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            Chapter One

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      WEEK FIVE - DAY ONE

      

      Ember Clarke stared at the lines of her palms, rough and calloused. They reminded her of her mother’s hands. She conjured an image of the tanned and gray-headed woman, standing at the kitchen sink, dunking a plate into soapy water.

      Over the last month, Ember had been beaten multiple times, fallen or jumped out of multiple second-story windows, grazed in the thigh by a bullet. And she might have been stabbed once or twice, too, but she couldn’t remember.

      Four weeks done, two more to go. Sometimes, she almost believed she had the skills to cheat death. Other times, she thought a healthy dose of luck was the only thing keeping her alive for so long.

      As she sat on the bed at the Motel 6 in Westminster, she clenched her hands into fists and tightened them until veins popped out on her forearms. She wanted to scream and yell and punch holes in the walls and take her treasured Nighthawk Custom Enforcer pistols and press their triggers until the magazines emptied. She wanted to see a smattering of holes across the wall.

      Most of all, she wanted to know who had killed her recruit, Gabe. Only a day ago, in another seedy motel on the other side of town, someone had put bullets in both his chest and head. He had died with no dignity, bleeding out on a dirty floral-print bedspread.

      The police had been all over the scene, but Ember hadn’t been able to penetrate the wall of law enforcement to see the body. She knew a few local cops and had, over the years, built up enough rapport with them that she had been able to glean a bit of information about Gabe’s case.

      But she still didn’t know who his killer was. That information was still cloudy, and she doubted the police would even let her know if they did find out.

      Now Gabe was gone, in a locker with a paper tag hanging from his toe. Waiting for someone to come claim him. Waiting for his weeping parents to stand over his stiff body and say, yes, that’s our boy.

      Ember stood and paced the room, walking the scant distance from the front door to the bathroom mirror and back. Over and over, trying to shed some of the nervous energy rattling crawling over her skin. Her body was a constant war between exhaustion and excess nervous energy.

      She was in the first day of her fifth week of a black spot trial by combat, doled out to her by the Denver Assassins Club. She had withstood the assaults of four assassins so far, with only two left until she could consider her sentence over and her “debt” to the Club paid in full.

      And she didn’t care about any of it. Now, after Gabe’s shocking murder, the thought of facing contract killers from the remaining Branches was like white noise in the background.

      Unfortunately for her, Ember didn’t have the luxury of ignoring the trial. Whether she wanted the attention or not, someone would come for her this week. If she wasn’t ready, that person wouldn’t cut her slack because she was grieving the loss of her friend and recruit.

      The motel room door opened behind her, and Ember glanced in the bathroom mirror to check. She knew who it was, though. This was the room she had bought for Zach Bennett, her boyfriend of the last five weeks. They had moved over to this hotel from the other one in Denver and shared one of the dual queen beds last night. No sex, though — that was something they still hadn’t engaged in yet. She hadn’t been feeling too sexy after finding out about Gabe, and Zach hadn’t pushed.

      He had been patient with her. He was a sweet and kind guy. Apparently able to keep his libido in check, which surprised her, given his age. In her experience, college guys spent nearly as many of their waking hours thinking about sex as high school guys did. She figured whatever he assumed was going on with her at the moment was serious enough to warrant a bit of space.

      Ember had dodged his questions about Gabe and what she did for a living, and she knew he was tired of receiving insufficient answers from her. Sooner or later, Ember would have to tell him about her real history and how she spent her days, other than the vague answer of “consulting” she used as a one-size-fits-all conversation piece.

      But not right now. Not while her wounds were still so fresh. Once that jar opened, there was no sealing it again.

      Zach kicked the door shut behind him, holding a coffee in each hand, with a bag of something clinging for dear life to his pinky finger. He wore a smile, but she could see that it didn’t reach his eyes. Still, she appreciated his presence.

      “I got everything bagels,” he said. “I wasn’t sure what you liked when it came to that.”

      “Everything bagels are fine with me. As long as they don’t overdo it with the cream cheese.”

      He frowned, and she felt like she was being curt and bitchy. Like Zach was a hundred miles away, instead of standing opposite her.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “Thank you for getting me food. I’m not good company to be around right now, so you’re forgiven if you don’t want to be here.”

      He set the food and drink down on the dresser, then he eased next to her and slid an arm around her shoulder. Zach sighed through his nose and leaned into her, which felt so good she closed her eyes for a few seconds to relish in the warmth of his contact.

      “I’m sorry about your friend. Of course, I’ll be here for you.”

      Ember winced, trying to fight back tears. “I appreciate that. He drank Kool-Aid with artificial sweetener. So gross, but he was practically defiant about it.” It was a joke, but it hadn’t come across as funny. Everything was weird right now.

      Zach pursed his lips and said nothing.

      She cleared her throat. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but I actually can’t stay. I have to go deal with what happened to Gabe.”

      Zach took away his arm, then retrieved a coffee and sipped it. He stood, facing her. Not cold or distant, but he did put on a serious face. “I totally get it. Just don’t leave me alone all week this time, okay?”

      “That’s fair. I promise I won’t. I want to be with you, because I miss you when you’re not around.”

      “Me, too.”

      “And you don’t go anywhere Thomas Milligan or his people will be looking for you, yeah? No home, no school, nothing like that. I don’t know for sure that the person who came at me was from Firedrake, but it’s definitely possible. I don’t want to give them any ammunition or leverage when it comes to you. Consider yourself officially quit from that company.”

      Zach opened his mouth to speak, but then hesitated.

      “Zach…”

      “Okay, okay. I’ll be extra careful. I won’t go sticking my head into the lion’s mouth.”

      She stood and then planted a kiss on his lips. She cradled her coffee and bagel to her chest, then nuzzled against his neck for a few seconds. “My life isn’t always this complicated.”

      “That’s the kind of thing people with complicated lives always say.”

      Ember nodded. “I can’t argue with that. I’m trying, though.”

      After a lengthy goodbye kiss, she donned her jacket and left the room, pausing on the walkway to look up at the sky. Gray, foreboding, more snow seeming imminent. The remnants of last week’s blizzard still lingered everywhere, with giant mounds of snow pushed to the corners of the motel parking lot. Icebergs of slushy brown and gray gunk, sitting tight, futilely trying to resist the melting power of the sun.

      Ember placed her coffee and bagel on the railing to zip up her jacket as her phone rang. She first thought to ignore it, but something told her to answer.

      “Hello?”

      “Ember Clarke?” The voice on the other end was deep and scratchy, dripping with vocal fry. Sounded like a young person with a cold or allergies. Slow and low.

      “Yes.”

      “My name is Brody, but you can call me 'Bam.'“

      “Bam? Like a cartoon character?”

      “Yeah. Bam. I’m from Five Points. I’ve been waiting for my chance to talk to you, for real.”

      “How do you people keep getting my phone number?”

      Bam chuckled. “That’s not important. What is important is that, before the week is over, you’re going to suffer an ugly death. I hope you’re ready for that.”

      “Oh,” she said, sighing, “this is that phone call, huh? Not the first one of these I’ve received. But go ahead with your planned speech. I don’t want to steal this moment from you.”

      “You’re making a mistake if you think I’m like the other half-assed assassins you’ve faced. You’ve never met anyone like me before.”

      “What makes you so special?”

      “This is personal for me. Niles Thisdell was my Branch mentor, and you killed him and tossed him like garbage. I’ve been waiting for my chance, Ember. You’re going to get exactly what you deserve.”

      Ember pursed her lips. Niles Thisdell, the assassin from Five Points she had accidentally killed in Rocky Mountain National Park a month ago. The botched contract that had started her on this current path. Niles had shown up, thinking he was going to steal her contract, or something like that.

      And he wasn’t even the first Five Points member I’ve killed before, she thought. A few months before she’d first glimpsed Zach, Ember had met Harvey Bennet in person. Zach’s older brother had gotten into some trouble with Five Points, which had led to a tense few days between the Branches. In the end, Ember had been given a sort of “probation” by the Board, which is why Wellner had come down so hard on her during the Review Board meeting four weeks ago.

      Perhaps Niles had come to attack her that night because of his branchmate she’d killed, knowing Ember would kill him as well, hoping to start a civil war in the DAC. A contract killer version of suicide-by-cop.

      “Are you also going to kidnap me and try to stick me in a basement? That’s what the last one did.”

      “What? No. But you’re going to face up to what you did to Niles.”

      “I don’t have time to explain what happened that night,” Ember said. “But you should know, I didn’t intend to kill Niles. I was defending myself. He came at me.”

      “You think I care about little details like that?” Bam said, his pitch and volume rising. Still, he didn’t sound like he was upset, despite the growing urgency in his voice. “Nobody knows what happened that night for real, except for you and Niles. He’s dead, and I don’t believe a word out of your lying mouth. So, here’s how this is going to go: I’ve planted five bombs all over town. If you find them and defuse them before the time is up, I’ll face you one on one. You come after me, then they go off. You play by my rules, you can have a fair fight.”

      “Bombs? Why? Why bring civilians into this? You’re just asking to be brought in front of the Review Board.”

      Not to mention the potential death of innocents. But Ember had a feeling the guy on the phone didn’t care about collateral damage.

      Bam sniggered. “You have no idea what’s waiting for you this week.”

      “What, another scavenger hunt? Quinn tried to do this with me two weeks ago. You going to send me on a wild goose chase, too?”

      “Oh, no, Ember. I know all about that sociopath Quinn. This is no faked scavenger hunt. This is real. Find the bombs, then you get me. Don’t find them, and civilians will die, then I’ll kill you anyway for what you did to Niles. You got no wiggle room.”

      Ember gripped the phone. “And that’s it? Somewhere in Denver there are multiple bombs, and I’ve got a week to find them? Hope I don’t involve the cops? Is that it?”

      “No, not exactly. I’m not waiting all week. You need to get on with it, now, and we both know you’re not going to involve the police.”

      “How the hell am I supposed to find what I’m looking for? Denver’s not a small place.”

      Bam sighed. “Fine. I’ll give you a clue for the first bomb. I put it in a place Niles loved to go. Some people would say it was his favorite place in the whole world.”

      “Okay, that’s not much to go on.”

      “You’re a smart girl. You can figure it out. But you’d better hurry. The first bomb detonates at 11:59 pm, tonight.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          ZACH

        

      

    

    
      After Ember left, Zach ate his bagel and drank his coffee in silence in the room. He hadn’t wanted to change motels, but Ember had insisted. Another of her weird, unexplained events and quirks that had become more and more prevalent over the course of the month he had dated her.

      Not to mention the revelation from yesterday that Ember knew his brother Harvey—or Ben, as he was apparently calling himself now. Zach didn’t know how to categorize and understand that tidbit. Zach had considered his older brother canceled from his life long ago.

      As the coffee cup emptied and the last bite of bagel went into his mouth, Zach sat on the edge of the bed and ran his hands down the thighs of his jeans. Alone, trapped in a box with dirty bedspreads and a TV remote on a chain so opportunistic tenants couldn’t steal it.

      “What the hell am I going to do?”

      The empty room had no response for him. Zach stood and walked to the window, then he pulled back the curtains and checked the parking lot. A few cars, traffic on the street in front. Too early in the day for housekeeping to be about, but there was a family checking in. Man, woman, two small kids. They were lugging suitcases, the man holding a room keycard out in front of him like a divining rod as he squinted at the room numbers on the doors. The man’s eyes flashed over to Zach, peeking out of the window. Zach pulled back and closed the curtain. A pulse of energy ran all over his body, like a static shock.

      Could these people be sent by Thomas Milligan to kill him? He didn’t think so, but better to be paranoid and safe than sloppy and dead. Everything he did now was uncharted territory.

      Had this become his life now? Always looking over his shoulder, always expecting the next person he saw to betray him, all because he made a stupid choice to work part-time in a lab because he needed the money?

      Things would have been so different if, that night on campus a few months ago, Zach had told Thomas and Helmut to get lost. He’d thought about it at the time. But part of him had felt like the prettiest girl at the bar that night, being recruited. Being sweet-talked into accepting a job with the promise of the freedom of scientific study. The promise of thin hours, thick pay, and coworkers who were also interested in pushing the boundaries of exploration.

      If he’d only known how conditional that freedom and exploration was at the time.

      Zach leaned back and stared at the interior of his door, heart thumping. He started thinking about his classes. Last week, he had used a public computer in the hotel lobby to read lecture notes from one class and turn in homework for another, but there were things he couldn’t do without his personal laptop. There were spreadsheets and lecture notes saved in offline files, sitting dormant in folders, of no use to Zach in his apartment an hour north of here.

      But Ember had said to stay away from anywhere that could lead him to trouble. That included going back to his apartment to get his laptop. That included CSU.

      Zach imagined setting foot on campus and Thomas’ lackey Helmut jumping out of a closet in a hallway, wrapping him up, and… and what?

      What would Helmut do? Force him to go work at the Fort Collins lab, as he had done last week? Force him to buy a plane ticket to Sacramento, force him to rent an apartment there, force him to drive to the Firedrake main office every day?

      Zach pursed his lips and blew out a sigh. He drummed his hands on his thighs. Foot tapping on the carpet. A million thoughts swirled around inside his head like water circling the drain. He couldn’t think straight. Nothing made sense at the moment.

      But he knew he was tired of being a prisoner in motel rooms.

      He stood and took his coat from next to the front door, then emerged out onto the walkway. A biting cold sizzled his bones. Snow everywhere, still. Even with the sun overhead, the air plumed in front of his mouth when he breathed.

      Zach headed for the business center, an amenity this motel had that the last place lacked. Next to the front office, his keycard let him into the closet-sized room with a printer, computer, and a boxy-looking thing that was apparently a fax machine. Zach had never actually seen one of those before in real life, just in old movies. He’d certainly never tried to use one. The only fax he’d ever sent he’d done completely online, without needing an actual machine besides his laptop.

      The desktop CPU tower was one of those beige-tinted ones, like all ancient computers were, and Zach wondered if there was a desk on the planet strong enough to support this beast’s weight — it sat on the floor beneath the table. The monitor perched above the gargantuan computer tower had a screen that curved inward at the edges, like old televisions. He was a little afraid that if he tapped on the clacky keyboard too hard, it might collapse into dust.

      He first pivoted the webcam sitting on top of the computer monitor to face the wall, then moved the mouse around to wake up the computer. He had to blink a few times to get his LASIK-adjusted eyes to focus right. Zach typed his room number and last name to access. He had checked into the motel under the name Paul Walker and had paid with Ember’s cash, so he didn’t worry about this activity tracking back to him. Mostly. He worried a little, because it wasn’t too long ago he had used a public computer at the library in Fort Collins and had ended up being tossed out for researching Firedrake and Draconis. And that had led to child porn being planted in his apartment.

      Was his apartment all closed up? He hadn’t paid the rent, and his landlord had a no-tolerance policy. The old guy had reminded Zach about it several times.

      If he went to his place, would he find a crew of goons sitting outside in an unmarked car? Even if he did, what would they do to him? His apartment always had plenty of people out and about. Plenty of potential witnesses to a potential kidnapping.

      Zach waited an eternity for the computer to think, chugging and clicking and making weird humming sounds. Eventually, the web browser loaded the website for one of his classes. Early Childhood Education. Zach didn’t care much about childhood education, but it was an easy elective to add three more credit hours to the total. This professor wasn’t a stickler about attendance, and she put lectures and homework on the website. It was always nice to have an easy class to look forward to each week.

      Zach clicked on a PDF handout, but when the computer tried to open the file, he received an error message that there was “NO PDF READER INSTALLED.”

      “You kidding me?” he said, squeezing the mouse a little too hard. How could he view handouts if he couldn’t open them on this damn computer? He was supposed to read and make comments on this document by Friday.

      He returned to the internet to download and install a PDF reader, but soon found he lacked the admin permission to install software on this public computer. At his apartment, he had a modern and functional laptop lying dormant on his coffee table. One that would have no problems opening a PDF file. But Ember said to stay away from his apartment. Stay away from campus, and anywhere else that could get him into trouble.

      What could he do if he couldn’t get access to the things he needed? Miss assignments and tank his grades for the semester?

      Zach sat back and ran his hands through his hair, staring at the error message on the screen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      The assassin strolled into her mentor Fagan’s kitchen, staring at the two mugs of tea on opposite ends of the small table. Snakes of steam rose from each, curling and then disappearing into the air. Dozens of times Ember had sat at this table, receiving counsel from the elder Fagan, talking over contracts and Club bylaws and trading gossip about people they knew.

      Fagan, her mutilated facial flesh freshly moisturized, stood at one end of the table. She was wearing a bulky blue hoodie and black sweatpants. A frown darkened half of her face, or the half of her face capable of frowning. Her lip quivered, her one good eye wet.

      “I’m so sorry, Ember.”

      “Me, too. For all of us. It’s not just my loss.”

      “But you knew Gabe better than anyone.”

      “I’ve seen more than a few Boulder Branch members die in my tenure, but never a recruit. And never when I had no idea who killed him. That’s the thing that sticks in my gut more than anything. Was he killed by someone in the Club trying to get at me? Was it something stupid, like a robbery gone bad?”

      “I had a recruit once, a woman named Jyllian. I’ve had lots of recruits over the years, obviously. Not like this one, though. She was all full of fire and brimstone and contradictions, a bar-brawling angry woman who liked poetry and roller derby and kittens and dipped Skoal. By her second week, she knew every one of the Club’s bylaws inside and out. By her fifth week, she was nearly done with training and I was convinced she was going to be DAC President someday. Then something went wrong on a contract. Something inane like a civilian saw the wrong thing and called the cops. She had to make a split-second decision and ate a bullet rather than go to jail. That one hit me pretty hard, but that’s how it is sometimes.”

      “But you know who killed her.”

      Fagan nodded as she sat and beckoned Ember to join her at the table. “True. That’s the difference.”

      Ember sat and sniffed her tea, letting the damp aroma drift into her nostrils. She held the mug until the heat penetrated, stinging her palms. Part of her wanted to hurl it against the wall. Maybe if she were at home in her condo, she would have. Fagan probably wouldn’t appreciate a tea stain on her kitchen wall.

      “I want you to move in with me,” Fagan said.

      “Oh, but my dear Fagan, I don’t know if I like you in that way yet.”

      The older woman scowled. “I’m serious. Don’t go back to your condo, at least until this matter with the third-party assassin has been handled. You have to consider what is an acceptable risk.”

      Ember sipped her tea and thought about it. As she had attempted escape from last week’s assassin’s house, Ember had encountered a hitman she had never seen before. The working theory was this man was someone sent by Zach’s employer, Thomas Milligan. But that was only a theory. He hadn’t been a Club member, as far as Ember knew.

      So, he could have been anyone from anywhere. That uncertainty bothered her the most.

      “Thanks, but I don’t want to move in here. I’ve handled myself okay so far. I’ve seen your guest bedroom, and your mattress looks lumpy. I don’t know it for a fact, but it sure looks lumpy.”

      “There’s a pea underneath it I would happily remove for you, my princess.”

      Ember stared blankly back at Fagan. It wasn’t often the older woman tried to tell a joke, and it was even more of a unicorn for the joke to be a funny one. She wished she could give her mentor the satisfaction, but no smile came to Ember’s lips.

      Fagan continued, unfazed. “Still. If your friend’s employer is out for you, then the rules are different. They will not abide by Assassins Club standards. Let’s eliminate as many variables as we can.”

      “Don’t you remember my first week of this black spot? That sniper assassin from Westminster Branch tried to kill me in my apartment. He even killed my next-door neighbor, that asshole.” Ember looked up to see Fagan still scowling, still giving her that disapproving-schoolteacher eye. “The assassin was the asshole, not the neighbor. The neighbor was fine.”

      “It’s not worth the risk. Look at it objectively.”

      “Sure,” Ember said, if only to end this part of the discussion. “I’ll stay with you. Just for a little while.”

      “Good. Your friend, Zach. Tell me—”

      Ember held up a hand. “It’s personal. Nothing to do with the Club. I’d like to keep it that way. Next topic.”

      Fagan paused, then said, “Fair enough. But you wouldn’t be the first Club member to have a ‘personal’ entanglement get in the way of her regular duties. That’s all I’m saying. As someone in the middle of an extended trial by combat, I would think you would be keenly aware of that fact.”

      Ember pursed her lips. “You’d think.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “Yeah. I don’t know why I’m being so sarcastic, because I know you’re just looking out for me.”

      “I would expect nothing less.”

      Ember sighed. “I’ve always been the sort of person with too many balls in the air. It just feels normal to me.”

      “I want to stay focused on what’s in front of you. There will be plenty of time for ‘friends’ later, but only if you survive the next two weeks. Let’s keep it simple.”

      “Simplifying my life sounds like a great plan. I’ll put it on the to-do list.”

      “Also, I will look into Gabe’s death. I don’t want you to distract yourself with it, with Bam coming after you. I will keep you updated, of course, but you stay on task.”

