Gabe’s phone sat dormant on the desk next to his laptop.

      At one point, his phone lit up, and he snatched it right away, his hopes escalating until he saw the name on the lockscreen. His father. They hadn't spoken in quite a long time, and Gabe had no intention of striking up a conversation with him now. Whatever his old man was calling about, it could wait until this was all over.

      After that call, he put his phone on silent mode and slipped it into his pocket to eliminate the distraction.

      Gabe could cross off three branches right away: Westminster, Highlands, and Parker. Those three had already sent assassins after Ember. Fagan had said Boulder did not have Ember this week, so that left two. Golden and Five Points. He hoped it wasn’t Five Points. Bunch of anarchistic assholes, according to Ember.

      Golden was another beast entirely. Whereas Highlands portrayed themselves as cultured and classy, Golden actually embodied the real version. They had a fancy Post Office smack in the middle of the town of Golden, half an hour west of Denver, at the edge of the Front Range Mountains. Contracts with Golden cost considerably more than other Branches. Gabe didn’t know how they sustained a business model where those same services could be had for cheaper at the other five Branches. Somehow, it not only worked, but thrived.

      Maybe if Gabe had answered the call from his dad, he could have asked the old man about it. He had a nose for business in a way that didn’t come naturally to Gabe. He sipped from a Nalgene water bottle as he grinned, thinking of asking his dad about the profitability of a business that made its money by pimping out contract killers.

      He had spent most of the early morning trying to hack into those Branches' message boards. Five Points had proved easy. After searching through hundreds of messages sent between members over the last two weeks, Gabe gave up and decided it wasn't them. There was nothing about a contract on Ember for this week. The only exciting tidbit he discovered in all that text regarded an upcoming Branch paintball tournament. Seemed the entire Branch would be involved next weekend.

      Hacking into Golden’s message board proved much more difficult. It took Gabe over an hour just to break into the so-called "public" message board where members chose their contracts.

      Every Branch handled communication differently. At Golden, contracts came into a general queue and then were assigned to individual assassins in a round-robin style. There was a sub-board where members could trade contracts they had been auto-assigned. Gabe didn't see anything about Ember in either of these boards.

      They had to have private message boards, though. A place where they could discuss the details they didn’t need the general Golden member community to see. So, that’s where Gabe spent the bulk of the late morning, working his way into those databases.

      After a considerable amount of carpal-tunnel-inducing work, he found a backdoor into all of Golden's message boards. Eventually, he tracked down a single pertinent message concerning Ember Clarke.

      The contract had been accepted by someone only known by the initials RHF, but whoever that was had marked the contract as traded. Who it had been traded to, Gabe could not see in the messages. It must've happened off-line. Crap.

      Or, there was another possibility why he couldn’t see who now owned the contract. It could be that some Golden databases were air-gapped and therefore only accessible at the actual Post Office building. So, Gabe knew what he had to do. Take the trip down to Golden, infiltrate their Branch, and either find this RHF person or some other way of locating Ember’s captor.

      And, he was running out of time to do it.
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        * * *

      

      Before heading to Golden, Gabe stopped at the Valleys motel in Denver in the afternoon. As ordered by his mentor before she had disappeared, he parked in the lot and inventoried the cars. He saw the one Ember had described as belonging to her friend, Zach.

      Gabe sighed at this as he drummed his fingers on the steering wheel and pondered his reason for being here.

      Zach’s car hadn't been in this lot yesterday. Ember had asked Gabe to come by this motel to check on her friend, but he'd taken a couple of days to show up.

      Gabe had assumed this was a dire circumstance, but maybe not if the guy took his sweet time getting here.

      Ten minutes later, room number 108 opened, and a young man fitting the description of Zach Bennett opened the door and poked his head out. He was about Gabe's same age, and he thought the guy actually kinda looked a bit like him. But Zach seemed on edge, paranoid. He leaned his head out of the door with a painfully furtive glance, as if expecting something clandestine to happen. Eyes darting around, face looking haggard, confused, worried. This confirmed Gabe's suspicion that he was here under duress. But, as to why, Gabe could only speculate.

      Ember hadn’t said one way or the other if he was supposed to actually make contact with Zach. For the moment, it didn’t feel like the right thing to do.

      The door pulled shut, and then Gabe watched the curtain to the right of the door peel back an inch as a pair of eyes appeared there. Not only checking out the front door but also checking out the window? Whoever this guy was, he wasn't trained in any way. Ember had once shown Gabe the proper method to answer a door when you think you might be compromised, and it certainly did not involve checking through the curtains. Anyone waiting outside a door to kill you would expect that move and make short work of the job.

      Gabe had initially thought maybe this guy was another potential recruit Ember had been grooming since Gabe was about to become a member, but it didn't seem to fit. Why would she stash someone like that at a motel and request a babysitter? And why now?

      Why not mention the guy until this week? There was never any reason to keep a recruit a secret from other members.

      Secrets.

      Gabe had a few of those. One in particular wouldn’t leave him alone.

      Thoughts about Marcus Lonsdale's deadline rolled around inside Gabe's head. The poison Marcus had put there to make Gabe question Ember and who she really was. While Gabe had tried to stash all that away so he could focus on the task at hand, he couldn’t push Marcus out of his mind entirely. Every time he looked at his new phone, he was reminded that Marcus had taken his old one last week. Sitting in his living room, wearing a shark smile while his two armed goons stood behind him. Giving vague threats and half-promises about opportunities.

      Marcus had implied that Ember Clarke wasn't her real name. He had implied she was keeping a whole host of secrets from Gabe. Was this guy one of her secrets? If so, why would she involve Gabe now, potentially putting whatever she was doing in danger?

      What, if anything, did Marcus Lonsdale have to do with this guy she was hiding out at a motel in Denver? He was a high-value person, no doubt about it. Ember wouldn't have asked Gabe to look out for him otherwise.

      He had too many questions. But none of it would matter if he couldn't find Ember alive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          THOMAS

        

      

    

    
      Thomas Milligan pulled on his chin as he surveyed the lab room from his office. In the small building Firedrake had leased at the north end of Fort Collins, a dozen scientists were out there in white coats, working on their various projects. All of them were talented. All of them had a part to play in the upcoming failsafe project.

      But none of them were as brilliant as Zach Bennett. Zach had an effortless grace to the way his mind worked, with respect to viral mutation and infection. The rest of his brain, though, was a muddy swamp that Thomas knew he would have to carefully shape and mold. For a little while, Thomas had thought he would be able to accomplish that through flattery. When flattery didn’t seem to work, he had switched over to more pressure-based options. But, not even that had moved the needle. The kid seemed to have no idea what was in his own best interest. As stubborn as a toddler.

      While Thomas watched his worker bees tap on keyboards and squeak markers across whiteboards and mix compounds, he sighed so hard he felt lightheaded. Zach was not among the workers. He had tried to skip out on work yesterday, but Helmut had gone to collect him. So far today, Zach had not shown for his afternoon shift.

      Terribly disappointing.

      Plus, Thomas had a voicemail inbox full of messages from an overachieving bean cruncher at Draconis, asking about items in his budget proposal. For quite a long time, Thomas had enjoyed autonomy and carte blanche to handle scientific research endeavors however he saw fit. But, things at the mothership had been changing. Thomas didn't know for sure, but he suspected they were close to moving forward with the alpha project. If they were progressing faster than Firedrake's failsafe alternative, then that was bad news.

      “Damn it, Zach,” Thomas muttered to his office walls. “You’re going to screw this whole thing up for me. You’re going to cost me my job.”

      Or worse.

      There had to be a way to make Zach listen to reason. How far would Thomas have to go to communicate the urgency of the situation to this little bastard? How pig-headed could one college kid be?

      Thomas didn't even have to complete the failsafe project. He only needed to make progress. With progress, he could catch attention. He could catch notice. He could move up. Maybe all the way beyond this piddly Firedrake subsidiary, up into the Draconis big leagues. Then, he wouldn't be listening to bitchy budgetary voicemails from some mid-level accounting drone; he would be sharing tee times with Francis Valere and Roland Jefferson. Bouncing ideas back and forth, cementing Thomas's place as someone the big dogs would remember.

      At least, Thomas was right not to have mentioned Zach Bennett to anyone else in the parent company, not as of yet. He had hoped to unleash Zach as his big surprise, but if it didn’t pan out, it wouldn’t tarnish his reputation. He could hold on to that.

      Thomas heard heavy footsteps outside his door. Helmut appeared there, a sad look on his caustic face. He held a folder under one arm, clasped against his body. He seemed a little out of breath, which was strange.

      “Come in,” Thomas said. “Shut the door behind you.”

      Helmut obliged, then stood at attention in front of the door. “I am sorry, Mr. Milligan. Zach is not at home, but his phone and laptop are in the apartment. He appears to have left most of his possessions there. I did a full sweep personally, and there’s no indication of where he went.”

      “Shit,” Thomas said, leaning back in his chair and pinching the bridge of his nose with two fingers. “He’s on the run.”

      “Again, I am very sorry, sir. We had someone on his apartment, so I’m not sure how he slipped away.”

      “Did he drop a string of tied-together bedsheets out his back window?”

      Helmut swished his lips back and forth but maintained that flat expression. “No, he did not.”

      The big guy hadn’t gotten the joke. “How many of your people do you have on this?”

      Helmut frowned, a look that did not inspire hope in Thomas.

      “I have two men out looking for him, but the tech people are of no use. Zach has one credit card, but he has not used it in weeks. He seems to operate mostly by cash. Very strange for a young person. Plus, no phone, so we can’t track that, either. Nothing to allow us to narrow down his position.”

      “What are you saying? What are our options?”

      “I am saying that unless he posts something telling on social media or calls his ex-roommate and gives away his current location, he could be anywhere. Sending men to drive around hunting for him is not a good use of time. We need leads.”

      “Great. That’s just wonderful. And here I thought this day couldn’t get any better.” Thomas scowled as he pointed at the folder clutched in Helmut’s hand. “What’s that?”

      “First, if I may, there is another angle we have not considered. Zach has an older brother named Harvey. He works with bears in a national park.”

      “Are they close?”

      Helmut shook his head. “They have not spoken in several years, as far as I can tell.”

      “Then he’s not valuable as leverage. Give me the folder.”

      “This is about the girlfriend, sir.” He set the folder down on the desk. “Before you read, I want to say one thing about Ember Clarke. It has been very difficult to find information on her.”

      “Can you get in on her phone, to hack it? Wait for a message or call? That’s one person he’s sure to contact.”

      Helmut shook his head. "So far, impossible. But we made a different breakthrough yesterday. One of our technicians intercepted information about an ongoing FBI investigation, and that led us to discover more about her."

      Thomas raised his eyebrows. “Ember Clarke is the subject of an FBI investigation? That seems like something we should have known from the start.”

      “Yes, sir, but I don’t believe she is under direct investigation. Not specifically. It’s all in the report I gave you. Ember Clarke is a member of an organization named the Denver Assassins Club. The organization itself is under investigation by the FBI, but it is a very… what’s the phrase… cloak and dagger operation. Many people in the Bureau do not know about the existence of this organization or the investigation into them. We have a couple contacts in the three-letter agencies that slipped us some information about this DAC, back before we established the lab here. Due diligence about where we were operating, and all that."

      “I see.”

      “Information around this topic is contradictory and confusing. But, rest assured, we are working to find out the truth. ”

      “Interesting,” Thomas said as he flipped through the pages. “One hand of the FBI not knowing what the other is doing, eh?”

      When Helmut gave him a confused look, Thomas shrugged. “I guess that’s an American expression.” He waved for Helmut to continue.

      “We were able to make contact with someone inside the club of assassins — someone a friend of a friend has worked with before. Turns out Ember has recently been disciplined for an infraction, and she has been given a trial by combat.”

      “Trial by combat? Does that mean what I think it means?”

      “I believe so.”

      “Odd. How medieval.”

      "Yes, sir. This group has many strange traditions. Regardless, we think Ember could have been taken by another member and is currently being held captive, possibly as part of this discipline. We don't have a location yet, but we are working on it."

      “Timetable?”

      Helmut fidgeted. “This Club has excellent security, which makes information hard to come by. We were only able to get the information we have so far by exerting considerable pressure.”

      “I understand. However difficult it is, though, you need to make this your top priority. If we get Ember, we get Zach. I’ve had enough of this kid playing hard to get. It’s time we took the element of choice away from him. If we have to kill her, that’s fine with me. Maybe seeing her head in a box will finally wake him the hell up.”

      “As you wish, sir.”

      Thomas eyed his head of security. “Who’s your best man?”

      “Well, me, obviously.”

      “Okay, but I can’t spare you. After you, who is your best man? Someone who understands the sensitivity of dealing with a target who might have the eyes of the FBI on her, or, at least, near her.”

      “Pasha. He is Russian. Brutal, but clean and efficient. He does not make mistakes. He will know how to give it the touch it deserves.”

      “Is he nearby?”

      “I believe he is in Mexico, sir.”

      Thomas closed the folder and dropped it on his desk. "Get him here as soon as possible. I want Ember Clarke dead; I want Zach found, and I want to put this whole stinking mess behind me."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          GABE

        

      

    

    
      Gabe opened the front door of the Golden Post Office. Unlike the other Branches, Golden chose to hide their building in plain sight. Not far from the Coors Brewery, they owned a gargantuan glass and concrete structure that looked like mixed-use office space. Right in the middle of commerce, only feet from Highway 93 and bike lanes and foot traffic. Gabe had to applaud the gall of such a move, given all the illegal activities that occurred in this building on a daily basis.

      The lobby itself was enormous. High, vaulted ceilings, marble floors, massive touchscreen kiosks spaced out like upright, oversized iPads, with huge generic canvas art on the walls. A tall reception desk stood in the middle of the room. Behind it was a statuesque Asian woman, her hair pulled up into a tight bun to go along with her sharp gray business suit.

      Gabe approached the woman, his tennis shoes softly thumping on the shiny floor. His head buzzed with the initials RHF, a Golden member Gabe needed to find. The person who had initially been assigned Ember’s contract, but had then traded it to some other member.

      With all other tracking options exhausted, locating Ember hinged on finding the owner of those initials.

      The woman smiled, showing Gabe a set of perfect white teeth. “Welcome to WorkComm Plus, Golden’s premier shared workspace community. How can I help you today, sir?"

      "I am, uh…” Gabe leaned over across the desk and lowered his voice. "I'm a recruit for Boulder."

      The woman's broad smile stayed firmly in place as she tilted her head at him. "I'm afraid I don't follow, sir. Maybe you can find the business you're looking for by using one of the self serve kiosks? It’s usually the easiest way.“

      Gabe looked back at a kiosk and then returned his attention to the woman. This wasn't going well. He’d heard about the front to make it look like a regular business, including this receptionist. But she had the best poker face he had ever seen.

      They must have had a secret entrance for Club members somewhere else. Damn. His research about Golden Branch hadn't said anything about that. There had to be a way to bypass this woman’s feigned ignorance, though.

      "No, I'm with the Club." At the end of the sentence, he flashed his eyes at her. "David Wellner, Jules Dunard… I know all about the Review Board, the Branches, the whole thing. I come from Boulder, where Ember is my mentor, and Fagan is her mentor. Two weeks ago, there was a poisoning at the Branch, carried out by someone working for an assassin from Parker Branch. Is any of this ringing any bells?"

      The smile faltered a little as the woman’s left eyelid spasmed for a fraction of a second. She looked like an android processing information. “We normally don’t receive guests like you in the main lobby, sir. It’s very unusual.”

      "I didn't know what else to do. Can I go in? I'd like to walk around a little to see if this is the right fit. I need to get a feel for the place, know what I mean?"

      After a brief pause, the woman said, "I'm afraid no one is available to speak to you this late in the day. Maybe if you can give me your name and a message to pass along, I could have someone reach out to you? Or possibly, you could come back tomorrow? Earlier in the day would be best.“

      "Gabe Jackson. I'm a Boulder recruit, but I'm thinking of applying for membership in the Golden Branch instead. I'm not sure who I need to talk to about that. There's nothing I've seen in the bylaws about defecting because I guess it doesn't happen too often."

      The woman scribbled notes on a tablet with a stylus and then smiled at him. She didn’t seem to have any other words to offer in this conversation.

      Gabe felt his window of opportunity closing. "Before I go, can I use your restroom?"

      The woman nodded and pointed off toward a door to her right. "Just through those doors. Would you like to leave a phone number, sir?"

      "No, thanks. The people you are trying to pass along that message to? They know how to get in touch with me."

      “As you wish.”

      "Actually, hang on—no need to have anyone reach me. I'll just come back in the morning and speak with someone then. I don't really like waiting around by the phone, you know?"

      "Very good, sir."

      Gabe headed for the door and pushed it open. The receptionist’s eyes trailed him the whole way. Her muted attention unnerved him, and he couldn’t wait to get away from her.

      He saw a pair of unisex bathrooms on his right, and a set of unmarked doors on his left. Three of them. Most interesting was that the third door on the left had no knob and no keypad. That had to be the one. Unless this was another part of the “hiding in plain sight” mystique.

      He wondered where the security cameras might be concealed, and if they were constantly monitored or if their feeds dumped straight into archival databases.

      Gabe removed a small plastic device from his back pocket and walked it over to that door. He'd always been addicted to gadgets and had long since been fascinated by the types of cheap, made-in-China equipment sold in local "spy" shops and in the backs of catalogs. As he got older, he realized all of the equipment he was obsessed with was also made by legitimate companies, at a quality level that made the gear actually usable.

      This device was similar, though it had been pieced together by some other assassin at the Branch — some Post Offices maintained a fully stocked “gear shack” accessible to members and recruits. When Gabe had come on board, he had had a difficult time convincing Ember that he wasn’t more excited about the gear shack than he was in being a recruit.

      He held the device out in front of him, then began tracing a line around the edge of the door.  He held the device up to the wall like it was a stud finder. When he reached waist height on the right side, an LED on the top of the device flickered. Gabe held it in place until the door clicked and drifted open.

      "There we go," he whispered. "Let's see if the lions are in the den." Many modern office door locks were "smart," which meant that emitting a digital false-positive toward the inner mechanism with a custom device like this one would confuse the lock just long enough to open it.

      Gabe slid inside the door into a stairwell. In near dark, he squinted as he climbed to the second floor. But when he touched the first step, automatic lights built into the walls flicked on. Very nice. On the next landing, he looked out through a cutout in the window to survey the floor. Inside was a large, open room, with cubicles throughout the middle and offices lining the exterior. Abuzz with activity as headset-clad people in business casual attire typed on keyboards. This looked like Golden’s switchboard operations team. Possibly their intelligence operatives, too. He wouldn’t find any of the servers he was looking for here.

      Gabe continued to the next landing and checked through the window. On this floor, he could see what looked like a break room or lounge, with a kitchen, ping-pong table, couches, and one of the largest TVs he had ever seen. It reminded him of the flashy, cash-flinging startup that had taken over an old furniture store down the street from his apartment in Boulder.

      But then, Gabe saw exactly what he wanted to see. At the far side of the room, a guy cruised by, clutching a rack-mountable fan that looked to be the right shape and size to slot into a server space.

      Gabe pushed open the door into the break room. There were about a dozen people in here, filling their water bottles and drinking coffee and chatting on phones while they reclined on the couches. They maybe looked like assassins, but Gabe couldn't be sure. Given the makeup of this break room, they could just as easily be software engineers taking a break during coding sessions.

      He kept his head down and pushed through. A large window to his right overlooked the Golden Branch’s courtyard below. It was quite a sight to see. A swimming pool, tennis court, benches under shady trees. Boulder Post Office didn't have anything as nice as this. Ironic, since Boulder was technically the more affluent town, but Golden chose to wear their wealth on their sleeve.

      Gabe navigated through the room to follow the guy carrying the server fan down the hall. They entered a hallway, wide and littered with doors on either side. Gabe checked both ways and then positioned himself about twenty feet behind his target. The man stopped at a closed door with a plaque on it reading personnel records. Perfect. Exactly what Gabe was looking for, if he wanted to find the person with the initials RHF who had transferred Ember's contract to someone else. The guy—seemingly not noticing Gabe—slipped inside the room and shut the door behind him. It locked shut when it closed.

      Gabe paused in the hallway, hands on his hips. How could he get access to that room? It had a key lock; old school style. While there weren’t any security cameras pointed directly at it, that didn’t mean there weren’t eyes on the area.

      Breaking in there would require care and privacy. He would at least have to wait until Mr. Server Fan exited the room.

      Before Gabe could come up with a way to cleanly and quietly break in, a finger tapped him on the shoulder. He whirled around. There were two guys standing opposite him: one white, one black. The white guy was a lanky redhead, the black guy muscular and with a swirl of grimness encircling him. Gabe thought he might've recognized the black guy, maybe from the all-Club meeting from a couple of months ago. But he couldn't be sure. With a couple hundred Club members spread across six Branches, a lot of people looked vaguely familiar.

      "Are you lost?" the white guy asked.

      "Yes. I was looking for the bathroom."

      The black guy put his hands on his hips, his massive chest straining the limits of his long-sleeved T-shirt. “You know you're on the third floor, right?"

      “Am I?” Gabe said, pushing out a jovial chuckle. "I somehow found myself in the stairwell. I get lost easily."

      The white guy sidled up to Gabe and put a hand on his back. He gave him a gentle nudge the other way, toward the break room. "No problem, guy. Let's get you back to the ground floor, where the guest bathrooms are."

      Before he exited the hall, Gabe tossed a look back toward that personnel room. There had to be a way to get in there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      DAY FOUR

      

      Ember woke as the sunlight filtered in through the window. Day three of her captivity. Without a phone or a watch or even a calendar, it seemed important to at least keep a mental note of how many days had passed.

      Not that the particular day mattered much. Ember still didn't know why she was alive. Sometime in the next three days, Ember would die. Veronica had told her nothing about why she was holding her, or when she planned to do the deed. She didn't tell her much at all, actually—only visits during meals and a smile that masked a sneer. The sneer would slip out at times, but Veronica was making an effort to seem cordial, at least.

      Ember knew this tactic. As long as Veronica seemed polite and civil, it would give Ember hope there was a way she could talk her way out of the situation at best, or escape, at worst. Veronica wanted to keep her from getting desperate, from doing something rash like killing herself. That would be the ultimate failure for Veronica… if her hostage killed herself before Veronica had a chance to do the deed herself.

      Ember didn’t even know how she would manage to off herself, though. The setup of this room was airtight.