      “Maybe that’s for the best. What do you know about this ‘Bam’ character?”

      “His name is Brody Jenks. He’s young, I know that. Early twenties, was arrested for selling narcotics a few years ago, has an affinity for smoking pot. He’s skinny and lanky, but he’s well-versed in martial arts. He’s a fifth-degree black belt in Tae Kwon Do.”

      “Really? At his age? That’s impressive.”

      Fagan nodded and sipped her tea.

      “What else?”

      Fagan shrugged. “Not much. He hasn’t been around long enough to have much of a history. He’s been at Five Points for a year or so. But in that short time, he’s earned a reputation as a shoot first and ask questions later sort of assassin.”

      “That helps explain why he chose to hitch his wagon to the savages at Five Points. Not many of them are the sort of people you’d ask to give a eulogy at your funeral.”

      “And Niles Thisdell was his mentor, which is why he’s on you this week. It’s personal for him, which is another layer to consider.”

      “Last week, Veronica went after me out of revenge. I killed a civilian by accident, and Veronica claimed I’d mistakenly offed her sister. It was personal for her, too.”

      Fagan flexed her jaw. “How are you doing with that?”

      “I can’t think about it. I don’t kill civilians. If I stop to dwell on how guilty I feel over doing it, I’ll crumble. So, I’m keeping it locked up in a little box inside my head.”

      “I completely understand.”

      “Anyway, on the surface, it looks like Bam is doing the same revenge thing, but this feels different. I don’t get the sense that Bam has a grand plan. And I’m not sure if that makes him more dangerous or less dangerous.”

      “Plan on it making him more dangerous, just to be safe.”

      “And he had the strangest… coldness to his voice. Kinda disaffected, I guess?” Ember sipped her tea. “He told me there’s a bomb in Denver, and it goes off unless I can find it by tonight. He told me to look at ‘Niles’ favorite spot’ or something like that, but I have no idea where to look. Any clue what that could mean?”

      Fagan’s eyes lit up. “Actually, I have an idea about where that is.”

      “You do? How in the world do you know that?”

      “Remember when I had a contact lean on Niles’ doctor to get info about Niles’ cancer diagnosis?”

      “Yeah?”

      “The doc told my guy that Niles did something really weird. Three different times, he took business cards out of his pocket to scribble notes, and all three times, it happened on the back of business cards for some place near downtown called ‘Pink Door.’ It’s a strip club.”

      “A strip club? Niles?”

      Fagan nodded. “That’s the one. It’s not too far from the Five Points Post Office, actually.”

      “Interesting.” Ember traced a finger around the rim of her tea mug. “Seems a little thin, though.”

      “It happened three times. Enough for the doctor to notice. Why would he have three cards for this place if he didn’t hang out there often?”

      Ember sighed. “I take your point. It’s still thin.”

      “You have something better?”

      “No, I guess I don’t. I hope it turns out to be a good lead, because if I don’t find this bomb by midnight, then I don’t see my week getting better from there.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          WELLNER

        

      

    

    
      DAC President David Wellner stood in the parking garage and adjusted his glasses. He was in the northwest corner, far from his car, far from the elevator up to his office in the Denver Consolidated Holdings Building. He was even far from his security detail, who he had ordered up to his office since returning from lunch.

      Every day, he tried to rely on them less and less. They were like a pair of crutches, keeping his legs from regaining full strength by struggling through the pain on his own.

      Standing in this parking garage alone frightened him, but it was a good sort of fear. Not that it made him feel good, but it was a necessary fear. One that Wellner needed to face. Only a couple weeks ago, a deranged DAC member had made an attempt on his life in this same parking garage. He kept hearing those footsteps, kept smelling the scent of his secretary’s pepper spray, unintentionally seeping into his lungs while she defended him against the attack.

      And for two weeks, Wellner had believed his Vice President Jules had sent that man to kill him so she could steal his office. Now, he wasn’t so sure. The man had allegedly attempted to assassinate Wellner because of a personal grudge. But all signs had pointed to Jules. Could it not be her? If it weren’t, then Wellner had greatly underestimated the general level of anger in the DAC at the moment.

      The elevator opened, and dress heels clacked on the concrete. At first, Wellner felt his pulse skyrocket, since he couldn’t see the elevator from here. It was hidden behind a column. He leaned to spy past the obstruction and then saw her. Naomi. She was wearing a bulky wool coat that hid her curvy frame, but she still sashayed with a swagger that got his speedy heart pumping a little harder.

      After hiring her, he’d felt a few days worth of guilt, that maybe he had only done so because of her looks. There had been other candidates on an equal level at the time. But he had chosen her, and she had saved his life, so hindsight seemed to have proven her to have been the perfect choice.

      That she was a stunner in any outfit was just gravy on top.

      Naomi was grinning, holding a clipboard in one hand. Wellner leaned back against the wall, letting a breath eke out from between his lips. The walk from the elevator to his chosen spot in the garage seemed to take forever.

      “Afternoon, sir,” she said in a low voice as she came to a stop in front of him. Her lips were red, wet, and plump.

      “How was your lunch?”

      She made a face. “Lots of traffic, with all the snow everywhere.”

      “Yeah. Never seen a blizzard this early in the season before. How is your family thing? You know, from the other day?”

      She blushed a little, which he took to mean she was impressed with him asking about non-work matters. They rarely talked about their personal lives, and for good reason. But while Wellner had mostly good intentions with his secretary, he did need to be on his guard. Trust no one. Not even the people closest to him, as Naomi had taken an unexpected leave during the day to attend to a personal issue. Security had investigated and found nothing suspicious. Didn’t hurt to follow up, though, and to keep an eye on her.

      “Good, David. Everyone is good. Thank you for asking. I don’t know if you heard this newest development, but Golden has filed their second complaint about someone breaking into the Post Office last week. Gabe from Boulder Branch.”

      “Yes, I saw that. Let’s put them off about that for as long as we can. I don’t have the headspace to deal with them right now.” He pointed at the clipboard. “Is that good news or bad news?”

      “Ember Clarke’s week four black spot results.”

      Wellner accepted the clipboard and scanned it. Ember Clarke had killed Veronica Acevedo at her home yesterday morning in Golden. He already knew all of this after a meeting with Ember’s mentor, Fagan. Still, he had to sign the document so it could go into a file folder somewhere, to be stored in an archive no one would ever open again or even care about. Almost sixty years of DAC tradition dictated as much.

      “Is there anything on the unnamed third-party hitman who was there while Ember was escaping?”

      Naomi shook her head. “No, sir. Definitely not a member of the Club. I was hoping to interview Ember about it, but she hasn’t returned my calls so far. I’ll try her again today, if you’d like.”

      “I wouldn’t expect her to be responsive about coming in for a sit-down. It’s possible this person had some personal grudge against Veronica, or… it could be because of our other thing.”

      Wellner knew he didn’t need to spell it out for Naomi. He had suspected this hitman might have had something to do with Jules. He had no proof and didn’t think there was a way to acquire genuine proof of it. But sending a hitman to interfere with the trial by combat seemed exactly like the sort of thing she would do. Any chance to embarrass Wellner in the eyes of the Review Board and take him down a notch, she would do it.

      “Could be,” Naomi said. “I have an update on that, but there was one other thing first. It’s not just Golden Branch upset. There were reports this morning about a fight breaking out between members of Westminster Branch and members of Highlands. No one died, but a couple of Highlands members are in the hospital. They’re in serious condition.”

      “Shit. How many is that now?”

      “That makes eight incidents in the last two weeks, with half of those only coming to light in the last couple days. Three different Branches have been involved so far. It’s not only the number of incidents that’s increasing, it’s the severity. Several on the Board want to schedule additional sessions this week to talk through all these recent events.”

      “Of course they do.” He rubbed his temples. “I’m thinking the sooner we take care of our thing, the sooner this will go away. We need to bring balance back to the Club, and we can’t do that with Jules watching our every move.”

      “I agree, David.”

      He smiled and felt guilty for questioning her about her sudden need for a personal day. She was the perfect assistant. “It’s good to have you on my team, Naomi.”

      “Absolutely, sir. I’m with you.”

      He dipped his head to meet her eyes and lowered his voice even further. “Where are we with the Jules plan?”

      “It’s all taken care of, and you don’t need to know the particulars, if you don’t want to.”

      “No, I want to see it happen. Can we have a remote viewing session?”

      She nodded. “Most definitely. I can cobble together some drones and maybe body cams. At your house, I assume?”

      “Yes.”

      “Very good, sir. The team has been briefed, and everything is ready to go. The day after tomorrow, Jules Dunard will die.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          ISABEL

        

      

    

    
      FBI Agent Isabel Yang nibbled on a falafel from the takeout box while she watched the parking lot at Ember’s condo. The sun was setting behind the mountains, turning an already chilly day into a frigid evening. She’d been here for two hours and had told herself she didn’t want to run the heater constantly. So, it was ten minutes of car on and heater running, ten minutes off. Sometimes, the ten minutes off turned to six or eight, depending on how bad she shivered.

      Isabel checked her phone one last time to see if there had been any calls or messages from her boss, Marcus Lonsdale. She hadn’t expected any, since he hadn’t returned her calls in several days. His secretary said Marcus was out of the office for an extended assignment, and wouldn’t say anything more on the matter.

      Isabel wanted to know what was going on here. She didn’t know what she would say to Marcus if she actually got him on the phone. She knew what she wanted to say, but not if she would have the courage to make her lips form the literal words.

      Were you having me followed in DC and why?

      She told her phone to call Jacob, and sighed at her windshield as it rang. Jacob was an old friend, retired FBI, someone who had taken Isabel under his wing when she had been wet behind the ears and he was already marking X’s on his calendar toward retirement.

      It rang several times, and the frown on her face deepened after the third ring. He was normally quick to pick up after one or two rings.

      Finally he answered. “Yes?” His voice was muted and thick, nasal and slow.

      “Jacob… are you okay?”

      “No, kid. I’m sorry, but I’ve come down with a case of the gross gut. The flu, I mean. I came back to New Hampshire and the trip took it out of me.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry to hear that. I don’t suppose you had a chance to look over those financial records?”

      “Sorry. I gave it a go, but my head’s all full of mush. I don’t expect we’ll find anything, anyway.”

      Isabel had begged, borrowed, and nearly stolen, but she’d finally been able to get her hands on Marcus Lonsdale’s records. Years of them, hoping to follow the money to see direct evidence linking him to some type of corruption. But as Jacob had said, Marcus was too smart for that. And now, she felt guilty for putting it on Jacob when he wasn’t feeling up to it.

      “I think you’re right. Rest up, okay?”

      Jacob coughed. “I’ll try. I don’t recover as fast as I used to, you know. Spring chicken and all that.”

      “Yeah, I hear you. You stay safe and healthy, and I’ll be in touch.”

      The call ended and Isabel stared at her phone. If Jacob was out of commission, then she was all alone in her investigation. That was how she had felt from the beginning, actually, but this was confirmation. And losing an ally along the way felt more devastating than never having had one in the first place.

      Isabel quite often felt like a fraud and an imposter, but she was usually able to tell herself that feelings weren’t facts, as her boss liked to say. But the imposter feeling became harder to refute as the days sped by and she moved no closer to understanding everything happening here.

      She took another bite of falafel as a car turned into the lot in front of Ember’s building. Ember’s car. Isabel dropped the falafel back into the bag and wiped her hands on a napkin.

      She opened the car door and stepped out, knee aching. It always did in cold weather, which was one reason she had dreaded coming out to Denver in the first place. Of course, becoming Allison Campbell’s—Or, Ember Clarke’s—handler had been part of her job.

      Isabel hadn’t seen the job taking all of these turns, however.

      She punched the crosswalk button and waited a few seconds for the light to change. When it did, she rushed across the street as Ember climbed the steps toward the second floor landing. Heart pounding, skin tingling from the cold.

      Isabel thought about calling out after her, but she didn’t want to spook Ember and make her draw a gun, in case she was packing. Hard to say what would set her off.

      But it didn’t matter. Ember paused at the top of the stairs at the second floor landing and turned around as Isabel hustled across the parking lot.

      “No need to run,” Ember said. “Don’t want you to slip and fall.”

      Isabel slowed her pace, heart strained from exerting herself in this altitude. She paused at the bottom of the stairs, panting, hand on the railing. “I don’t know how you get by out here with so little air. Every breath is like the last mile of a marathon.”

      “You get used to it.” Ember’s head tilted and she lowered her voice. Her eyes darted left and right before continuing. “You going to try to shoot me this evening, Agent Yang?”

      “No. I come in peace. Can we please talk inside your apartment?”

      Ember shrugged and took her keys from her purse. “Sure.”

      She marched down the walkway as Isabel hurried up the stairs after her. Ember didn’t wait for her to enter the apartment, but she did leave the door open. Isabel entered and shut the door behind her.

      Ember paid her no mind as she strolled across the carpet to her kitchen. With a groan as she bent over, Ember snagged a beer from her fridge and drained half of it in one gulp. Her eyes trailed over the dirty dishes in her sink for a few seconds.

      Eventually, she returned to the couch and sat, eyes down, not looking at Isabel. She wore dark bags under her eyes, slumped shoulders, a frown etched onto her face.

      “You okay?” Isabel said. “You look like you haven’t slept.”

      Ember shook her head. “Someone close to me died. Just yesterday, actually.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Yeah, me too.” Ember now looked up, her eyes wet. “You sound like my mom, telling me I look tired.”

      “I get that a lot from people. Saying that I sound like their mom.”

      Ember snickered. “I could see that. But it’s good that you’re here, actually.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. I spent a chunk of last week chained up in a Golden basement, put there by a woman who was very angry at me for a mistake I made.“

      “Jeez.”

      Ember nodded and drained the other half of her beer. “Yeah. It was not my best week, but I survived it. And I did have a lot of time to think. One of the things I was thinking about… was you.”

      Isabel crossed the living room and sat on the carpet opposite Ember. She had to resist the urge to nestle next to her on the couch and rub Ember’s back. They weren’t exactly friends, after all. “Okay.”

      “You were doing your job, Agent Yang, and I made life very difficult for you. I know you inherited me from my last handler after his heart attack, and we never got close. I never gave you a chance. I just wanted to tell you I’m sorry for that.”

      Isabel didn’t know what to say, so she held her tongue for a few seconds. She cleared her throat. As far as she could tell, Ember sounded genuine. “I appreciate you saying so.”

      Ember wiped tears from the corners of her eyes and set the bottle on the coffee table. “Why are you here?”

      “Last time we talked, you told me to look in Washington for answers. What did you mean?”

      “I don’t really know. There are no answers here, and you know Marcus is dirty. You have to know that.”

      “I’m not sure what I know,” Isabel said. “I do know that he’s connected like a spider web across all of DC, and people who have crossed him have had their careers junked.”

      Ember gave a rueful chuckle. “You could say that.”

      “I know that every attempt I’ve made to find evidence of wrongdoing in his past leads me to a dead end.”

      Isabel didn’t know if it was wise to bring up Ember and Marcus’ affair or not, so she erred on the side of caution. “Two weeks ago, he told me to kill you. Since I couldn’t do it, he’s hired someone else.”

      “Who?”

      “A woman named Serena Rojas.”

      Ember looked up at the ceiling, as if searching her memory banks. “I don’t think I’ve heard the name.”

      “You went to Lyons. She followed you there, and I followed her. I got the drop on her and she went away in handcuffs, but that won’t last for long.”

      Ember’s mouth creaked open and her eyebrows climbed up onto her forehead. “Oh, that’s why the blue-and-reds were flashing when I was at the Oracle. I wondered about that. Thank you, by the way, for not letting her kill me.”

      “This Serena woman is the real deal. About your height and build, long black hair, brown eyes, darker complected. Were it not for the skin tone difference, you could be siblings. She works for a small team in the government that’s so secret, it doesn’t have a name. I can’t even get info about it.”

      “You’ve seen her in action?”

      “She’s something else. There’s this intensity and focus that follows her like a cloud.”

      “How very cloak and dagger of Marcus to hire someone like that, from a clandestine team. It’s exactly his style.”

      Isabel looked around the spartan apartment. “I don’t know if it’s a good idea to stay here. She definitely knows where you live.”

      “I’m way ahead of you. Staying with a friend this week, maybe beyond. I’m actually on my way down to Denver, I just stopped by here to grab a couple things.”

      Isabel stood. “I’ll leave you be, then. You should know I’m going to attempt contact with Serena this week. I’m going to appeal to her professional courtesy and ask her to back off.”

      “You think that’s a smart idea? If she’s as deadly as you say, I mean.”

      “I’m not sure. But it feels like the right thing to do. After all, I’m your handler, so keeping you out of trouble is part of my job, isn’t it?”

      Ember stood and crossed the room. She extended a hand. “I appreciate it, Agent Yang.”

      Isabel stared at the hand for a moment, then she reached out and shook.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      She parked at a gun range across the street from Pink Door, which was literally pink. Not the whole thing, but the door was like a piece of glittery candy against the dreary backdrop of the rest of it. The building was a few stories tall, with what looked like apartments above the main strip joint on the ground floor. Bam had said the bomb was at Niles’ favorite place, so was it the booby bar or the apartments above? Maybe even more important was, where would Bam find an out-of-the-way place to stash the bomb?

      A neon sign over the club’s door blasted her eyeballs and cast a wide aura of tawdriness. Ember made sure her pistols were stashed under the steering column and also that she had her Halo knife packed securely inside her boot. She had no idea if she would be searched upon entry. Women usually weren’t, even at places like this. But if it came to that, this investigation might be over too soon. No point in bringing the guns and ruining it right away.

      Ember contemplated possible scenarios as she crossed the slushy snow in the street to approach the bar. A muted whump whump of bass reverberated through the walls of the building and out into the street. Across the street, next to the gun range, a homeless shelter’s light blinked on and off, then finally died. A few people stood around on the sidewalk out front, their faces grim and stoic. Dressed in rags, not nearly warm enough for this weather.

      Inside the club, she paid the admission price in an anteroom and received no pat down, except a virtual mugging from the lecherous eyes of the man who took her cash to let her in. She crossed into the black-light-tinged glow of the main room. Dancers on poles, scantily clad servers hustling drinks, lonely men thrusting dollar bills at g-strings. Teeth glowing white from the light. It wasn’t the saddest place she had ever seen, but there definitely felt like a lack of joy from every angle.

      She checked her watch. First, she was distracted by the step count, only at seven thousand for the day. Terrible. Then she checked the time. 9:30, which meant she still had more than two hours to find this bomb. If it was real, and also if this was the right place. Fagan’s second-hand information about Niles liking this particular establishment wasn’t an airtight lead.

      Ember hadn’t been to one of these places since college, for a friend’s bachelor party. Not her kind of scene, with the dancers throwing themselves at her, getting way more handsy than they would with the men. Maybe that night, Ember had downed a few too many shots and had kissed an alluring stripper to garner some male attention from the boys at the surrounding tables, but she hadn’t felt good about it the next day. It was not the sort of activity she had ever repeated after that.

      One woman in particular tonight, an Asian girl who looked barely old enough to be out of high school, strutted over to her. Hips swerving left and right with each step.

      “Hey, blue eyes,” the young woman cooed. “Buy me a drink?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      The woman pouted. “Aww, are you not interested in having a good time?”

      “Not really, no. I’m looking for a friend.”

      “I could be your friend.”

      “I doubt it. He might be in the back room. How do I get access there? Is there someone I need to pay, or do I have to have a code word of some kind? I’d appreciate it if you could help me skip through all that, because I’m in a serious time crunch.”

      The young woman’s lips twitched for a second. “I’m not sure I… you mean the champagne room, sexy?”

      “Never mind. You going to college?”

      The girl nodded. “Front Range.”

      “Get that degree and never come back here again.” Ember patted her on the shoulder and left her there to continue scanning the room. The Asian woman frowned, then sashayed off to court someone else.

      Ember’s eyes landed on a man sitting alone at a table, more into his phone than the music or naked bodies swirling around him. Based on his clothes and his manicured fingernails, Ember made a snap assumption about him, and she approached the table. He didn’t bother to look up as she hovered next to him.

      “Hey,” she said as she slid into a seat at his table. Because of the music, she felt like she was shouting.

      “No thank you,” he said. Definitely gay. Not because he wasn’t interested in her, but because he had a bitchy sneer, talked like a valley girl, and he looked like he was above this place. Why hang out here, then? There was definitely something beyond just boobs and drinks being served in this establishment.

      Ember leaned forward. “I’m not trying to offer you a lap dance. I’m wondering if you’ve ever seen a guy come around here. Tall, almond eyes, bad skin. Like you, he doesn’t seem like he would fit in here. His name is Niles.”

      The guy at the table raised an eyebrow and sighed. “Sorry, honey, I can’t help you. If you don’t mind, I’m not buying whatever it is you’re selling.”

      Ember now noted a couple security guards had taken an interest in her. She dimmed her eyes toward a booth built into the back corner of the room, lights hanging low to obscure the faces of the men seated around it. Two bouncers stood near the booth, further obscuring the occupants. They had eyes pointed in her direction. She knew their type immediately. Always watching out for the boss, as it was their job. They’d recognize anyone who came and went from this place, without a doubt.

      One large man sat in the middle of the booth, with a banana-shaped scar under one eye. Ember guessed that would be the owner, given how he appeared to be telling a story, and the sycophants on his left and right gazed at him with rapt anticipation. The big guy then paused his story as his head tilted a little to the left, ducking down under one of those low-hanging lights.

      “Aren’t you leaving yet?” the sneery gay man asked her. Ember ignored him.

      She averted her eyes when she realized the boss man at the booth had been eyeing her. Out of her peripheral, the big guy mouthed something to one of his bodyguards. With the distance and the intensity of the music, she couldn’t make it out, but she knew it wasn’t good news.

      “Shit,” she said as she stood from the table and backed away from the attitudinal man with the phone.

      She hustled over toward the bar to order a drink. A wide mirror behind it let her keep an eye on the surroundings. She noted one of the bodyguards leaving the back booth, buttoning his suit coat, and walking in her direction.

      A little too late to order that drink now. Ember had assumed there was a good chance she would attract someone’s attention in here, but hadn’t expected it to happen so fast. She turned and took a step back toward the exit when the bouncer guy cut her off. He was a white giant, at least 6’6”, with a shaved head and a black stubbly widows peak slicing down onto his forehead. He looked like he’d been scowling his entire life and the expression had stuck, the epitome of the warning mothers across America had been dishing out for generations.

      “Excuse me,” he said, barking over the music.

      “You’re excused.”

      The brute grinned. “Are you a cop?”

      “What if I am? Are police not entitled to blow off steam by throwing singles at fake knockers any more?” When the guy furrowed his brow in consternation, Ember rolled her eyes. “I’m not a cop, lunkhead.”

      He glanced toward the table and raised his eyebrows. Because of the angle, Ember couldn’t see anyone over there, but it didn’t matter. The guy must have learned what he needed, because he turned back and said, “I think it’s time for you to leave.”

      “What? Why? I’m not doing anything wrong. Just enjoying the black lights and the music.”

      “You’re bothering our patrons.”

      “That guy? I didn’t bother him at all. I just asked him a question. Can’t a girl get a drink?”

      “Not you. Maybe you’re not a cop, but you’re something, and you’re not welcome. I’ll escort you out. If you don’t want to go willingly, I’ll ask my friends to help me make sure you get to the door safely.”

      He stepped back to clear a path to the door. As he did, he unbuttoned his coat strategically to let it fall open so Ember could see the armpit holster there. Intense eyes flashed at her. It wasn’t the most subtle threat, but she knew better than to test him again.

      No reason to start a brawl here, with all these civilians in various states of dress or undress.

      “I’m going,” she said as she glanced at her watch. 9:40. If she couldn’t walk around freely, then finding the bomb would become a lot trickier.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          BAM

        

      

    

    
      Brody “Bam” Jenks straightened his legs underneath the table. Due to his long and lean size, he often was uncomfortable in meetings, since the conference room at the Five Points Branch Post Office only had low tables. They weren’t exactly kid-sized, but his knees bumped along the underside any time he moved. And he didn’t want to think about all the gum—or worse things—stuck up underneath the germ-infested tables like fossils.

      He didn’t mind being uncomfortable, actually. At least it meant he could feel something.

      Also, he was experiencing a flavor of discomfort he definitely did not enjoy because he was still a little stoned from earlier. Being high on weed was his second-favorite thing in the world, but not in this environment. He had forgotten about this Branch meeting tonight, so he’d been all settled on his couch with a perfectly rolled cone-shaped joint, a bag of chips, and a PlayStation controller in his hand. Then the notification had popped up on his phone. He cursed, licked the half-smoked joint to put it out, then he blew through it to clear out the remnants of smoke. Bam had learned from experience that leaving stale smoke to wallow inside joints made them taste bad later. He certainly intended to smoke it down to a grimy roach and then leap back into some Call of Duty after his responsibilities were done for the night.

      Those mouthy gamer fools out there deserved headshots. Each one made Bam’s heart sing. Sometimes, it was the only thing that worked for him to quiet the noise in his head.

      But now, he sat in his chair at the conference table, eyes dim and low, head buzzing and body feeling light and floaty as he kept his mouth shut and listened. Not that it was against the Club or Branch rules to get high, but they did frown on members being impaired during official business. Slim chance anyone would call on him to offer an opinion, anyway. As long as he kept his head down and mouth shut, this would be over soon enough.

      He was supposed to care about all of this. He hoped his outward expression mimicked something like it.

      Yawning, he checked his phone, expecting to see half an hour had elapsed since the meeting began. But it had only been nine minutes. Nine. He resisted the urge to groan.

      There were about twenty people around the table shaped like a picture frame, open in the middle, running around the length of the room. Only half of the total Branch membership seemed to be here. The rest were out of the state or out of the country, completing contracts and making money. That’s what it was all about, wasn’t it? Slicing throats and dropping air conditioners from atop buildings to send messages to the people who needed to receive them and also collecting a hefty paycheck along the way? Not this administrative and political crap, arguing over who did what and when. Outside of the work, everything was pointless details.

      One member was speaking, the Branch Historian. He had dominated the meeting up until this point. At least, Bam thought the guy had been the one speaking the entire time. He kept drifting off and losing focus.

      Bam had a lot more than Call of Duty and fatty joints on his mind. Ember Clarke was his focus, because he had six more days to make sure the bitch got what was coming to her. Everyone else at his Branch called her that word, but he didn’t actually hate her. He felt nothing toward her, really.

      Either way, justice would be served: Ember deserved to die for what she had done to Niles.

      If all was going according to plan, Ember would be fumbling around the Pink Door titty bar, scouring closets and bathroom stalls, thinking she had until midnight to find and defuse a bomb. But the bomb would actually go off in about twenty minutes, hopefully collapsing the building down on her.

      And if she somehow managed to find and defuse it, he had the next one ready to go.

      The problem was, he had promised her five bombs over the course of the week, but he only had two in his possession. In hindsight, that was something he should have thought through first, but too late for retroactive planning now. He’d committed to this course, and he had to find a way to make it work.

      “Let me be as clear as I can,” the Branch Historian said, stabbing his index finger into the wood of the table, “is that this pansy-ass aggression against us can’t go unchecked any longer. If those mooks in the Westminster Branch think they can keep interrupting contracts, stealing them out from underneath us, messing with our supply lines and then looking all innocent during Review Board inquiries… we have to do something. I’m not content to keep reporting shit up the chain to the Board. It’s pretty clear they have their heads up their collective asses and want no part in what’s best for Five Points. It’s time we took it to the next level. It’s time we came to a decision about our future.”

      People in this Branch were all about revolution lately. It had started a few months ago with a guy named Dalton who’d had a plan to launch a civil war in the Club. That hadn’t worked out so well for Dalton, and things seemed to quiet down after. At least, according to the face Five Points wore toward the rest of the DAC. But there was no doubt a contingent of people who still wanted to follow in his footsteps. They idolized Dalton and made him a figurehead for their unrest. Bam’s mentor Niles had been one of those people. At least, until Ember had snuffed him out.

      Bam’s concentration on the ranting Historian faded again as he honed in on a stray mustache hair atop the Historian’s lip. As the guy talked, the lone hair was sticking up, and Bam kept wondering if it tickled his nose. How could he resist the urge not to rub his nose or smooth out his mustache?

      Then Bam realized his friend Payton was standing near the refreshment table in the back. Payton, a shrimpy guy with acne scars and a barrel chest, held a cup of coffee in one hand and a little stirrer stick in the other. He was staring blankly at the Historian, stirring a cup of coffee with slow and deliberate movements. Bam hadn’t noticed him in the room until that point. Had he walked in late, or was Bam higher than he’d thought?

      Bam stood up and wandered over to the table. “Sup, Payton?” he mumbled as he pretended to size up the coffee and doughnut options. He kept his voice low and his back to the proceedings at the conference table. With the Historian going off like this, spewing a non-stop barrage of word salad, Bam doubted anyone would pay attention to them. Still, he didn’t want to get called out.

      “All good,” Payton said, speaking while barely moving his lips, like a ventriloquist. “Did you hear about what happened to Tanner?”

      Bam glanced back to make sure no one was watching. “No. What happened?”

      “Review Board gave him a year suspension for accidentally killing a civilian on a contract.”

      “A year? Seriously?”

      Payton nodded. “It’s messed up. You never know from one day to the next what they’re going to do. He’s still coming to paintball, though. They can’t ban him from that, at least.”

      Someone from Highlands had done the same thing a month ago and had only received eight weeks’ suspension. No surprise that the Board went harder on Five Points. They had always treated this Branch like the redheaded stepchild, and they barely attempted to hide their disdain.

      Bam knew Payton intended to steer this conversation into more talk of revolution, but he didn’t want to get into it. Sooner or later, people would notice them chatting back here. Bam picked up a cup and dumped powdered creamer into it as he shuffled a little closer to Payton. “You know those two things we got?”

      Payton nodded, keeping his eyes front and center.

      “I need three more.”

      Now Payton gawked at him. “Three?”

      “Yeah, three. Can you work something out?”

      Payton shrugged. “I can try. No promises, but I’ll look into it. Give me a day or two.”

      “Good man,” Bam said, then he nodded at Payton and shuffled back to his seat. With three more bombs, Bam would have all he needed to take care of Ember. And plenty of time left to toy with her along the way.

      Or maybe it wouldn’t be necessary. Ember was currently looking for a bomb she’d been told would explode at midnight. She had no idea she only had about fifteen actual minutes until detonation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      After her unceremonious exit from Pink Door’s literally pink front door by the brawny bouncer, she stood in the parking lot for a minute, thinking over her options. Going back inside the ground floor didn’t seem like one of them. It’s not as if she had a blonde wig and brown contacts she could don. Not even a giant pair of plastic glasses with a fake nose and mustache. She didn’t imagine they would put up her picture next to the front with a sign ordering the help not to admit her, but she should consider herself banned.

      Ember studied the building. There were still the apartments up above to explore. That might even be a preferable spot to search. Niles’ sexual orientation was common knowledge, so it didn’t seem like a strip joint that specialized in all-female dancers would be a suitable place for him to hang out, let alone his favorite spot. Definitely not for the drinks: the menu Ember had scanned featured a handful of different “mules,” each a mix of ginger beer and a different type of booze, and each featuring a name that was as well-thought-out as how they must taste.

      The place was a dive. Whatever other business ventures operated out of those back rooms, Ember would have to ignore that, for now.

      But the apartments above? Maybe Niles had a relative or a drug connection or some other person who lived up there who he visited often, thus causing him to have a few business cards on hand that he’d picked up previously. Or maybe not.

      All of these assumptions seemed so vague, Ember had a hard time relying on them.

      She rounded the building as a few flakes of fresh snow tumbled from the sky. Milky clouds blanked out the stars and the moon but provided enough light for her to see. There were streetlights here, but every one of them along the side street was busted, same with the homeless shelter on the other side of the street. Over by the shooting range, they were all fine. She imagined no one wanted to vandalize the shooting range. Probably not a smart idea.

      There was now only one guy standing out in front of the homeless shelter, shifting back and forth, rubbing his hands together. As soon as Ember made eye contact with him, he lifted a hand in greeting.

      “Got any change?” he asked from across the street. “I hate to ask, but I’m not having a great night.”

      “I’m not either. Sorry, man. I don’t have my wallet on me, and I don’t carry cash.”

      “No problem. God bless.”

      Ember pointed up to the apartments. “You hear anything from up there? Loud noises, guns, shouting, anything like that?”

      The homeless guy shrugged. “Naw, I don’t think so. Not tonight, at least.”

      “Right. I hope you find someplace warm to spend the night. Sorry I can’t help you out.”

      “Don’t worry about me. If you’re going up there, just be careful.”

      He gave her a grave look, then a wave, and then proceeded to mope south along the sidewalk, paying no attention to her. An odd little exchange, but Ember seemed to have had a life stuffed with those sorts of exchanges. Maybe it was something in her face that inspired people to say random things to her.

      She thought about Zach. Whenever there was a blank spot in her mind, he seemed to pop up. More and more each day. Ember wished she could fold herself into his chest as his arms went around her. At the moment, she didn’t think she would need anything else to be happy. Just Zach.

      Around the back of the building, a set of rusted fire escapes snaked from the rooftop down to the second floor. The bottom one hung suspended in the air, maybe eight or nine feet off the ground.

      She braced one foot against the wall and leaped, but missed the bottom rung completely. On her second attempt, she smacked her hand against the bottom rung, making it clang. Cold, throbbing, she had to shake out her hand afterward. Then she jumped again, barely managing to grasp it with one hand, and then she wrenched the other up.

      Placing her feet on the side of the building, she muscled through the accumulated weeks of soreness and pain to hoist herself to the next rung. She pulled her lower torso high enough to get her feet under her and then had no trouble after that.

      Ember paused at the second-floor landing, a steel grate bolted to the outside of someone’s dirty and paint-flecked window. She squinted through the window into a kitchen. The lights were off, no sound and no reflected glow of a television anywhere to be seen.

      “Pardon me,” Ember said as she raised the window. No lock, and the thing made plenty of noise as it rattled up the track until she could fit through. If people were home, they would have heard her.

      She landed in the tiny kitchen, brushing paint flecks from her arms as her feet found sticky linoleum underneath. The apartment still returned nothing but silence. Just the rumble of dance music from the strip club below coming up through the floor, like the ground disturbance in a house near an airport. What an awful place to try to sleep at night.

      Holding her breath, she padded into the living room. A rathole of an apartment, the kind of place she knew from movies about slumlords, where residents in stained wife-beaters sweated under the oppression of no air conditioning and fluorescent lighting.

      Ember pressed her ear against the front door, letting the vibrations of the building normalize so she could listen for anything distinct in the hallway. She felt in her back pocket for the knife.

      She slipped out into the main hallway, immediately noticing the collection of stains on the gaudy brown carpet underfoot. She counted five other apartments on this floor, all of them shut. Three of them had no soliciting signs taped or thumb tacked to their doors.

      She checked her watch. 9:53. A little more than two hours left on Bam’s countdown.

      Ember started at the door closest to the near end, listening to each. The first two were empty, or at least quiet, but from outside the third she listened to a few seconds of a man and a woman arguing about him wasting too much money on lotto scratch cards from the convenience store. The fight quickly evolved from scratch cards to finances in general, and how they would pay the rent next month. She wondered what she would do if this quarrel turned into a physical fight. It was none of her business, of course. After another minute of arguing, things calmed down on the other side of the door and Ember stopped worrying about it.

      Past the apartment doors was an opening that she assumed led to the staircase up, and Ember approached it foot over foot, not wanting to show her head to the open stairway until she could get a good listen. She paused at the edge with her center of gravity low, ready to bolt. Deep breaths in and out to calm her thumping heart.

      But no noises came from upstairs, so she padded up to the next floor. Every single one of the doors up here was open. Must be no one living here. She passed the first room to see an empty apartment stripped of everything except for a folding table. It caught her interest, so she went inside and noted cards on the table. Poker, with places for four. An ashtray sat on the table with a dozen butts in it. No lipstick or glittery lip balm residue on any of them. Ember held her hand over the ashtray and didn’t feel any warmth.

      This room screamed mafia hideout or temporary witness protection safe house or drug den, or some combination of all of those things. Definitely not a place any normal person would live.

      Then she noticed something interesting. One window shade had been pulled up, with a towel stretched out and lying in front of the window. She knelt in front of it and noted a clear line of sight from here to the shooting range. This felt like the perfect spot to sit and stake out the place. The towel down could have functioned as a sort of cushion for sore knees and butts — perfect for an extended observation stakeout session.

      “Were you here, Niles?” Ember whispered. “You and some boys planning to rob the shooting range? That’s ballsy as hell.”

      This room had a single closet, and Ember sulked across the floor, careful with her steps. The wooden boards underfoot looked creaky, and if this apartment was supposed to be empty, she didn’t want to alert whoever was underneath her. Considering the layout, she was right above the apartment with the arguing couple.

      She pulled back the door and there it was. A hunk of something white. C4? It was sitting in the middle of the closet floor, beckoning her.

      She leaned a bit closer and examined it. Without even needing to touch it, she could tell it had the plasticity and malleable appearance of polyisobutylene, the perfect additive for a homemade “plastic” explosive.

      And there was a certain craftsmanship to it as well. Was this Bam’s creation, or whoever had made it for him? It looked like the work of a professional, something that needed practice and experience, not just a YouTube video and some leftover evening hours. It told Ember to take this guy seriously, because Bam wasn’t messing around.

      A makeshift detonator sat next to it — a smaller explosive device with smaller energy requirements to detonate — with wires sticking back into the larger brick of explosive. And there was a timer on top of it, counting down.

      5:15. 5:14. 5:13.

      The menacing numbers caused immediate panic in Ember. “Oh, shit,” she said.

      She checked her watch, and it was 9:57.

      “Talk about nick of time. Thought you’d surprise me, did you, Bam?”

      Ember knelt next to the bomb and sighed as she looked over the wires. This was a simple job, and she had seen it before. The wires were red and green. A very simple electronic circuit would be completed at countdown, which would spark a chain reaction in the smaller explosive — the detonator.

      That device would have enough power to set off the much larger brick of plastic explosive, and within about 26 millionths of a second, decimate anyone standing in the room.

      It was actually a very similar setup to the bomb she had defused at Lydia Beauchamp’s house a little over two weeks ago — not surprising, considering DAC knowledge of things like this was typically shared amongst Branches.

      Gabe had been the hero that day, guiding her through the process of disarming an explosive that could have done immense damage.

      She held each hand out, with the green wire pinched between her left thumb and middle finger, the red wire pinched between her right. If it was like the previous bomb, she had to pull them both out at once, preventing the circuit from being completed.

      But what if it wasn’t like that? What if Bam had thrown another trick or two into this device?

      Under five minutes left now. Tick. Tick. Tick. No time to sit here and theorize.

      “Damn it, Bam,” she said. “If you blow me up, I’m going to be very upset with you.”

      She held her breath and yanked out both wires at the same time. The LED readout blinked once and then turned off. Silent and still, inert and harmless.

      Ember let out her breath and then sat back, wiping her sweaty hands on her pants. She picked up the bomb and then stood, looking around the apartment. There was almost nothing here. Nothing to tell her what she was supposed to do next.

      “What are you trying to say to me, Bam?”

      She turned the bomb over to find a Post-It Note attached to the bottom. It read:

      

      Still alive? I’m not surprised, this is the easiest one of the bunch. Bomb #2 is where Niles used to live. Get to work, it goes off in less than 48 hours. Happy hunting, bitch!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      DAY TWO

      

      Niles’ house was down the street from the five-pointed intersection that gave the neighborhood its name. On Tremont, standing firm amid renovated houses on either side hoping to gentrify the neighborhood, was a small, two-bedroom building made from brick and pale brown siding. Niles Thisdell had lived here up until a month ago, when he had decided to attack Ember in Rocky Mountain National Park late one night and steal her contract. Or, at least, that had been the apparent reason at the time. Fagan had presented a theory that Niles had cancer and was trying to goad Ember into killing him to help Five Points Branch launch a war.

      Maybe that was true. Maybe it wasn’t. Ember had never known Niles well enough to know if a thing like that could be true of him. Going from a contract killer to a cancer-ridden kamikaze would be a stretch for most people, but it could have been entirely within Niles’ character. Ember didn’t know.

      All that mattered this morning was that his recruit—some weird and grim kid named Bam—had planted bombs, with at least one of them as a kind of legacy tribute to his deceased mentor. Five total, according to Bam. Ember had already found one last night, so she had to believe the other four were out there somewhere.

      She sipped her coffee and turned off her car’s engine. With a black baseball cap pulled down low, she tucked her hair up underneath it. She put her keys in her pocket and her twin Enforcer pistols in the back of her waistband, then left the car. Twenty minutes of staring at the house had yielded nothing suspicious. As far as Ember knew, there was no police investigation into Niles’ death, so no reason to think the cops were watching his house. DAC members were often like that; few had family to persuade the police to look into their deaths or disappearances.

      Like Gabe. He had cut off contact with his family, so did they even know he was dead yet? Ember knew Gabe had carried around a fake ID in his wallet, but the police would eventually identify him by dental records, or maybe DNA. Would his wealthy Oklahoma oilman dad pressure the police to solve his murder? Would they assume it was a drug deal gone bad and let the case go cold?

      Ember sighed as she crossed the street, a sunny chill this morning making her squint and shudder in equal measure. The house next door had one of those smart front doorbells with a camera built in, so Ember kept her face pointed away from it until she had passed the invisible cone of surveillance.