      She sat up and examined her wrists. The magnetic handcuffs had worn red spots on her flesh. She had no mirror to check out the ring around her neck, but it also felt sore. She had now grown accustomed to the weight, to the regular clinking as she moved around. But she could never forget that they were there.

      Ember dropped her bare feet onto the cold concrete floor and walked over to the toilet. She stared at the wall, her eyes bleary as she tried to blink herself awake. For some reason, she did not wake up feeling rested here. She didn't think Veronica was drugging her food or drink, though. Maybe it was because Ember knew she would die sometime in the next few days, and there didn't seem to be a damn thing she could do to stop it. That tended to put a damper on restfulness.

      Also, her dreams. She kept dreaming of people she knew, standing outside the window, banging on the glass to be let in. And in these dreams, Ember had no arms or legs, and she could only plead for help. Not a fun feeling to wake up to.

      She had examined every square inch of this basement. The security down here seemed polished and complete in every way imaginable. Maybe if she had access to some sort of tool, she could work her way through the concrete of the walls, or dig the window out, but she didn't think even that would work. Although she didn't see any, she had to assume Veronica had cameras mounted throughout the room.

      One press of that key fob button and Ember lost all motor function. Hard to game plan for that.

      After splashing water on her face, she dropped to the hard floor for pushups and crunches. After a couple of minutes of rigorous exercise, she felt a little more awake—a little more alive.

      During her last set of crunches, one of her wrist cuffs clinked against the neck cuff. It made a solid bang, and that gave her an idea.

      The other day, when Veronica had triggered her key fob remote thingy and activated the magnets, the wrist cuffs and neck cuffs had pulled together. The attraction had been so strong; there had been nothing Ember could do to keep them apart.

      So, she wondered, exactly how strong were they? For example, if she managed to wrap her hands around Veronica’s neck before the key fob activated, would the combined force of the collar magnet and wrist cuffs snap Veronica’s neck or choke her out?

      Ember sat on the bed and examined the cuffs. It could work, maybe. There were a lot of variables. One, she had to slink close enough to Veronica to slide an arm around her neck before she had a chance to press the button. That would prove tricky. Veronica always kept it at hand.

      Also, there were magnets in the floor, and Ember would have to fight the pull toward the ground.

      But it could work.

      Ember had two choices: placate Veronica with feigned obedience, cozy up to her, and then spring a trap. Or, she could bum-rush Veronica and hope it startled her captor enough; she wouldn't have the rapid reflexes to push the button in time.

      Either way had risks. Either way had a high price for failure. Lulling Veronica into becoming lax with the button didn't seem realistic. She was too careful, too calculating. So, the full-front approach appeared to be the only way to go.

      The door at the top of the stairs opened, and Ember stood at attention. Now was the time. She could do this.

      A few minutes to plan out the attack would have been preferred, but maybe it was better to go now. Every time Veronica descended those stairs, it could be with a gun in hand to kill Ember.

      No more waiting. Ember had to seize her chance.

      Veronica appeared around the bend in the stairs, carrying a tray with a glass of milk and a plate stacked high with pancakes. As usual, the key fob with the button dangled from a chain attached to a ring around her left pinky finger. Veronica looked up when she reached the bottom of the stairs, a flat smile on her face, the large prescription glasses perched on her nose reflecting the lights above. Today, her nail polish was pink to match her glittery lipstick.

      “Morning,” Veronica said. “Sleep okay?”

      Time to go.

      From twenty feet away, Ember launched into a full-out sprint. Tired leg muscles groaned in anger. She focused her eyes on Veronica’s neck. It didn’t matter if her captor pressed the button or not. If Ember could get there first, she could choke the bitch to death, using these heavy cuffs to speed the process along.

      Legs pounded the floor, the balls of her feet aching as they slammed against the concrete. Within a second, she had cut the distance in half.

      Veronica reacted immediately. She released her grip on the tray, and it sank like a stone to the floor.

      Ember was now within three steps. She started to raise her hand, eyes on Veronica’s throat.

      Veronica pulled her hands together, trying to grasp the device in the left hand with the fingers from her right. She struggled to get control of the little plastic rectangle, and she missed on the first swipe at it.

      Ember was now one step away. Hands up, fingers spread, ready to push her thumbs into Veronica’s windpipe.

      Veronica gained control of the device and jabbed a finger on the button. Ember reached out, inches away from Veronica’s neck. But, before she could touch it, both hands snapped back with instant force, toward her own neck. The wrist cuffs sealed her hands to the cuff around her neck. The bond felt unbreakable, and the intensity of it shoved Ember’s knuckles back into her own neck, cutting off her air supply.

      A vibrating hum coursed through her body as the floor magnetized, and Ember felt herself spiraling down toward it. Her knees bowed, but she struggled to stay on her feet. Her hips sank. Intense pressure on her ankles. With everything in her, she struggled to lift a knee, but it wouldn't budge. It felt as if the heels of her feet had been bolted to the concrete.

      She crashed onto her knees, her head throbbing from the pressure.

      Veronica kept her finger on the button, but she whipped her other hand back behind her. She drew something from her waistband. A baton, about eighteen inches long, black, heavy-looking. It wasn’t metal, obviously.

      Veronica flicked her wrist, and the end of the baton telescoped out another twelve inches. She swung it down onto Ember's hip. Pain exploded throughout Ember's body. She sank to the floor, on her side, struggling to breathe. Another smack, this time in her ribs. And again, on one of her thighs. She could hear the whiff of the baton through the air with each hit.

      “You ungrateful bitch,” Veronica shouted, spittle flying from her bubblegum pink lips. “You can eat table scraps from now on.”

      She let up on the button, and Ember's arms relaxed as the magnets released, and she heaved in a breath to fill her aching lungs. But now, pain rippled up and down one side of her body. Might be broken bones, but she was too full of adrenaline to tell right now.

      “I’ve been nice to you,” Veronica said, no longer shouting, but nowhere close to calm. Her chest pumped up and down as she breathed through flared nostrils. “I gave you a comfortable space to live out your last few days. You think you can beat me, Ember? You can’t. This room is where you die, and you are never getting out of here. That was your last gasp. Try it again and see what happens.”

      She kicked the plate of pancakes, sending fluffy round circles flying. Syrup shrapnel dotted the floor. “Enjoy your breakfast.”

      She spun on her heels and stomped up the stairs. Ember, moaning, tried to turn over. Her eyes landed on the closet full of clothes, the one with the impenetrable metal box bolted to the floor. Ember could see muted lights blinking behind the surface; she could hear the fan inside it whirring like crazy. This box definitely had something to do with controlling the magnetic device. If Ember intended to get out of here, that box was the key to her salvation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          WELLNER

        

      

    

    
      President Wellner sipped his coffee and stared out at the expanse behind the Denver Consolidated Holdings building. They didn’t have much of a view from here, and the back lot this morning swirled with frigid air.

      But, he wasn’t out here for the view or the weather. He and his four bodyguards were waiting. They were hanging back, pressed up against the building, stoic and silent.

      He’d told himself he would get to know them and their names so they could personalize him. The thought was that doing so would give them extra incentive to keep him safe. But, really, he hadn’t found it necessary. They were paid to protect him. And he liked a little bit of distance, actually. He didn’t want to humanize them, either. Wellner liked to think of them as tools, and that way, if any one of them were injured in the service of saving his life, it wouldn’t devastate him.

      He often thought about the attempt on his life in the parking garage. The chill in the air, the sound of footsteps bouncing off the concrete surfaces. The eerie glow from the lights. The last few seconds before it began were cemented in his head.

      What if, when Naomi had stepped in to pepper-spray Conner, she had taken a bullet instead? How awful would Wellner feel about that?

      Maybe he should order a security detail for her, as well. Just to cover all his bases.

      When the door opened behind him, Wellner breathed a sigh of relief. He’d had enough of waiting here in the shuddering cold. He turned to see young Kunjal Anand, the Club’s new Historian, hovering in a stiff posture. Tension on his face.

      As the door slammed closed, the President waved him forward. “I won’t bite.”

      “I have to be honest, sir,” Kunjal said. “This makes me uncomfortable.”

      Kunjal stopped a couple of feet away, and Wellner closed the distance so he could put his free hand on Kunjal's shoulder and squeeze it. "Only a few days ago, we both stood right here, and you told me that you serve at my pleasure. Do you remember that?"

      “I do, Mr. President.”

      “Sometimes, my pleasure involves doing things that may not make sense to you or might seem like they live in the gray area. But know that everything I do, I do for the good of the Club. I do for the long-term health and sustainability of all of us. Jules Dunard is a cancer, and if she’s up to something, we need to excise that cancer. Make sense?”

      Kunjal nodded, lips pursed.

      “Good, good. Now, do you have it?”

      Kunjal reluctantly pulled out his phone. Yesterday, moments after Wellner’s tense meeting with the scheming Jules, he had set Kunjal on a task. That task had been to comb through Club security footage to find instances of Conner, the Boulder Branch member who had tried to assassinate Wellner last week in the parking garage below the Holdings building. No easy feat, since there were hundreds of hours of footage over the last twelve months living on servers in the bowels of the building. But Wellner knew Kunjal could use the system’s facial recognition to isolate Conner and speed up the search.

      “The computer found sixteen instances of Conner appearing on camera. Most of them were inconsequential. But there is one I think will interest you greatly, sir.”

      “Let’s have it.”

      Frowning, Kunjal swiped along his phone until he came to a black and white video, paused on the first frame. It showed a high vantage point, looking down on an alley. A crew of five people stood in a circle, but Wellner couldn’t tell who they were. Too grainy and too dark.

      “What am I looking at here?”

      Kunjal pointed at one figure. “That is Vice President Dunard. That is Conner. These two are members of Five Points, and this fifth person is in Westminster Branch. This video was taken outside of the Five Points Post Office, at a Branch meeting six weeks ago.”

      “Jules was at a Five Points meeting? What for?”

      Kunjal shrugged. “Afraid I don’t know, sir. I checked with her secretary, but there is no record in her appointment calendar of attending.”

      “Off the books, huh?”

      “It appears so.”

      “Did you make sure the secretary understands this is presidential business, and not to report your question to Jules under any circumstances?”

      Kunjal’s mouth dropped open, and he stammered. “I, uh, that did not occur to me to say, sir.”

      Wellner tapped his lips together a few times, biting back a sigh. The kid should have thought of that. But, Wellner didn’t want to make him feel bad over an honest mistake. He needed Kunjal now, more than ever.

      “It’s okay. I’ll take care of it.”

      He motioned for Kunjal to continue, so he hit the play button. There was no sound, but Wellner could see the five of them engaged in a discussion. Lips moving, hands gesturing. After a few seconds, Jules passed something to Conner.

      “There,” Wellner said, pointing at the phone. “Can you clean that up and zoom in so we can see what she handed him?”

      “No, sir. This is the video we have. Enlarging it won’t do anything, I’m afraid.”

      The video reached the end, and Wellner twirled a finger, signaling Kunjal to play it again. As he watched the second play-through, staring at Conner in grainy black and white, he thought about the moment he pulled the trigger and put a bullet in this man's head during the Review Board meeting. At the time, he had been fueled by anger and caffeine. Immediately after, he had wondered if he would be able to look himself in the mirror, if he would question himself and wonder if he had killed a human being for the wrong reasons. After all, Conner had claimed he was merely taking revenge for a lack of government action after the poisoning of the Boulder Branch. Not working as part of a scheme to get Wellner out of the way so Jules Dunard could assume power.

      But, Wellner had felt no guilt after killing this Branch member. He had felt only certainty that he was on the right path. Maybe others had differing recollections or opinions about the event, but he couldn’t control that.

      When the second viewing concluded, Wellner didn’t have any further clarity. “Those three others besides Conner and Jules. Do you have their names?”

      “I do, sir.”

      “I want all three of them brought in for questioning. Immediately. And I am going to question them personally. I don’t care if they’re in Mozambique or Germany or wherever. I want them in our holding cell in the basement. Tomorrow.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          GABE

        

      

    

    
      Gabe crossed the marble floor, with his eyes on the receptionist. Same one from yesterday. He hadn’t wanted to wait until this late in the afternoon to come by, but circumstances had kept him away. The hunt to locate Ember had taken him down many paths, but the need to find the person with the initials RHF stayed at the top of the list.

      The only clue he had. He hoped it was the right clue, and not something leading him down a fruitless path.

      He came to a stop in front of the android-like receptionist as she beamed at him.

      “Afternoon, sir. Can I help you?”

      "Do you remember me from yesterday?"

      She frowned for a brief moment; then her eyes lit up. "Ahh, yes. Of course. One moment, sir, I will have someone come down to meet you." She picked up a phone and mumbled, "Mr. Handal. There's a Mr. Jackson here to see you."

      After she put the phone back in its cradle, she flashed the smile again at Gabe. “Would you care for a beverage while you wait?”

      “No, thank you, I’m fine.”

      For a few seconds, they stood in awkward silence, with Gabe going to great lengths to avoid staring at her. Her eyes were down, typing on a tablet. He listened to the sounds of the room, shoes shuffling around on the pristine floor.

      A door to the side opened, and in stepped a frumpy Arabic man in a suit, with round glasses and stooped shoulders. He waddled over to the reception desk and extended a hand. “Gabriel Jackson? I’m Yousef Handal.”

      Gabe shook, studying the older man’s appearance. He wore a practiced smile that exuded diplomacy and care. The sort of person who would act as the “face” of something. In some ways, the guy reminded Gabe of his high school guidance counselor.

      “Nice to meet you,” Gabe said.

      “I am sorry we were unable to accommodate your visit yesterday. I was out, unfortunately. But, there is no time like the present, eh? How would you like a tour of the facility?”

      “Sounds good. Quite an impressive place you have here.”

      Yousef waved him over toward that same door. Once they were on the other side of it, Yousef said, “Let’s take you out to the courtyard first. Did you know we recently renovated it?”

      “I heard something about that.”

      Yousef pressed a keycard against a pad next to a different door, and it opened to the interior building courtyard. Gabe tried to sneak peeks at both the card and pad, but found his tour guide’s gaze to be thorough.

      “Sorry about the weather,” Yousef said.  He grimaced up at the flakes cascading down, falling on the covered pool and the tennis court.

      Gabe opened his mouth to respond, trying to decide which of the stock any-city-in-America retorts to use. It’s ok! Just wait five minutes, or eh, I’m used to it. Instead, he opted for silence.

      The building’s giant rectangle frame stood six stories tall. The interior courtyard was a few hundred square feet located centrally to the rest of the building. From what Gabe could see, the rooftop that lined the edges of the courtyard spread about fifty feet wide on all four sides. If he wanted to access the building without anyone seeing, that seemed like the best way. Up the exterior, across the rooftop, and then down into the courtyard. Although it seemed like the long way around, he was much less likely to encounter resistance than if he tried a straight-on approach of breaking into a door on the ground level.

      They were alone out here in this open space. Not too many people wanted to play tennis with several inches of snow predicted to fall this evening and overnight.

      “I hear a big storm is coming,” Gabe said.

      Yousef brushed snow off the shoulders of his suit. “We cannot control what God tells the skies to do, I’m afraid.”

      "I don't mind. Hazard of living in Colorado, I guess." He inwardly kicked himself for resorting to using that bland nugget.

      Yousef gave a contemplative nod. “Yes, indeed.”

      “Are you, like, a hospitality guide? What do you do for the Branch, Yousef?”

      “Guide? Hah! No, not at all. I am a bookkeeper, and I also work in Intelligence.”

      “Is that so?”

      Gabe now noticed that a couple of security guards had materialized across the courtyard. Large men in dark suits, both with matching yellow ties. Then, a third appeared. They spread out, each one marching to station themselves at different corners of the courtyard. But, their eyes stayed on Gabe. Not in a menacing way, as they kept their hands clasped in front of their waists. But, Gabe got the notion he was supposed to feel their presence.

      "Yes," Yousef said. "It is so." He turned, so he was facing Gabe. "At the Golden Branch of the DAC, we value our privacy and security with immense care. Immense. It is one of the core values of anything we do."

      “Okay.”

      “That includes visitors and potential recruits to our Branch. You would not be standing here if we had not verified your identity.”

      “Okay, sure, well, I told you my name. I don’t have anything to hide.”

      "As you say. We conducted basic research only. We know who your mentor is, and we have an idea of why you are interested in speaking with us. I believe you supplied a false answer with this ruse about defecting to a different Branch."

      Gabe noticed Yousef’s tone had gradually darkened, and the shorter man looked up at him with suspicious eyes. But, the corner guards had not yet moved.

      "But I am defecting.”

      “Mr. Jackson, there is no need to insult my intelligence. We are all adults here.”

      Gabe studied the man's face and decided to set out the truth. Or, a version close to it. "Look, I'm just trying to find a member with the initials RHF. I need to talk to that person, and then I'll be on my way. If you're not interested in talking to me, maybe there's someone in your HR or Personnel department who could help me."

      Yousef scowled. “I don’t think that will be an option. Yesterday, you somehow managed to bypass our security and get yourself to the third floor of our building. No one is allowed on the third floor without permission or an escort. If you were a civilian and had done what you’d done? The consequences would be grave.”

      “I was looking for—”

      “The bathroom, yes. I know that is what you said. But let’s drop the charade, Mr. Jackson.”

      Gabe now noted there were six security guards in the courtyard, all of them spaced out. Still standing at ease, though. He pointed back toward the lobby. “Look, if you don’t want to tell me who RHF is, I can just go.”

      “I think that would be for the best. Let’s not waste each other’s time any further today.”

      Gabe pivoted, and as he did, he noted a set of metal rungs—like an unfinished fire escape—leading down from the rooftop to the interior of the courtyard. They were bolted to the wall. It was as if they had started to build a ladder from the rooftop, but then had given up ten feet into the project and left the remaining fifty feet to complete later.

      The partial ladder wouldn’t get him full access to the courtyard, but it was a good start.

      As Gabe marched away, Yousef said, “Do not come back, Mr. Jackson. Your request to join Golden Branch has been denied. Have a good day.”

      Gabe thought about flipping the guy the middle finger, but he resisted the urge. No need to antagonize them, especially since he intended to sneak back in and infiltrate this damn place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      DAY FIVE

      

      Ember pulled herself up in the bed, wincing and groaning against her injuries. As far as she could tell, Veronica had not broken any of Ember’s bones in the earlier baton assault. But she felt sore up and down the left side of her body. Yesterday’s throbbing and continuous ache had turned into today’s muted bursts of pain only when she moved.

      Still, she rolled out of bed and took a few laps around the room, trying to keep her muscles from tightening. The thigh hit had given her a limp. The injuries to her midsection made moving her arms a challenge. These laps were painful enough to make her jaw ache from gritting her teeth, but Ember thought it was important to stay loose.

      It did seem as if she had exhausted all of her chances to escape. For some reason, though, her mind kept open the possibility.

      Ember sat down in front of the closet with the shiny metal box. She had been over and over this little contraption for hours during the course of her luxurious four-day stay at Veronica’s Five-Star Concrete Resort. The box didn't appear to have any weaknesses. No way to break in.

      Ember leaned back until she was prone, staring at the ceiling, feeling the hard floor press back against her. Maybe keeping the door to hope open was a foolish waste of time.

      “This is it,” she said.

      Her last week on the planet. When Ember had opened that slip of paper with the black spot from the Review Board, she figured she might last for a week. Maybe two, depending on who they’d intended to send against her.

      After three weeks done and three assassins fended off, Ember had started to think maybe she could do this. Maybe she could last the whole six weeks.

      But no longer. Ember had been on borrowed time since day one, and the lease was almost up. She’d been sloppy and had paid the price, and the options whittled down to zero.

      Veronica had trapped Ember in an impossible situation. There was no way to escape this room, as long as Veronica had control of these damn magnet cuffs. She was too well trained and experienced to allow a situation where Ember could get the best of her. Especially now that she had tenderized Ember’s meat with that baton.

      Veronica’s response to Ember’s lack of cooperation had escalated, which meant the next time Ember attempted something, it would likely be the last. Veronica had been delaying the final punishment for some reason, but Ember knew there was a time limit: Veronica had a week, with a finite number of days within.

      Prior to yesterday morning’s pancake incident, Veronica would bring the meal tray downstairs, holding onto the key fob thing as a precaution. But, for lunch and dinner, she had pressed the button before she had even opened the door, rendering Ember powerless. Then, Veronica dropped the tray on the floor and marched back up the stairs. Only then did she relax her grip on the button. How was Ember supposed to fight against that?

      Today was day five. Whatever Veronica was waiting for, she didn’t have much longer to delay.

      If Fagan or Gabe or anyone from Boulder Branch knew Ember’s location, then they would have come for her already. Ember would even accept help from Isabel Yang, at this point.

      Ember stared at the metal cube as memories of Isabel floated through her head. Cloudy, uncomfortable memories. They hadn’t known each other long. And, for the bulk of their relationship, Ember had been ignoring this new FBI handler. As to why she’d done that, Ember still wasn’t sure.

      Something had happened. During the two-plus years she'd lived among these assassins, something had changed within her. Ember had heard all the horror story clichés about undercover cops, FBI agents, and CIA officers becoming sympathetic to their faked causes as a result of prolonged exposure. If you hated country music but listened to it all day every day for two years, soon enough, you'd start thinking about belt buckles and pickup trucks.

      But, this wasn’t a case of Ember falling in with white supremacists or domestic terrorists and then mimicking their twisted beliefs. No, Ember finally saw these assassins as people. That's what had happened. Yes, there were bad people in the Club. There were people who killed purely for money without any regard for the ethics and morals of doing so. But there were good people, too. There were people who didn't take on contracts that conflicted with their personal code. There were people who did good things by doing bad things.

      Once Ember saw them as humans capable of acting according to a defined set of scruples, everything changed for her. Part of her still felt like an undercover FBI agent, still collecting intelligence and noting the details of colleagues, keeping track of anything that could contribute to a future case.

      But, part of her felt distant from that, too. And so, when Isabel showed up at her apartment and told Ember she had to make a choice, Ember still didn’t know why she’d decided to push the FBI away and choose the DAC.

      It didn’t make sense, really.

      Maybe if Ember had chosen to go back to Washington with Isabel Yang, things would be different now. Or, perhaps she would still be in cuffs —  just in federal custody instead of private custody. She wasn't sure which she preferred. At least in federal prison, they wouldn't try to assassinate her at the end of each week.

      But in private custody, at least she had a reasonable chance of escape. Maybe.

      Eyes closed, she breathed until her lungs were full as she pondered the futility of hope.

      The door opened, and Ember sank to her knees out of reflex. It would only make the coming magnetic torture session easier. She would end up on the floor, no matter how hard she tried to fight it.