      Then a quick hop over Niles’ back fence to a yard with almost nothing in it. Flimsy chain-link fence, a back porch with rusted patio furniture and a few empty beer bottles sitting on the ground. Random bits of trash sitting at various points in the yard. Ember assumed the neighbors just loved looking at this junky backyard from their energy-efficient double pane side windows every day. Soon this house would be demolished and another cramped and boxy multi-million dollar structure would materialize in its place.

      Ember slipped on a pair of latex gloves and crossed the yard. The ground was hard and cold, patches of ice frozen over last night. She kept her eyes on the windows, but there was no one home. Niles hadn’t been married, had no kids.

      The back door would provide no challenge. It didn’t even have a deadbolt. A paperclip bent into two prongs and a bit of wiggling allowed her access, then she stepped inside to the kitchen and her nose was immediately struck by the pungent sourness of rotting garbage. Niles had also left the heat on high last time he’d been here, and she felt her cheeks flush immediately. She wondered if she’d catch some kind of bacterial infection just breathing the air in this place.

      “Oh, God,” she said as she pulled her shirt over her nose. It wasn’t nearly a good enough filter to keep the horrible stench out of her nostrils. Gagging, trying to breathe through her mouth, she quickly moved through the pantry and the drawers. Since Bam had left the bomb last night practically out in the open, she figured the best approach would be to first conduct a surface-level search. If she didn’t pass out from the smell.

      Bam had tried to get the best of her last night by lying to her about how much time was on the timer, but Ember also had a feeling he wanted her to find these bombs. He wanted her poking around, looking through Niles’ things.

      “That’s what this is,” she said to the empty kitchen. “Not a scavenger hunt. This is an educational trip around Denver to teach me about Niles.”

      But why? Why did this kid need her to understand more about his mentor? Was it so she would understand how upset he was about losing Niles, right up until the moment Bam detonated a final bomb to get his revenge? Was she supposed to learn that he was some great man, and society had lost a shining jewel because of his death?

      That was crazy, but it also made a certain kind of sense. It seemed like the sort of sentimental and psychotic thing a young Five Points member would do; full of passion and recklessness. Driven by anger and chaos.

      Ember left the kitchen and hunted around through the living room, then a laundry room, guest bedroom, master bedroom. The smell got progressively better as she moved away from the kitchen, which made her grateful. The rest of the house didn’t smell exactly like roses and lilacs, but it was a step up.

      She didn’t find any bombs in the closets, under the beds, behind the couches, or anywhere else. Everything in this house seemed normal. Messy, poorly laid out, but normal.

      She sat on the couch and slipped off her latex gloves as she took her wallet out of her back pocket and examined the Post-It Note from last night:

      

      Still alive? Bomb #2 is where Niles used to live. Get to work, it goes off in less than 48 hours. Happy hunting!

      

      Used to live. If Bam were thinking about Niles in the present tense, then this house would be where he lived now, and “used to live” would refer to somewhere other than this place. Maybe the bomb was at a previous residence, and not here? If true, then Ember was at the wrong address, which made her heart skip a beat.

      Ember whipped out her phone and dialed Fagan.

      “Not blown up yet, I see,” Fagan said as she answered. “That’s one worry off my mind.”

      “No, I’m still in one piece this morning, thanks. I’m at Niles’ house in Five Points. There’s no bomb here. I’m thinking maybe Niles has either another house or apartment, or he used to live somewhere before this in Denver?”

      “It’s possible. Off-hand, I don’t know.”

      There had to be websites where they could look up his rental history. Ember knew there were government resources for this sort of thing, multiple programs that could handle tracking down Niles’ previous addresses with little more than the stroke of a keyboard. She couldn’t access those databases now without arousing suspicion, however. This would have been the sort of tech task Gabe would have handled for her.

      She felt a pang of regret as Gabe’s face flashed into her mind.

      “Would you like me to look into it?” Fagan asked, interrupting her thoughts.

      “Could you? If Bam is telling the truth, I have about thirty-six hours left to find the next bomb.”

      “I’m on it. If he has aliases, it’ll slow me down, but I’ll work as fast as I can.”

      “Thanks, boss lady. Much appreciated.”

      Ember ended the call and then rolled her head around her neck a few times. Next up on the to-do list for the day would be checking in on Zach. He was still all alone in that motel room, waiting around for Ember to help him figure out his near future.

      But then, something gnawed at the back of her mind. She hadn’t seen a computer anywhere in the house. No laptop, no monitors, no cables, nothing. He had a television and a house phone, he lived in the middle of a highly populated area, so he wasn’t an “off grid” sort of person.

      Why wouldn’t Niles have a computer?

      She put on her latex gloves again and headed for his bedroom. A large wooden desk had been pushed up against one wall, papers and clutter all over it like grenade shrapnel. She started in the top middle drawer, where she found all the usual desk items. Pens, pencils, loose pages, paperclips, stamps, and the like. The top drawer revealed an archive of magazines, like Soldier of Fortune, Guns and Ammo, and Playboy.

      But the bottom drawer contained something that piqued her interest. Several notebooks filled with pencil scribbles. Hundreds of pages of notes here. Ember didn’t have time to parse through it all, but on the second page of the top notebook, she found a list, dated two months ago:

      

      Least vulnerable branches

      

      Boulder

      Golden

      

      Most vulnerable branches

      

      Westminster

      Highlands

      

      Ember sat on Niles’ bed and stared at the list. Not much to go from here, Niles, she thought.

      Maybe Niles had a secret stash of other notebooks somewhere, filled to the brim with helpful, juicy details, or if this half-assed list was just a drunken middle-of-the-night exercise. Her eyes raced over the words a dozen times, mouthing the names of the DAC Branches. Most and least vulnerable to what? Infiltration by spies? Corruption? Attack?

      She couldn’t help but notice Niles’ own Five Points was not on the list.

      “Were you looking for targets for a war, Niles?”

      Even if she didn’t have time to go through it, there could be useful information here. Ember gathered up as many of the notebooks as she could carry before she left the house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          ZACH

        

      

    

    
      ZACH

      

      Zach Bennett finished telling what he thought was the best lie of his life. Not that he was good at lying, or had practiced it much before, or even felt okay with the activity in the moment. It felt terrible, actually. But as he sat across from his college advisor this morning in her shoebox-sized office, he didn’t know what else to do.

      He shouldn’t have come to Fort Collins at all, actually. His heart hadn’t stopped thundering like a brakeless eighteen-wheeler on a steep grade since he had rolled into town. But if he flunked these classes, he could kiss his financial aid goodbye. Plus, his GPA couldn’t afford the hit of fifteen credit hours of failing grades.

      So, he sat across from this older woman and flashed puppy dog eyes and claimed a personal emergency for why he had missed assignments and tests over the last week. This was groundwork. On the chance he would have to miss more classes, maybe there was some way he could still withdraw from the semester without taking failing grades, despite being past the drop dates. A semester full of W’s was better than one full of F’s, no doubt. That might still put his financial aid in jeopardy, but it wasn’t a death blow.

      The insurance money from his father’s passing had run dry long ago, so this financial aid was now critical. Especially if he continued on to grad school as planned.

      His advisor reached back to adjust her ponytail, then she leaned forward. The frown on her face softened as her desk lamp reflected off her prescription glasses. “I’ll help where I can, but you should speak with your professors, too.”

      “I’ll do that. I appreciate you hearing me out this morning.”

      She frowned, pressing her lips together, as if collecting her words. “You have a brilliant mind, Zach. You have an innate understanding of how to apply science in a way that I could never have.”

      He raised his eyebrows, a bit startled at the unexpected compliment. “Thank you.”

      “But I sometimes wonder if you have a bit of an ‘absent-minded professor’ thing to you. Like you can’t see the forest for the trees. Or, you might wander around for ten minutes searching for the glasses sitting on top of your head.”

      He considered for a moment that she was implying he was on the autism spectrum, which, as far as he knew, he wasn’t.

      Eager to end this conversation, he said nothing, only looked at her with pensive eyes and a closed mouth.

      “You have a bright future ahead of you. But success in life isn’t only about smarts. You have to make wise choices, too. Who you marry, the jobs you take, how you save your money… these are the things that make or break a person in life.”

      “Sounds like solid advice.”

      She shrugged. “What do I know?”

      Zach took that as a cue to leave. He stood and extended a hand to shake, commanding his limb not to shake from the anxiety coursing through him. “Thank you. For everything.”

      She gripped his palm, and then he collected his things to leave. Once he had turned and left her office, he began to feel a little better. The most unpleasant part of his day was now done. Not having to look her in the eyes any longer, the lies didn’t feel as painful.

      It’s not as if Zach could have been honest. Sure, I got involved with this shady company and they’ve implied threats toward me and tried to have my girlfriend killed and I have to go into hiding and by telling you, I’ve probably also put your life in danger.

      No, lying through his teeth was a better option for everyone involved.

      Zach exited the Chemistry building, head down, and had taken a few steps down the stairs out front when he noticed two pairs of polished black shoes at the bottom. He looked up to see Thomas Milligan and Helmut standing there, both in suits. Thomas had a big grin on his face, holding a briefcase in one hand. Helmut wore his typical blank scowl.

      They were shoulder to shoulder, blocking access to the sidewalk.

      “Morning, Zach,” Thomas said. “Do you have a moment?”

      How had they found him? Had someone been watching this building, waiting for Zach to make an appearance?

      He took stock of the situation. He was about ten steps above them. If he tried to dart left or right, Helmut could grab him. Would he, though? The building’s lawn wasn’t thickly populated, but there were a few students and others out and about. Zach could run back into the building, but then what? Call the cops? That didn’t seem like a wise choice, either. A temporary solution that would end in no action. He couldn’t even prove these two had done anything illegal.

      “I do not have a moment,” Zach said.

      “Can we go somewhere to talk? Won’t take long. Promise.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      Thomas pointed to a set of benches on the icy ground to the right of the building. “How about there? Just so you’re not blocking building traffic and we can discuss your future in peace.”

      Zach tightened his jaw. In the movies, they would escort him out to the street and then toss him in the back of a van before anyone could see wrongdoing. But that clearly wouldn’t work here. There was no van and no car parked close to the benches.

      Also, at least a dozen people would see it happen. That didn’t guarantee safety, but it made Zach a little less freaked out.

      He clenched his fists and descended the steps. As he passed Thomas and faced the bench, he said, “You have two minutes, then I’m walking.”

      Thomas followed him there and sat first, with his briefcase in his lap. Helmut stayed back, closer to the building’s steps. As soon as Zach sat, Thomas popped open his briefcase and lifted a stack of papers.

      “What’s that?” Zach said.

      “A job offer. It’s time to stop flirting and get down to business. The contract is two years on-site in Rancho Cordova. Your salary is one million a year plus a relocation stipend. After ninety days, you gain access to health, dental, and company car.”

      Despite everything Zach knew, he couldn’t help but feel astounded. “A million dollars a year?”

      “For the first two, as per the contact. And that ninety day thing? Don’t worry about it. We just have to put that on paper for the HR people, but we’ll set you up for success from day one. Your secretary will make sure you get whatever doctor or dentist appointments you need and we fiddle with the dates after the fact to make the insurance people happy.”

      “My secretary?”

      The Firedrake man ignored the question. “Naturally, we will renegotiate salary near the end of your second year. If your work helps us get to our goal, I could see you getting upwards of a million-five after that. It’s all dependent on outcomes, of course. We’re not running a charity.”

      “What are you running?”

      Thomas donned a wincing smile. “I know you have all manner of crazy theories bouncing around in your head. I know you think I’m some sort of G-Man in a suit, implanting microchips in peoples’ brains or other science-fiction stuff like that. I’m anything but. If you sign this job offer, then you’ll find out soon enough I’m here to make your dreams come true, Zach. Firedrake wants to save lives. We have a groundbreaking, life-saving technology developed by one of the sister companies in our portfolio. It involves a trial in Africa, as well as a component in a national park in the US. The national park part isn’t under your purview, but you might hear things about it. It’s going to be big. It’s going to get people’s attention. And it could also fail horribly. That’s partly why it’s such a generous offer — and why we’ll require subtlety and discretion.”

      “What happens if the big thing fails?”

      “We might miss out on our opportunity. That’s why we need you, Zach. We need you to develop a robust and well-tested alternative. I have concerns about some of my colleagues, that they might pervert our philanthropic plans for their own gains.”

      “You’re not making it sound like a company with a bright future.”

      Thomas frowned. “On the contrary. With people like you as key contributors, we will knock this one out of the park. I’m sure of it.” Thomas took a hefty pen from his briefcase. “Your lab coworker Wanda has already accepted and is in the process of moving, as we speak. She starts real work on Monday.”

      Zach took the pen and turned it over in his hands, finding a tiny storage of courage from somewhere deep inside. He pushed away the dollar signs lingering behind his eyes and addressed the elephant in the room. “I think you tried to have my girlfriend killed.”

      “That’s ridiculous. Why on earth would I do that? We’re a family company, Zach. If your partner is interested in relocating with you, we can help connect her with the best headhunters in California to find work for her, as well. It’s part of our holistic approach.”

      Zach realized he knew almost nothing about this supposed attack on Ember from a few days ago, other than what she had said. The surprise on Thomas’ face seemed genuine.

      But he had to remember, these were the same people who dropped a folder full of child porn pictures in his kitchen after he’d poked his nose somewhere they thought didn’t belong. And again, that in itself was conjecture. He had no proof they had been the ones to do it.

      “Did you beat up my roommate and force him to move out of our apartment?”

      Thomas chuckled. “Now I feel like you’re just teasing me. We’re not what you think, Zach. We’re a force for good in the world. Nothing else. But how will you know for sure until you step off the plane in California and give us a chance to prove it to you?”

      Zach looked over to Helmut, standing as still as a statue, hands clasped over his waist as a light breeze ruffled the bottom flaps of his suit coat.

      Thomas pointed at the pen. “Don’t miss out. Don’t make a mistake you’ll regret for the rest of your professional career.”

      Zach pushed air through his nose, feeling lightheaded.

      “If you walk away from this bench,” Thomas said, jaw clenched behind his fake smile, “the offer is null and void.”

      Zach swallowed, his heart thumping. He handed the pen back to Thomas, stood up, and then marched toward the sidewalk.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      EMBER

      

      Ember spent the morning poring over Niles’ notebooks in a private office in a coworking building in Louisville, just outside of Boulder. She hadn’t known him well, but the inside of his mind turned out to be a fascinating place. So much anger, so much resentment toward everyone and everything. Niles had kept detailed accounts of his contracts, something forbidden by the Club bylaws.

      Six months ago, Niles had taken on what Ember referred to as a “corporate contract.” He had been tasked with a scare job in Seattle. A man there had cold feet about completing a massive tech merger, and the company on the other end of the deal had hired Niles to terrorize this man’s wife to make sure he would go through with it and sign on the dotted line. Except Niles had gotten carried away and had killed the woman in question. The then-widowed man took the hint and signed the deal, so the person who’d hired Niles considered the contract completed in full. Never mind that an innocent civilian had been needlessly killed.

      “You were a full-on piece of shit, Niles,” Ember mumbled as she turned the next page in his notebook.

      He had dozens of accounts like this. All the way up until his last contract, the one that put him on a course to collide with Ember that night in Rocky Mountain National Park. No notes at all about that one, which didn’t help Ember. What had been his goal that night in the park? Did he really have cancer and hope to go out with a bang? Something big that might invigorate his Branch into starting a war with the other Branches? Or was it simply a careless clerical error that had put both Ember and Niles on the same contract?

      Not knowing gave Ember a rumble of queasiness in her stomach.

      She sighed and flipped to the next page, a hand-sketched blueprint of the Westminster Post Office. There was nothing in any of these notebooks that had constituted explicit evidence Five Points was planning to launch a war against any other Branch, but there were plenty of circumstantial nuggets leaning in that direction. Lots of theoretical plans and data collected on the strengths and weaknesses of the other five Branches.

      Ember didn’t know what would happen if she turned all of this over to President Wellner and the Review Board. Maybe nothing, maybe a lockdown on the Branches. There had to be some obscure bylaw to direct them how to handle a potential civil war like this. Or, maybe, as per the usual complete and total unpredictability of the Board, they would shrug and order the notebooks to be destroyed because of the illicit notes Niles kept about the contracts.

      Ember heard a car door shut, and she stood to glance out her south-facing window. All morning, she’d had eyes out for a Latina woman who matched Ember’s other physical attributes. According to Isabel Yang, this woman—Serena Rojas—was sent on a mission to kill Ember, hired by Marcus Lonsdale. As if Ember needed another complication to distract her.

      The person exiting the car in the parking lot was a heavyset white guy. Not a contract killer coming after her, most likely. If this Serena person was as good as Ember suspected, she wouldn’t park in the front lot, anyway.

      No, Ember expected she wouldn’t see her coming.

      Still, Ember kept her Nighthawk Enforcer pistols within reach at all times. If she had to use them, then everything would change. Playing these games in the world of the Denver Assassins Club was one thing; killing an assassin drew no attention, since they were people mostly invisible to society. This Serena Rojas person probably wasn’t like that.

      Ember sighed and lifted her phone from the table, then placed a call.

      “Hey,” Zach said.

      “Afternoon. You keeping yourself busy?”

      “Um, yeah.”

      Ember tapped her teeth together a couple times. Something in his voice didn’t sound right. “You okay?”

      “Sure. I’m good.”

      “You’re not still at the motel, are you?”

      “No, I went out to do a couple things. I had to see my advisor, to see if I could salvage my semester.”

      “In person? Do you think that was a smart move?”

      He grunted, and she could picture his cute face all scrunched up and angry. “Maybe not, but I can’t sit around like a dog waiting for you to come home after work.”

      “Ouch. That’s not what I think about you.”

      “Okay, that was harsh. I’m sorry.”

      “No, I’m sorry, Zach. It’s… it’s been a weird week. Three weeks. Hell, I don’t even know anymore.”

      “Everything is so frustrating. I can’t believe this is my life.”

      “I know how you feel. There’s so much going on right now, I would rest a lot easier if I knew where you were. If I knew you were safe and somewhere they can’t get to you.”

      “I’m starting to think a place like that doesn’t exist.”

      Ember sighed. “There is a way to get out from underneath all of this. I don’t know what it is yet, but I’m working on it.” She resisted the urge to add, it’s one of about a half-dozen other life-and-death things I’m working on at the moment.

      “For right now,” he said, “I’m safe. I’m on my way back to the motel. I can’t promise you I’ll stay there. Despite everything going on, I can’t grind my life to a complete halt.”

      Ember tightened her grip on the phone and let out a labored breath. Maybe Ember could have Fagan keep someone on Zach, watching out for him? That would mean she would have to tell Fagan all about him, which would not be a pleasant conversation. Maybe it was one she needed to have, though. His safety was more important than a stern look or a lecture from her mentor.

      “I understand. I disagree, but I understand. I miss you.”

      “I miss you, too.”

      “Just stay in touch with me, okay?”

      He hesitated a moment. “Okay.”

      “I’m going to see you soon. I promise.”

      Zach mumbled something and ended the call, and Ember frowned at the dark screen on her phone. She owed Zach a lot more than she was giving him, but she didn’t know how to keep all these bowling pins in the air. He had living, dynamic thoughts and feelings, not a movie she could pause and unpause whenever she felt like it.

      She had to do better. Be a better girlfriend. Be a better protector. A better communicator.

      Her phone lit up with a message from Fagan:

      

      Still working on former addresses for Niles. Nothing yet.

      

      “Damn,” Ember said, pursing her lips. If they didn’t find out where else Niles had lived soon, the next bomb could go off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          ISABEL

        

      

    

    
      The FBI Agent strutted out the front door of Illegal Pete’s with a Big Fish burrito. She knew it was terrible. She knew she was carrying an entire day’s worth of calories wrapped in foil. She knew this was the fourth one she had purchased since she had started the back-and-forth trips to Colorado about a month ago.

      Also, she didn’t care. The Big Fish was amazing, and it was the only thing managing her stress level right now. She wasn’t much of a drinker, and she had no desire to partake in any of Colorado’s legal weed trade. On or off-duty. So, she would mow down this burrito like it had offended her somehow, and then pat her swollen belly when it was done.

      She turned to the left of the brick building, up 15th Street, since there was no parking on this part of the Pearl Street Outdoor Mall. The side street led to an incline, parking meters and generic holiday decorations. A neighborhood full of small but expensive old-money houses sat one block beyond the shopping district of Pearl Street.

      Another small side effect of these frequent visits out west: she had become enamored with this little college town of Boulder in a way she hadn’t expected. Isabel thought about her former mentor, Jacob, encouraging her to flee DC and take a job in a field office. Maybe Colorado could become a suitable landing spot for her. Once this current mess was all over, of course.

      Five steps up the sidewalk, she sensed something was wrong.