      But, as Veronica descended the steps, she did not trigger the device. Ember watched her come around the bend in the stairs with a food tray hoisted up on her fingertips like a server at a restaurant. She gripped the key fob in her other hand, finger on the button. The days of her carrying it nonchalantly were long over.

      “Are you going to behave?” Veronica asked.

      From her spot on the floor, Ember gave a compliant nod and shifted to sitting cross-legged. Her hip bruise screamed at her as she did, but Ember kept her face neutral. She didn’t want to give Veronica the satisfaction of seeing her discomfort.

      “Is today the day?” Ember asked.

      Veronica shook her head. “Not yet. You’re going to have an audience. Someone else affected by what you did.”

      “Are you ever going to tell me what that is?”

      Scowling, Veronica delivered the meal on the opposite end of the room. She'd opened her fingers to release the tray a few inches above the floor, so everything made a clanky rattling sound when it landed. "You ain't figured it out yet?"

      “No. I know you think I did something, and I know you’re super-pissed about it. Pissed enough to construct a lair like a James Bond villain, so it must be a pretty big deal. But I have no idea what it is. Did I steal a recruit you had your eyes on? Did I step on your toes with a contract, or something like that?”

      “Not exactly. When you found out your little brother had been murdered, how long did it hurt for?”

      Ember pursed her lips. She had no idea Veronica knew about that, because Ember had told only select people in the Assassins Club. “It still hurts.”

      “Right. Maybe now you’ll understand. You took a contract in Memphis, about a year ago.”

      “You’re going to have to be more specific. I’ve been to Memphis a few times.”

      “This contract was a slipped-through-the-cracks type of kill. I don’t know if you call them that, but I do. A citizen wanting justice for someone getting away with a terrible crime.”

      This was starting to sound familiar. Ember had a memory of landing at Memphis International, scoping out a target at some industrial building. She remembered tracking this person to her home and slipping in through an open window in the laundry room. Then, waiting until she fell asleep and injecting her in the neck with a cocktail to paralyze her muscles and stop her heart. She could picture all that, but not this woman’s face, or name, or what she had done to warrant the contract. So, Ember held her tongue and waited for Veronica to continue.

      “The job came from a young mother who had been involved in a hit and run that killed her husband and infant daughter. Remember now?”

      Ember nodded, but still said nothing.

      "You flew to Memphis, and you took out this woman who had gotten away with killing a baby. You set it right for that widow. But, you made a major mistake."

      “What mistake?”

      “Did you ever have that woman’s name? Your target?”

      Ember shook her head. "I had a description and a photo, place of work, and her work schedule. I followed her home after I found her."

      “That’s what I thought. Did it never occur to you that there might be two half-black, half-Latina women working in the same shipping distribution center?”

      Ember felt her stomach sink. “Wait. What are you saying? Are you saying I killed the wrong woman in Memphis? Who did I take out, if it wasn’t the right target?”

      “You killed my sister Zoe, you careless bitch. My sister, who never did nothing wrong to anyone, is dead because of you. Because you can’t tell two-mixed race women apart when they’re wearing the same blue loading dock uniform.”

      Ember’s jaw dropped. Could this be real? Had she accidentally killed an innocent person in Memphis? The magnets were off, but she felt her limbs being pulled toward the floor anyway.

      “This can’t be right,” Ember said. “I would have heard about it. If the job had gone as wrong as you say, then it would have gotten back to the Board, but there were never any disciplinary hearings. Not a word.”

      Veronica stared, with ice in her eyes. “I made it go away before anyone else found anything, so only I would know what you did. I wanted my own justice.”

      Ember’s mind swam, thoughts firing a million times per second. Ember had a strict policy against killing innocents. She always took extreme care to cause no collateral damage.

      Had she really done this?

      “Our brother is trying to get a flight. We talked about it, and he wants to be here when you get what’s coming to you. There’s a big storm on the way to the Front Range, so I’m not sure when he’s going to arrive. But you will know when it happens, November Clarke. And there ain’t a thing you can do about it. Zoe will have justice.”

      Veronica sneered at Ember, panting, saying nothing.

      The prisoner watched out of her peripheral because she couldn't bear to meet Veronica's eyes.

      “Enjoy your damn eggs,” Veronica said, then she spun and stomped back up the stairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          WELLNER

        

      

    

    
      David Wellner paced from one end of the line to the other. He stood opposite two members of Five Points and one member from Westminster. All three of them were tied to chairs in this little interrogation room in the basement of the Holdings building.

      Chairs, a table, and a disabled security camera. Nothing else to clutter the space.

      Two of Wellner’s recently expanded bodyguard team were also here, hovering in the corners of this small concrete room. The concrete was for soundproofing. They’d replaced the previous walls about five years ago because the neighbors down the hall—the building’s maintenance staff—had complained about the noises of those being interrogated in here. That had been before Wellner’s time as President, a little piece of trivia he had been privileged to learn when his predecessor had stepped down. One of many secrets Wellner had come to know since working his way up through the government of the DAC.

      It was a messy and unpleasant business, securing the privacy and sanctity of the Denver Assassins Club. But one that was a necessary evil at times.

      Wellner stopped in front of the Westminster member, a young man with a trio of slashes above his left ear. Scars that prevented hair from growing there. They looked like racing stripes.

      “I will ask you one more time,” he said, holding his hands behind his back, “why were you meeting with Jules Dunard that night, the one on the video I showed you?”

      The kid spat blood on the floor, then he sneered up at Wellner. “I already told you. Vice President Dunard wanted to pitch us a kind of youth program. Like ambassadors, because we’re all under thirty. Whatever you think it is, it’s not that. This is a total witch hunt.”

      One of the Five Points guys cleared his throat. “She came to us about forming an inter-Branch team. She said she wanted us to start it. A way to keep the Branches from fighting by having a 'young face' to keep people on the same side.”

      Never had this concept of a “youth ambassador” program ever come up in Review Board meetings or in any conversation with Jules. If she had actually been planning this, Wellner felt certain she would have shouted it from the rooftops. She was never one to do anything without receiving the proper acclaim.

      Wellner continued skulking from one end of the line to the other, back and forth. He was surprised how little anxiety he felt in the moment. There was a strange sense of calm between his ears that he didn’t quite understand. The last time he’d done this, he had nearly peed his pants several times in the first ten minutes.

      But today, in the moment, this felt correct. He felt a buzz of righteous anger, but no accompanying dread. No uncertainty.

      “In the video,” he said, pacing back and forth, “Jules passed something to Conner. Since he’s dead, we can’t ask him what it was. But, you three can still talk. First one to tell me the truth gets to walk out that door, free and clear.”

      Wellner stopped in front of the scarred Westminster member, since he had so far been the most cooperative. But, the kid shook his head. His eyes were down, like a dog who knew his master was about to discover the pile of crap on the rug. “I didn’t see it.”

      “You’re lying. This happened two feet to your right, and you’re telling me you didn’t see it? Tell me what she gave him.”

      “I don’t know,” the kid said, his lip curling and tears welling in his eyes. “I wasn’t paying attention.”

      Wellner turned toward the others. “And, you two?”

      Both of them shook their heads.

      “I find this hard to believe,” Wellner said, then he walked over to one of his bodyguards and held out an expectant hand. The bodyguard raised an eyebrow at him, then Wellner nodded toward the beefy revolver sticking out of his hip holster. The guard frowned, but he handed over the weapon.

      Wellner walked over to the first of the Five Points members. He hefted the heavy gun to point against his temple. Feeling bulky in his hand, he braced his arm. “What was Jules talking to you about that night?”

      The young man closed his eyes. “We already told you.”

      Wellner pulled the trigger. The blast forced his arm back, throttling his shoulder. His ears filled with white noise, his eyes shut from the intensity of the boom. Before he could open his eyes, he felt blood dotting his face.

      The young man’s head hung down, blood dripping down onto his shirt. Since he was restrained, he stayed in place, seated. The other two in their chairs kept their eyes forward, lips pursed, trying to steal peripheral glances at their dead co-conspirator.

      But within seconds, the one on the far end whimpered to himself, lips quivering. “Jesus Christ!” he moaned. He wiggled around in his seat, trying to scoot away. The legs of the chair danced on the floor, tapping out a pitiful rhythm, then died out as the man grew silent once again.

      Wellner wiped blood from his face. He commanded his arm not to shake, then he sucked in a deep breath and shifted one step to his right to place the pistol against the next young man’s head. “You: same question.”

      "Please, Mr. President, don't do this. I can't tell you what you want to hear, because I don't know anything. Whatever you think it is, it's not that."

      Bam. Another pull, and the noise and flash didn’t bother Wellner as much this time. His ears still rang, his arm still hurt, but he did a better job of concealing his reaction. With a lungful of air, he stifled the shudder that wanted to course through his body.

      He took another step to his right. A bead of sweat dribbled down his back and collected where his dress shirt had been tucked into his slacks. Wellner paused and adjusted his glasses, giving the last remaining suspect a few seconds to think it over.

      “Okay! Okay!” said the Westminster kid. “Okay, please stop. I’ll tell you everything that happened that night at the meeting.”

      Wellner held the pistol with the barrel pointed at the ceiling. His arm tingled, feeling numb from the recoil. “Go on.”

      “Jules wanted us to sell coke and stuff for her. That’s what was in the package she gave to Conner, and that’s what we were talking about. She had a plan, and she was feeling us out to see if we were interested. She fronted him a kilo to see if he could handle it.”

      “Cocaine, huh?”

      The kid nodded, his head shaking up and down. “There are all kinds of people in the Club who sell drugs. Jules wanted to start a cartel inside it, to control who could sell and who couldn’t. But it didn’t go beyond that meeting. I don’t know if she changed her mind, if she found other people, or what. But I never heard from her again after that night. I don’t know why. The whole thing was so weird, I tried to pretend it didn’t happen, so I never asked around about it. I haven’t seen her since that night. I promise.”

      Wellner lowered his arm, the gun pointed. The kid tried to turn his face away. Wellner leaned forward until the barrel of the gun kissed the young man on the side of his temple.

      “I told you: no more lies.”

      Wellner pulled the trigger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          GABE

        

      

    

    
      Gabe hadn’t wanted to wait forty-eight hours to infiltrate the Golden Branch Post Office. He hadn’t wanted to break in at all. But all of his efforts to find Ember’s location or this mysterious “RHF” person via technological means had failed. Even asking around had revealed nothing.

      He had to break in and gain access to that personnel database room. Ember was running out of time, so this needed to happen tonight.

      Gabe sat in his car at the parking lot of the Indian restaurant across the street. How the Golden Post Office hid so well in plain sight continually amazed him. The false front, the extreme security measures inside… a marvel of organization and care. Someone had even added Halloween decorations in the last two days.

      But, tonight, Gabe had to push past the appearances. He would infiltrate one of the most secure places in Colorado and retrieve the info he needed without taking a bullet. Hopefully.

      The exterior of the building was stone and glass, sheer, tall, intimidating. Another reason Gabe had to wait an extra day to complete this task: acquiring the equipment. He had a duffel bag slung over his shoulder as he exited the car and crossed the street. He knew from previous study that there was a small path through the shrubs on the northern side of the building that kept him out of range of the exterior security cameras.

      He pointed his feet along this theoretical path and dropped his duffel bag next to the building. From it, he removed his backpack and cinched the shoulder straps tight against his back. Also, a coil of 9.9mm rock climbing rope, which he put over his right shoulder.

      Gabe took a climbing harness, smaller lengths of rope, carabiners, and four suction cups.  He applied the first two suction cups to the glass exterior. He pumped the buttons on the sides to secure them to the surface, then looped rope around each of their handles to make foot stirrups. Gabe then stood up into those stirrups and applied two more suction cups to the glass. He attached a climbing rope from his harness to one of those cups, then took a step up.

      He looked down, two feet off the ground. “This is probably not the most brilliant plan I’ve ever had,” he said as he shifted the top two cups higher.

      But, it had to be this way. The external building had multiple ground-level failsafes. No way could he disable them all to make a direct break-in. But, if he could reach the roof and then rappel down to the courtyard, he’d be home free.

      Maybe not home free, exactly, but the path to the inside had fewer complications.

      Climbing the side of the building proved to be a tedious process. Snow fell, but that didn’t bother Gabe. The suction cups worked better with moisture, actually, as long as he made solid contact with the glass each time.

      For an hour, he trudged up the building, moving the foot cups, then the hand cups, pumping and releasing the vacuum seal of each cup over and over. He had to be careful whenever moving over a space of glass that was actually a window. While he’d chosen a side of the building that was out of sight from onlookers, he couldn’t be sure that he wouldn’t suction cup over the window of a boardroom full of people burning the midnight oil.

      He mitigated that risk by popping his head up and over the edge of each new pane of glass, stealing a glance inside, and then moving over the window. Thankfully the windows were all deeply tinted as well, and he hoped it would be enough to make anyone inside peering out have to look twice.

      He moved methodically. Over the course of that hour, the cold descended, biting through his jacket and gloves. The snow fell harder and harder. He checked behind him a few of times to see the city of Golden become increasingly white. He'd heard there was a storm coming, but this looked like a doozy. Last time he'd seen snowfall this dense, there had been a foot of mucky powder on the ground the next morning.

      When he finally put a hand on top of the roof ledge, he breathed a sigh of relief and threw his right leg over before disconnecting his climbing harness.

      The rooftop spanned the outer edge of the open courtyard, covered in gravel, about fifty feet wide on all four sides.

      And, there were drones.

      Four of them, hovering, sweeping back and forth over the rooftop. Quads, like the kind he’d used himself for remote surveillance. They were cheap these days, and the smaller ones ubiquitous enough and easy to find at big-box stores. Best of all, no one suspected a young person flying a drone around, so they were a perfect way to gain semi-secret access to a location without looking terribly suspicious.

      These drones were a bit beefier than the ones he’d used. He could see a small cube-shaped device attached atop each of them — aftermarket homing and tracking equipment, most likely used to keep the drones in sync and manageable by a single remote control source.

      Gabe removed all of his gear as fast as he could, keeping only his backpack and the coil of rope. He studied the drones. They did have built-in cameras attached to their undersides, but they did not appear to be rotating or angling around on their gimbals. As long as he stayed away from any area directly underneath a drone, he should be fine. The problem was, the drones rose and lowered autonomously, so he couldn’t predict how wide that path of vision would be from one moment to the next.

      Also, they wobbled a little in the increasingly-thick snow. Maybe the thickness of the snowfall itself was enough to mask him, but he couldn't be sure. The wobble worried him. If a gust of wind pushed one off-course, he might accidentally land under a camera before he could scramble to safety.

      But, Gabe devised a plan to fix that. He set his sights on the metal ladder leading from the interior of the roof to the courtyard. One drone between him and his path to the interior. He took a small, bullet-shaped powerful laser pointer from his back pocket and pressed the button, aiming the beam directly at the drone's camera. He had to move it around a few times to aim properly, but when he did, the drone froze in place.

      That told Gabe that they were not being controlled in real-time by someone in a room somewhere. They were programmed to sync to a pre-recorded flight path. Unable to see, the drone had frozen. Probably running automated diagnostics checks on its systems.

      Hopefully, the hunk of metal and plastic wasn’t calling home to alert a human about a problem right now. Either way, Gabe would know soon enough.

      He moved smoothly enough to keep the laser pointer directed on the drone's camera as he shuffled across the gravel. It seemed that while one of their own was down, the other drones weren't interested in patrolling. They had all frozen in the air, waiting for their comrade to come back online.

      At the ladder, he turned off the laser and the drones returned to their normal flying patterns. Gabe now stood safely out of range and out of sight. There were no guards down in the open courtyard, but a handful of security cameras pointed down into it.

      He crouched next to one. First, he took a small can of rubber cement from his bag and used it to obscure the nearby security camera, painting over the lens. It would appear as though the lens had simply gone out of focus, and unless the lackey in the surveillance room had a paranoid streak, it wouldn’t raise the red flag of sabotage. He could have unplugged it altogether, but figured that might trigger an alarm somewhere. Just because the drones were autonomous didn’t mean there weren’t guards ready to mobilize.

      He tied the rope to the ladder and let it drop. It jiggled on the way down then stopped, ten or twelve feet off the ground. Not long enough to reach.

      “Aww, crap,” he muttered.

      Ember had always referred to his love of gadgetry as “Batman obsession,” and Gabe had to admit he had an affinity for the dark knight. But in his haste to pack everything he thought he might need for this excursion, he’d opted for a slightly shorter rope — climbing rope took up a lot of space in a backpack.

      He could lower himself and try to drop the rest of the way, but the distance from the ground to the end of the line meant he was not getting back out this way once he was done inside. Not without cobbling together a makeshift rope with the other climbing stuff he had brought.

      “Guess I’m going out the front door when I leave,” he muttered. Not ideal. He would certainly alert security if he wandered anywhere near the lobby. There were obviously side doors the members used to enter and exit, but Gabe had no idea where those access points were. Given the small size of the lot, he guessed there was a subterranean parking garage, but he had seen no way to access it.

      How he escaped depended entirely on how quickly they found him, he supposed.

      Gabe dropped off the end of the rope and bent his knees before he hit the ground. Smooth landing. Then, he turned and raced toward the east wall as quickly as possible. From his tour the other day, that seemed like the least-observed area. As long as he hugged the interior wall, he figured he was out of view of the cameras. But, like everything else, that was an educated guess.

      Gabe rushed over toward the building and pressed his electronic device against the door. It clicked open. No alarm. It might have triggered a silent alarm, but Gabe couldn't tell. Either way, it didn't matter. He had to move.

      This door opened into a space he hadn’t seen before. It was east of the lobby and hall where he’d sneaked to the third floor the other day. At least, he thought it was east. Hard to tell. It felt as if this place had been constructed to be confusing on purpose.

      Either way, this small and dark room he was in opened to a hallway. He moved along the slick floor, laser pointer in one hand. He wasn’t familiar with the layout, so he had to be prepared for anything. There was only one security camera in sight, so he used the laser pointer to blind it until he could move past its cone of vision.

      At a door with a plaque showing an image of stairs, he used his device to unlock the door and found a dark stairwell inside. He raced to the third floor.

      A few seconds to catch his breath, but no more. This being Gabe’s first major instance of corporate espionage, he didn’t want to give himself too much time to reflect on the insanity of it all.

      He entered through a different door than last time, but when he saw the break room on his left, he knew the way. The Personnel Records room was up on his left.

      Gabe ran for it as he dug a hand into his backpack to scour around for his traditional lock picking kit. He jabbed the two pronged tools into the lock and swished them around.

      Five seconds later, the door swung open.

      He eyed a server rack and started checking the slots to locate the banks of hard drives along the rack. There was a rack-mounted shelf nearby, with external Firewire drives plugged in and seated in a stack. It was precisely what he’d hoped to find — these were likely backup drives, and more importantly, they weren’t screwed into the RAID drives like the ones in the rack next to them. A redundant backup — which usually meant the data on them was worth protecting.

      He reached out to grab them at the exact moment the armed security guards appeared in the doorway behind him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          ZACH

        

      

    

    
      Zach paced from one end of the motel room to the other. He picked up the antique-looking flip phone from the nightstand and checked for missed calls or messages. He’d done this four or five times an hour for an entire day now, ever since the stealthy flight from his apartment to this motel room.

      He didn’t have his own phone. No laptop. The cable in the room went in and out, and he’d been debating if asking the hotel staff about that would bring unwanted attention to himself. So far, he’d thought yes.

      This old cell phone had no internet access, or, if it did, it would have been maddening to try to navigate the web on such a tiny screen. He thought he’d seen a library a few streets over. But, last time he had visited a public library, that hadn’t turned out so well for him.

      Basically, Zach had nothing to do but pace. He checked the parking lot one more time by pulling back the curtains. The motel was one long block of rooms, with the hotel office and reception at the east end. Zach could see from one end to the other.

      He’d killed a few minutes here and there by making mental notes about the types of cars in the lot, cataloging how they came and went, if they parked in different places when returning. But, the cars were mostly static. Not like a restaurant where a car might come and then leave after an hour.

      Three light posts illuminated the parking lot. Beyond their fields of light, Zach could see the highway. He could hear the eighteen-wheelers thunder by, making a bridge shake. Some of the same cars from yesterday were still in the lot. A few were new, as of the last few hours. But none of them contained anyone suspicious.

      Snow assaulted the city, and winds made the chunky flakes fall at an angle to the earth. Gusts whipped up drifts of snow in the parking lot, turning them into little tornados that would twirl violently and then die a second later. Already, there were several inches of white atop the cars that had been parked here all day.

      He checked his phone again. Obviously, nothing had changed in the last two minutes. He didn't even have anyone to call. Zach didn't know anyone's phone numbers, they were all in his regular phone, sitting back in his apartment in Fort Collins. Even if he'd brought it, Zach wasn't sure if calling anyone would be a smart move. Not after his roommate had shown up with a black eye after one conversation with Zach. He felt like he was a plague carrier, and anyone who came near him would become infected.

      He kept thinking about the last time he had seen Ember, four days ago, at his apartment. The fact that she'd had a burner phone and a roll of money ready for him. Had she acquired those things specifically to give to him, or did she happen to drive around with an extra phone ready at all times?

      He couldn’t find the right place to put that image where it made sense. How and why did she have those things?

      Who was Ember Clarke, and why could Zach never feel okay with her explanation of what she did for a living? Why couldn’t he force his trust to become absolute?

      Those questions didn't matter. Whoever she was, Zach needed her. He knew that much. Hiding out in a motel room in Denver was not within his comfort zone. He wished she was standing there with him, helping him figure out what to do next. Ember had a strangely calming presence with her snarky jokes and alluring grin. She made him feel like everything would be okay, even if the facts suggested otherwise.

      He missed the way her lips felt against his. He missed the way she seemed smaller and more vulnerable when nestled against him for a hug. So many things about this maddeningly mysterious woman only made him want her more.

      Ember was like the sort of person in a lab-type class when the prof asked everyone to split up into discussion groups of four or five. She would automatically become any small group's de facto leader, without anyone having to nominate her. It would just happen.

      Zach wished he had a “leader” right now. He didn’t want to make decisions. He didn’t want to be responsible for choosing the right path, when he had never faced a situation like this before in his life.

      Death was a real possible outcome here. Thinking about it too much would cause a panic attack, for sure.

      He’d been in a situation before when he’d felt completely helpless, back when his dad had died. But he had been a kid then, just a nine-year-old boy. No one expected a kid to be able to cope well with the brutal and gruesome death of your father, and no one expected a nine-year-old to parse the situation and see it objectively.