      The woman emerged from the back alley of the restaurant and into the path of the sidewalk. Dark hair, dark eyes, dark jacket. Serena Rojas. Thirty feet in front of Isabel, head down, approaching in a slow but deliberate manner.

      Isabel spread her feet to establish her balance. She kept her left hand on her burrito and reached one back toward her service weapon. Before she could get a grip on it, Serena lifted her hands into the air, palms facing forward. She didn’t stop, though, and kept moving in her direction. Her steps were even and careful.

      There were other pedestrians out at dusk right now, shuffling about the walking mall, getting into cars parked along the curbs, doing other pedestrian things. No one had yet paid any attention to these two women, as they probably didn’t outwardly appear to be the types who had the power to light up the street with gunfire.

      “I just want to talk,” Serena said as she drew within ten feet and stopped. “Please don’t do anything rash.”

      Isabel lowered the hem of her jacket and let her free hand dangle to her side. She tilted her head toward the brick side of Illegal Pete’s and took a step over so she was under the awning. Serena, hands still up, shifted forward to join her. They had at least thirty feet of buffer between them and the nearest civilian.

      “I expect you’re angry with me,” Isabel said.

      Serena’s eyebrows raised. “Not only did you stop me from accomplishing my mission in Lyons last week, you had me arrested. Getting out of that was not easy. In my line of work, keeping a low profile is probably the most important thing I can do on a daily basis. Going to jail in Colorado makes that hard for me, understand?”

      “I had to do it because you wouldn’t listen to reason. My boss Marcus wants Ember dead. I can’t let that happen. There’s a lot more going on here than you know about, and if you don’t slow down, you won’t see it.”

      Serena shook her head. “None of this is my problem.”

      “You can stick with that 'I’m the hammer, not the person swinging it' argument, or you can listen to me. Actually listen, not like you did in the park last week. Like a human would, not this whole Matrix-style robot thing you’re desperately trying to pull off.”

      The discussion last week hadn’t gone any better than this current one. Isabel, Serena, and Layne Parrish—Ember’s condo neighbor—talking in a blizzard-drenched park across town. That meeting had been brief, tense, and had ended with no resolution. Yet Isabel still surprised herself by how angry she’d become. This entire case had felt overwhelming, on the verge of impossible.

      And now it occurred to Isabel that Ember still had no idea who Layne actually was. Isabel hadn’t thought of bringing it up yesterday when speaking with the former FBI Agent at her condo during Ember’s surprise sneak-attack act of contrition.

      “Okay,” Serena said. “You were clever enough to get the drop on me, so I respect that. It’s earned you a couple minutes of my time. What is it you want me to listen to?”

      Isabel leaned a little closer and lowered her voice. “Ember Clarke’s real name is Allison Campbell, and she’s been on an undercover assignment for the FBI for the last three years. That part, you probably already knew. But what you didn’t know is that Ember and Marcus had an affair a few years ago, and he’s been pining for her ever since. At least, that’s my theory. It’s hard to put anything concrete on him. Marcus is very careful, and he’s extremely well-liked in just about every social circle in Washington.”

      Serena narrowed her eyes. “That’s not nothing, but it’s not exactly something, either.”

      “There’s a reason why the FBI at large doesn’t know about this operation. There’s a reason why Marcus won’t force Ember to come back, even though he could, or simply have her arrested and charged. There’s a reason why he tasked me with that job… partly because he knew I would fail. He just didn’t expect I would ferret out that he has an ulterior motive. He thought Ember’s management would wither and die with me at the helm.”

      “Okay, so what is this devious motive? Are you sure he’s still hung up on her? She rejected his advances after realizing that hooking up with him was a mistake. That’s not a surprise. I’d probably regret sleeping with him, too. Then she came out here to live by the mountains, and now he wants her out of the picture, if he can’t have her? Is that what you’re saying?”

      “I don’t know how it connects. I’m working on it. I mean, it could be as simple as that. I think his marriage ended over their affair. It could have wrecked his FBI career, but he survived it somehow. I’m trying to follow the money to find a financial angle, but it hasn’t gotten me anywhere yet.”

      Serena frowned and crossed her arms. “I’m not sure if I buy it. He seemed like a straight shooter to me.”

      “I’m just asking you to give me time. That’s all. Just back off for a little while so I can sort things out.”

      “In a perfect world, Agent Yang, what would you have me do?”

      “Help me. You can understand that I don’t have the resources of the FBI at my disposal when I suspect my boss of inappropriate behavior. There’s not a person in the Bureau I can talk to about any of this because he’s so well-connected, he may as well have his picture up in the lobby of the Hoover building.”

      “I’ve known powerful men like that,” Serena said. “They build up a wall of credibility and social proof, then it makes them nearly invincible.”

      “Exactly. I had one friend on my side, a retired agent, but he’s fallen ill and can’t help me at the moment. And I’m out here in Boulder, trying to keep tabs on you. There’s not much investigative work I can do on Marcus Lonsdale. So what I’m asking you, Serena, is to help me understand what’s going on and why all of this is happening.”

      Serena sighed as her eyes darted over Isabel’s face. “No.”

      “What?”

      “No, Agent Yang. I will not stop my mission, I will not become your partner, and I will not ignore my mandate. Not without something concrete.” Her gaze flicked down to the foil-wrapped burrito in Isabel’s hand. “Enjoy your dinner.”

      Serena turned and slinked away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          BAM

        

      

    

    
      Bam licked the joint closed and then sparked up the fat end. Standing in his kitchen, he took one puff and then inserted the unlit end into the open mouth of a plastic straw. He stuck the straw in the corner of his mouth so he wouldn’t lose track of it, then he opened his freezer. A mist of foggy chill seeped out.

      Bam grabbed the tumbler glass from the bottom. Since he had rinsed it with water prior to inserting it in the freezer fifteen minutes ago, it now had a thick coating of frost inside and out.

      Bam set the glass on his kitchen counter and then carefully turned the joint around, so the lit end was in his mouth and the straw protruded. He stuck the straw end to the bottom of the glass and gently blew out through the joint and through the straw. A coating of white smoke billowed out of the straw and stuck to the frost on the glass, making a milky base. He moved the straw in a circle as he continued to breathe out, filling the glass with smoke that stayed in place.

      Out of breath, Bam took the straw out of his mouth and set it on the counter and held up his glass. Filled to the brim with dense smoke, he squinted at it. Such a beautiful creation.

      The singular time he had convinced his deceased mentor Niles to smoke pot with him, it had been a “milkshake,” just like this. It had been quite interesting to see Niles all stoned, eyes as slits, a cheshire cat grin on his face persisting for hours.

      That would never happen again. No more grins for Niles.

      Bam tilted the cup back and inhaled the smoke like guzzling a frosty milkshake. It went in smooth and cold, and he held his breath to the count of five before blowing out almost nothing at all.

      It made him feel nothing.

      The joint—still sticking out of the straw—had gone out, sitting on his table. Half of it had already burned down. That was fine. Bam didn’t even feel much like smoking the rest of it at the moment, and he wouldn’t need to in a few minutes, anyway, once the already-consumed weed took hold of him.

      He opened the fridge to grab a bottle of water and then walked it over to the couch. Just about to sit and pick up the TV remote, a knock came at his door. Bam gritted his teeth. He should have heard footsteps outside, but he hadn’t been paying attention. He was too distracted tonight.

      Bam skulked across the room. He picked up his Sig Sauer from the table next to his front door and placed the barrel against the wood as he closed one eye to squint through the keyhole. Finger on the trigger. Before his vision had adjusted well enough to see, a voice lurking in his head begged him to pull the trigger and get rid of this visitor. It told him how satisfying it would feel to blast a hole in the door.

      But he didn’t. Payton was standing out there on the walkway. Not someone Bam had any reason to shoot.

      He pursed his lips and put the gun back, then opened the door. Bam could feel pressure behind his eyes, the first sign he was about to become a citizen of Stoned Land. “Sup, Payton?”

      “Hey, dude. I have good news.”

      Bam let him in and then shut the door behind them. “Want to smoke?”

      “Thanks, but I can’t stay.”

      “That’s fine. I don’t really need any more, anyway.”

      Payton sat on the edge of the entertainment center, his back up against the TV. “I just came by to tell you what I found out.”

      Bam picked up his water bottle from the coffee table, then let out a grunt as he plopped down on the couch and put his feet up. “Go ahead. I just smoked about a nickel bag of creeper weed in one hit, so you’ve got about three minutes before my brain turns to mush. Make it snappy.”

      “First, I thought you should know something. Elias definitely knew you were high as hell during the Branch meeting last night.”

      Bam thought about this. Elias was an older member, maybe mid-thirties, real surly bastard. He had broken his collarbone about a month ago. He’d claimed it was on a contract in Minneapolis when he had slipped and fallen on a patch of ice, but some people in the Branch hadn’t believed that explanation. Either way, it didn’t matter. With an injury, he couldn’t go out on jobs, so he hung around the Post Office, being a curmudgeon and generally just taking up space.

      “How do you know this?” Bam asked.

      “A few of us went out for coffee after, and he got to running his mouth. You know how he is. He thinks you’re grieving wrong about Niles and your work is suffering because of it.”

      “Grieving wrong? What the shit does that mean?”

      Payton shrugged. “I don’t know, dude. That’s what he said.”

      Bam didn’t feel like he was grieving wrong, or grieving at all. He didn’t understand what that word meant, actually. “Elias can eat a dick. How I grieve is my own business. What I really want to know is: was the Historian at coffee with you guys to hear all this?”

      Payton shook his head. “Elias didn’t say anything to anyone else, as far as I know.”

      “Then I don’t give a shit about what he thinks or what he says. What’s the thing you wanted to tell me about?”

      “Okay. You’re going to love this. You told me you wanted me to find you some bombs, right?”

      “That sounds like something I would say. Three of them is what I asked for, I think. That’s how many I promised Ember I would have, and if I don’t deliver, I’m hosed.”

      “I know where we can get bombs and more. All kinds of shit. It’s like gangster Christmas morning.”

      “Now that you’ve built it all up, don’t keep me in suspense, Payton. Spit it out.”

      “Day after tomorrow, a couple of guys from Westminster are meeting two Mexicans down in Centennial to buy guns, bombs, vests, and a bunch more stuff. Tens of thousands of dollars for the whole exchange.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “I’m doing research for the thing, you know?”

      Bam knew Payton was talking about the “revolution,” or whatever they wanted to call it; the civil war about to jump off. Taking advantage of the existing chaos in the Club to neuter the other Branches and get more power for Five Points. Possibly, depending on how well they could execute it, dissolving the Branches and the Review Board and starting the whole DAC over from scratch.

      Niles had talked about it. Bam had never been sold on the idea. He’d felt indifferent toward it, actually. At one point, Bam had felt actively resentful toward the concept, when it took up too much of Niles’ time that Bam felt could have been better spent mentoring him.

      “Okay,” Bam said, his head now already buzzing from the weed. “The thing. Sure.”

      “One of the Five Points computer guys found out Westy members were meeting off site to discuss things not kosher to talk about on the message boards, and so he bugged the spot of their meet. We had shifts monitoring these off-sites. I was on the clock to listen in and I found this conversation on the tapes. I was supposed to go tell the Historian and whoever else about it right away, but this is exactly what we’re looking for, right?”

      “Yeah, it is. I need bombs. And I need them, like, right now.”

      “So we hijack their shit after they meet the Mexicans, kill these Westminster punks and keep whatever we want. And then we tell everyone at Five Points about it, minus our haul. We’ll be heroes, dude, and no one has to know we didn’t deliver the whole inventory.”

      Bam tried to keep his head together as he considered the plan. It seemed like it would work, so he nodded. “Yeah. I’m in. As long as we can escape clean and no one ever figures out we were there. Sound good?”

      Payton stood up and rubbed his hands together. “Hell yeah. Day after tomorrow, we wreck some shit.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      DAY THREE

      

      Ember checked the address of the house on the street against the message Fagan had sent. The numbers and street names matched, but it didn’t seem right. She looked again at the cross street signs next to the intersection. Early this morning, Fagan had finally delivered two former addresses where Niles Thisdell used to live. It had been tricky, since Niles had used oodles of different aliases over his career.

      Two potential places where Bam’s next bomb could be. One address was in Glendale, the other in Greenwood Village. Since Glendale was closer to Five Points, Ember had chosen this one to investigate first. She had less than twelve hours to find and defuse the next bomb—if Bam’s timeline could be believed. His unpredictability meant Ember would be a fool to take anything for granted.

      Ember parked on the street, five houses past her target. She angled the rearview to get a better look. No cameras outside, at least none she could see. The neighbors didn’t appear to have any, either. This house was much nicer than the previous place. At least three bedrooms, and probably a basement. Wind chimes on the front porch. There were no beer bottles sitting out, and the front door had a regular screen door, not the steel cage Ember had seen on the sorts of houses people who valued privacy lived.

      And a car sat in the driveway.

      Maybe Niles used to live here, but someone else lived here now. That made reconnaissance a challenge. The sun had barely risen above the buildings to the east, and there were no lights on inside the house. A couple of the neighbors were out and about, warming up cars, scraping remnants of snow from their windshields. This felt like the sort of neighborhood where someone would notice her poking around.

      Ember sighed as she gripped the steering wheel and kept her eyes on the house’s windows, waiting for something to change. A light flicking on, a shadow moving, a dog barking, anything. She wanted proof someone was home before she had to change her strategy.

      A couple of minutes passed, and nothing changed. Ember was starting to question if there was anyone actually home. Of course, she could walk up and ring the doorbell, but long distance confirmation would be preferable.

      But something about this house didn’t feel right. Not in the same sort of way the hairs would rise on the back of Ember’s neck before she knocked on the door of a house with drugs and guns and bad intentions inside. This simply didn’t feel like a place Bam or Niles or anyone from the DAC had been recently.

      Would Bam leave a bomb outside the house? Ember didn’t see a toolshed in the backyard or anything like that.

      A homeless man meandered down the sidewalk, a ratty knitted wool cap atop his head and a blanket wrapped around his body. Old and worn tennis shoes poked out of the bottom of the blanket, shuffling on the icy pavement. His eyes turned toward each house he passed, looking longingly into the windows as he took his time moving onto the next. Ember’s trained and tested instincts told her the man was casing these joints, maybe looking to smash a window and find a warm spot to wait until the sun could rise high enough to make living outdoors bearable again.

      But upon further inspection, she changed her mind. She didn’t think he had a home invasion on his mind. He was coveting. Looking at the things he didn’t have, wondering why he didn’t have them, letting the melancholy of his life consume him.

      She cleared her throat. “What the hell is wrong with you?” she said to her reflection in the rearview mirror. Ember wasn’t one to wax philosophical about the state of homeless people. Maybe it was another sign that exhaustion from more than a month of assassins on her tail had taken its toll.

      Ember whipped out her phone and opened the maps app to check the other house’s location. She wasn’t sure what she could get by looking at it on a map, but maybe there would be something. A clue about why she should check out that house instead of this one.

      And there was. For some reason, there were red lines on the streets all around the house. Red lines in the app meant traffic.

      Why was there so much traffic on that residential street?

      She switched to an internet browser and looked up the Greenwood Village police’s website. Unsure of how far she might have to scroll to find what she was looking for, she was surprised to see it directly on the homepage. Right there, on the main social feed: BOMB DETONATES ON COSTILLA PLACE.

      She knew without clicking, without reading the rest of the article. That had to be the house. Ember gritted her teeth. “Damn you, Bam. I had twelve hours left. Why did you detonate it early?”

      She felt shades of two weeks ago, when Quinn had played her with his fake “rescue” attempts, dangling his hostages in front of her. This felt different, though.

      What was Bam’s aim here? If he wanted to keep her busy and distracted, it had to be in service of some larger goal. Was he trying to keep Ember in the dark about a grand plan? But why? If Bam hadn’t agreed to take on Ember’s contract this week, there would be no reason for them to interact at all. Unless Bam was planning something specifically for her, and he needed to keep her occupied until it was ready.

      It didn’t make sense.

      Ember clicked on the link for the article about the bomb explosion. The chaos from the explosion was still in flux and ongoing, but they reported a current count of two dead, five injured in the house and the one next to it.

      All of it cruel and unnecessary.

      “That’s it,” Ember said, slamming her phone down onto her car’s center console. “I’ve had enough.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      She opened the gate by the pool on the grounds of Bam’s apartment building, with a square courtyard area and a pool in the middle. Everything felt grimy. There was a trash can at the far corner overflowing with fast food bags and beer bottles. For winter, the pool had been covered with a massive tarp, with leaves trapped in a sheet of ice atop it.

      She stormed across the pool area and out the other gate, then up the rickety wooden steps to the second floor. Bam lived in number 207. Ember shifted to the edge of the walkway to pass a couple of twenty-something white guys relaxing outside an apartment. They were playing dominoes, sitting on crates, with 40-oz beers in brown plastic bags sitting on a third crate between them. Weird. For twenty-somethings, they were acting more like seventy-somethings. She didn’t know why they were out here, unless they were trying to be ironic with their brown-bag beers.

      Both of them paused to ogle her as she passed. The one on the right was about to open his mouth to say something when Ember flashed demon eyes at him. She had no patience for flirty white college dropouts drunk in the middle of the day.

      With that one sharp look, the guy apparently decided to keep his mouth shut, so Ember continued on past them and squared her shoulders in front of Bam’s door.

      She clenched her fists and rapped the base of her hand against it. The door rattled under her pressure. She wanted to shoot out his deadbolt lock and kick it in, but not with these two domino-playing witnesses a few feet away.

      “Brody. Open the door.”

      She banged again, then waited ten seconds, then one more time. Through the curtained window next to the door, she saw a light flick off. Then feet shuffled across carpet.

      She readied herself. Legs slightly bent, keeping her center of gravity low and ready to move. One hand behind her, near her waistband.

      When the door swung open, there he stood in his lanky slenderness, shirtless and wearing fleece pajama pants and dirty tennis shoes. His eyes were dim, squinting against the light outside. “What the hell? How do you know where I live?”

      Ember drew one of her Enforcers and pushed it into his chest. He raised his hands immediately and took a few awkward steps back. Ember followed, keeping the gun just out of his arms’ reach, then kicked the door shut behind him.

      “This is not okay for you to be here,” he said. “You can’t come to my place. Not cool at all, Ember.”

      “I don’t give a shit if it’s cool, jackass. You killed civilians with your bomb this morning.”

      His head tilted, his face scrunched up. “What? I don’t even know what you’re talking about. What bomb? It’s not supposed to go off until tonight.”

      Ember now noted the distinct smell in the apartment, and she saw the wooden tray on the table lined with piles of green weed, rolling papers, a glass pipe, and various other smoking implements. “You must have set it for a.m. instead of p.m., you stupid stoner.”

      His eyes flashed, somehow vacant and menacing at the same time. “Do not call me stupid. And get that gun out of my face, now. You wanna know what happens if you kill me? You don’t find out where the next three bombs are. You say you’re all about saving the regular people, right? Well, that means more civilian deaths, and it’ll be on you next time if you shoot me now. You play by the rules — my rules — Ember, or you lose by default. Find the bombs, then I’ll face you one-on-one. To the death. Guns, knives, fists… whatever. I’ll let you pick. But if you keep on harassing me, then you get nothing, bitch.”

      She did not lower the gun. “Call me a bitch again, and I’ll put one in your stomach instead of your chest. You’ll bleed out slowly, but fast enough that no one will arrive in time to save you.”

      Bam grinned. “It’s weird to despise and respect someone at the same time. That’s a first for me.”

      “I know the feeling well. If there are three more, where’s my next clue, then?”

      “Easy. Patience. You still have time. I don’t know why you’re in such a rush to wrap it all up.”

      “Less than four days to find three bombs scattered around Denver? You think that’s plenty of time? Where next? Niles’ favorite coffee shop?”

      Bam shrugged. “Maybe they’re not scattered. Maybe they’re all in one place. I’ll give you your next clue when the time is right, and not a second before. Now: lower the gun. I’m tired of asking you.”

      “Or what, Bam? What are you going to do?”

      His weird eyes flared again, along with his nostrils. “I’ll prove to you how bad your judgment is. You think I’m some disorganized and sloppy pothead? You’re so wrong, you have no idea. Now lower the gun. You’re starting to make me mad.”

      “No. I don’t think so. Why don’t you tell me where those bombs are and save us both a ton of time?”

      “Patience.”

      Ember flexed her jaw. “I ran out of patience weeks ago, kid. Now you’re going to—”

      Before Ember could even flinch, Bam swung his arm down and knocked the pistol from her hand. It thudded onto the soft carpet below. For a split second, Ember didn’t even know it had slipped away. Bam was a blur.

      She made a fist to punch him back a step. She intended to reach down and pick up her weapon, but he smacked her against the cheek with an open-handed slap. Her head jerked to the side. His swipe had been so fast and hard, she hadn’t been able to pull her head out of the way in time.

      Next, he brought a knee up into her chest, and all the air rushed out of her lungs. He spun and gave her the back of the other hand. Ember had no time to counter any of the moves, and she couldn’t predict the next one coming.

      How the hell was he so fast?

      Ember dropped down to avoid the next punch, and she wrapped her arms around his knees and drove forward, tackling him to the ground. He bumped against his couch, grunting, then brought a fist down on top of her head before she could contain his arms.

      Ember’s vision immediately blurred, and she sat back to heave a breath, a headache worming through her head. Eyes watering. Both of them were sitting up on the couch, only a couple feet away from each other.

      Ember tried to pivot toward him, but he was gone.

      She blinked a few times and when she opened her eyes, Bam was on his knees, a Sig Sauer in his hands. Elbows locked, and one eye closed. He had her dead-on, pistol aimed at her head.

      “That was not a very smart thing to do,” he said.

      Ember stared, breathing. Why didn’t Bam just shoot her? Why was he stalling?

      “Pull the trigger, Bam.”

      “I told you. It’s not time yet. Pick up your pistol and go. You’ll hear from me about the next clue, and not until I’m ready, okay? Until then, leave me alone. Bitch.”

      Ember picked up her pistol, with Bam tracking her, keeping his gun pointed at her at all times. She slipped it into the back of her waistband and stood, feeling a little wobbly. Never had she had her ass kicked so thoroughly by someone so young and skinny and seemingly burned out on weed. He was like a caged lion inside the frame of a skateboard kid.

      Without a word, she opened the door and backed out of his apartment. On the way out, she rubbed a hand atop her head, feeling for the lump that would soon form there.

      And even though she was hurting—both physically and her pride—she smiled.

      Because Bam hadn’t seen what she’d slipped inside his shoe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          WELLNER

        

      

    

    
      The President of the DAC opened the front door to his house in Highlands Ranch to see his secretary Naomi standing there with a backpack over her shoulder. She was bathed in golden hour light, a tentative smile on her face as she waited to be allowed inside.

      “Afternoon, sir,” she said. “What a great neighborhood, huh? I’ve never been around here before.”

      “Come in,” he said, looking past her to check for lurking eyes on the street. He didn’t see any, but that didn’t mean they weren’t out there.

      His heart hadn’t stopped racing all day long. Like a low rumbling stomach ache constantly pushing up into his ribcage. Wellner had developed the ache some number of years ago; he couldn’t even remember anymore. Like an extra limb, it was always with him. Either a sign of advancing age, or a sign of anxiety. Or both.

      She entered the house and looked around. “Nice house, too. You decorate?”

      “My ex-wife. I would love to make it more modern and get rid of a lot of the crap she put up, but I just don’t have the time.”

      “You need to take some vacation days and get it done. When was the last time you took a day off?”

      “Uhh, not sure. It’s been quite a while.”

      She crossed the foyer, her flats clacking on the tile below. She stopped in front of a canvas painting, some splotchy red and green thing his ex had hung there ten years ago. “I hear you about not having any time,” she said, musing as her eyes trailed over the art.

      “Speaking of being short on time,” he said, raising his eyebrows. He didn’t want to have to tap on his wrist, hoping she would pick up on the urgency in his voice instead.

      “Right,” Naomi said. She removed the backpack from her shoulders and squinted around. “I can hook this up to your TV, if you want to do it there. Maybe better than being hunched over my little laptop screen.”

      “Of course,” he said. Wellner guided Naomi down the hall and into the living room, which had a tall ceiling and an open floor plan that spilled into the kitchen. Bay windows to the east overlooked the valley, bathed in pinkish late afternoon light. Three-quarters of a ring of couches surrounded a fireplace in the middle of the room, with a 60-inch television hanging on the wall opposite the couch ring.

      “Again, David, very impressive. I hope I can have a house like this someday.”

      “Thank you. If only I was here enough to enjoy it.” He handed her a slip of paper with the WiFi password.

      Naomi took a laptop from her bag and nestled into the couch. Her little frame sank into the billowing couch cushions, as if it wanted to swallow her. The glow lit up her face as she typed on the keyboard. He stood there, hovering nearby, feeling like an idiot. Should he offer her a drink? Maybe that would be too forward. He had to keep reminding himself that she was basically half his age, and he was chubby and balding. Nowhere close to the type this beautiful young woman would go for. Naomi was a 9.5 and Wellner was a 4 on a good day.

      Still, he couldn’t help but notice the curve of her breasts in her sweater as she typed. He tried not to stare, but found it impossible. Everything about her was perfect. Was he only focusing on this now to distract himself from the revving anxiety he felt? Probably.

      “Want something to drink?”

      “No thanks, I’m good. You can turn on the TV now. It should be loading up and almost ready to go.”

      He selected the right remote from an array of six, then he eased onto the same couch as Naomi, but he left three feet of barren space between them. Any closer and he might be tempted to absent-mindedly reach out and grab her hand during the show. “Bring me up to speed.”

      Naomi pointed at the TV as the image came into focus. A video of Vice President Jules Dunard’s house, from a low angle in the front. The house was framed by bushes and shrubs on both sides. “We have three drones, all of them tiny and almost silent. But at that size, they’ll only give about ten minutes of surveillance footage. Those are mostly for backup. We have cameras pointed at all the major windows at Jules’ house. I can switch between any of the visuals at any time.”

      “Wow. This is amazing. Seriously, Naomi, I’m very impressed.”

      She opened her mouth to reply, but then paused, her lips moving as she read words on the screen. “We have something, sir. Car coming.”

      She tapped a key, and the camera angle switched to up above. Must have been one of the drones.

      “That’s her car,” Wellner said as he watched the drone track the car up the winding road in Morrison, Colorado. A cold tingle of fear spread up his spine. Was he really going to do this? Could he really kill Jules?

      She had tried to kill him. At least, that’s what the evidence suggested. Wellner wasn’t a hundred percent sure any more if she had sent the assassin from Boulder Branch to kill him in the parking garage.

      Maybe she had, maybe she hadn’t. If she had, she deserved what was about to happen to her. Sending an expendable Branch member to do her dirty work had been a despicable act.

      David Wellner had labored for years to work his way into the political system of the Denver Assassins Club. He had sacrificed relationships and neglected his self-care to focus his energy into what was best for the Club. And he hadn’t done it all so this usurper could steal it from him. Not this time.

      Never again.

      “She can’t see these drones?”

      “Not likely, sir, unless she’s deliberately looking for one. They’re pretty high up. Quiet, too.“

      He considered saying something to Naomi about his level of anxiety, but he hesitated. He felt a droplet of sweat trickle down his chest and onto the top of his belly.

      Was this the right thing? Was it too late to abort?

      Maybe going after the drug angle was a better way to do this. He had circumstantial evidence that Jules had attempted to create a drug cartel inside the Assassins Club. But therein was the problem. The evidence didn’t rise above circumstantial. Jules was too smart to leave a paper trail. Those witnesses Wellner had questioned in the basement of the Holdings building had talked, but it wasn’t enough. He couldn’t present the rest of the Board with evidence taken from the confessions of men with warm pistols against their temples.

      Jules’ car parked in front of her house. The drone feed zoomed in, focusing on the car.

      “Interesting,” Naomi said.

      “What?”

      “Why isn’t she using the garage? Why is she parking outside? We had expected her to do the same thing she does every day, but she’s deviating from her norm.”

      “Where’s our guy? Is he in the garage, expecting her there?”

      “We have two, sir. One in the garage, one outside.”

      Wellner drummed his fingertips on the thighs of his slacks and tried to breathe through his nose to control his racing heart, but it only made a loud whistling sound in and out. The edges of his vision began to blur.

      Jules’ driver side door opened, but then the passenger side door opened, too.

      Wellner pointed at the screen. “Why are both doors opening? She’s supposed to be alone. Is someone else with her? What’s happening?”

      “I don’t know,” Naomi said, stammering. “She is supposed to be alone. She was alone when she left the Holdings building half an hour ago.”

      Jules stepped out of the driver side of the car, but then a tall black man in a gray suit emerged from the passenger side. They both stood by the car and closed the doors. The man looked around and then nodded at Jules.

      Wellner gritted his teeth. Something was definitely wrong here. “Who is that? Who is that guy?”

      Naomi squinted. “It looks like Robbie from Security.”

      “Jules has a bodyguard? Since when does she roll around with personal protection?” Wellner tried to swallow, but the lump in his throat was too much. He pressed his fingernails into the fleshy palms of his hands. “Abort,” he managed to spit out. “We have to abort this, right now. Tell your two guys to back off, immediately. They have to find a window on the other side of the house, or something like that. Get them out of there.”

      Naomi typed, her nails clicking on the keys. “I’m trying to get a message through, sir, but it might be too late. I think they’re on a private channel so there’s no chance for outside interference.”

      Wellner stood up and took a step toward the TV. “Oh, shit. Tell me this isn’t happening.”

      With no sound, Wellner had to watch it play out in silence, with only the beating of his heart to provide a soundtrack. From the right side of the frame, a man dressed in all black burst forth from the bushes. Robbie the bodyguard immediately drew a gun from inside his coat and put a bullet in the man’s chest before he could do anything about it. It happened in less than a second, but Naomi’s agent went down and did not attempt to rise again.

      Their hitter had been hit.

      Jules screamed a silent scream and ducked down. Her bodyguard raced around the front of the car, holding his pistol out, pointing it all around to look for other threats.

      Wellner saw what looked like puffs of smoke coming from on top of Jules’ car. No, not that, exactly. With no sound to help, he couldn’t tell what had happened.

      “What is that?” Wellner asked. “Are those rounds fired?”

      “Our backup man. He’s shooting from somewhere, but he’s only hitting the car. If he’s in the garage, he might not have an angle on Jules from there.”

      By now, the bodyguard had Jules down on the ground, covering her body with his. More shots popped off from somewhere, and now Wellner could see a window on the front of the house had been knocked out. He tracked the barrel of a rifle as it poked out. Flashes of light coming from the end of it. More shots.

      The second man had moved over from the garage to the foyer of the house.

      Robbie covered Jules until the first round of blasting stopped, then he turned around and unleashed a barrage of bullets toward the house. A moment later, the bodyguard took his finger off the trigger. He waited, then he stood up, the gun now aimed low.

      No shots came back at him. No movement through the windows.

      “You have to be kidding me,” Wellner said. “Jules’ guy killed both of ours? Is that what I’m seeing? Please tell me that’s not what just happened.”

      The feed glitched for a moment and then returned. Naomi frowned, clicking on the keyboard. “It looks that way, David. I’m so sorry. This is all my fault.”

      He took another step toward the TV as Robbie ducked down and helped Jules to her feet. “Are we blown? Is there anything there that can connect these two guys to us?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Wellner whirled around and glared at Naomi. “Is there?”

      “I don’t think so, sir. They’re outside contractors. Not DAC. Their phones should have no record of communication with me. They shouldn’t have any paper on them at all that can link them to you.”

      Wellner again focused on the TV as Jules stopped and looked straight up. As bile bubbled up into Wellner’s throat, making him sneer, Jules looked directly into the drone’s camera above her.

      Directly at him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      DAY FOUR

      

      Ember checked her phone as she drove, tricky since she had to accomplish so many things at once. First of all, not crashing her car. Second, maintaining a reasonable distance between herself and her target. And third, keeping an eye on the little blue dot on the app on her phone, in case Bam took a sudden detour, or she somehow lost visual contact with him. He drove like a maniac, passing people across double yellow lines, swerving for no reason, sudden starts and stops.

      Getting the tracker into Bam’s shoe had not been easy. Ember had gone to Bam’s apartment last night all full of venom and justice, driven by anger over Bam’s killing of innocent civilians because he was too cloudy to set the right time on a bomb. With a tiny amount of additional finger pad pressure, she could have pulled the trigger of her Enforcer and killed him. She’d wanted to.

      But she’d had the foresight to bring along a tiny GPS tracker — they were incredibly small these days, powered by a single teardrop-shaped battery and able to broadcast a weak signal, barely strong enough to be triangulated by the satellites above. And while Bam had been easily kicking her ass in his living room, she had managed to drop down low and slip the watch-battery-sized tracker into place. That in itself had been especially tricky. If it went into the heel or toe of his shoe, he would feel it rattling around, pressing under his foot. Ember had instead slid it into the corner of his shoe’s top, nestled between the tongue and the laces. She’d had to hope for a little luck that it would stay there and not fall out when he laced up this morning, even though she’d added a small bit of velcro to the back of the thing.

      So far it was working, or he was doing an excellent job of pretending. And now Bam drove north on Highway 36, on the road from Boulder that eventually went to Lyons and then on to Estes Park. In a perfect world, he would lead her right to his cache of bombs, or the next bombing location. There had to be some way she could get an advantage on him.

      North of civilization, though, there wasn’t much aside from cow farmers, open spaces, and barbed wire fences. It wouldn’t make sense to plant a bomb out here. What was he doing north of Boulder?

      A text from Zach popped up on her phone as she was tracking the location:

      

      I’m about to do something stupid.

      

      Ember gritted her teeth and pressed the button to dictate a text back. “I wish you wouldn’t,” she said, then the words appeared on the screen and she hit the send button. A moment later came his reply:

      

      I think it’ll be okay. I’m being very careful.

      

      She wished she could divert from this current task right now and swoop him up from wherever he was. But he was a grown human male with free will, and she couldn’t tie him up and make him stay at the motel all week until she could figure out what was next. He had been more patient and compliant than she had expected, actually.

      

      Ember: I think you should reconsider

      Zach: I appreciate that, but I’m good. There are things I have to do. Things that can’t wait.

      Ember: I know you don’t want to sit around all week. But there is dangerous shit out there.

      Zach: I know, but “dangerous shit” is my middle name

      Ember: wut?

      Zach: that joke worked a lot better in my head. Anyway, miss you. Gotta go.

      

      She grunted and switched back to the maps app. If she couldn’t keep Zach in line, solely based on the overwhelming evidence of the peril facing him, she would have to have someone look out for him. There was no other way than to have Zach tailed by someone from Boulder Branch. As much as Ember had wanted to avoid giving Fagan a full briefing, it seemed like she had no choice now.

      Bam turned off on St Vrain Road, toward the tiny little town of Hygiene. Ember slowed and let him gain some distance before she took the same exit on the highway. There wasn’t much traffic to speak of, so she couldn’t afford to follow him too closely. He turned north on 75th street, into a densely wooded area, then into a property with a large metal arch, like a ranch. Ember couldn’t read the words until she had turned on 75th. As soon as she saw it, she realized she should have figured this out days ago. Above, a giant sign read:

      

      ACE PAINTBALL COLORADO: THE LARGEST OUTDOOR FACILITY IN THE WORLD!

      

      Ember slowed and parked next to the entrance arch. Of course. Each Branch in the DAC had a regular monthly meetup for all available members. For Boulder, it was brunch. For Five Points, they liked to come out into the woods and play paintball. They had been observing this tradition for at least a dozen years, according to Club lore.

      Ember watched Bam park in front of the office building, then he exited his car and marched inside. As always, he wore that inexplicable blank look on his face. Was he not capable of making regular human expressions? She’d seen him chuckle and frown and grit his teeth, but he always looked so hollow when emoting. Like an android almost capable of replicating human feelings.

      She took stock of the area as she slipped out of the car. There were a few outdoor arenas, each about the size of a football field, with obstacles and platforms. All of them drenched in splotches of various colors of paint. Lime green, hot pink, aqua blue. It looked like the set of a 1980s kids TV show out here.

      There was also a path leading to a land beyond, a forested section with fencing around it. That area looked huge, probably dozens of acres. All one giant paintball arena? If so, that was the most likely place Five Points would play. They would want a big area to themselves and probably rent out the whole shebang for the day.

      Ember lowered her head and jogged over toward an information board about the facility. It explained the fees for various outings, group rates, the facilities available. She learned that the large wooded area was forty acres of open space with “natural obstacles” for “a truly free” paintball experience. Bingo.

      Also, there was a note about the facility being closed to walk-ins due to a reservation. Just as she had suspected, that had to be for Five Points, and the date was for two days from now. Bam was here now, apparently preparing to hone his skills for the battle royale later that week. Either that, or putting a deposit down.

      Two days. Ember had that—or less—to find the bombs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          ZACH

        

      

    

    
      The college student sighed as he eyed the front of his apartment building. He had looked at every car in the parking lot. Not a single car had any suspicious occupants. There was no one sitting on nearby benches, peeping over the top of a newspaper. Not a soul making laps on the sidewalks, pretending not to look at the apartment building but actually looking at the apartment building.

      Zach had to acknowledge that he’d received all of his spy training from movies, but his conclusions seemed logical. There were no cameras in the trees that he could see, no drones flying above. No snipers on top of the gas station across the street. This was about as clear as it would get, he figured.

      After yet another circle around the exterior of the building, he deemed this trip home safe. He needed his laptop. There were homework assignments and other bits of research that weren’t available on the cloud, locked away in that slim hunk of aluminum on his coffee table. The computer called to him like a beacon.

      Ember would say to leave it. She would say it wasn’t important. While he knew she was doing these things to protect him, Zach couldn’t let go of the consequences. She wasn’t the one who would flunk out of at least two classes this semester for missing assignments that constituted huge chunks of his final grade. She wasn’t the one who had to jeopardize financial aid and her entire academic future.

      “Screw it,” Zach said, then he took his keys out of his pocket as he crossed into the lot and up the exterior stairs to his floor. Heart churning, mouth dry, vision a little blurry at the edges. He drummed the beat to an old song on his thighs as he moved, to give his nervous hands something to do.

      Sunny and cold this morning. He winced against the light. Maybe he could grab his sunglasses while he was home, too.

      On his floor, he went into hyper-awareness mode. The hallway in front of him seemed like a tunnel, disappearing into infinity, like pointing two mirrors at each other. The door to his apartment seemed miles away.

      “Settle down, Zach,” he muttered to himself. “You’ve done this a thousand times.”

      But never once after having to flee his apartment in fear for his life.

      He entered the apartment and found it exactly as he had left it. He had been expecting maybe to find all of his drawers open, his belongings all over the floor. But it seemed like no one had been here. If someone had rummaged through his apartment looking for… whatever, that person or persons had been orderly.

      His eyes did drop down to an envelope on the floor, slipped underneath the door since he had last been here. It was addressed to “Zach + Alec,” the former roommate who had moved out quite suddenly after—Zach assumed—an unpleasant meeting with Firedrake about what he knew or didn’t know. Zach opened the envelope to find a letter from the landlord.

      

      Z+A-

      Come see me IMMEDIATELY. Rent is overdue. Pay it TODAY or I will have to take action.

      

      Nothing signed at the bottom. It didn’t need a signature. The lack of one at the bottom helped to drive home how serious the landlord was about the tardy rent. Zach didn’t know what to do about it. As far as he could see, this might be the last time he ever visited this apartment.

      He sighed as he dropped the envelope back on the floor and spotted his laptop, sitting on the coffee table, just as it had been a week and a half ago when he had sat here with Ember and she had persuaded him to go on the run. He liked to think it was sitting in the same spot, at the same angle, but he couldn't expect to remember something as specific as that.

      Zach sat and lifted the lid. First, he opened the computer settings and disabled location self-tracking functions. He didn’t have any evidence Firedrake had been in here, but he couldn’t take the chance that they might have tampered with his laptop.

      But Zach wasn’t a computer expert, so would he be able to tell the difference if they had?

      He picked the slim machine up. Holding it close to his face, he turned it over and over, examining every angle. It hadn’t been interfered with, based on a lackluster visual inspection. Maybe they had plugged in a flash drive and installed software to track what he visited on the internet or files he accessed, but why? Thomas had already given Zach the ultimatum about the job yesterday outside his advisor’s office. What could they possibly gain by tracking his online movements now?

      Once he was satisfied—or as satisfied as he knew he would get—he opened his files to make sure his homework drafts were still there. An involuntary sigh of relief escaped his lips when everything looked in place. He was behind on his research, sure, but now he didn’t have to start at zero.

      Then footsteps sounded outside his door. Zach froze, his eyes darting around the room, looking for a weapon. Where was his baseball bat? Back in his room? If that door burst open right now, he had no idea what he would do. Run into the kitchen and grab a knife from the drawer?

      The footsteps continued on, and he now heard a woman’s voice. A few seconds later, the footsteps faded, and the hall outside again turned silent. He continued to stare at the door, quiet and still, waiting for something to happen.

      Zach let out a breath, his shoulders slumping, an ache already in his neck from tensing his muscles. He felt lightheaded from the last ten seconds. Eventually, he returned to normal—or, as normal as he could be, given the nature of his task.

      His fingers hovered over the keyboard. He knew what he wanted to do, but he couldn’t seem to make his brain connect to his hands.

      Eventually, Zach opened a browser window and typed Ember Clarke into a search engine. All the results below related to a fireplace soot cleaner named Ember Clerk. Same on the second page. So, he tried typing in her name with quotes around it, and it came back with no results.