      Their father had always been that “leader,” for him and for his older brother Harvey. He’d been a north star, a strong, unmoving presence. Zach longed for that right now. He longed for anything remotely like that, but he knew he was alone in this.

      Zach had to assume Helmut and Thomas Milligan would find him eventually. They seemed to know everything. How long until they came knocking on this door, and Thomas decreed Zach was not allowed to quit? What would they do then? Put a bullet in the back of his head?

      Zach picked up the phone one more time. No messages. No missed calls.

      Where was she?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          GABE

        

      

    

    
      Gabe faced the server rack, frozen, with both his hands clutching his open backpack. He listened to the settling of boots behind him, the clanging of implements on belts, and the clicking mechanisms of pistols being drawn. He didn’t want to turn around yet until he’d had a deliberate pause to think it through.

      "Put your hands above your head," said a voice behind him.

      Gabe lifted his left hand high above while his right hand snaked into his backpack. He didn’t want to release it yet. Not until he had completed his mission in this room. It didn’t matter who was pointing a gun at him.

      He would not leave this place until he had what he’d come for.

      "Both hands!"

      He did not comply. There was one more utility in his bag that might help. He'd thrown it in last-minute, knowing it was small and lightweight and wouldn't take up much space. He snatched it and pulled it free.

      Gabe now clutched a small firework, the size of an egg. One of the cheap overpriced kinds, with an open spout on one end and a pull string on the other. It wouldn't do much in the way of damage, but he hadn't planned on using it to protect himself.

      Instead, he needed the distraction it might provide.

      He whirled around and pointed it at them. There were three security guards, two of them with guns drawn. Instead of shooting, their eyes flicked down, all three looking puzzled at the little object in his hand.

      A big gamble that they wouldn’t shoot first. He didn’t have any other choice.

      Gabe pulled back on the string, and crackling gunpowder ejected from the spout of the firework, igniting as it left the end of the cone. It flew out with a loud popping sound and a satisfying fog of smoke that enveloped the three guards in less than a second.

      He didn’t wait for them to react; he was in motion before the smoke began to settle. Cheap fireworks didn’t last long.

      Gabe turned back around and snatched all the hard drives within reach and shoved them into his backpack. There was only enough room for four of them, so the fifth he left on the rack. He couldn’t see which ones he was grabbing — whether they were essential backup drives or something completely useless to his cause.

      His window to steal the goods was almost closed. In another second, the smoke would clear enough for reasonable visibility, and they would either shoot him or push forward to grab him.

      Backpack now stuffed full of clanking metal and half-unzipped, he pulled the bag close to his body to protect it. He dashed toward the security guards, still coughing through the dissipating cloud of smoke. It smelled like rust in here.

      Gabe rushed into them headfirst, lining up the tackle like his high school football coach had taught him, knocking one back and allowing him access to the hallway. A hand shot out from his right and tried to latch onto his shoulder, but Gabe shrugged it off and pushed back against another one. In close quarters, he now knew they wouldn’t shoot. Not with all this sensitive gear around.

      But once he separated from them, he made himself a target. Gabe had to hurry.

      He planted his feet and pushed off toward the right, back along the same route he'd used a couple of days ago during his scouting of this third floor. The break room would be one more right turn. The stairs down to the lobby were past that. He didn't know if this was the fastest way out of the building, but he knew exactly which turns to take here.

      A pistol shot rocketed inches over his left shoulder. He could feel the air of the spinning bullet just past his ear.

      Holy crap.

      He hadn't expected them to start firing immediately — it would be a risky move in a building where a few people might still be around. The late-night cleaning crew, at least.

      The guards were now shouting, their boots stomping the floor, but Gabe did not look back. Three more steps to the open door on the right. More scathing bellows from the mob. Another pistol blast rang out and echoed down the hallway, followed by one more in quick succession.

      He ducked right, into the break room. He clutched the backpack in front of him like a child in need of a diaper change. If he damaged these hard drives, then it was all for nothing.

      Gabe leaped over a couch and then ducked into the kitchen area, setting his sights on the back door. Another blast of a pistol cracked the glass of a soda machine to his right. If they shot up the giant television, it would come out of someone’s salary.

      Gabe pushed off the nearby wall and raced for the door. Two more steps to freedom, unless there were more of these guys already in place downstairs, waiting for him. Given how high-tech everything was around here, he was surprised they didn’t have giant metal blast doors in place to slam down and trap him. Maybe those were slated for the next round of building renovations.

      Through the door, he entered the dark stairwell. His shaking hands managed to hoist the backpack aloft so he could zip it closed. He threw the bulky mass over his shoulder as he thundered down the steps. He could hear those hard drives bouncing around back there. The platters and casings might already have already broken into pieces, but he couldn’t afford to complete an inventory check with armed guards hauling ass after him.

      But, he had to hope they were still okay.

      Gabe heard the door open above and behind him when he hit the second-floor landing in the stairwell, so he pushed himself down, one arm bracing the wall to keep himself from tripping. First floor, he slammed a shoulder into the door. He found himself in the hallway he had inspected the other day. No squad of guards waiting for him, no pretty receptionist smiling at him. Just a quiet, empty building in after-hours mode.

      Gabe sprinted out into the hallway to connect him with the main lobby. This late, the room was still lit up, but only with muted running lights along the floor and ceiling. The friendly, automated kiosks were also casting light, begging to be of assistance. By the time he had reached the hallway across the lobby, he had started to think he might actually make it.

      Behind him, he heard the door to the stairwell open, but he had a hundred-foot lead on them now.

      Five more steps. Dodging a kiosk on the right, then another on the left, like a giant tablet obstacle course. He hated to think of the incriminating things he’d left behind on the roof, but too late to remedy that now.

      As he pressed open the front door of the Golden Branch Post Office, he tossed a look back over his shoulder. The three security guards were situated at the far end of the lobby, racing toward him. Guns not drawn. Maybe they didn’t want to shoot up their precious new kiosks.

      Gabe exited the building to find himself in what appeared to be the early stages of a full-on blizzard. The heavy snowfall of a few minutes ago had now gone nuclear. Snow whipping around his face, making it hard to see more than five feet in front of him. A gust nearly took him to his knees, and he hugged the backpack tight to keep from dropping it.

      It didn't matter what the weather did. No time. The guards were still coming. Probably by now, more of them.

      He raced toward his car across the street, checking behind him every few seconds. With all the white chaos in the air, if they had exited by the front door, they wouldn’t have been able to identify him now.

      Had they seen his face? Undoubtedly.

      But, if Gabe could extract the right data from these hard drives, it wouldn't matter anymore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      DAY SIX

      

      Ember woke to the sound of the earth in turmoil. Her only conduit to the outside world came via the milky view she had through the single window in the room, high up on the wall near the bed. Frosted glass allowed a small amount of light in, but she could not see out. She would see shadows there from time to time, such as the spidery lines from a tree close to the window.

      Today, when she looked out the window, she saw the lines of that tree thrashing about. Winds whipped around the house, and although Ember couldn’t see it, she had a strong notion the outside world was full of writhing snow. Maybe six or nine or more inches deep by now.

      Last winter, a blizzard had assaulted Denver. Ember had been caught out on the highway, and it had taken her four hours to drive ten miles from Lafayette to Boulder. For some reason, this felt like the same scenario—a sheen of white falling from the sky, winds turning the snow into walls in every direction.

      When she neared the window, she could feel the cold bleeding through. Hadn’t Veronica said something the day before about a blizzard coming? It was definitely here. These concrete walls couldn’t hide the sound of the elements pelting the structure. Above her head, wooden floorboards creaked.

      Ember stood and stretched, which rippled pain up and down the left side of her body. Veronica’s beating had not broken any bones, but these bruises would take a while to dissipate. And while every movement caused an ache in a new direction, Ember still made sure she loosened all of her muscles.

      This blizzard was something different. Ember thought of that quote about how a crisis was the intersection of danger and opportunity.

      Something dark smacked against the window. Ember jumped. Then, again. Ember focused with all her might to see through the frosty color. A series of rapid-fire whips came against the glass. After a few beats to consider, Ember realized it was tree branches. The blizzard was whipping the tree around, lashing the lower branches against this ground-level window. Sizable branches, too, given the deep and chunky bass in each of those thuds.

      Another smack came from a branch, this one the biggest of all, perfectly nailing the center of the window. The glass appeared to quiver for a second. She thought she saw a hairline crack appear in the top corner.

      A fraction of an inch long and not very deep, but she could see it.

      Another blast of the tree branch made the window shudder, and she got an idea. The hair stood on the back of Ember’s neck. Here was the opportunity hidden inside the crisis.

      “This is it,” Ember said.

      Not ideal conditions outside, obviously. When she got out there, she might be disoriented, turned around, not able to see more than a couple of feet in any direction. She would need a bit of luck to help her out.

      She hopped over to the clothes closet and selected a hoodie and then a thick pair of socks. Since she had no shoes, she added a second pair of socks, the thickest ones she could find in there—no hat or gloves.

      It would have to do. Veronica hadn’t gifted her too much in the way of escape clothes for blizzard conditions.

      Ember yanked the mattress off her bed, grunting from the pain the exertion caused her. She dragged it over to the wall underneath the window. Had to hurry. There was a good chance Veronica was watching her on a hidden security feed somewhere. Which meant that at any second, she could press that omnipotent button, magnetizing Ember to the floor and rendering all of this effort useless.

      Ember placed the mattress against the wall, then she scrambled up to the top of it, even with the window. She held up her right hand and tensed her arm. This needed all her strength, or whatever was left of it.

      She had tried to break through the glass on her first day here, but the window had seemed too thick. Maybe now, with this existing fracture on the far side of the window, it might finally give way. The branch must have finally broken because it was no longer pelting the outside.

      Ember would have to do the rest herself.

      She drove a wrist cuff at the window crack as hard as she could. Then again. And again.

      Fifteen whacks later, something crunched.

      Splintering lines appeared as tendrils seeping out from the main crack. Still tiny, still not enough to puncture through.

      She hit it again. More cracks. Again.

      The edges of them were now connecting with each other. She could feel the glass weakening with each blow, pain radiating up and down Ember’s exhausted body.

      Another hit. A triangle of glass broke and flew out when two cracks merged at a point. Ember could now see a real outside view for the first time in five days. She had not been a hundred percent sure she’d actually been inside a house until that point.

      But there it was—the outside world. Filled with a swirling mass of white snow, but there it was.

      A rush of biting wind pushed in her face, massive snowflakes melting on her skin and making her blink against the force of the moisture. Ember bared her teeth and hit the window several more times, knocking out more hunks glass out until she wouldn’t cut herself. Grunting, teeth clenched, she squeezed her body through the tiny space, ignoring the bruised limbs begging her to stop.

      With one look back at the stairs, Ember grabbed hold of the frozen earth and dragged her legs through after her. Outside. The real world.

      There, all around, Ember saw nothing but white. Slivers of black throughout could have been trees, or faraway mountains, or anything.

      Spirals of snow danced in front of her. She assumed this was the backyard of Veronica’s house, but there was no way to be sure. Aside from the broken tree limbs on the ground, she could see no houses or cars or even streets.

      A gust of wind attempted to knock Ember off her feet, and she spread her legs to steady them. She pointed her ears for the sounds of cars, but she could hear nothing except for the wind.

      Nothing but snow in front of her eyes. Compared to what she had experienced in last year's blizzard, this was pure insanity: a total and complete white-out in every direction.

      A hand clamped down on her shoulder. Ember tried to wriggle free, but another hand jabbed into her side, squeezing directly onto a previous bruise. Her body quivered from the pain. Ember looked around for her attacker but could see nothing. When she tried to steal away from the hand gripping her, she was pulled off her feet, thudding down into a fluffy bed of snow.

      Then, a rubber mask went over her mouth, forcing some foul-smelling chemical into her lungs. Her hands went to the mask, but her limbs felt heavy, and she couldn't compel her hands to grip.

      Her fingers touched the mask, then fell away, falling into soft pillows of white. Ember tried to hold her breath and twist away, but it was too late. She felt herself slowing, growing tired.

      The white around her turned to black. Her eyes shut tight, and the world disappeared down the drain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          GABE

        

      

    

    
      Gabe had driven a mile or two from the Golden Branch Post Office before he had to pull over. Navigating the roads had gone from rough to untenable in no time at all. Luckily, he kept a sleeping bag in the trunk for just such an occasion. One of the few things his father had taught him that Gabe could now feel grateful for: the emergency supply kit in the trunk. The “prepper” mentality completely fit with his love of gadgetry, and though he didn’t fully fit the when-the-shit-hits-the-fan mold of the popular stereotype, he had indulged himself in bolstering his dad’s idea of keeping a small “bug-out” bag in the car.

      So, he'd slept in the back seat, huddled in his sleeping bag, as snow coated his car and winds rocked it for most of the night. At least the snow covering would act as camouflage. If the Golden Branch security team were out looking for him, he would be indistinguishable from the half-dozen other cars pulled over on the road for the night.

      In the morning, bleary from repeated interruptions to sleep, he sat up in the back. He cracked a window and took a handful of snow to rub over his face to wake him. It reminded him of camping with inadequate equipment: waking every few minutes, tossing and turning, and finding no comfortable position, hoping for dawn.

      The morning sun, filtered through thick cloud cover, made his view of the road a little better, but snow still whipped around the car. It didn’t matter. Gabe had to get home and start working through the data on these hard drives he’d stolen to find the elusive RFH.

      If Ember were still alive, she wouldn't be for much longer.

      His was the only car during the entire drive up Highway 93 from Golden to Boulder. The thirty-mile excursion took him almost two hours, his car's speed barely ever exceeding a crawl. He drove hunched over the steering wheel, hands aching, eyes scratchy and dry. A cloudy sky made the view too dark for sunglasses, but the blanket of snow in all directions caught enough light to make him squint the whole way.

      By the time he’d reached Boulder, the snow had fizzled to a trickle. Now falling at a rate like any other late October occasion. The wind shifting the existing snow around was still a problem, but Gabe could see well enough to drive through the little college town. And now, he saw other cars out and about. Crawling, high beams on, just like him.

      When he neared his building, he saw them right away.

      There were three cars Gabe had never seen before in the lot. And, half a dozen people wandering around the complex, decked out in full winter gear. But, despite the scarves and hats, Gabe could clearly identify one of these people: Yousef, the bookkeeper and intelligence officer.

      Gabe drove past the building, into the alley behind it. The rear of the building had fire escapes. Could he reasonably attempt to climb those rickety pieces of metal amid the snow and wind? Last night, he had scaled the side of a building considerably taller than this with suction cups to keep him from falling. No such equipment today.

      He didn’t know if he had a choice, though. He needed his laptop to analyze the drives, and he needed to analyze the drives to find Ember. If that meant going up the fire escape, then so be it.

      He had a view straight up to his balcony, and it didn’t look like anyone was in his apartment. The lights were still off. No shadows passed by the space he could see from his sliding balcony door.

      Maybe they didn’t know where he lived. They would find out soon enough, though. It was only a matter of time before one of his neighbors unwittingly sent them straight to him.

      Gabe reached into the car’s glove box and removed a pair of gloves lined with grippy rubber dots along the palm. The dots probably wouldn’t hold up long against the snow, but it was better than nothing. Crampons for his shoes would be useful, but there were none of those in his bag of tricks. REI probably was not open during blizzards, either.

      He raced across the back alley to the fire escape, backpack jumping around on his shoulder blades as he navigated the drifts of snow. Gripping the fire escape was like trying to handle an icicle, the cold cutting through his gloves immediately. Didn't matter. This had to be done.

      Gabe gritted his teeth and pushed himself up. Once he’d reached the second floor, he swung a leg over to his balcony and peered inside the sliding glass back door. No flashlights poking around in his apartment. Every visible shadow appeared to be static.

      He scurried over to the door and unlocked it, then entered his apartment. The absence of wind made him shudder, for some reason. This room felt intensely quiet, something he wasn’t used to.

      His eyes moved over everything, taking a quick inventory to examine if there was anything here he couldn't live without. What if he couldn’t return to this building again later? He thought about the framed pictures sitting atop the dresser in his bedroom. Would those Golden security guys smash everything in here?

      Either way, if Gabe didn’t hustle out of here on the quick, he would probably be smashed along with them. No time to save the past.

      He snatched his laptop from the bedroom and then made his way back down the fire escape, fighting the cold and snowy morning. He shuffled over to his car without incident and slid his laptop into his backpack, then dropped his backpack onto the passenger seat. A wave of bile rumbled up into his throat, but he forced it back down.

      “I need somewhere to stay,” he said to the windshield, trying to breathe to calm himself.

      Before he drove off, Gabe looked up at his apartment window. He had a feeling he would never see it in good shape again. But that didn't matter. His apartment was full of things. If Ember died, none of those things mattered.

      And now, Gabe had the tools to lead him to the next step.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          GABE

        

      

    

    
      Gabe wasn't surprised when his first attempt to knock on the door went unanswered. He tried a second time, watching the curtain out of his peripheral to see if Zach would pull it back to spy on him. After several seconds of waiting, no such luck.

      He had to be here, though. With the roads in such a cataclysmic state, no one was going out in this. Besides, Zach's car was in the lot.

      “Hey,” Gabe said to the door. “I don’t know if she ever mentioned me, but my name is Gabe. We have a mutual friend… you know, the one who’s named after a month late in the year? Please open the door. It’s freezing out here, and I’m turning into a snowman.”

      Gabe listened, and he thought he heard feet shuffling, but it was hard to tell with the wind and the weather at his back. He knocked a couple more times, making sure he thumped his knuckles hard enough to overcome the sound of the wind, but not so hard the occupant would assume law enforcement was banging on the door.

      Then, he heard clinking on the other side.

      The door opened three inches; the chain pulled tight. A pair of eyes appeared in the space. "Who are you and why are you banging on my door?"

      "I'm Gabe. I'm a friend of hers. She asked me to come by and check on you. I have been since you showed up, but now I'm staying here. Room 117, just down the way."

      Zach’s eyes narrowed. “If you’re her friend, tell me: does she like doughnuts or bagels better?”

      “I have no idea, dude. I’ve seen her eat both. If I had to pick one, I’d guess bagels, because she’s always complaining about refined sugars and how much longer she’s going to have to stay on the treadmill after eating doughnuts.”

      Zach eyed him for a second, and then he shut the door. Gabe listened to him unhook the chain, then the door opened wide. "To be honest," Zach said, "I don't know the answer to that question, either. I probably would have said doughnuts, but who knows?"

      Gabe noted Zach was holding a length of wood, with a few nails jutting out. It was thin and painted white. Gabe pointed at it. “Did you rip that off the baseboard?”

      “I left my real baseball bat back at my apartment.”

      “That would break over somebody’s head the second you tried to hit them with it. You’d be better off using your fists.”

      Zach looked down at the flimsy hunk of wood and then set it atop the air conditioner unit. “Did you drive here?”

      "I did. The roads are sketchy at the best right now. I wouldn't recommend it unless it were life or death."

      “Is that why you drove here, Gabe? Life or death?”

      “I don’t have a simple answer to that question.”

      Zach waved him inside and shut the door. “What do you mean, you’re Ember’s 'friend'? What does that mean?”

      “We work together.”

      “You’re a consultant, too?”

      Without missing a beat, Gabe said, “Yes. I’m her assistant. Only for a few months now, though.”

      Zach picked up the hunk of baseboard bat and walked it over to the section of wall missing a piece that would appear to fit Zach’s weapon. He dropped to a knee and pushed it back into place. “Where is she?”

      Gabe considered a few options, but he decided to keep it as close to the truth as possible. "I don't know. I'm looking for her, though. I have been for a couple of days, and I'm getting close. I think I'm almost there."

      “Is she… in trouble?”

      “I can’t say.”

      “Can I help you look for her?”

      “Zach, the best move you can make is to stay put and keep your head down. Whatever reason you have for hiding out here… if Ember told you to do it, then I would listen to her.”

      Zach sighed through his nose and retreated to the bed where he sat, hands on his knees. His eyes were red, his hair mussed. The guy looked like he’d been through a rough time.

      “I’m so… helpless,” Zach said. “I hate it. I’m not used to other people defining where I can and can’t go.”

      Gabe sighed. “Yeah, I can imagine how much that sucks. I don’t know what deal you and her have and why she told you to come here. It’s none of my business. She just asked me to stop by and make sure you didn’t need anything. So, do you need anything?”

      “Just to know where she is.”

      “I’m working on it.”

      “Okay. Then, no, I don’t need anything else.”

      Gabe pointed at the wall. "I've got to get back to my room. I have some work to do, and it's time-sensitive."

      “You’re not really consultants, are you?”

      Gabe shrugged. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      Zach looked like he wanted to say something else, but he didn’t. Instead, he reoriented himself on the bed so he could lie down, with his head on the pillow. “Thanks for stopping by.”

      “If you need anything, I’m in 117. I mean it. Come knock anytime.”

      Zach creaked his face toward Gabe and gave him a frustrated nod. Gabe didn’t know what else to say, so he backed out and eased the door shut behind him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          ISABEL

        

      

    

    
      Isabel spent four days following Serena Rojas around Boulder and the plentiful suburbs of northern Denver. This assassin was as careful as could be. Even though Isabel had no reason to think Serena was onto her, the target still executed frequent evasion maneuvers like switching cars and dumping phones after a few uses.

      On the second day, Serena spent twelve hours parked across the street from Ember’s condo building, waiting and watching. Isabel surveilled from a spot behind the grocery store to the north. She admired Serena’s patience and determination. By Isabel’s estimate, the other woman took exactly one bathroom break in twelve hours.

      On the third day, Serena drove all over Boulder. Isabel tracked her as she stopped at several places to go inside and ask questions. She wasn’t as obvious as showing these restaurant hostesses and shopkeepers Ember’s picture, but Isabel had to imagine that’s what she was doing: trying to piece together a timeline of Ember’s movements.

      All of this intel-gathering would have been much more simple if Isabel could have attached a GPS tracker to her. The one she had brought with her hadn’t functioned, and her old FBI mentor Jacob hadn’t been able to get her a replacement with any haste.

      Or, it would have been easier to use FBI resources, which Isabel couldn’t do in this situation. The Bureau had some snazzy surveillance toys. But, then again, as skilled as Serena was, she might have found the good stuff, too.

      So, Isabel tracked her the old-fashioned way, noting Serena’s movements, trying to keep out of sight as she did so.