      Very odd. No social media, nothing about employment history, no old high school sporting events mentioned in the local or state news. Hadn’t she said she used to run track in school in San Diego? He couldn’t remember now.

      He entertained the idea of closing the laptop and leaving, to drive back to the hotel and continue the search from the relative safety of the business office there.

      But he had to know. Now. There was one news mention he had definitely expected to find something about: Ember’s little brother. According to her, about ten or eleven years ago, her brother had been gunned down in a drive-by near the La Jolla neighborhood, as a result of a mistaken identity.

      After five fruitless minutes of hunting around on the internet, Zach finally found it. La Jolla was a low-crime area, and he didn’t have to dig through too many police reports to find something that matched the time frame and age of the victim.

      A young man named Murphy Campbell, aged 15, had been killed by three gang bangers in a Jeep. Murphy was survived by an older sister, Allison, and his parents Heidi and Paul Campbell, of San Diego. The year of the shooting seemed to match up, as did the age of the older sister. But it wasn’t Ember Clarke mentioned in the story.

      Allison Campbell.

      Zach spent a few minutes searching that name, and he experienced a difficult time sourcing data on this Allison person. No social media accounts for Allison Campbell, either. Staying off social media wasn’t unheard of, but it was odd, for sure. She seemed as invisible as Ember.

      But then, he found something interesting.

      Fourteen years ago, a picture of Allison Campbell in the University City High School production of West Side Story. Allison had been cast in the role of Maria. There were four pictures of Allison from the final dress rehearsal, in full costume and makeup.

      Zach picked up his laptop to hold it closer to his face. The pictures were grainy, small, low resolution, black and white. The teenaged girl in the pictures was wearing a curly black wig and had a beauty mark on her cheek that looked like a black dot from a marker. With all the stage makeup, it was hard to say for sure who the person in this picture was.

      It could be her, though. The age and location matched up. But Zach couldn’t tell with any certainty.

      “Is that you, Ember?” he asked the laptop screen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Ember opened the door to the indoor shooting range in Broomfield, cleverly named Indoor Shooting Range. Unlike the shooting range across the street from Pink Door, this place was quite large.

      She shoved her phone in her pocket after checking a message from Zach that he was alive and well and whatever “stupid thing” he’d planned to do hadn’t ended with any negative repercussions. That was a weight off Ember’s mind, for sure.

      She paid the fees at the front and entered through a black door to the inner area, past the wall plastered with guns hanging on racks. She could hear the muted pops of pistols beyond the wall behind the reception desk.

      After a brief conversation with the tattooed woman at the counter, Ember made her way to the actual range. Inside, she slid on her ear protection, as Fagan was going to town on a paper target with a 9mm pistol, blasting holes in whatever demons currently plagued the woman. It would have been a much easier activity to manage if the Club allowed for Post Offices to have shooting ranges inside their buildings, but it conflicted with that whole “no weapons on the premises” rule.

      And Fagan had said she didn’t like shooting in Boulder, so she would drive about ten miles away to Broomfield. Not far from here was the abandoned Night Owl bar, where Ember had discovered Quinn Voeller’s first victim, more than two weeks ago. She didn’t like to dwell on that particular failure, if possible.

      Fagan stood, the un-mutilated half of her mouth pulled into a frown of intensity as she unloaded a magazine at the target. From her angle, Ember couldn’t see the target, but she knew from experience Fagan was a crack shot, and she didn’t waste rounds.

      Ember nodded at the range officer, standing at the rear of the room, hands behind his back. Then she sidled up to Fagan, who immediately lowered her weapon and placed it on the table in front of her. Her shoulders were pumping up and down, breaths pushing in and out.

      “You okay?” Ember asked.

      “Just managing some aggression.”

      “Is it working?”

      Fagan shrugged. “There aren’t many things in the world more satisfying than pulling a trigger and feeling the sheer, raw power from the other end. It’s my therapy.”

      “Sure, I can buy that.”

      Fagan focused her good eye on Ember. “You?”

      “I’m okay. Trying not to think about… you know.” Since they weren’t alone in the room, Ember didn’t want to say Gabe’s name. “You almost done here?”

      “I can be, no problem,” Fagan said as she ejected the magazine from her Beretta, removed the round in the chamber and then gathered up what remained of her box of ammunition.

      They left the room and stopped at the washing station to scrub their hands and arms. Ember hadn’t strictly needed to, but she did anyway. Fagan returned the Beretta at the counter and then took her ID back.

      She tilted her head toward the front. It was a nice day outside, sunny and cold, with much of the blizzard snow turned to mush, soon to be water soaking into the earth.

      Ember stepped outside and unconsciously checked the area, fully out of habit. They were next to a side street in an industrial area, with scrapyards and machine tool shops and a handful of auto parts stores. Ember checked the tops of the nearby buildings for snipers and the nearby cars for any suspicious occupants. No sign of Bam or anyone who looked like Five Points. No sign of this Serena Rojas woman, the other person actively trying to kill Ember.

      Ember wished she could confide in Fagan about that particular complication in her life, but there was no way. That would require Ember explaining why a government operative was on her tail, hired by someone at the FBI. And since Ember had never told Fagan about her clandestine life as an active FBI agent, it would be impossible.

      So, Serena would stay a secret.

      Fagan grunted as she sat down on a bench near the parking lot. Ember joined her. They both stared out over the train tracks crossing the nearby street.

      “It’s weird to sit down with you, but without tea,” Ember said.

      “I could have brought a thermos, if I knew you were coming.”

      “Anything with those notebooks I left you?”

      “Yes,” Fagan said. “Niles Thisdell was a grade-A oddball. That has been the main takeaway by studying hundreds of pages of his ranting and rambling.”

      “Discovering his weirdness didn’t take much investigative work, I bet.”

      “No. And he may have been a lunatic, but he wasn’t dumb. I felt a real Unabomber vibe from him, just by reading it. Even in his journals, he was careful about what he wrote. He used shorthand, abbreviations, and lots of code words. But there’s no cipher in those notebooks. He must have kept it somewhere else.”

      Ember sighed. “Anything useful you could glean from it without a cipher?”

      “Five Points doesn’t seem to like Westminster Branch too much, but we knew that already. Five Points has long had a history of antagonism and minor squashed rebellions. Also, he made lots of notes about Bam’s progress as his recruit.”

      “Oh yeah? What did you learn?”

      “Niles considered Bam to be capable, dangerous, and highly volatile. And smart. Unreliable, unpredictable, and physically freakish. He expected Bam to be the sort of assassin who excelled at using only his hands as weapons.”

      Ember nodded. “I can verify some of that. Looks like his intelligence level depends on how much weed he’s smoked on any given day, though. I dropped a bug on him and followed him around this morning. He eventually found it. The bug died an hour ago, so that road has ended, and I don’t think I’ll get a chance like that again. I need something better. I need an upgrade.”

      Fagan frowned. Up until a few days ago, this would have been a task Ember assigned to Gabe, her resident tech expert. Ember could read this same thought on Fagan’s face. The older woman opened her mouth, but didn’t seem to have anything to add, so she made a hmm sound instead. “I don’t think we have anything like that in the Branch supply room.”

      “It’s okay,” Ember said. “I’ll go see Jack. He’s expecting me later.”

      “Good, good. Tell him I said hi.”

      Ember felt her pulse rise and heat flush her cheeks as she prepared herself to say what she came here to say. “I need to ask you for a favor.”

      Fagan, staring out over the mountains to the west, nodded. The train crossing sign lit up as the wooden arms came down. The tracks rumbled, and a train approached, headlight blaring.

      “I have this friend named Zach. We’re dating, actually.”

      Fagan’s expression didn’t change. “I know.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because you smile every time you say his name, ever since you started talking about him the other day.”

      Ember chewed on her lower lip for a moment. “I didn’t know I did that. Sorry. I thought I stopped giggling over boys when I was a teenager.”

      “I’m a little surprised you have a boyfriend, to be honest.”

      “Well, I didn’t go out and acquire one on purpose. It kind of snuck up on me while I had other plans.”

      Fagan’s frown stayed in place, and Ember could tell she wanted to add a comment, but the older mentor held her tongue. “What’s the favor?”

      “I need someone to keep an eye on him. He works for a big company, and I think they’re watching him, and they tried to have me killed.”

      “Sounds like a shitty company.”

      “Yeah. I’m fairly certain they’re the ones who sent the big guy to Golden last week to take me out while I was rotting in Veronica’s basement.”

      “What do they want with you?”

      Ember shook her head. “Not me. I’m just in the way of what they want, so they’re going to remove me from the situation. They want Zach to come work on some project, he doesn’t want to, and it’s apparently quite high stakes. I think he’s in more danger than he knows. He’s young, so I don’t know if he understands how important it is for him to be careful. He has a habit of wandering and putting himself in danger.”

      “Understood,” Fagan said. “Send me his details. I’ll put someone from the Branch on it.”

      “Much appreciated, boss lady.”

      “It’s always better for assassins to stay uninvolved. You fall in love, you put that person in danger."

      “I know, I know. Like I said, it didn’t happen on purpose or according to any plan. The smart thing for me to do would be to lose his phone number and stay out of it completely.” Ember felt herself blushing. “But you know, I kinda like this guy.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, really. I have to be honest… I haven’t felt like this in a while. His face is there when I close my eyes, and he’s the first thing I think of when I wake up in the morning. Not that you would know anything about those human things like emotions.”

      Fagan raised an eyebrow, and Ember had the briefest flash of insight — perhaps this woman was also hiding some key elements of her past from Ember. Perhaps there was a lot more to the dark, damaged woman named Fagan than she was letting on.

      If that were true, Fagan didn’t offer up anything to support it. “There’s no excuse for being careless now,” Fagan said. “These are dark times. Did you hear about VP Dunard?”

      “No, what happened?”

      “Someone tried to have her killed yesterday. A couple of hitters showed up at her house and blanketed her with bullets. She had a bodyguard who saved her life, but it’s all a big mess. Early signs point to Parker Branch.”

      “Parker? Really?”

      Fagan nodded. “Whoever it was used an outside contractor that had done work for Parker before. There was some chatter back at the Post Office that Parker is unhappy with their current reimbursement stipend for managing the Club archives. Several members have quit recently.”

      Ember shuddered as she stood and zipped her jacket all the way up to her chin. “Dark times, for sure.”

      “Stay safe.”

      “I don’t know if that’s possible, but I can at least stay careful.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          BAM

        

      

    

    
      Bam and Payton watched from their spot, prone on top of the convenience store in Centennial. Technically, they were outside of Centennial proper, close to the Aurora Reservoir. A few spots of construction, wide open expanses, and billboards trying to sell houses that hadn’t been built yet. In this area, there was a gas station—not yet open for business—across from a giant metal frame of a future building. Only the stairwells had been completed inside of it. Bam had learned from Niles they did those parts first, to make them up to fire code, or something like that.

      Bam didn’t know how the Mexicans and the Westminster guys knew this construction site wouldn’t be occupied today, but they had, somehow. With the location and the nice weather paired with it, Bam couldn’t have dreamed up a better day for a heist.

      “You nervous?” Payton asked in a low voice.

      “No, I don’t think so. Maybe a little excited. But I’m cool.”

      Payton eyed him. “You’re not nervous? I sure as hell am. Are you high?”

      “No, not high. I have too much to do today. Later on, though? Most definitely, I will be. The Call of Duty expansion came out early this morning, so I am going to get deep into that this evening. I might even sleep in tomorrow.”

      “Here they come,” Payton said as a truck slowed and parked at the construction site. The Mexicans were already here and had arrived minutes after Bam and Payton. Bam watched this new vehicle idle only a few feet away from the other one.

      The truck doors opened and out stepped two Westminster Branch members. Bam recognized one of them, but he couldn’t remember the guy’s name. Definitely Westminster, though. With the two Mexicans, that made four packed into the shadow of the future building’s frame. They nodded and said hellos, then shook hands.

      Taking on all four of them should have made Bam nervous, but he felt an eerie sense of calm. Even the fact that they intended to pull off this robbery in broad daylight didn’t faze him. He didn’t know why, but he had a feeling this was all going to work out exactly how he wanted it to.

      “What makes you so sure the Mexicans will leave first?” Bam asked.

      Payton pointed down at the two dark-skinned men, where they were standing at the back end of a sedan, with a wooden crate on the ground. “Because they unloaded the shit as soon as they got here, minutes ago. They already know these Westy guys, so they don’t have to size them up. They want to take their money and get the hell out of here. I’ll bet you this meeting takes thirty seconds, tops.”

      “Makes sense,” Bam said. “It looks safe, but it’s exposed from a lot of angles. But even if the Westy two leave first, we know where they’re going.”

      “Exactly. We can be on them in minutes. This is how the revolution starts.”

      Bam turned to his friend. “You’re still on that, huh?”

      “Of course. Westminster has been gunning for our Branch for months. It’s about time they got what was coming to them.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Are you saying you’re not into it?”

      “No,” Bam said. “I don’t know. Niles was the one always talking about a coup. I’m just…” He let the sentence hang there because he didn’t know how to finish it. Bam could certainly see the advantage to Five Points taking over the DAC and remaking it in their image. No more of these little power squabbles. No more of these pointless and inconsistent Review Board decisions, back and forth, all the politics at the top. It would be easier with one Branch in power.

      But he wasn’t convinced. Things weren’t that terrible. Not perfect, but did the status quo need to be obliterated for things to get better?

      “Here we go,” Payton said as the Westy guys looked over the crate to inspect it. “We should get into position."

      Bam scooted back until the roof of the gas station obscured their view of the meeting, then they descended the ladder at the other end. From here, they would move around the north end of the building, using a construction trailer to block them from detection as they approached. As soon as the Mexicans left, then they would rob and assassinate the two Westminster members. No sense in taking on four when they could whittle the battle to an even match.

      Bam drew his dual Kimber Micro .380 pistols and disengaged the safeties on each. Small, but they packed a punch. Of his collection, they were in the top five, for sure. He always laughed inwardly whenever some redneck idiot at the range made a comment about .380s not having “enough stopping power.” Well, he’d love to show them up close and personally how well they’d stop a human.

      He kept the guns pointed toward the ground as he followed Payton toward the trailer. With each step, his heart pumped, sending a rush of adrenaline into his brain. Flooding his senses, making him feel warm. The energy coursing through him was palpable. The same sort of high he had experienced yesterday, teaching that bitch Ember a lesson in his living room when she’d had the audacity to come at him head-on.

      They paused at the edge of the trailer. The four men at the construction site were talking, but Bam couldn’t make out any words. This went on for thirty seconds, then he heard the trunk of a car close. He met Payton’s eyes, and his friend raised his Desert Eagle, barrel pointed at the sky.

      Payton held a finger to his lips.

      Now Bam could hear the men talking. The mood was light, few words exchanged from either side, but it sounded like the meeting was going well.

      A moment later, shoes shuffled through gravel, and then the sedan’s engine started up. Bam and Payton both dropped low. The car pulled out of the lot and rounded another half-finished building. A small cloud of gravel dust followed the tires.

      The second it disappeared from sight, Bam said, “Now.”

      He popped up, pistols raised, and rushed around the trailer. Payton went toward the other side, fifteen feet away.

      When Bam reached the end, he saw the Mexicans gone and the two Westminster members bent over the crate, picking through it. They both stood and turned, mouths agape at these two young assassins running at them. Neither of these Westy guys held pistols in their hands.

      “Put 'em up!” Payton said.

      Bam didn’t wait for his targets to comply. Energy flowed through him. His entire body felt like a throbbing sword, with crimson light beaming out of his eyes and ears and nose, ready to propel him into the air to rain down hell on his enemies. He pulled both triggers at once, dropping the guy on the right. Two bullets straight into his chest and he stumbled back and out of the way.

      Payton looked with a horrified glare at Bam, but he didn’t stop. He took shots at the other one and missed. The guy skittered right, behind the truck. He popped up a moment later, leveling a shotgun across the bed of the truck.

      A deafening boom accompanied a flash of light from the end of the gun. Payton stumbled and hit the dirt. Bam dodged to his right, putting the cab of the truck between him and the shooter. He couldn’t see Payton from here.

      Bam blasted a few more times, knocking out the truck’s windows. The Westy guy ducked down, and Bam sprinted around the truck as fast as he could before the guy could recover.

      He skidded to a stop on the bloodstained gravel. The target hunkered down, shotgun pointed up. Panting, eyes wide, trying to gulp air in a cloud of gravel dust.

      The guy turned his face up, looking up in horror at Bam as he now stood over him, ready to fire. Extending his arms and locking out his elbows, Bam grinned.

      He put four bullets in the last remaining Westminster member. Face, neck, chest. The shotgun fell from the guy’s hands as he dropped onto his butt, then slumped onto his back. His chest wore a curtain of red, his eyes were glassy and still.

      The air turned completely quiet. Bam’s head thrummed, his jaw had frozen so tight his head started to ache. But it was also glorious. A rush went through him beyond anything he had ever experienced. Not the first time Bam had ever killed, but the first time he felt a surge of pure perfection, like he was a god among these people and nothing anyone did could steal that feeling from him.

      Like paintball. Killing wasn’t exactly the same as that silly sport, but the general principles were the same. And he practiced those general principles multiple times a week.

      He pushed air in and out of his nose, feeling lightheaded and giddy and full of boundless rage, all at the same time. His eyes hurt because he hadn’t blinked since the attack had started.

      Bam approached the shotgun guy and kicked the weapon away from his hand. It didn’t matter, though. The asshole was clearly dead. After that, Bam walked over to the crate and found a chest full of treasure so rich his aching jaw fell open. Guns, boxes of rounds, bulletproof vests. And in separate boxes, bags filled with ingredients. Bam knew them immediately: cyclotrimethylene-trinitramine, the main ingredient in RDX, as well as polyisobutylene and sebacate, the agents that, mixed with water and RDX, would form a sort of clay-like substance and allow someone to pack together a nice brick of explosive.

      “Holy shit,” he said, digging through the boxes. He didn’t see any detonators, though, but that would be an easy thing to remedy. That would have to come later.

      A moan cut through the silence, and Bam whipped back toward the construction trailer. Payton was on the ground, writhing. His chest and stomach had been torn apart by the shotgun blast, but he wasn’t dead. His eyes were open and staring straight up. Mouth opening and closing, trying to suck air. His legs and arms shifted around, his hands closing on gravel, clenching some in his fists.

      Bam crossed the gravel and stared down at Payton. The adrenaline fueling Bam made his friend seem to have a glow about him, almost like an aura. But Bam didn’t believe in any of that woo-woo mystical shit.

      “Help me,” Payton wheezed, now moving his arms and legs in small wiggles. He was slowing, his eyes drooping, the pool of blood thickening around him.

      Bam looked at the damage to his chest. Blood everywhere. He had a sudden and powerful desire to point his gun at Payton’s head and pull the trigger. He didn’t know why he felt this way. Payton had been his friend for years and didn’t deserve to die like roadkill out here in the cold gravel ground of the construction site.

      But Bam wanted to kill him. He wanted to see the bullet enter Payton’s temple, to see him stop moving and turn silent.

      He knelt down next to his friend, watching the life slip out of him. “Sorry, Payton. You’re too far gone, dude. You’re nothing but blood and guts, and I’m surprised you’re still breathing. I really do thank you for setting up this deal. I got exactly what I needed so I don’t have to string Ember along any more.”

      “Help,” Payton said, croaking out the word.

      “I’m sorry it had to end this way for you, but I don’t think there’s anything I can do for you. Before you go, know that I appreciate you.”

      He stood, feeling Payton’s eyes on him, and then walked away as Payton whimpered. Bam would have felt bad about leaving his friend to die on the ground, if he didn’t feel so damn high about everything else at the moment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Jack Rothman’s jewelry shop sat in a strip mall in the suburb of Lafayette. An unassuming little store, with a legit business out front. But the back room was where all the magic happened.

      Ember had been coming here to see Jack for years to acquire special implements to do her job. Jack was quick, discrete, and affordable. Getting the address of this jewelry store was one of the first pieces of Branch knowledge Ember had received once she’d finished her time as a recruit.

      Sitting in the parking lot with one hand on the steering wheel, Ember dialed.

      “Hello?” Zach said over the phone.

      “Just making sure you weren’t either in jail or locked in someone’s basement right now.”

      “Nope. Not as far as I know.”

      “Good. You had me worried with your cryptic text messages earlier.”

      “Sorry about that. I was freaking out a little when I sent that text this morning. It turned out to be nothing, though, so we can all go back to business as usual.”

      There was something in his voice she didn’t recognize. It almost sounded like suspicion, but she couldn’t say that for sure. “What was the stupid thing you did?”

      Zach hesitated. “I went back to my apartment to get my laptop.”

      “I see.”

      “Yeah, I know. I can hear you scowling through the phone. But everything is okay now. I’m back at the motel, staying safe, staying quiet.”