      On the fourth day, the blizzard made everything a challenge. Serena spent the night before and the morning after hunkered down at a hotel in Boulder, and Isabel stayed at a motel across the street. In the late morning, the snow and winds lessened, but it still wasn’t hospitable outside. More cars were on the road now, creeping along, windshield wipers at full capacity. Isabel had never seen weather like this before, and she did not envy those anxious drivers, trying to make sense of a city completely enveloped by white.

      That’s why, when Serena left the hotel at two in the afternoon, Isabel knew it would be for something important. She raced down into the lot to grab her rental car so she could follow Serena in a black BMW, the most recent ride she had acquired. Isabel stayed at least three cars back as they trudged across the deep snow from the west end of Boulder to the east side.

      Isabel pulled into a parking lot at a park overlooking the water. A sign for the East Boulder Community Center was barely readable, with a foot of snow sitting atop it. A few flakes still fell, but the heavy snowfall and winds had mostly disappeared. Still, getting anywhere had been a challenge.

      Serena had parked at the far end, and Isabel made sure a bank of trees shrouded her target’s view of Isabel’s vehicle. It was much harder to pull off surveillance now, with so few people traveling.

      She had to take that risk.

      Serena left the car, bundled up in a heavy coat and hat. She trudged through the thick snow toward the main building, which was not open for business today. Like a lot of places in Boulder, the blizzard had shut it down until the snowplows could make a dent in the havoc.

      Serena must have an important meeting if she was willing to brave this weather.

      Isabel waited and watched from her car as Serena took up a position under an awning, tapping a boot on the snowy ground. This went on for three minutes, four minutes. Serena kept her eyes forward. She didn’t check her phone or cast covert glances around or give any hint she was nervous about being there.

      And then, after five long minutes of watching Serena stand in the cold, a figure appeared from the far side. A tall man, muscular-looking, although it was hard to tell for sure, based on his appearance. He was in jeans and a heavy coat, with a thick wool hat covering his dome. His feet kicked up piles of snow as he crossed over toward the building.

      There was something familiar about him, though. Isabel couldn't see most of his face, but she had a feeling she knew this guy. He stopped in front of Serena, and she reached out to shake his hand.

      And then, he moved a step to his right, putting his face in clear view from Isabel’s hiding spot.

      When the realization hit her, her mouth dropped open. She knew this guy. “No. Really?”

      Isabel opened her car door and stepped out. She didn’t know why she was breaking protocol like this, but something compelled her to act. The appearance of this man could mean a great number of things, and she had to know more.

      It couldn’t wait.

      She swung the scarf around her neck and jabbed her hands in her pockets as she pushed through the snow. Still trickling down, still adding to the milky layer all over everything. They didn’t notice her at first, but Isabel kept her movement toward them slow and careful. Serena was likely armed.

      When Isabel pulled within a couple of dozen feet, the guy spun toward her, and Serena pulled back toward the building. A trained move, pushing up against a firm surface to prevent a sneak attack from behind.

      Serena shot a hand to the inside of her jacket. But, the guy motioned a meaty arm toward her, waving her back.

      “No,” he said, “it’s okay. I know you. Don’t I know you?”

      “Yes, Layne. My name is Isabel. You are Ember’s neighbor, right?”

      "Somebody better tell me what's going on here," Serena said, her hand still perched inside her coat. She had a deep voice, and her face portrayed angry confidence. Her dark eyes darted back and forth between them.

      “I’m going to reach for my badge inside my coat pocket,” Isabel said, holding up the hand she intended to use. “Please, do not draw your weapon. I’m unarmed.”

      Serena pursed her lips, kept her hand in place, but said nothing. Isabel reached back and opened her badge to show them her credentials. "My name is Agent Isabel Yang, and I'm with the FBI. You are Serena Rojas, and you've been contracted by someone at the Bureau to kill Allison Campbell, AKA November Clarke. Am I on target so far?"

      Serena still said nothing, but Layne put his hands on his hips. “How do you know all this?”

      “That’s not important. Why are you here, Layne?”

      He tilted his thick neck toward Serena. “We work together sometimes. I’m just advising here, not directly involved.”

      The pieces were starting to fall into place for Isabel. “It’s not a coincidence that you live down the hall from Ember, is it?”

      Layne shook his head. "I've been her neighbor for a year, give-or-take. But I also split time between there and a cabin I own in southwest Colorado. I volunteered to keep an eye on her as a favor for friends in the FBI."

      “Marcus Lonsdale?” Isabel asked.

      Layne frowned. “No, sorry. I don’t know who that is. I don’t get out to DC much these days.”

      Layne seemed genuine, but Serena’s lips had twitched a little at the mention of the name. That confirmed to Isabel that Marcus was involved. He’d hired her to succeed where Isabel had failed last week. Failed at neutralizing Ember.

      “Who do you work for?” Isabel asked, looking toward Layne.

      He shrugged. “I’m retired. I don’t work for anyone. But, when I do work, it’s not for who you think. It’s not any letters you’ve ever heard of.”

      Isabel had to assume he meant the same nameless agency Serena had come from. Some little spy shop set up in the basement of a nondescript building, with agents sent out to handle dirty work that could never have the US government's name on it. Isabel had heard of these operations but had never seen one in action.

      "None of this explains why you are here, interrupting our meeting," Serena said. She had finally taken her hand out of her coat interior. "Or why you've been following me for the last four days."

      Isabel pursed her lips. She hadn’t been as clever in her surveillance as she’d thought. “I’m here to ask you not to complete your mission. Do not kill Allison Campbell, or Ember Clarke.”

      “Why?”

      “Because there are forces at work here that you don’t know about. Because Ember is misguided, but she’s not a bad person. Because we need more information before we can act. There are secrets here that need to come out.”

      “What secrets?” Serena asked.

      Isabel let out a frustrated sigh. “I’m working on it.”

      Serena looked to Layne for confirmation. After a quick pause, he nodded. "I have to agree with Agent Yang here. I don't know anything about these 'other forces' or secrets, but she's right. Ember is not a bad person."

      “The man who hired you has an agenda,” Isabel said.

      Serena smiled. “Everyone in Washington has an agenda.”

      “There are elements here that you don’t know about. There are pieces in play, and we can’t let Marcus Lonsdale take them off the board until we know more about what’s at stake.”

      Serena shook her head. "I understand your request, but I don't hear anything concrete enough to make me stop doing what I'm doing. I was given a task, and I'm going to carry it out."

      “Please.”

      Serena scowled. “Are you going to get in my way, Ms. Tall Drink of Water?”

      “Serena, come on,” Layne said. “Let’s be civil.”

      Serena appeared to soften as she stared at Layne, and she leaned over and whispered something in his ear. Then, the soft look evaporated when she glared at Isabel. “No.” She lifted a gloved finger to stab the air between them. “And stop following me.”

      Serena pulled up the hood of her coat and strode away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Ember stirred. She felt the floor pressing against her—cold, hard, unforgiving.

      She snapped awake and sat up. The room moved in 90s rock video slow motion, a remnant from whatever Veronica had used to knock her out when she had been outside. Also, the pain from the beating the other day was still there, lurking under the skin. The bruises were a little less purple, but the ache had not changed one bit.

      Ember turned around to spy the wall where the window had been. Veronica had covered it with duct tape, and a layer of some reddish substance that looked like a cross between molasses and glue. The glue spread out to the wall around it, making a seal. Atop that, there were curved titanium bars reaching from top to bottom, forming a cage over the goopy duct tape mess.

      Ember was tempted to examine it, to tug on those bars to see if she could rip one off. But, in her heart, she already knew the result of that experiment. Veronica didn't make sloppy mistakes like not properly securing a potential weapon to the wall. Not after breaking the window.

      The door opened, and Ember stood. Veronica descended the stairs with a tray in her hand. Was it lunch? Dinner? Ember had no concept of which meal sat on that tray. One hand held it aloft, the other clutching the key fob, with her finger on the button. But, she hadn’t pressed it yet. That usually meant she wanted to talk.

      “I don’t blame you for trying to leave,” Veronica said. “But you have to understand by now how pointless it is. You probably would have wandered around until you slipped and broke your ankle.”

      “What a bummer for me to die before you get a chance to kill me.”

      Veronica rubbed her thumb back and forth across the button, but she did not press it. “Where did you think you were going to go in that blizzard?”

      “Away.”

      “Right. And how did that work out for you? I told you this was the last place you’re ever going to see, and I meant it. My brother was delayed due to the weather, but he’s going to be here tomorrow. I know you’re not enjoying your stay here, well, I ain’t either.”

      “Aren’t you running out of time?”

      Veronica set the tray on the floor. “Plenty of time. I got no problem waiting until tomorrow to kill you. And having Curtis here to witness will be worth the extra wait. He deserves to exact justice just as much as you deserve to receive it.”

      “Eye for an eye. I guess that’s justice, but it won’t bring your sister back.”

      Veronica shook her head. “Why do people feel the need to say such obvious shit like that? I’m not dumb. I know nothing will bring her back. But I'll have some peace of mind knowing that if she can’t draw air anymore, then neither can you.” Veronica paused, then flicked her eyes toward the makeshift window covering. “That’ll probably let some of the cold in. I had to improvise while you were unconscious, since you broke my damn window.”

      “Technically, the tree broke your window. I just helped it along a little bit.”

      “Still haven’t lost your attitude, Ember. I’m so glad you are holding onto that until the bitter end. Don’t even try to break this one, because you’re not getting through those bars.”

      “I’m sorry about your sister. I mean it, Veronica. I don’t kill innocents. I’m not sure what happened.”

      "It doesn't matter now. And it's too late for your apologies."

      Veronica wiped a tear from the corner of her eye, then she cleared her throat. She said nothing as she pivoted and made her way back up the stairs. A tray with a baloney sandwich, a handful of potato chips, and a glass of water was all she left behind. Most of Veronica's meals lately had been like this. Cold lunch meat, something crunchy from a bag, and a glass of water. No ice, even. It all had taken on an almost passive-aggressive quality to it.

      Ember wasn’t hungry. Instead, she limped over toward the bed to study the makeshift window covering. She could feel waves cold radiating through the duct tape and glue, just as her captor had promised. It looked solid enough that she wouldn’t be able to pull those titanium bars off. Even if she could, Veronica would notice a bar missing, hit the button, and then perform a contraband search while Ember writhed in magnetic paralysis on the floor.

      But, as Ember studied the bars, she noticed they had been affixed to the walls with regular nails — probably whatever Veronica had had on hand, since the woman couldn’t exactly leave and drive through mountains of snow to the hardware store while Ember was in the basement.

      Maybe the nails were made out of some fancy non-magnetic material, but they weren’t glued in place or anything like that. If Ember could pry one loose from the part of the bar that was attached to the wall, she could potentially use it to interfere with the magnet controller box in the closet.

      Maybe.

      If the magnetic pull was strong enough, she could drive that nail right into the heart of the machine, using its own power to kill it. A long shot, but it seemed to be the last option on the table.

      Ember took the mattress off the bed and scooted it over to the window, then she climbed to the top and went to work removing one of the nails.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          PASHA

        

      

    

    
      Pasha Meknikov was no stranger to cold weather. But after spending the last three weeks in Mexico tending to Firedrake’s affairs there, he had grown accustomed to warmth and sunshine. His skin had acquired the healthy coat of tan his cousin from Sochi always seemed to wear.

      But, with one phone call from Helmut bearing new orders direct from Thomas Milligan, Pasha had found himself on the next plane out of Quintana Roo. He would have preferred to take a few vacation days in Mexico, lounging on the beach, chasing after the local women. But that was not his life.

      The blizzard in Denver had made travel more complicated, and now, Pasha was two days late arriving. Helmut had not been pleased with the delay. But, as it turned out, being late didn’t matter, because Helmut’s computer technicians hadn’t been able to provide Pasha the identity and location of the target until only two hours ago. And, fortune favored him, despite being late. The woman had already been marked for death and had been captured by one of her peers. Pasha would find her wrapped up in a little bow in a nearby house. Too easy.

      He liked these straightforward jobs. A location, gear, clear parameters for either success or failure. Pasha had all three of those criteria, so now he only needed to finish the task.

      He turned his rental Toyota into the gas station in Golden, wipers working overtime to keep the snow clear. The winds and snow had abated considerably since this morning. Still a nuisance, but a manageable one.

      He coasted next to a gas pump just as the orange petrol indicator flicked on. He smiled to himself—perfect timing for refueling. Pasha hunted around near his left leg for the petrol tank cover release lever. As he did, his left hamstring pulled tight, and he grimaced against the pain. He had picked up a limp in Cancún after some idiot on the beach had crashed into his leg with a surfboard. The bump led to a bruise, which led to him favoring the other leg, which led to tightness in his hamstring.

      But, it did not matter. Pasha did not need to run anywhere. His target was currently being held captive in the basement of a big house on the outskirts of Golden. She would likely be tied to a bed or a chair already. He had to locate her and execute her before she discovered a way to escape, which would make his job infinitely more difficult, but not impossible. Pasha was not thrilled at the possibility of engaging in a manhunt across a snowy city he had never visited before. It would mean more work, more time away from the beach.

      He found the petrol tank lever and pulled it, then settled back in his seat to give his hamstring a rest for a moment. He had painkillers in his suitcase, but he did not want to allow himself one until the job was done. Anything less than a clear head could lead to failure.

      As he rested, he leaned over to pick up the folder sitting on the passenger seat. The first page contained a picture of November Clarke, attached with a paperclip to a dossier about her that had been overnighted to him by Helmut. Everything they knew about her was listed here: her height, weight, physical appearance, normal schedule, other bits of trivia. She was a little taller than average height, slender, with pale skin, dark hair, and vivid blue eyes. In another life, Pasha would have found her attractive. She was just his type. Fit and mysterious.

      Pasha didn’t care about how often she went to the gym, but he did study her martial arts history. According to this, she had trained in kickboxing, Krav Maga, jujitsu, and a host of other disciplines.

      But also, according to the document, November Clarke was likely not her real name, and portions of this history could have been fabricated, along with her biographical info. He supposed he wouldn’t know the veracity of this intel about her martial arts abilities until he met her. Hopefully, she wouldn’t get a chance to demonstrate her skills.

      Pasha didn’t need to concern himself too much with the details. Whoever she thought she was, she would be dead before she had a chance to—

      A car horn honked behind him. He looked up and into the rearview mirror to see a hulking truck idling, less than a meter from the back of his rental car. A man with a beard and an orange and blue baseball cap sat behind the wheel, giving Pasha a stern look.

      He checked around and noted all the other fuel pumps were occupied. Apparently, this man in the truck took issue with Pasha sitting at a pump and not using it when there were no others available. At least, that was Pasha’s best guess about the situation.

      The horn honked again, and Pasha gritted his teeth. He leaned over and popped open the glove box, then removed the FN Five-SeveN pistol Helmut had stashed for him at the drop near the airport. A personal favorite of Pasha’s, the 20-round pistol was just heavy enough to do serious damage without fuss, and it had a safety that was easy to work by a left-handed man. Pasha checked the magazine and then shoved it in the back of his pants. He grimaced at the tightness in his leg.

      He opened the car door and took a few shuffling steps toward the truck, his eyes locked on the driver. The driver, in turn, stared back, disdain all over his hairy face.

      Pasha stopped in front of the driver’s side and made a little circular motion with his finger, telling him to roll down his window. When he did, Pasha spoke before the guy had a chance to say anything.

      “Why you honk at me?”

      The driver pointed at Pasha's car. "If you're done getting your gas, it's time to move on, buddy. I'm late to pick up my kid, and there are no other pumps open."

      “You honked. Is rude.”

      “Look, you sound like you’re not from around here.” The man’s voice slowed to a clipped, forced vernacular. A common — and racist — way people engaged Pasha once they’d heard him speak. As if he were mentally handicapped instead of from out-of-town. “Maybe gas stations work differently where you’re from. In America, you get your gas, then you move on. Everybody’s got somewhere to be.”

      Pasha’s right hand inched toward the pistol in his waistband. “You are mistaken. I have not fueled up my tank yet. So where I have to be, at the moment, is here.”

      “Then what the hell are you waiting for?”

      Pasha gripped the pistol, then set the barrel on the edge of the truck’s open window.

      The guy flinched and shied away. “Jesus Christ.”

      “No, I am Pasha. I think you should apologize. Where I come from, is rude to honk.”

      "Yeah, okay, okay," the guy said, his hands held in the air, and his eyes flicking to the pistol repeatedly. "I'm sorry. Get your gas on your schedule. I'll wait at a different pump. It's no trouble, buddy. I promise."

      Pasha removed the gun and returned it to his waistband. “Thank you. Have a nice day.”

      Pasha strolled back to his car as the truck jerked into reverse and pulled away. Since he was already outside the car, he opened the fuel tank cover and unscrewed the cap.

      Once the tank was full, he slid back into the car and double-checked the address for the house belonging to a Veronica Acevedo.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Ember stared at her bloodied cuticles. She had ruined four of her fingernails in the pursuit of extracting a nail from the new cage Veronica had built around the former window. Not a fun process. But now Ember had a steel nail an inch long, which she could hopefully use to pry open the tiny seam of the magnetic controller box in the closet.

      It would not be easy. But she had a plan.

      Ember would have to jab it into the box far enough to get into the actual guts of it, then make Veronica trigger the magnet thingy she carried around. From what Ember could tell, there were intensity levels to the magnetism. Sometimes, Veronica triggered the button and Ember’s hands would fly to her neck and she would sink to the floor, the magnets completely overpowering her. Sometimes, she only felt a simple tug toward the floor.

      By her estimate, a press of the lower setting on Veronica's keychain wouldn't provide enough power to get the nail to do anything. So, she would have to coerce Veronica to trigger the thing at full-throttle, or using the second button, or however it worked. If she provided enough power, the nail would cause a short-circuit inside the device, destroying the heart of the computer.

      Meanwhile, Ember would have to withstand the most potentially powerful blast of magnetic force she had faced yet. Then, once the magnetic force died, recover fast enough to attack and overpower Veronica before her captor could draw the baton and beat Ember into submission. Ember would have to push through pain and exhaustion and fight an opponent who was already at full strength.

      So many things had to go right. Any single thing going wrong would mean failure for the whole endeavor.

      As she gathered her strength and prepared to jam the nail into the box, Ember sat on the bed and studied her bloodied fingers. For some reason, more thoughts of Isabel Yang rumbled around in her head.

      Ember wasn’t sure why she kept musing on her FBI handler. Boredom was part of it, since Ember had been here for almost a week with nothing to do besides think and read from an aging paperback collection.

      Guilt was another reason. Isabel was a good person, as far as Ember could see. And she wasn’t terrible at her job, either. Isabel had been only doing what had been asked of her when she had attempted to bring a rogue agent back into the FBI fold. And Ember had given her nothing but grief over it for the longest time now. Way before Isabel’s failed attempts to talk her into coming back, Isabel had been reaching out, leaving messages, trying to set up meetings.

      Ember owed Isabel an apology, no doubt about it. And an explanation for this behavior, which Ember was only now starting to understand. Yes, seeing her Branchmates as good people had been part of the reason she had “defected” from the FBI and given herself to the Club’s lifestyle. At some point, she had ceased to be FBI Agent Allison Campbell and had become the contract killer November Clarke.

      But there was a deeper, grimier reason at the heart of her transition.

      She actually liked the job. Taking on contracts gave her a certain satisfaction. She liked flying to Kenya to assassinate a militia leader who treated local populations as serfs. She liked staying up all night in Dallas to catch a pedophile strolling out of his house to get the paper. She liked posing as a waiter in New York to slip poison into the ice tea of a man who had beaten a murder charge on a technicality.

      Killing people for money had given Ember a thrill she had never been able to replicate any other way. She had thought herself to be so good at her new job, that she would never make mistakes. But, according to Veronica, Ember had made a terrible mistake in Memphis. She had killed the wrong woman — that woman being Veronica’s sister. And, not only that, but the guilty woman had gotten away with it. Ember had accepted payment for a contract she had messed up in two directions.

      She owed Veronica a better apology, too, but since Veronica intended to kill her for this mistake either tonight or tomorrow, it probably wouldn’t be necessary.

      Isabel would never know about Ember’s regrets.

      The door at the top of the stairs opened. Ember shot to her feet. She wasn’t ready.

      She still had the nail in her palm, not jabbed into the seam of the magnetic controller box. And, not only that, her fingers were bloody from trying to remove the screw. One look would give them away—no time to wash them.

      When Ember looked up, Veronica was at the bottom of the stairs, her eyes on a dinner tray sitting dormant on the floor. She must have come to collect it. Ember pulled her hands behind her back.

      Veronica raised an eyebrow. “What are you doing?”

      “Nothing. Just standing here, thinking about how amazing that baloney sandwich you gave me was. I had flashbacks to being ten years old.”

      Veronica sighed and thumbed the button on the key fob. Ember’s hands immediately flew to her neck as the wrist cuffs magnetized to the neck cuff.

      Then, she felt a pinch in her right palm as the nail she had stolen pushed itself into the flesh of her hand, drawn by the power of the magnets in her neck cuff. She grunted in pain as Veronica stopped in front of her and thumbed off the button.

      Ember collapsed to the floor, panting, all of her muscles taxed. Now was the time to attack, with Veronica hovering over her, but she couldn’t muster the strength. Her muscles refused to rally.

      Veronica reached down and pried open her palm, then she frowned at the nail sticking out. She plucked it and walked it back over to the makeshift window.

      Ember tried to gather her strength, but she had trouble pushing herself to her feet. Her chest heaved, her head buzzed, and she couldn’t support her own weight.

      Veronica reinserted the nail into the wall and then pressed the magnetizer button again.

      Ember writhed on the floor as Veronica marched past and then back up the stairs. For two whole minutes, Ember stayed there, magnetic energy pulsing through her. Like an invisible set of chains, holding her on the floor. She could feel the blood from the puncture wound on her palm seeping out.

      Veronica came back down the stairs and stopped in front of Ember. In one hand, she held a tube of epoxy or superglue.

      "Huh," she said, her voice sounding far away through the intensity of the magnet power. "I never even thought about the nails in that damn thing."

      Then she walked out of Ember’s sight. Thirty seconds later, she returned and twisted the cap back on the glue. She pressed the button on the key fob to turn it off, frowned at Ember, then said, “Stealing the nail was a good idea. You almost outsmarted me. But, you should know by now, that ain’t gonna happen. Not all the way.”

      Ember panted and took a couple of deep breaths so she could speak. "Go ahead and kill me, then. I've had enough."

      “Can’t do that now. Curtis will be here in the morning.”

      “Your brother, he’s a civilian?”

      Veronica nodded. “Electrician. He knows what we do, but he’s not a fan of the Club.”

      “You’re going to bring a civilian into this? You’ll go before the Review Board for that, definitely.”

      Veronica knelt down, shaking her head at Ember. “Oh, honey, it’s so beyond Club rules right now. You think if we haven’t done this by tomorrow at midnight, I’m just going to let you go because my seven days are up? Not a chance.”

      “I’m sorry about what happened, Veronica. It was a mistake.”

      “I know. And you’ll have a chance to atone when my brother gets here. You can pay with your life, and that’ll be the last useful thing you do. Sleep well, Ember.”

      Veronica picked up the tray of Ember’s dinner and walked it back up the stairs. Ember, panting, exhausted, dragged herself to her feet. She wobbled as she limped over to the cage around the window to see Veronica had put glue over the tops of the nails. She tapped it to find it already dry.

      Ember could possibly pick through the heavy glue and retrieve another nail. But would it matter? Even if Ember managed to get a nail out and then jab it into the tiny crack in the seam of the controller box in the closet, it might do nothing. The nail might not enter the box, it might actually fly the other way and jab into Ember's neck because of the magnetized wrist and neck cuffs.

      As long as Veronica had that key fob, there was nothing Ember could do to stop her. Once that button pressed, Ember had no agency over her motor functions. Veronica was in complete control.

      This was hopeless. Ember would die in this room tomorrow, just as Veronica had promised.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          PASHA

        

      

    

    
      DAY SEVEN

      

      Pasha woke when a clump of wet snow fell from a tree onto the windshield of his Toyota. He sat up straight, gripped the steering wheel, and tilted his head left and right to crack his neck. He could now add back pain to the curses plaguing his body at the moment. But that was no worry; his trigger finger still worked as designed.

      His FN Five-SeveN pistol sat on the passenger seat, so he took the dossier on November Clarke and placed it on top. He was in a residential neighborhood, after all. No need for any passersby to gawk, since these rental car windows were not tinted.

      At the edge of the city of Golden, twisting streets of massive, nearly identical houses lined the mostly treeless neighborhood. Rolling hills that might have been green otherwise were now drenched in snow. Maybe half a meter in some places. Mailboxes and street signs wore white domes. The streets were slushy, with gray snow along the gutters. Still very few cars out, especially in this neighborhood.

      There were scarecrows and ghosts in some yards, which reminded Pasha that today was Halloween. Not a holiday he was familiar with, except for what he’d seen on TV and in the movies. This did present some additional complications. If he remembered correctly, Halloween brought out the children to wander door to door after dark, asking for candy. If killing Ember had to wait for later, he would open the possibility of having many witnesses around.

      No, this needed to happen now.

      He rubbed his eyes to clear out the little bits of crusty sleep as a car stopped in front of a house fit for a king. The same house Pasha had been watching.

      A large, dark-skinned man emerged from the back, then said something to the driver as he tapped on his phone. He pulled a suitcase out of the trunk and then patted the car. The driver took off, leaving the heavyset man there.

      “Who are you?” Pasha said to himself, musing as he tugged on his chin. “Traveling salesman come to call?”

      The new arrival smiled toward the house as the front door opened. A woman with the same complexion and physical attributes stood on the front porch, grinning back. She wore hope on her face like someone eager to launch an exciting conversation.

      Interesting. Pasha knew Ember had a captor, but who was this new complication? A second captor? If so, why did he arrive by a car driven by someone else, therefore leaving a witness? Why did he have a suitcase?

      The man dragged his suitcase up to her and threw his arms around the woman. They beamed at each other like lovers or close siblings. They looked like they could possibly be brother and sister.

      The woman glanced around the neighborhood and then ushered her guest inside. She had not landed her eyes on the dormant Toyota sitting across the street.

      Pasha grabbed the pistol and checked Ember’s photo one last time. He hadn’t anticipated having to kill two additional people, but he still believed now was his best window for action. If this operation went smoothly, maybe he could book a flight back to Cancún for a few days. He had nothing else on his to-do list after this.

      And now he knew this was the right house.

      Pasha checked the mag and disengaged the safety. With a few breaths to steady his heart rate, he left the car and limped toward the front door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

          VERONICA

        

      

    

    
      When she saw Curtis, the struggle of the week almost felt worthwhile. She hadn't been in the same city with her brother since Zoe's funeral, nearly twelve months ago now. They had still talked on the phone, chatted over video, but to experience him live and in the flesh was a whole other matter.

      A wave of sadness bubbled up from Veronica’s toes, swirling through her torso and into her chest. Inside the house, she put her arms around him, even with the cold air marching in from the front door. Being there, feeling her brother holding tight against her, the sadness did not take hold. She wouldn’t let it.

      Veronica thought of those conversations about what they would do if they ever had the chance to avenge Zoe’s death. Sometimes, late at night, over wine, they would long-distance plot how it would work. Maybe Curtis had no idea how serious Veronica had been about the whole matter. Maybe revenge fantasies were merely a way for Curtis to vanquish his demons and process his grief.

      It was time to find out. Day seven of Veronica’s contract to kill Ember. She had only a few more hours to complete it and erase the woman who had killed their sister. No matter what part Curtis would decide to play, Veronica had a job to finish.

      “I can’t believe it’s been so long since I’ve been here,” he said as he eased his suitcase down in the foyer and closed the door behind him. He shook snow off his shoulders and his eyes trailed all around the grand entrance, lingering on the chandelier above their heads. “Wow. Your new house is insane, sis.”

      “I know, it’s a little much.”

      He stopped gawking and met her eyes. She had a hard time reading his expression. Joy, a touch of sadness, apprehension, excitement. Maybe it was all those things rolled into one. He had often worn this same expression over the last twelve months.

      “Is she here?” he asked.

      Veronica nodded. “In the basement.”

      He swallowed hard, then drew in a hitching breath. “Is she chained up? You feeding her? What’s going on down there?”

      Veronica closed the space between them and put a gentle hand on his arm. "Listen, little-big brother. I know this is scary. But we have a chance to set something right that's been wrong for a long time now. She's been down there for almost a week, and I've been feeding her, talking to her. She knows what she did. I've been civil with her because I know that's what you would have wanted. More civil than she deserves, to tell the truth."

      Curtis winced. “Did you give her… a bible?”

      "She's had plenty of time to make peace with her creator if it's her soul you're worried about."

      Instead of calming, Curtis seemed even more on edge now. “I am worried about her soul. I’m worried about yours too, sis. This lifestyle you lead…”

      “We’re not going to have this conversation again. Today is not about me and what I do. This is about righting a wrong that’s gone on for way too long.”

      “I want to talk to her first. I want to look my baby sister’s killer in the eyes and see that she knows what she’s done.”

      “We can do that,” Veronica said as she gave his shoulder a squeeze. “I’m proud of you for coming.”

      “Of course I would come. We've been talking about this for months.”

      “Yeah, but that was talk. This is actually doing something. Are you going to be okay with going down there to question her, knowing she's gonna be dead a few minutes after that? I need to know how serious you are about what’s happening.”

      He hesitated before he gave a single head-dip as a nod. “I’m okay with it. I need to do this. We owe it to Zoe. That’s the only thing I’m keeping in my mind right now.”

      “Are you gonna stay in the room while I do it, or come back upstairs? Did you think about that? Are you willing to watch her die? You can’t ever unsee that, once it happens. You need to know what you’re gonna do.”

      “I, uh, haven’t figured that out yet.”

      She massaged his shoulder. He had trouble meeting her eyes. "You better figure it out, big brother, because it's time to take care of this. I'm going to shoot her in the stomach first and let her rot in that pain for a while. She's not going to die fast. It won't be easy to see."

      “Wow,” he said, chest heaving, sweat on his brow. “Okay. I need to wait a minute, to think. I’m not ready just yet.”

      She pulled her hand back, crossed her arms, and studied him. "Sure thing. I know it's early, but you want a drink first?"

      “Absolutely.”

      Her brother was a good Catholic, so he never refused a glass of wine or beer. Even a lifelong teetotaller would want a few glugs when faced with an unpleasant task such as this one.

      Veronica had walked halfway to the kitchen when a knock came at the door. The heavy wooden front door had slats for glass, but it was frosted, and she could only see a dark silhouette through them—a human-shaped blob hovering on the front porch.

      “You expecting someone?” Curtis asked.

      The person outside knocked again.

      “No. It’s Halloween, but I can’t imagine the kids starting this early. Probably that same idiot who keeps trying to sell me new windows. He’s the only guy I could think of who would be trying to walk around in post-blizzard Golden.”

      Curtis nodded and waved Veronica off. “I know exactly what to tell those people. I’ll handle this while you get that drink ready.”

      He set his jaw and took two lumbering steps to the door when a bullet cracked the glass and entered Curtis’ throat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

          GABE

        

      

    

    
      Gabe pulled back the curtain to watch Zach shuffle through snow, across the parking lot, to stop at the vending machine. He bought a Diet Coke and a bag of baked chips, which were satisfying in the same way skipping a planned workout was satisfying — but he knew a few days of food like this, and he'd start to feel lethargic, weighed down. Since Gabe had taken on this task of babysitting Zach, the guy had eaten most of his meals from the vending machine. It was a sad sight to see, given that Zach didn't look like the type to primarily eat vending machine garbage.

      Gabe promised himself he would stop by the grocery store and get the guy actual food to eat. Something non-perishable he could keep in his room. Maybe also a case of beer and some weed gummies to help him pass the time. Or, actually, if he were the type to get all paranoid after consuming edibles, maybe that wasn’t the best plan.

      But, right now, Gabe didn’t have the mental space to worry about Zach’s well-being. Gabe kept pondering Zach and Ember’s connection, and he had decided on lovers. He didn’t know exactly why, but Zach’s concern for her whereabouts didn’t seem like garden-variety acquaintance-level concern. He was emotionally invested in her.

      So was Gabe. He'd always cared for Ember, and he loosely held to the possibility that there could, someday, be something romantic there.

      And that's why he was already exhausted, even though he'd done nothing physical at all today. He was busy scanning the last of the hard drives stolen from the Golden Post Office, and he had a good feeling about this one. Somewhere on this hard drive was information leading to the identity of the person known as RHF. There had to be.

      Today was day seven. If Gabe wanted to find and rescue Ember, he had no more chances left after today. If she was even still alive. But, it would only take one small thing to break in his direction to give him what he needed.

      A chance. Gabe only needed a chance.

      The computer beeped, and Gabe turned around from his spot at the curtains to see the screen blinking. “What do you have for me?” he muttered to himself as he sat in the creaky desk chair in front of the motel room’s built-in desk. His eyes adjusted to the brightness emanating from the screen, the most vivid thing in the brown-decorated room.

      The screen changed and now displayed the name Rebecca Heidi Flick. After churning through a long list of current and historical member names that he’d found in a backup of a MySQL database on the hard drive, the computer had finally found someone who matched the initials.

      Gabe clicked into her profile and crossed his fingers he would find something substantial. She was a member of Golden Branch in good standing, and had been for six years. Gabe used a finger to trail down the page, trying to absorb all the text as quickly as possible. He reached the end and then clicked onto the second page of her bio info.

      Her address and phone number were listed there. Black text against a white background.

      “Holy shit,” Gabe said. Jackpot.

      He snatched his phone from next to his laptop and dialed the number. He gripped the phone so hard he thought it might snap in his fingers. Foot tapping on the carpeted floor, jaw bouncing around as he waited.

      The person on the other end picked up after the fifth ring.

      “Hello?”

      “Hello. Is this Rebecca?”

      “Speaking. Who is this?”

      “My name is Gabe. You don’t know me, but I’m from Boulder Branch.”

      A pause on the other end. “How did you get this number?”

      “A lot of questionable and difficult searching. Please don’t hang up. I need to talk to you about something very important. I know you have no reason to believe I am who I say I am, but I don’t have time to list fifty-plus years of Branch history to prove it to you.”

      “Look, I don’t know who you are, and I don’t know anything about ‘branches,’ so why don’t you—”

      “You were assigned a contract to kill Ember Clarke for a black spot on behalf of Golden Branch, but you traded that contract with someone else. The trading of contracts is allowed under the fifth amendment to the bylaws. It’s in section… four? I think. I’m not sure about that one, exactly.”

      “Okay, so, you know a few things. What can I do for you, Gabe?”

      “I have to know who you gave that contract to. Please, I’m running out of time.”

      Another pause. “Why do you want to know?”

      “Ember Clarke is my mentor. Please, I’m trying to save her life. I know you don’t have any obligation to tell me, and you have no reason to trust me, but I have to think if you traded that contract, you don’t want to see Ember dead, either. You had to have a reason to do what you did.”

      “Yeah,” Rebecca said. “You’re right. I like Ember. I’ve known her for a couple years, and I don’t want her dead. But, I couldn’t just sit on it, so I traded the contract to Veronica Acevedo.”

      Gabe grabbed a yellow legal pad and a pen from the bed behind him and started scribbling notes. “Why her?”

      “She was eager as hell to take it on. She said she had something personal against Ember. Before you ask, I don’t know what it is. She didn’t offer, and I didn’t want to be nosy. But she made me a deal that weighed heavily on my side. I would have been a fool not to take it.”

      “Okay, that’s all good info. Do you know her address?”

      “No, but I know the general area she lives in. In Golden, a little bit north of town, there is a brand new housing development. She lives in a house that’s a little different. It’s set back from the road a bit, like with a longer driveway than the others. It also has a guest house to the side and big white columns out front. I don’t know the number, but, apparently, you can’t miss it.”

      Gabe transcribed all this info onto the legal pad. He sucked in a breath. “Do you think she’s still alive?”

      "I know you want her to be, but I can't answer that. Veronica said she was going to keep her in the basement while she waited for her brother or something. I didn't really understand that part. Maybe the blizzard slowed her down. Who knows?"

      Gabe finished writing his notes and swapped out the pen for his car keys. “Thank you, Rebecca. I have to go get her.”

      “Good luck. This black spot trial by combat thing is bullshit, and you can tell her I said that. I hope Ember beats them all.”

      The call ended and Gabe dropped his phone in his pocket. He looked around the room, hands shaking, thinking about what he needed to take with him. Last time he’d mounted a rescue mission, the evening hadn’t gone as planned.

      A knock came at the door. Gabe didn’t even register it until a second knock came, three seconds later. Zach must have decided to take Gabe up on his offer for help during his trip back from the vending machine.

      Gabe took a look around to make sure he didn’t have anything obviously incriminating sitting around, then he crossed the room and opened the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      She heard the gunshot as a muted crack coming in via the ceiling above. But to her there was no mistaking the sound. Even through the layer of concrete, the curt bark of a handgun came through as clear as day.

      On instinct, she reached to the back of her sweatpants to look for her Enforcers. They weren’t there, of course. Ember had no weapons, no strength, no leverage.

      But she had chaos, and maybe that would be good enough.

      She had to think it through. Veronica was upstairs already, and she had said her brother Curtis would arrive at some point today. It seemed unlikely that Veronica and her brother would engage in a gunfight, so this had to be a third party come to call. Fagan? Gabe? One of those determined Five Points guys who kept attacking her as revenge for the death of Niles four weeks ago?

      Would any of them know where to find her? Ember had the feeling Veronica probably hadn’t been too vocal about her plan this week. But, somebody had to know.

      No matter who it was, the situation had changed. Something was different in the house, and this could provide an opportunity along with the danger. Maybe Veronica was wounded. That would mean she didn’t have access to the button. Without that button, Ember actually had power.

      It was a chance. All Ember needed.

      She pushed her tired muscles toward the cage over the patched hole where the window had been. Ember pressed a foot to climb up the wall parkour-style, then she wrapped her hands around one of the curved metal bars acting as a cage over the window. Her butt hung down, three feet off the floor. She hooked a wrist cuff behind one bar to gain leverage, then she pulled with all her might.

      The bar creaked, but it wouldn’t pull straight out of the wall. So, she worked it left and right, forcing the nails below and above to poke through the glue.

      Her limbs ached. Her head buzzed with adrenaline. Back and forth, letting her bodyweight help pull and dislodge it from the wall. Every swing went a little farther in each direction.

      With a heave and a yell, Ember pulled the metal bar free. She tumbled down to the concrete floor, smacking her back and head in the process.

      It took her a few seconds to draw air back into her lungs. But, when she sat up, she was holding a solid metal bar, about eighteen inches long and curved on both ends like a tall letter C.

      Ember rushed across the room and up the stairs, then she jabbed one end of the thing into the space between the door and door jamb, acting like a crowbar. The metal tip barely wedged into the space, and she had to exert all her strength to gain any traction at all.

      More gunshots cracked from outside the door. Ember could now hear dim yelling, one of the voices was Veronica, and the other a male voice she couldn’t identify. It could have been Curtis, but somehow, Ember had a feeling it wasn’t.

      With all her might, Ember pulled on the bar, and the door cried as the deadbolts snapped. The door swung open. Rush of warm air. Now, Ember could hear the gunshots at full volume, rattling at a rapid clip. Sounded like pistol fire, no shotguns, no automatic weapons.

      Weapon in hand, Ember came to a hallway. To her left, the hall terminated in a laundry room, washer and dryer and shelving. A window looked to the outside. To her right was the grand foyer of this house, tall ceilings and a chandelier glittering from daylight through skylight windows above.

      But what really drew Ember's attention was the body on the floor. A man, dark skin, sprawled on his stomach. A pool of blood around his head. Ember had to assume this was Curtis.

      Given that gunshots still originated from two different locations and Curtis had no weapon near him, there were still at least two other people in the house. Curtis was starting to seem like collateral damage in this situation.

      Ember looked up sharply and raised her weapon when Veronica hustled through the foyer, pistol pointed back over her shoulder. But Ember’s captor for the last six days didn’t turn her head in this direction. Veronica was too busy shooting behind her.

      She disappeared into a room on the right. Less than one second later, coming after her was a bulky man Ember had never seen before. Running with a limp. He had short black hair and a heavy black coat. Ember didn’t get to study him, because he raced after Veronica, blasting his pistol as he hopped over the corpse on the floor to cross the room.

      Then, they were both gone. Neither Veronica nor this other man had taken any notice of her. Ember was free and clear to move about however she wanted.

      She stared straight ahead at the front door of the house. Fifty steps to freedom. She could run right out that door and never look back.

      Veronica wouldn’t know. She was a little occupied at the moment.

      But something nagged at Ember. Who was this black-haired man? Why had he killed Curtis, and why was he trying to kill Veronica? It would be natural to assume a Golden assassin would have enemies, but the timing of it seemed suspect. Why right now, while Veronica was keeping Ember in the basement?

      She had a strong notion this man was actually here to kill her, not Veronica.

      Ember didn’t know why she felt this way, but it seemed right. Maybe the Oracle had sent someone to demonstrate she was angry about Ember missing her appointment. Or possibly, one of those revenge-driven Five Points guys had hired a contractor.

      Could this third wheel in the house be Helmut, the Euro-trash asshole Zach had said was a bodyguard for his boss? Would Zach’s employers try to kill Ember to get her out of the way? She knew Firedrake was bad news, but perhaps not to this extent.

      Either way, she had to know more.

      She pointed her feet toward the side room where they had disappeared only seconds before. She jogged. Thirty steps later, she turned into what appeared to be a spacious sitting room with couches and bookshelves. Veronica was on the far side of the room, hunkered down behind a marble sculpture sitting atop a white column. She was wearing a blue top, and Ember could see at least three red blotches on it. She had absorbed a few bullets already.

      The male attacker had taken cover behind a heavy wooden coffee table he had overturned. He was shooting over the top of it, facing away, oblivious to Ember. Veronica and this other man were only about fifty feet from each other.

      Ember raised the metal bar and padded over toward him. She would strike him once in the head and then knock the gun from his hand. If Veronica decided take advantage of the situation to point her gun at Ember instead, she would have to deal with that problem when it surfaced. Closest threat first.

      Ember tensed her arm, ready to strike. Standing two feet behind the guy. Then, Veronica noticed her, and her head tilted, confused look on her face.

      The guy stopped shooting, watching Veronica’s confused reaction. He whirled around, looking right up at Ember. Big black eyes wide.

      She brought down the bar, cracking a solid blow across the face. But it didn't stop him. Eyes closed, blood dripping from his forehead into his eyes, he leaped to his feet. But, because of the limp, he stumbled back a half step and did not ready his weapon in time.

      Ember jumped twice. Once to the man's right, then once more behind him. First, she drove the bar down on his pistol hand, knocking the weapon free.

      She gripped the bar in both hands and used it to put him in a chokehold. Normally, she would turn and hoist him onto her back like a sack of potatoes, but he looked way too big for that. Ember didn't have the strength to lift his considerable mass.

      So, she knocked him off balance. They crashed to the floor, him on top, both facing upward. From below, she looped her ankles inside his knees to lock them out while she kept up pressure with the bar to choke him. Not to kill him, because she wanted to ask him some questions. But, she had to make him pliable first.

      But, he wasn’t interested in submitting. He drove his elbow into her sides, and Ember gritted her teeth against the pain. He smacked her again, and Ember’s anguished wounds told her to release the bar, but she held firm. She was only trying to make him pass out, but he seemed resistant to it.

      Ember held down the bar, driving it deeper and deeper into his neck. He smacked her again and again, each time sending waves of agony up down her already bruised body.

      The next smack from his elbow lost force, and ten seconds later, he went limp above her. In all the fury and confusion, she’d pressed too hard for too long.

      "Damn it," Ember said. He wasn't supposed to die. But she hadn't had much choice.

      Ember shoved the corpse of the man to the side, grunting to heave his weight off her. She reached over and grabbed his pistol, a clean and nice-looking FN Five-SeveN sitting a couple feet from his lifeless body.

      She tried to spring to her feet but was too tired, so she latched onto the nearby couch for assistance.

      Across the room, Veronica stood, one hand holding a pistol, the other using the marble statue for help staying upright. Ember could now see the extent of her injuries. Veronica had been shot at least five times in the chest and stomach. Blood had colored the front of her shirt almost entirely red. And, Ember noted, she made no effort to point her gun at Ember. It hung from her hand like an accessory.

      Ember pointed. “Who was that guy?”

      “He killed… he killed my brother. Piece of shit.”

      “Yeah, well, I killed him for you. You’re welcome.”

      Veronica didn’t respond. Instead, she swerved on her feet, her eyelids fluttering. She crashed into the marble statue, knocking it over. Her eyes rolled back in her head as she went prone on the floor.

      Ember crossed the room and put two fingers to Veronica’s neck. Dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

          MARCUS

        

      

    

    
      Marcus Lonsdale adjusted his wool coat as he waited for the door in front of him to open. He looked back toward the two men on either side of him, standing eighteen inches behind. It was not protocol for them to form a perfect triangle, but his guys did it out of habit or some natural tendency.

      Whatever their reason, Marcus wouldn’t complain. He liked having both of his flanks covered, whether there was apparent danger or not. He also liked being able to stand out in front, to be the first person to draw the eye of whoever he encountered. Then, his two men would come into view, silent, brooding, serious and deadly. It made Marcus feel a bit like a gangster in one of those old movies. But, he wasn’t a gangster. He was on the other side of the law, actually.

      Marcus took one final drag from his cigarette and then dropped it on the ground. It sizzled immediately among the slushy remnants of snow on the pavement.

      The motel room door opened and there stood young Gabe, with the strap of a backpack in one hand. He looked paused in mid-motion, shoulders moving up and down, chest inflating and deflating.

      “Going somewhere?” Marcus asked him.

      Gabe’s eyes flicked back and forth between the three men. “I don’t have time for this. Seriously. You want to sweat me again? Come back later.”

      Marcus pushed inside the room, his two guys following, then they shut the door behind them. “You’re going to have to make time. Have a seat.”

      Gabe took a step back and sank onto the bed, backpack still clutched in one hand. He looked primed to bolt at any second, so Marcus threw eyes at his two men to caution them.

      “Why aren’t you at your apartment?” Marcus asked.

      “I’m in the middle of something. You can’t just walk into my life whenever you feel like.”

      “There’s the thing, Gabe,” Marcus said as he leaned against the desk opposite the bed. “I can. I’m a federal special agent with the FBI. I can do whatever the hell I want. Tell me why you’re at a gross Denver motel with fluid-stained sheets and not at home.”

      “This is where I hang out. You guys should understand — aren’t you always staying in seedy motels?”

      “Gabe —”

      “It’s none of your business.”

      “This isn’t a great start to our conversation, Gabe. Do better than that.”

      “Fine. I’m into weird, kinky sex stuff like putting on bear costumes while I choke myself with a belt tied around the doorknob. I don’t want my neighbors to find out about it. So, I come here.”

      Marcus sighed. “Okay, don’t tell me. It doesn’t really matter, anyway. Right now, I’m here to ask if you’ve considered my question from last week about becoming an asset to the Bureau.”

      Gabe hesitated, and the room fell silent, all wide eyes and shallow breaths.

      “The answer is no.”

      Marcus sucked through his teeth. “Oh, Gabe, that is absolutely the wrong move here. I didn’t fly all the way out here in this shitty weather to get more resistance from you.”

      “I don’t care what you expected. Now, leave. I’m busy.”

      “If that’s really how you’re going to play it, I gotta ask you why you’re breaking my balls over this. I’m talking about your life, son. Your future.”

      “You’re not a part of my future. I know where my loyalties lie.”

      “That’s incredibly disappointing. You have no idea.”

      Gabe sneered. “Haven’t I made it clear that I don’t give two shits how you feel? Just let me go. I have to be somewhere, and, once again, you’re making me late.”

      Marcus grinned. The kid seemed to have grown a pair since they’d last spoken. Also, he was on edge, worked up over something serious. “Where were you off to before we showed up?”

      “I’m not going to answer that. Are we done yet?”

      “We’re done when I say we’re done.” Marcus leaned toward the man on his right, frowning. “Looks like I might owe you twenty bucks, after all.”

      Marcus then looked Gabe in the eye. “Come with us. Don’t make this any more difficult than it has to be.”

      But Gabe did not comply. He plunged a hand into his backpack as he leaped to his feet. Marcus barely had time to react before the man on his left drew his service weapon, a 9mm with a noise suppressor screwed onto the top. He pressed the trigger one time. The suppressed weapon barked, but not nearly as loud as it would have been without that magical tube added to the end.

      Gabe stumbled back toward the bed as a hole appeared in the middle of his chest. His hand slipped out of the backpack, clutching a revolver. When he hit the bed, it came loose from his grasp and thudded harmlessly onto the floor.

      Marcus considered the revolver but decided to let it stay where it was. No need for him or his men to put their fingerprints on it. "You okay, son? You're looking a little green."

      Gabe gasped and pushed himself back toward the headboard. Grimacing, he looked down at the spreading circle of red in the middle of his shirt. Panic on his face, lips pulled down into a sneering grimace.

      Marcus held out a hand to the man on his right, and the man placed his silenced pistol into Marcus’ grip.

      He rounded the side of the bed and aimed the pistol.

      “This is your last chance, Gabriel Jackson. There’s still time to save your life.”

      “Please, take me to a hospital,” Gabe wheezed, his face twisted in pain.

      “Not until you tell me whose side you’re on.”

      Gabe met Marcus’ eyes, teeth gritted. After a pause, he shook his head.

      “So be it,” Marcus said, then he put a bullet in Gabe’s forehead, and two more in his chest. The young man on the bed squirmed, gulping air. He swam around on the sheets for a full second before his motion slowed and then stopped. Eyes open, jaw hanging loose.

      Marcus sighed as he extended his gun arm behind him, and one of his men took the weapon.

      Marcus wiped a spot of Gabe’s blood from his cheek and sighed down at the dead body on the bed. “Damn. I’d hoped that would go better. But, I guess I shouldn’t be all that surprised — he was training to be part of an organized crime element, after all.”

      “Sir,” his man said, holding up a yellow legal pad. “Found this.”

      Marcus crossed the room and took the legal pad. He read over the notes, chuckling a little to himself. "Well, it seems our rogue agent Allison got herself kidnapped by a person with a grudge named Veronica. In Golden, about a half-hour from here. I guess that explains why Serena Rojas hasn't been able to find her."

      “Are we Oscar-Mike, sir?”

      Marcus thought it over. “No, good chance this Veronica person will take care of Ember for us. If not, I don’t think showing up at the scene of a kidnapping is a good look right now, with possible law enforcement already swarming, or soon to be there. If Ember survives, we’ll leave her for Serena. Much cleaner that way.”

      Marcus frowned at Gabe, the bedspread around him flooded with red. “We need to do something about this dead body, though.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

          WELLNER

        

      

    

    
      David Wellner signed the last of the paperwork and leaned back in his desk chair, stretching his aching back. He had slept wrong about a week ago, and each night since then had seemed to aggravate the pain. He tended to sleep on his stomach, which he knew was making it worse, but it’s not as if he could upend a lifetime’s worth of sleep habits on a whim. Plus, this extra bulk around his midsection was not helping matters, either.

      Or, maybe the back pain came from sublimating the guilt over executing three suspected members of Jules’ gang the day before yesterday. Word about that had not yet become public knowledge.

      He still needed to figure out how to deal with Jules first. He still had to give the order to have her removed from power in a way that was clean, efficient, and made sense to the general DAC public.

      But he would have it make sense after she was gone, not before. The old “ask for forgiveness instead of permission” trick. It seemed to be the only way to come out clean.

      The last thing Wellner wanted was to be seen as a dictator. There had to be a way to spin it so he could look like a hero, as the protector of the Club. Because that was how he felt.

      Jules’ existence threatened not only him but the functioning of the group as a whole. As such, she needed to be excised from the situation.

      He needed real dirt on Jules, not a grainy video of her passing something unverifiable to a member of a Branch. Wellner needed her red-handed. The kid in the basement the other day had said Jules was trying to do something with cocaine. Wellner hadn’t believed it at the time, but it was maybe worth investigating.

      He crossed the room to the coatrack to retrieve his coat and hat when the intercom on his phone buzzed. His secretary Naomi was the only person who had direct access to this line.

      “Sir?” she asked.

      He walked over and tapped the button to talk. “What’s up?”

      “There’s someone here to see you. Fagan, from Boulder Branch?”

      With his coat in one hand, he paused. He'd wanted to scoot out the door twenty minutes ago, not hang around to deal with Branch matters past five o'clock. But, this was a consequence of having an open-door policy.

      He groaned and said, “Send her in. Hopefully, this won’t take long.”

      A moment later, the door opened, and there stood the older woman Fagan, the burned half of her face looking shiny and moisturized under the harsh lights of his office. It always freaked him out a little bit, especially if he hadn’t seen her in a while.

      “Good evening, Mr. President,” she said.

      “Hello, Fagan. Would you like to have a seat?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t plan on staying for more than a couple minutes.”

      "Well," he said as he slipped back into his chair with a grunt, "I'm going to sit because my shoes have been murder on my toes today. What can I do for you?"

      “First, I thought you should know Ember Clarke is alive. She escaped from Veronica Acevedo’s basement earlier today.”

      Wellner nodded. "So, Ms. Acevedo is dead?"

      “Yes, but Ember didn’t kill her.”

      “How so?”

      “There was a third-party at her house. A hitman of some sort intervened and created a way for Ember to escape, but she didn’t get a chance to question him. The hitter killed Veronica plus a civilian, and then Ember killed the hitter.”

      “What civilian?”

      “Ember thinks it was Veronica’s brother.”

      Wellner grunted. Veronica should have known better than to invite a non-member into her home with Club business on her docket. But, she was gone now, so it didn’t matter.

      “And the hitter? Anything on him?”

      Fagan shook her head. “No ID. Ember said she’d never seen him before, but she was certain he wasn’t a DAC member.”

      Wellner adjusted his glasses and tented his fingers. Interesting. Someone else trying to meddle with the trial by combat? Could Jules have sent this person in an attempt to sew chaos? Maybe it was a retaliation for killing her cronies in the basement.

      Fagan dabbed her lips with a napkin. “Ember is on her way to the Oracle in Lyons right now.”

      Wellner’s hands fell into his lap. “Are you serious? Why on earth would she do that?”

      “She’s willing to risk it because we need information. It’s what I’ve come to talk to you about today, actually.”

      Wellner nodded and glanced at the wall clock. He'd hoped to be on his way home already, to be ready with a bowl of candy for the trick-or-treaters making the rounds tonight. Enough of the snow had cleared away; he figured Halloween was back on. Or, if not, more candy for him.

      “Go on.”

      “Last week, Ember uncovered some documents in the Parker archives. A couple of boxes were misfiled, and there is new information about the last black spot, the one from 1971.”

      A tingle hit the back of Wellner’s spine, but he didn’t know why. “Who okay’ed a trip to Parker to search the archives?”

      Fagan frowned, pausing. “Sir, it’s not against any rules to visit the archives.”

      “I know, but it is unusual. Given her circumstances.”

      “The circumstances are exactly why she went.”

      He nodded. “Fair enough. What did she learn?”

      “The last black spot variety of trial by combat was given to a man named Ted Banks in 1971 for multiple murder of Branch members.”

      “I know that already.”

      "What maybe you didn't know is the chaos the black spot caused. A civil war broke out in the aftermath, and at least twenty-five Club members died in ensuing squabbles."

      “What?”

      Fagan kept her stoic face neutral, and she answered with a single nod.

      Wellner felt like someone had punched him in the gut. Brow knitted, he stared at the floor. Twenty-five Club members killed after the last black spot? Could it be true? Why hadn't he heard about this?

      “You didn’t know, did you?” Fagan said.

      He shook his head. “I had no idea.”

      How could this have happened? He seemed to remember reading about the black spot a few months ago, but nothing about any of this resulting havoc. Who had first briefed him about 1971? Kunjal? One of the other Review Board members?

      No, it had to be Jules. Kunjal had been too new to know anything then.

      Jules had wanted this. She’d wanted to put his presidency in turmoil. Somehow, Jules had put this black spot notion in his head, and, like a puppet, he had handed it out to Ember. He remembered her even faking uncertainty about it when they had discussed it amongst themselves in the Review Board meeting. Such a conniving woman.

      Jules’ dirty deals would now seal Wellner’s fate in the process.

      “Why is info missing from all the Branch archives?” Fagan asked.

      "I don't know. I'm trying to process all this in real-time, just like you. At some point, someone must have scrubbed old records."

      “And?”

      “And, it’s terrible that happened way back then, but I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do with this information.”

      Fagan leaned over, putting her hands on his desk. “Cancel it. Ember has already lasted four weeks. Don’t make her go through two more and especially don’t make her face Five Points. You know how savage they are.”

      Wellner pursed his lips, feeling his heart bump against his rib cage. Above all, he wanted this conversation to end. “Thank you for coming to see me, Fagan. I’ll take it under consideration and ask that you not discuss this meeting with anyone. I have to figure out what the right course of action is here.”

      Fagan didn’t look happy, but she never looked happy. With a scowl, she dipped her head and said, “Mr. President, have a good evening.”

      The older woman turned and walked out of the office. Wellner looked down and realized he was still holding his coat in his hand. His back ached, sweat pooled underneath his shirt collar, and his tie felt almost tight enough to choke him.

      What a mess.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Ember wasn’t used to driving a Mercedes Benz, but she definitely liked it. The thing handled like butter sliding across warm pancakes, even in the mucky aftermath of this blizzard. Of course, she was driving a dead woman’s car, but it had to be done. She didn’t want to call a taxi or a Thum from a house where she’d been kidnapped and held captive in a basement for almost a week. She still had the cuffs on her wrists and around her neck.

      Maybe the Oracle would have something to help her out of these if she didn't shoot Ember on sight for being four days late to her appointment. Ember still wasn't a hundred percent sure the assassin who'd caused all the havoc at Veronica's house hadn't been one of the Oracle's minions.

      Or something else entirely.

      Ember drove north of Boulder, headed for Lyons. This tiny town nestled in the mountains was home to fall bluegrass festivals, rattlesnakes in the summer, floods in the spring, and bear sightings year-round. It was also home to this near-mythical creature known as the Oracle, a woman who was related to the Club but not actually a part of the Club. The Oracle was some grand keeper of knowledge who received few guests because she had a habit of killing people who offended or annoyed her. That was the story, anyway.

      Ember still wasn’t sure if she believed this person existed. Either way, she would find out soon enough.

      Ember snatched her phone from the passenger seat. That, her watch, and the clothes she had arrived in had been the only items she'd managed to locate. She had to hope her pistols were back at her condo because they'd been nowhere to be found.

      With two dead bodies bleeding onto expensive rugs in the sitting room—or "day room," or whatever rich people called a room that served no purpose—Ember had not wanted to linger there too long. Only a quick run-through to wipe down places where she had left obvious fingerprints. It might not be possible to get them all, but she had to balance care with speed.

      She dialed and he picked up on the first ring.

      “Hey,” Zach said, with a blunted and flat quality to his voice. “Where have you been?”

      Even though his tone sounded inhospitable, hearing his voice still made a little rush bloom in her stomach. Those old butterflies, back again.

      “I’m so sorry. It’s a long story, but it’s going to have to wait. I have to do something critical, then I will be right on my way over to you. Sit tight. I promise I will be there as soon as I can.”

      Zach sighed. “I thought you’d maybe given up on me and split town.”

      "I know. I'm really sorry. It was a work thing, and it's not going to happen again. Everything that happened over the last few days was out of my control. You know how work is."

      “Work thing,” he said in a suspiciously musing tone.

      Ember knew her story wouldn’t hold up to much scrutiny, but she didn’t see that she had another choice. Later, she could tell Zach whatever he needed to hear, but not right now.

      “I’ve been thinking about you,” she said. “I’ve missed you.”

      “I have, too.”

      “I’m almost done with work, for today, at least. I know you’re probably mad about the disappearing act, but I can’t wait to see you.”

      “Your assistant is here. Young guy, brown hair.”

      “Gabe? He’s there, now?”

      “No, not right now. I haven’t seen him today, actually. But he’s been staying here at the motel. We talked a few times.”

      Ember pursed her lips. That was odd, since she hadn’t told Gabe to actually make contact with him. Or had she? The events of a few days ago were all blurry now.

      “But you’re okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m okay.”

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can. I promise. I know you want answers, and if you can hold out a little longer, I can give them to you.”

      He mumbled a reply and ended the call. Ember didn’t feel great about the conversation, but it was natural for him to be upset after everything he’d been through. Told to hide out in a motel room and then abandoned for nearly a week? Yeah, she would be upset too.

      She tried Gabe’s cell to discuss what he’d been doing the last few days, but he didn’t answer. When Ember had talked to Fagan before, her mentor had said she hadn’t heard from Gabe yet today, but that he had been working on finding Ember by hunting down leads from the Golden message boards. Her wily recruit had actually broken into the Golden Branch and stolen hard drives. Not the most conventional way to get a name, and Fagan hadn’t found out if Gabe had actually completed his search.

      Either way, Fagan had said that his actions were good enough to move him onto the next phase of his membership test. Now, if they could only find him to unleash the good news.

      Ember slid into the neighborhood and checked the address on the slip of paper clutched in her right hand. She dropped the Benz to a crawl since this neighborhood was flooded with kids trick-or-treating as the sun set behind the mountains. Pirates, witches, ghosts, superheroes (lots of superheroes), and the occasional red devil. Ember spotted the house on the right side of Stone Canyon Drive. A very normal thing, two stories of brick and blue siding butting up to a hill.

      Ember parked on the street and shuffled through the snow to the house as a miniature Spider-Man and Batman carrying plastic buckets crossed in front of her. She waited for them to pass, then she hurried up the steps of the house and knocked. She waved to a security camera above the door, pointed at her. A little red light blinked in the corner.

      The mail slot at her waist flipped up, and a pair of eyes appeared in the rectangular opening. They were narrowed, hovering beneath bushy eyebrows.

      “Can I help you?” said a man’s voice.

      “Ember Clarke. I had an appointment a few days ago, but I missed it because I was being held captive in a basement in Golden. Not my fault. If you let me in, I can explain everything.”

      The mail slot closed, and she waited there, her eyes drifting back up to the security camera. She gave it a shrug, then pointed at her wrist and mouthed, I’m sorry.

      A moment later, the door opened. Ember stepped inside to one of the most suburban houses she had ever seen. Family pictures on the walls, a bucket of shoes next to the front door, a living room with a couch and chairs, and a TV mounted to the wall. Ember studied one of those pictures of a man, woman, two kids, and a golden retriever sitting on a blanket somewhere in a grassy field. It looked like one of the stock pictures that would come with the frame.

      On that couch in the living room sat the woman Ember had to assume was the Oracle. White, about fifty, with braided silver hair. She was wearing a pink dashiki with fuzzy brown house slippers. If this was the Oracle, she’d stolen her fashion sense from the late Veronica Acevedo.

      Also in the room were half a dozen men with automatic weapons in slings over their shoulders. Two of them stood on opposite ends of the couch. All of them hovered near the Oracle as if they were on leashes.

      “You’re late,” the Oracle said, then she twirled a finger in the air. All six of those automatic rifles pointed in Ember’s direction.

      Ember raised her hands. “Do you guys happen to have bolt cutters?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

          ISABEL

        

      

    

    
      She spotted Serena Rojas in Lyons. The assassin hired by Marcus Lonsdale had been aware Isabel was following her. She had claimed as much when they’d met face to face, despite how cautious Isabel had been.

      So, since that uncomfortable meeting with Serena and Layne Parrish in the snow in Boulder, Isabel had taken great care to maintain her distance. If Serena still knew she was being followed, she hadn’t given any sign. Surveillance wasn’t Isabel’s strong suit, so she had deliberated every move. It had been an exhausting twenty-four hours.

      Serena parked her rental car on Stone Canyon Drive, where a row of houses butted up to the hillside. Children in costumes and heavy coats shuffled along, carrying buckets and sacks for candy. The sun was disappearing behind the mountains, with purplish light fading as porch lights flicked on.

      Serena was dressed as the superhero Black Panther, with a tight leather bodysuit and her hair tucked up into the mask. But Isabel saw a pistol in an armpit sling as Serena exited her car before she put on her coat. Just a flash, but there was no mistaking it.

      Isabel parked across the street and watched as Serena crouched behind her car door and studied the row of houses. Was Ember in one of them? Isabel didn’t see her car anywhere.

      But, she had to be here, or else Serena wouldn’t be carrying her gun, with eyes on this street. This assassin from a nameless spy agency was one of the most skilled hunters Isabel had ever seen. She always seemed to be one step ahead.

      Still, Isabel didn’t like seeing that concealed pistol. There were children here. Even if Serena was the best of the best, there was still a chance one of these kids could catch a stray bullet. What sort of code did this Serena woman live by? Was she okay with collateral damage, as long as she met her mission criteria?

      Isabel couldn’t take that chance. She whipped out her phone and placed a call.

      “911, what’s your emergency?”

      “I’m on Stone Canyon Drive. There’s a woman dressed as the Black Panther, and she’s carrying a gun. She’s looking at the houses, and I think she’s going to start shooting. Please hurry, there are children all around here. I don’t know what’s going to happen.”

      “Ma’am, if you could—”

      Isabel ended the call and reached into her purse for her stun gun.

      With the sun now gone and darkness flooding the street, Isabel knew Serena had chosen her costume not only because she had the long and slender frame to pull it off, but also because it would make her nearly invisible in the darkness.

      Serena approached a black Mercedes Benz parked on the street, squinting into the tinted windows. As Isabel observed, hidden behind her car’s trunk on the other side of the road, she wondered why Serena focused on that particular vehicle. Had Ember driven this car here?

      Was she actually inside one of those houses? Serena seemed to think so.

      In this current section of the street, six houses in one chunk formed a row. Serena hurried down to the east end of the row and disappeared around the back of the house. In that costume, Isabel had a hard time tracking her movements, so quick and low to the ground.

      Isabel palmed the stun gun to hide it inside her coat sleeve, and she raced across the street. Maybe a little too fast, as she almost slipped on the wet pavement. But, she ended up on the opposite sidewalk as she spied Serena through a faraway gap in the houses. She was moving between the last and next-to-last houses on this mini-block.

      Isabel had to make a choice. If she could head off Serena before she arrived at the target house, maybe she could disable her long enough for the police to arrive. But, Isabel didn’t know which house to choose. Looked like Serena didn’t yet know, either.

      So, Isabel settled on the house to the left of the middle of the row. A large compost bin on the side would give her a way to reach the roof, so she rushed over to it and hoisted herself up. A trio of small costumed children and their father eyed her as she did so, but Isabel didn’t worry about them. Only about what the assassin would see.

      Isabel climbed up onto the roof and then padded over, keeping herself as low as possible. Light feet to avoid scraping the shingles. She spotted Serena skulking along the exterior of a chain-link fence behind the next house over.

      Serena paused there, hunkered down, for two full minutes. Not moving, completely silent, looking around. Waiting for something. What was she waiting for?

      Isabel checked the street. No police yet. A couple more minutes slipped by, no one but the costumed kids making any noise.

      Her mouth felt dry and her heart boomed in her chest. She took the stun gun in one hand and thumbed the button to turn off the safety. The thing was like a flashlight with two metal prongs sticking out of the business end.

      She’d been jabbed with this same model as a training exercise back in her academy days, and it was not a pleasant experience for flesh to meet the shocky bits.

      Isabel crept over toward the back of the house, using a brick chimney as cover. Isabel gripped her weapon.

      As Serena reached the back of the fence, she turned, headed for the fronts of the houses. Quiet, slow, deliberate and careful.

      Five seconds later, she passed directly underneath Isabel.

      With a deep breath, she raised the stun gun, pressed the trigger to make the end sparkle, and jumped off the roof.

      She led with the stun gun, her eyes firmly on Serena’s neck. They were at the edge of the slim alley between the two houses, almost on the front lawn.

      The assassin spun and gazed upward at the last second. Isabel thrust out the stun gun, jabbing it into Serena’s chest. The leather costume was thick, but Isabel gave it an extra burst of strength as she pushed. The stun gun lit up, crackling and sending blue light up into both of their faces.

      They toppled to the ground, but Isabel held firm. One hand on the stun gun, the other with a solid grip on the target’s shoulder, holding her down. Serena tried to wriggle free as her eyes rolled back in her head, but Isabel pushed, finger on the button. She kept the stun gun pressed there for three full seconds, long enough to make Serena’s eyes close and her body convulse.

      Then, Isabel withdrew the stun gun and jumped back to her feet. Her target stirred beneath her. She looked up to see three police cars appearing on the street, blue and red lights flashing. On a night like this, the cops had probably already been out patrolling in force, shortening their response time to this location.

      Isabel reached into Serena's coat and palmed her firearm; then she inserted it into Serena's paralyzed hand. Then Isabel gave Serena a slap to wake her, and she sprinted toward the rear of the house and ducked behind it. After a beat, she peeked around the edge.

      Gun in hand, Serena stood, wobbling. Floodlights from one police car shined on her as cops spilled out of the other two cars, hiding behind the vehicle doors. Guns pointed. They shouted at Serena to drop her weapon.

      Serena stood for a moment, swerving on her feet. Would she draw down on these uniformed cops?

      The cops barked at her again and Serena complied, putting her hands in the air.

      From her hiding spot, Isabel stifled a laugh, but she didn’t think anyone heard it over the sound of the police megaphone.

      It had worked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Ember held her hands in the air as the Oracle's guards trained their weapons on her. All six of these brawny men had their fingers on the triggers of their weapons—some with AR-15 assault rifles, a couple holding SMGs. The lights were dim in here, so Ember didn't recognize the models. But she could clearly see fingers on triggers, which was not a good sign. If anyone in here sneezed, Ember wouldn't get a chance to reach for a tissue.

      The Oracle sat on the couch, legs crossed, a finger painted with black nail polish tugging on her lower lip. “Yes,” she said, “we do have bolt cutters.”

      Ember kept her arms high, but she did push them forward a couple of inches to highlight the cuffs. "Do you think you could…?"

      “Why should I give them to you? Why should I even let you live, after you have wasted my time by showing up for your appointment four days late? I know you know who I am because you wouldn't be here otherwise. But maybe you don't appreciate the gravity of upsetting the Oracle."

      Ember pursed her lips. The whole situation was ridiculous. The woman standing before her had been shrouded in mystery, but now, she appeared to be a WASPy suburban housewife with an inferiority complex. Still, with all these guns, Ember thought better than to drop something snarky into the conversation.

      “Look,” Ember said, “I’m sorry I’m late. I already told you, it was beyond my control. I’m in this black spot trial by combat thing, and there are multiple people coming to kill me. One of them happened to snatch me, and I couldn’t get away until this morning.”

      The Oracle nodded. “I know about your black spot. Who did you kill?”

      “Veronica Acevedo, this week. Technically, I didn’t even kill her, actually. Some stocky guy with a limp shot her. I didn’t get a chance to ask his name.”

      “Her bodyguard? An outsider?”

      Ember opened her mouth to reply, but she heard the chirp of police sirens. Even though the nearby windows were covered with curtains, she could still see blue and red lights reflected.

      “Don’t worry about that,” the Oracle said. “Whatever they’re here for, they’re not here for you. Or for me. Besides, no one gets in this house without my approval.”

      “Right,” Ember said, focusing again on the omnipotent woman on the couch.

      “You’re from Boulder Branch? How is Charlie?”

      Charlie, the older assassin she’d almost chosen as a mentor. “Charlie died in a parking garage in Boulder about three weeks ago. A trio of assholes from Five Points did him in.”

      The Oracle lowered her head. “That's too bad. He was an old friend.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking, how does your oracle-ness work? I mean, you’re a legend in the Club. Most people don’t believe you even exist. I wasn’t positive you existed until you opened that door for me.”

      The Oracle spread her hands out as if surveying her kingdom. "I exist."

      "Does the Club government pay you from our dues? Are you on a retainer, or do you get paid just to consult and settle disputes, and then you bill the Review Board? How does that all work?"

      The Oracle picked up a glass of something brown from the nearby end table and sipped, ice cubes clinking as they floated. “I do mind you asking. Tell me the question that brought you here, and then I’ll decide if I’m going to answer it.”

      “Okay, then here goes: I found some documents in the Parker archive that said the last black spot almost caused a civil war in the Club in 1971. The info about it is all patched together and spotty. Do you have anything else you can tell me about it?”

      The Oracle tugged on her lip for a few more seconds, then she cleared her throat. “Yes, I do have additional info about the black spot given out in 1971. What the archives won’t show is that black spots were outlawed after that. It was never entered into any record, but there was a decision made by the Review Board in that era.”

      Outlawed? Ember felt a tugging in the pit of her stomach. “Why wasn’t there a record made?”

      “They wanted to pretend it never happened. I would guess you had trouble finding the documents at the archives?”

      "I did, yeah. It was either misfiled or someone wanted to make it impossible to find."

      The Oracle nodded. “There you go. It’s an ugly mark on the DAC’s history.”

      “So, why would David Wellner assign it to me, knowing this?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t have much knowledge of the daily operations at the Club now. Maybe he has an ulterior motive. Or, it’s just as likely that he had no actual idea the practice was outlawed. He had access to the same records that you do. So, unless the Historian taught him otherwise…”

      “And our Club Historian is new on the job,” Ember said, musing to herself.

      “There you go.”

      Ember chewed on her lower lip and considered this. Maybe it was all an innocent mistake. Or, maybe Wellner was somehow in league with Five Points, aiding them in their cause to begin a new civil war. But why would he do that? He was already in charge, so he had no reason to threaten that by giving them more power.

      Or, could it really be as simple as him receiving bad information about the past?

      “Is there anything else?” the Oracle asked.

      “No, I don’t think so. Thank you.”

      “Good, good. I have decided… not to execute you for being late.”

      Immediately, all six members of her entourage lowered their guns. The Oracle sipped her drink as the red and blue lights from outside continued to bounce off the windows.

      Ember blew out a sigh of relief, then she held out her arms. “I appreciate that. Now, about those bolt cutters?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

          WELLNER

        

      

    

    
      Wellner paced back and forth through the anteroom adjacent to his office. Hands behind his back, head down, muttering half-words and grunts. Naomi sat at her desk, Kunjal on the couch. They were both looking worried, which was probably a reflection of the expression on Wellner’s face.

      “I’m sorry to keep you both so late.”

      “It is no trouble,” Kunjal said.

      Naomi sat up straight, fingers twirling a chunk of her hair. “We only want to help, David. There’s a lot to unpack here. I can’t imagine the war going on inside your head.”

      “I had no idea the black spot caused so much chaos last time. How could I have known? There’s nothing in the archives about it. Nothing about the Branch war it caused, nothing about the deaths involved, nothing hardly at all about 1971.”

      Wellner looked at his Historian Kunjal for confirmation, and the young man nodded. “That is correct, sir. Information about black spot trial by combat is very limited. I apologize I did not have all the information you needed.”

      “It’s not your fault, Kunjal. You’re still finding your process. Almost sixty years of history is a lot to get up to speed on. I can’t expect you to know things if you can’t reference the damn source material.”

      The young Historian nodded, his thick eyebrows furrowed over his eyes. “Thank you for saying so, sir.”

      “So, what do I do? Do I cancel it because it might ease some of this unrest, freeing Ember from the last two weeks of her obligation, or do I keep it and hope the consistency helps to maintain order?”

      He eyed Kunjal first, who could only offer a shrug as a reply. “Let me think for a moment, sir.”

      “This is probably one of those situations where there isn’t a clear path,” Naomi said. “So, I think you should do what your heart tells you.”

      Wellner pressed his lips together. His heart wasn’t of much help at the moment. “If you were in my place, what would you do?”

      “I would leave the trial by combat in place,” she said. “I think it makes you seem weak if you counteract a disciplinary ruling you’ve supported for a month already. Changing your mind doesn’t project confidence.”

      He stopped pacing and studied his secretary. That had been a surprisingly astute and helpful suggestion. She smiled up at him, that wry look she gave him with one half of her mouth. So pretty. Even in the midst of all this chaos, he could still revel in the animal magnetism he felt toward her.

      “Thank you.” Then, he turned to Kunjal. “You had time to think it over now?“

      “There’s no bylaw I know of that says you can’t give out a black spot,” Kunjal said. “Just because it caused problems before, there’s nothing in the archives to suggest they outlawed the practice. Not anything I have seen, anyway. As such, I think it’s entirely at your discretion, sir. Naomi is correct. Changing the ruling could lead to more problems than keeping it, but I am not certain of that fact.”

      Wellner thought about Ember Clarke, wondering if she died, how he would feel about it. Would he feel like a monster? Ember had beaten Xavier Montrose, Lydia Beauchamp, Quinn Voeller, and now Veronica Acevedo. Four formidable opponents. But, she still had two weeks left to go, and one of the two Branches remaining to come after her would be Five Points. That would, by far, be the most difficult test. Five Points was the closest thing the Club had to sanctioned anarchy. Full of the most sadistic assassins the DAC had ever seen.

      Would Wellner feel guilty about Ember dying, knowing he could have stopped it? She had, after all, saved his life not too long ago.

      But, as he considered this new information about the 1971 black spot causing a Branch war, he realized it didn’t change things. He could have canceled this current black spot at any time. He could have suspended Ember’s sentence or changed it to an immediate execution.

      Whatever happened in the past had no bearing on the now. Canceling the black spot would indeed be a sign of weakness, and his enemies would pounce on weakness. One enemy in particular, who likely had a hand in concealing this information about 1971 to make Wellner look bad.

      “Thank you, Kunjal. Go home for the day.”

      The young man stood. “I am always at your service, sir. Have a good evening.”

      As he vanished into the hall, Wellner eyed Naomi. “Do you mind staying a moment?”

      “Not at all, David. What’s on your mind?”

      Once the door had closed, he sat on the couch where Kunjal had been so he could meet Naomi’s eyes. His hands were shaking, adrenaline making him feel lightheaded.

      He thought about Naomi taking a sudden absence the other day. He’d had Security officials look into it. As he’d suspected, it had been a harmless trip to help a family member.

      “Whatever came before this, I know who is responsible for our present situation. I know why the Branches are at odds with each other, why it’s getting worse, and I don’t think it’s because of the black spot.”

      “Sir?”

      “Jules. It’s Jules Dunard. She’s at the heart of all this, and it’s time I did something about it. I’m going to give you an order, and it’s unlike anything I’ve asked you to do or oversee before. This is the sort of thing you can never, ever discuss with another person.”

      Naomi leaned forward, hands clasped. She appeared to be listening with her full attention, eyes wide open, eyebrows raised. “Whatever you want me to do, sir, I stand with you.”

      “I appreciate that. I appreciate all you’ve done for me. It’s time we close the loop and get control back. That means Jules has to die.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      She knocked on the Valleys motel room door, butterflies rumbling around in her stomach for too many different reasons to count. Her wrists and neck felt strange, after wearing those magnet cuffs all week long and now having nothing there. She felt ragged, tired, sore, and dirty. She had not showered yet; the only thing resembling good hygiene she’d been able to provide herself was wipe-downs with hand towels from Veronica’s refreshment station.

      Veronica was still dead on the floor in her fancy sitting room. As was her brother and the man who had come to kill her. The killer might have something to do with Zach, but Ember didn’t know if she wanted to trouble him with that information. He would probably be upset already. Ember was seconds away from finding out exactly how upset.

      When the door opened, her heart leaped up into her throat. There he was, Zach Bennett, in jeans and a thick cotton shirt.

      Ember wanted to attack him and rip his clothes off. Also, she wanted to unload everything about her terrible week. She wanted to open her heart and allow him all the way in. Also, she wanted to run and hide and not have to face him.

      “Hey,” he said, his face blank and unreadable.

      She didn’t know what to do, so she went with her first instinct and jumped forward to wrap her arms around him, kissing his face and neck all over. So much so, she accidentally knocked him back, and they tumbled into the dresser together.

      He kissed her back, briefly, then pushed her away. “Where have you been?”

      "It's such a long story; I don't even know where to start. Plus, I don't think you would believe me."

      He held up her hands, examining the bruises on her wrists. “Where did you get these marks? This looks serious.”

      “Zach, there are things about me I can’t share right now. If I told you how I got those marks, that starts us down a path I’m not sure we’re prepared to walk.”

      “Yeah, I know the feeling. But you need to give me something. All week long, I’ve been waiting here like a neutered dog.”

      Her heart sank. “Neutered dog?”

      "You told me to get out of my apartment, and I did that. You told me to ditch my phone and my laptop, and I did that. Do you know how… emasculated I felt, waiting here all week for my girlfriend to tell me it’s okay to leave the motel?”

      “Aww, I’m your girlfriend?”

      “Damn it, Ember. That’s enough of the snark, okay? I trust that you’re looking out for me, but I need to know more about you. I need to know why I should listen to you and why I’ve spent the last week in this motel, waiting for you to show up.”

      She grinned. “Can’t it just be that I think you have one of the nicest butts I’ve ever seen?”

      He shook his head, with no sign the joke had landed at all. "Stop trying to be cute. I need something real from you, or I'm going to walk out the door and that's it."

      She took a step away from him and paced around one side of the bed for a few seconds. She ran her hands through her hair and then stretched her jaw. Zach hadn’t ever been this assertive with her, but she supposed a week marooned in a motel room—plus all the other crazy things in his life—had put him on edge.

      “Okay. Okay. I can tell you some things. I don’t know if you’re going to like it, but it’s time you knew the truth.”

      He stood there, leaning against the built-in wall desk, hands behind him. Face flat, listening. When she didn’t answer right away, he waved a hand, inviting her to start.

      “Okay,” she said as she slumped on the bed and slipped her hands between her knees. “I know your brother.”

      “You… what? You know Harvey?”

      “He goes by Ben now. I think he has for a while, actually.”

      Zach’s mouth dropped open, his eyes searching her face. “Explain.”

      “He came to Denver not long ago, for reasons I can’t get into.”

      “My brother was an hour away from me?”

      Ember nodded. “He was in trouble, and it was mostly my fault he was in trouble, but there’s a much longer story behind it. As a consequence of that trouble, he feared it might fall on you.”

      “Doesn’t seem like he was all that worried, if he couldn’t be bothered to come talk to me about it.”

      “I know that might make him look bad, but you have to trust me when I say it’s complicated. He sent me.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “When we met outside the doughnut shop a month ago, that wasn’t the first time I’d ever seen you.”

      Zach stood, jaw pushed out a little, looking frustrated. He crossed his arms, breathing harsh sighs through his nose. “I had a feeling.”

      “I know you have every right to be angry with me. I just didn’t expect I would develop feelings for you the way I have.”

      “What did you expect, Ember?”

      “Ben asked me to keep an eye on you. I saw your first meeting with Thomas Milligan and Helmut, when they came to the lab at CSU to pitch you about coming to work for them.”

      “You were there?”

      “I was. I didn’t know the name Firedrake or Draconis, but I knew these people were bad news. I wanted to keep you close because Ben asked me to, but then… you know, with your cute butt and all…”

      Zach spent a few seconds staring at the floor. Without looking up, he asked, “How is Ben?”

      "Troubled. Look, Zach, I know you're angry. I haven't been honest with you, and I apologize for that. I can't take it back, but those are the choices I made, so all I can do now is be honest with you about right now."

      “Right now,” he said, dreamily whispering the words.

      “There are things I can’t explain at the moment. But, what matters today is I think you’re in serious danger. It’s possible that these people you work for sent someone to kill me, too, because of our relationship. I’ve seen guys like Thomas Milligan before. I didn’t want to believe it at first, but he’s as malignant as I thought he would be.”

      “Do you know for sure Thomas sent this person to kill you?”

      “I don’t. But I have a strong suspicion.”

      He finally looked up. “So, after all that, what do I do?”

      “You have to run. I can help transport you out of Colorado, maybe even out of the country. I can help you get new documents, like a new social security number and a new passport.”

      “You can just ‘get’ me a new social? Who are you?”

      “I’m someone who cares about you. That’s all I can say right now.”

      He gave a pensive nod. “I need to think about this.”

      “I understand. For now, please don’t go back to your apartment. Don’t go anywhere you think Thomas might find you.”

      “Yeah. I’ve already come to that conclusion.”

      “I know this is weird. I know it’s not what you want to hear.”

      “That’s the truth. But, there’s something you should know. After you called me this afternoon, cops came to the motel. I don’t know for sure why, because I’ve been hiding in here all day, peeking through the curtains. I think they were going in and out of your assistant Gabe’s room.”

      Ember instinctively looked to the door. “Gabe’s room?”

      “Yeah. There were a bunch of cop cars and an ambulance. I haven’t seen or heard from Gabe since this morning. I think his car is still in the parking lot, though.”

      Ember realized she hadn't even thought to look for Gabe's car in the lot when she'd arrived. She stood and took a couple of steps toward the door as a sinking feeling flourished in her belly. "I'll be right back."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Notes for “A History of the Denver Assassins Club”

          

          Part 4 of 6

        

      

    

    
      
        
        By Kunjal Anand

      

      

      Recent documents have come to light that have filled in many of the gaps in the DAC's "dark ages," as some refer to the 1970s and 1980s. We know much of the chronology of the 1960s due to our founder Unger's personal notes, and after 1990, Branch record-keeping became more robust and systematized. But historical records of the period from 1970-1990 are filled with conjecture and handed-down oral accounts. This researcher will present only the known facts and will make educated assumptions based on natural conclusions.

      By the late 1960s, the Club’s Branches had solidified. The bylaws had been crafted. By 1970, in-fighting had become a problem. Unger believed the same complication that had kept the DAC from forming when it was small could still tear it apart now that it exceeded a hundred members. Only now, the challenge had become much greater. There was significantly more at stake with operations in full swing.

      So, Unger established the Review Board, sometime between 1966 and 1970. No one is exactly sure when. He created a system of government within the Club that was not part of any one Branch but had loyalty to and dominion over all of them. Government members would be chosen from Branches, but would only be allowed into office if they could demonstrate they were able to put Branch loyalty behind. An intricate and lengthy vetting process was created, as well as the apparatus for security and intelligence officers who would serve the government, not the Branches.

      Eventually, the Review Board would become elected positions, aside from Historian.

      Also at this time, the first Oracle was established. A neutral third-party arbiter of conflicts and keeper of Review Board secrets. Unger felt it was important to have someone outside of the system who could step in to act as a voice of authority, mostly in emergencies only. The Oracle was used so infrequently, the position became something of an urban legend around the Club.

      Unger’s system was careful and thorough, but human nature still presented the greatest challenge to order.

      In 1971, a man named Theodore Banks committed the murders of several members of various Branches. For this crime, he was sentenced to a trial by combat, which had been used multiple times before as a disciplinary measure. But, due to the egregiousness of his crime and outcry from the affected Branches, he was given the “black spot” variety of trial, which had only been offered on two prior occasions. This meant he would have to face an assassin from each of the six Branches, in sequential one-week spans as contracts sanctioned by the Review Board itself.

      The black spot did not go well. Alliances formed between various Branches, as well as infighting over who had earned the right to kill Banks. At a cross-Branch gathering, a fight broke out, leading to at least a dozen deaths. The total death toll from that period is at least 25, although some unverified accounts put the number closer to 50. No one is certain as the names of the dead are not recorded anywhere this researcher has been able to locate.

      Thus began the Club’s “dark ages,” which we now understand is named so not only for the lack of information about the era, but also the tension between the Branches, which lasted for several years.

      And, human frailty contributed to the difficulty.

      In the late 1970s or early 1980s, Unger fell ill and never recovered to full strength. Some suspect he suffered from Alzheimer’s, although there is no proof of this. What we know for sure is that by the early 80s, he rarely made appearances at Club or Review Board functions. Others became his mouthpieces.

      Adding inter-Branch tension to Unger’s failing health, it did not seem as if the Denver Assassins Club would survive in the long-term.
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        FOUR DOWN, TWO MORE TO GO.

        TO BE CONTINUED IN PART FIVE…
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        Get the next book, VENDETTA TARGET to continue the hunt today!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE TO READERS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        If you would like to know more about how Ember Clarke knows Harvey Bennett, then you’re in luck.

      

        

      
        Check out the jaw-dropping action thriller THE LETHAL BONES, and find out how Ember met Ben.

      

        

      
        __________

      

        

      
        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?

      Bombs hidden across Denver.

      A race against time to defuse them.

      Will she die saving the city, or will she live to see it go up in smoke?

      Elite assassin Ember Clarke has a lot to atone for in this life. And she knows the killer after her this week has plenty to be angry about. So angry, in fact, he’s planted a bomb in Denver, and it’s set to detonate within hours.

      Ember scrambles to save innocent lives from becoming collateral damage in an assassins’ war. But the biggest shock of all comes when Ember learns this bomber has several more ready to detonate.

      Can Ember find the hidden bombs and defuse them, or will the Mile High City’s citizens pay the ultimate price?

      

      Vendetta Target is the fifth book in the pulse-pounding Six Assassins crime and action thriller series. If you like heroes with secrets, shocking reveals, and pages so exciting they almost turn themselves, you’ll love Jim Heskett's and Nick Thacker’s epic six-part tale.

      

      Buy Vendetta Target to save the city today!
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        For everyone dreaming of Mexican beaches.
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        For Jim.
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        Please consider leaving a review once you have finished this book. It makes a difference and it only takes a minute.
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      JIM HESKETT

      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

      

      

    

  

OEBPS/Images/cover00154.jpeg
1)
=
[
o
o=
=
=
>
%)
%)
~
o
o
=
>
e






OEBPS/Images/image00153.jpeg
ASSASSINS =