      Ember wondered if Fagan had sent someone yet to keep an eye on him. If he continued to embark on dangerous missions like trips to his old apartment, he was definitely going to need protection. “Good. Do you miss me?”

      “Yeah,” he said in a heartfelt and sincere tone. “I do.”

      “I miss you, too. I’m going to see you soon, and I’m going to make up for all this missed time apart.”

      “Is that a fact?”

      “Yes, it is. Until then, keep your head down. Be smart. And do some lunges while you’re cooped up in that motel. I don’t want your pristine butt to get all flabby.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I kinda like it when you order me around.”

      Ember grinned, watching the front of the jewelry store windows. The big owner’s head appeared, with an eyebrow raised at her through the glass. Ember raised a hand in a wave. “I can think of some other stuff you might also like,” she said to Zach, almost purring. “We’ll talk soon.”

      She ended the call and left her car. When Ember opened the front door, Jack spread his meaty arms wide. He was an enormous man, with a beard half again as big as his face, and a bulbous belly that jiggled whenever he laughed. He was all alone in the store this afternoon, which Ember found a little odd.

      “Baby girl!” he shouted as Ember let the door shut behind her.

      “Afternoon, Jack.”

      His face fell. “What’s going on, Ember? You don’t look so hot.”

      She glanced past him, toward the curtain separating the back room. “Anyone else here with you today?”

      “Not at the moment. I sent Martha home for the day. You want to tell me what’s going on?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “I got time. Let me hear it.”

      “Let’s see,” Ember said as she sucked in a deep breath. “First, I was on a job. A local one. I took out my target, but there was another member there at the same time. He attacked me, so I defended myself and killed him. But because of my dicey history with the Club’s Review Board, they weren’t willing to give me the benefit of the doubt, so I got sentenced to a trial by combat. A special flavor of it called a black spot where I have to face a different assassin each week for six straight weeks. I’ve survived four of them, and I’m halfway through week five. Also, my boyfriend found out the company he works for won’t take no for an answer, and I think they sent someone to kill me because they consider me a threat to their future plans for him. I killed that one in Golden last week, but there are probably more. And finally, there’s another assassin after me, some woman named Serena, and I’m not totally sure why she’s trying to kill me. I think my old boss may have sent her, but I haven’t even really had time to deal with her. She’s the one I’m the most worried about, because I know so little about her.”

      Jack Rothman was not a member of the Denver Assassins Club, but he had worked with Ember and other members so many times, she felt like he was a rare outsider she could talk to. Like the Oracle, but without the testiness. But he also didn’t know she had actually come to the DAC as an undercover FBI Agent, so she left that part about Marcus Lonsdale out of the Serena story.

      “That’s about it,” she said.

      Jack gave her a wry smile. “You have a boyfriend, eh? Come to get him a bracelet? Maybe a nice necklace?”

      “Really? That’s what you took from that story? I tell you I’m being hunted by at least three separate killers, and you want to know about the guy I’m dating?”

      “I can’t help it, Ember. I’m a romantic. Plus, I know you can survive a few assassins trying to get the best of you, but marriage? All dolled up in a white dress with your hair braided down your back? I’d buy tickets to that show.”

      Ember ignored him and continued on. “I didn’t even tell you the worst part. My recruit was murdered in a motel room five days ago, shot and left to bleed out on top of a dirty bedspread.”

      Jack’s buoyant smile vanished. “That’s horrible. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      “Yeah, me too. It was like losing my little brother all over again.”

      “Awful. Just awful.”

      “But the world hasn’t stopped spinning, so I’m here.”

      Jack patted his belly and spread a smaller and more reserved smile. “You’re not here to see old Jack for stimulating conversation though, eh? You must need something.”

      “Right. I didn’t come for jewelry. I need something from the back room.”

      “Of course,” he said as he took a few steps back and pulled the curtain to the side. “Follow me to my chamber of wonders.”

      Jack led her into the back room, which contained benches and tools for making jewelry, and then a separate section of locked cabinets for special customers. There were so many cupboards and boxes and chaotic shelves here, no one would ever suspect the lethal implements hidden inside those locked cabinets.

      “What are we in the mood for?”

      “There’s this guy after me. He has a thing for bombs. He says he has three more planted around Denver, and I’ve got three days left to find them. I tried to slap a bug on him, but he found it. At least, I think he did. Or else the battery conked out early, because of the cold, maybe?”

      “You need a better bug.”

      Ember nodded. “Yeah, I think so. I have a feeling if I can get surveillance up in his house, he’ll say something to lead me where I’m supposed to go. Also, I have a feeling he may just be blowing smoke, and he might not actually have the bombs.”

      Jack pushed out his lips for a few seconds. “I have just the thing for quiet and unobtrusive surveillance.” He unlocked a drawer and removed something that looked like a tiny flexible flashlight with a clear bulb on one end, about two inches long, connected via a cord to a rectangular plastic thing the size of a deck of cards. He held up the stick-like end. “Camera. Audio recorder." He held up the rectangular box. “Battery pack. You can disconnect this if you plug it directly to a power source, but this pack on its own gives you eight hours record time and almost fifty hours on standby. It’s motion and voice activated. Very efficient. You cannot go wrong with this. I can send you a link to download the monitoring software.”

      He held it out and Ember accepted it. She turned it over in her hands. The pack was heavy for such a small object. The monitoring software would be a problem, as that sort of thing had always been Gabe’s domain. Maybe Fagan could assign someone to help her out with installing it and running it.

      “Target live in a house or an apartment?” Jack asked.

      “Apartment.”

      “Your best bet is to put it somewhere low, like in his wall. Tunnel through the neighbor’s apartment, if you need to. Better yet: stash it inside a baseboard heater so you can piggyback on the power source. If only the camera end is sticking out, he’ll never notice it.”

      “That’s smart. Thank you, Jack.”

      “No problem, baby girl. I’ll put it on your tab.”

      Ember nodded. “I appreciate the credit, but I’d like to settle up now. I’m not so sure if I’ll be around to pay in another day or two.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          ISABEL

        

      

    

    
      Isabel Yang stretched in her car as the sun set. She wasn’t sure why she was sitting in the parking lot of the Millennium hotel. She had a room here for the entire week, and it was warm and cozy. But she couldn’t see Ember’s condo from her window. They were full up due to a conference, and she couldn’t change rooms.

      Out here in the parking lot, she had an unobstructed view of the front. The weather so far today had been better than her heat on/heat off escapades from before, so she wasn’t uncomfortable. But it wasn’t ideal.

      Since the awkward exchange with Serena Rojas yesterday outside of the burrito shop, Isabel had been trying to track her. So far, no luck. But if Ember did come back to her condo, Isabel expected Serena would try to find her here.

      Also, Isabel had been spending her time researching their mutual boss, Marcus Lonsdale. He had made no contact with her for going on two weeks now. His secretary still had dumb reasons why he wasn’t available. Others who might know of his whereabouts were either ignorant, or feigning ignorance.

      Isabel wasn’t buying a word of it. His cold shoulder had repercussions, however. Isabel had had difficulty accessing other resources in Washington. After two or three off-putting phone calls to colleagues back in DC, she had decided her circle of trust had to be pulled in to the absolute minimum. No telling who Marcus could have poisoned against her.

      What was he doing? Would he stay out of contact and ignore Isabel forever? It literally wasn’t possible. They were both due in DC next Monday to provide an update on the presentation they had given four weeks ago about organized crime in Denver. What would happen then, if they were in the same building at the same time? Obviously, he wouldn’t cop to having her followed. He would have some excuse about this whole messy exchange.

      Or maybe Marcus would have her fired. Maybe she would show up and Security wouldn’t allow her in the building, and Marcus would give some crap answer about serious dereliction of duty, with faked emails and a record of write-ups he’d doctored to make it seem as if she’d had a streak of insubordination. Isabel didn’t know what to expect; she hadn’t set foot in Washington since learning about Serena Rojas. If someone had a problem with her extended trip to Denver, no one had said a word.

      Isabel had received her direct deposit paycheck last Friday, so she hadn’t been fired or cut off yet.

      Her eyes flicked wide open when Ember parked in front of her condo building and labored out of the car. Her shoulders were slumped, her gait meandering as she ascended the stairs, using the guide rail for help. She had seemingly aged a decade since Isabel had first met her, months ago.

      She seemed like someone beaten down.

      Ember tossed a look over to Layne Parrish’s front door, the neighbor she had known as the “hot tattooed guy” for an extended period. Isabel knew who he really was. Ember still had no idea.

      As Ember paused at the walkway landing atop the stairs to remove her keys from her purse, a shadow sped across the parking lot in the waning light. A figure moving with extreme speed.

      Isabel sat up straight, her senses on full alert.

      She opened her car door and jumped out, making sure her pistol was in the shoulder holster under her jacket. She raced across the hotel parking lot adjacent to Ember’s lot. For a few seconds, the building obscured her view. Her feet splashed puddles full of icy water as she ran.

      Once she had cleared the obstruction, she saw Ember standing in front of her door, about to insert a key. Serena, like a ninja in all black, sprang up the stairs after her. The stairs did not shake or make any noise to alert Ember.

      Isabel sucked in a deep breath to shout, but Ember opened her door and disappeared inside. As she tried to shut the door behind her, Serena darted in after her. Like a flash, then gone. The building returned to its silent state.

      Isabel broke out into a full sprint, despite the slick pavement under her feet. She grabbed the railing to the second floor and bounded up the stairs, two at a time. At the top, she used the railing to pivot and race down the walkway. The concrete jiggled under her feet.

      Isabel skidded to a stop outside Ember’s door and drew her pistol as she jumped into the open doorway. When she could see in, the action was already underway in the apartment.

      Serena laid a left hook on Ember, who then reacted with a punch to Serena’s gut. Serena reached a hand toward her back to grab something, and Ember jumped forward, trying to take the advantage. She grabbed Serena’s other hand and jerked it toward her and then up, twirling Serena around so she faced the other direction.

      At that moment, both Serena and Ember were both now looking at Isabel who had appeared from nowhere, confused looks on their faces at the surprise figure standing in the open doorway.

      The confusion didn’t last — the fight continued. Ember jabbed Serena’s arm up, causing the hired assassin to yelp. Then Ember wrapped both her arms around Serena in a tight embrace from behind, and they toppled to the floor. Serena on top, with Ember’s ankles locking out Serena’s knees. Ember’s hands looped under Serena’s armpits and then behind her head, forcing her arms into the air.

      Serena launched an elbow into Ember’s side. The FBI Agent on the floor growled in pain, but she did not let go of her captive.

      Isabel aimed her pistol. “Don’t move. Either of you.”

      Serena went slack immediately, but Ember held firm. She didn’t release, but she stopped fighting. They both held in place, panting, eyes on the woman with the gun.

      “Isabel?” Ember asked, coughing and wheezing. “What are you doing here?”

      “Trying to save your life.”

      “I was doing just fine. Who the hell is this on top of me?”

      “Serena Rojas,” Isabel said as she kicked the door closed behind her. “Let her go. We’re going to all shift a few feet away from each other so we can have a civil conversation like adults, with no punching, no kicking, and no triggers pulled, okay?”

      Ember complied, moving her ankles outward to release Serena’s legs, then Ember gave the government assassin a shove to the side. Ember quickly scooted away until she bumped into her couch. Ember wiped spit from the corner of her mouth, chest heaving.

      Serena landed on her back, then she turned over. Isabel took a step forward and pointed the gun. “Serena. Don’t.” She waved the pistol over toward a framed picture on the wall to the right of the door. “You go stand over there.”

      “Would you really shoot me, Agent Yang?” Serena said, strangely calm. She wasn’t even out of breath. She rose and slinked over to her assigned spot. They were now in a triangle, each one at least five feet from the others.

      “I’ll shoot if I have to.”

      Ember pushed herself into a sit against the couch. “Okay, so Isabel told me about you, but I didn’t realize you two were acquainted. How come I didn’t hear you until you were right behind me, Serena? Were you on top of the building?”

      Serena shook her head. “I’m good at what I do. I came up right behind you. You had no clue.”

      “Clearly. Would I be dead if Isabel hadn’t come to my rescue?”

      Serena pursed her lips, breathing and staring, but she did not answer the question.

      Ember wiped the spot on her face where Serena had punched her. “It might surprise you to learn this, but you’re not the only person trying to kill me this week. I hope that doesn’t make you feel less special.”

      Serena glared and still said nothing.

      “Who are you?” Ember asked.

      “I work for a small team in Washington. So focused and invisible that it doesn’t have a name. That’s all I’m willing to say.”

      “Tell her about Layne Parrish,” Isabel said.

      Ember’s mouth dropped open. She looked at Serena, eyes wide, leaning forward. “What do you know about Layne Parrish? Do you know where he is? He’s my neighbor, but he disappeared a couple weeks ago. Kind of in grand fashion, too, actually.”

      Serena still said nothing. Her eyes darted back and forth between Isabel and Ember, as if still trying to size up the situation and plan her next move.

      “Layne and Serena work for the same team in DC. They’re both spies.”

      Serena seethed at Isabel. “Damn you, Yang. It’s not your place to say that.”

      Ember sat back and let out a big breath. “A spy?” Her mouth hung open as her eyes darted back and forth across the ceiling, processing the information. “That makes so much sense, actually. If he was trying to work me, or turn me into an asset, he took his sweet-ass time. I think we were neighbors for almost a year before we ever actually spoke.”

      “He wasn’t trying to work you,” Isabel said. “Just keeping an eye on you as a favor for people in the FBI. Not Marcus, though. I said the name and Layne had no idea who I was talking about.”

      Ember pointed at Serena. “But you know who Marcus is, don’t you? He hired you to kill me, an FBI agent deep undercover investigating a possible link between the DAC and international terrorism. Don’t you think that’s a little messed up?”

      “I’m not sure what I think,” Serena said, biting her lower lip. “You don’t seem like you’re working too hard to accomplish your goal. And Layne is retired, by the way. He has nothing to do with active operations, or the FBI, or Marcus Lonsdale.”

      She spread her legs out a little wider, and Isabel tensed her pistol arm. She kept her finger off the trigger, but close enough.

      Serena held up a hand. “No need, Agent Yang. I’m leaving.”

      “Everyone keeps telling me what a badass you are,” Ember said, her eyes shooting daggers at Serena. “I don’t see it.”

      The government assassin scowled, and then she tensed for a split second. Isabel barely had time to notice it happening. In a flash, Serena shifted across the carpet toward Isabel. Five feet in a fraction of a second, like a blur of black fabric. Serena’s fist shot out and grabbed the barrel of her pistol, then she jerked it out of Isabel’s hand. It was ripped away in an instant. Before Isabel could draw a breath to gasp, Serena had ejected the magazine and the round in the chamber. Then she lowered the gun and let it tumble to the carpet. It thumped when it hit, breaking the silence.

      All the while, this hired killer kept her eyes on Ember. The whole series of movements had taken less than one second.

      Ember whistled. “Okay, that was impressive.”

      “Now, I’m leaving,” Serena said.

      “Will I see you after this?” Ember asked. “Please say the answer is no. I have no desire to fight you again.”

      “I’m undecided about my next steps,” Serena said through clenched teeth.

      “Fair enough. Tell Layne I said hi. And that I’m not mad at him for lying to me for a year. Maybe not that last part. I’m still trying to figure out if I’m mad at him about that.” She paused as her eyes drifted down to Serena’s feet. “Also, I like your shoes. Can I ask where you got them?”

      Serena looked from Isabel to Ember and then back again. She ran a hand through her dark hair to smooth it, then she turned toward the door.

      “Fine, don’t tell me about the shoes,” Ember said as she lifted a hand to wave goodbye. “Please don’t try to kill me again.”

      Once Serena had left the room, Ember breathed out a sigh. “Maybe you should have shot her. I don’t think that’s the last time we’ll have to deal with Serena Rojas. Especially not if she has moves like that.”

      Isabel wiped a hand down her face, and then retrieved her weapon. “I’m working on it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          WELLNER

        

      

    

    
      David Wellner paced. Six tokens ringed the table, from the President, Vice President, Switchboard Secretary, Historian, Chief Administrator, and Policy Sheriff. All the Board members of the DAC, the ones responsible for maintaining and upholding the legacy established by the Club’s founder and early governing body, almost sixty years ago.

      This room in the Denver Consolidated Holdings building had no windows—for security purposes—but it felt especially dim and bleak this evening. Wellner remembered the days when they used to smoke in here, back when he was only a Branch rep. A nicotine fog would hover under the lights, menacing and chalky. While those times were gone, nothing could make this room feel lively and comforting.

      This evening, there were no Branch reps present, since this was not a disciplinary meeting of the Review Board. This was more of a “state of the union” sort of gathering, called by Vice President Jules Dunard to talk about the growing tension and isolated incidents of violence which were becoming less and less isolated.

      Wellner understood the subtext of this meeting: he was losing control over the Denver Assassins Club. The Branches had long tossed bylaws out the window in favor of doing whatever the hell they wanted to do. But lately, openly flaunting traditions had become the norm.

      And David Wellner was the captain of the ship on this descent into anarchy. In the eyes of the Board, all of this was his fault. That’s what he assumed they were thinking, anyway.

      Wellner paced because he didn’t know how to sit still at the moment. He didn’t know how to look Jules in the eye, since he had tried to have her killed twenty-four hours ago during a botched assassination attempt at her home. If he met her gaze, he would find out if she knew. And right now, he couldn’t handle that.

      Whatever was to be done about Jules Dunard, now was not the time. He would have to eventually tackle the monumental problem of his Vice President, but it was too risky at the moment. He was still astounded she hadn’t said anything about it yet.

      So, he walked in circles around the table, hands behind his back, his belly pushing against his button-down shirt, his glasses perched on the end of his nose. Heart beating like a chainsaw ripping. Lap after lap, listening to people around the table talk and trying to process their words, while the sounds mostly passed over him like water.

      “David,” Jules said, her sharp tone cutting through the whirlpool of his thoughts.

      Wellner ignored her completely, and his gaze landed on Historian Kunjal Anand, brow knitted, holding a pen above a yellow legal pad. He wanted to tell Kunjal not to take notes for this meeting, not to commit his failures to the permanent record, but he couldn’t think of a good enough reason to break protocol.

      “How you doing, Kunjal?”

      The young man raised an eyebrow and said, “Uhh, good, sir. How are you?”

      “Oh, you know. It’s a lot right now.”

      Kunjal looked around, seemingly confused about whether he was supposed to have a direct one-on-one conversation with the President in the middle of this meeting. Wellner wasn't even sure why he was doing it.

      “You still like your apartment?” Wellner asked. “And that big American refrigerator?”

      “David,” Jules said again, interrupting.

      “What?”

      “Would you sit? You’re making us all nervous.”

      “I think I’d like to stand. I’m hoping this doesn’t take too long. I still have a lot of paperwork waiting for me in my office.”

      She frowned. “Very well. There are two important topics of information I need to pass along, to be entered into the record and to introduce for discussion with the Board.”

      Wellner watched Kunjal scribbling, the young man’s ear pointed at Jules.

      “First,” Jules said, “I was paid a visit yesterday by a woman from Boulder Branch. Fagan.”

      Wellner stopped pacing. And now he did look at Jules. It had simply been a reaction to her words, not a deliberate attempt to make eye contact with her.

      There was no malice on her face. But she had to have reason to be suspicious, didn’t she? Would she assume Wellner was behind the attempt on her life? It seemed utterly bizarre that she had told no one about the assassination attempt yesterday. As far as Wellner knew, at least. She had said nothing to him, nothing to anyone else on the Board. He would have to imagine it would be the number one topic of conversation if she had brought it to everyone’s attention.

      Maybe the rumors about her dealing cocaine were true, and she had assumed it was an attempted hit related to that. Maybe. Or, she had something more sinister under wraps than her desire to establish a cartel.

      “Fagan came to you?” Wellner said. “You, specifically?”

      “Yesterday at around four. She said she had wanted to speak with you, David, but you weren’t available.”

      She’d looked at him when she’d said it. Of course, Wellner had been planning the hit on Jules during that time. Had there been some recognition in her glance? Did she know? Did she assume? If she was anything, he knew she was a good politician — able to play things from multiple sides while keeping her poker face tilted slightly upward in a vicious, mischievous grin.

      Wellner thought he might puke. He could feel the anxiety rumbling around in his stomach, poised to eject from his mouth. His legs were weak, and he could feel dots of perspiration forming on his forehead. He wished he had a bottle of antacids, even though he knew it wouldn’t sedate the discomfort.

      Still, Kunjal scribbled, intently focused on his yellow legal pad.

      “Fagan has reason to believe that Five Points is planning an attack on another Branch. At least one, maybe more. She and Ember Clarke have recovered journals from a deceased Five Points member that detail non-specific plans. They have been studying them for days, trying to find concrete evidence.”

      “If the plans are not specific, then that doesn’t sound like anything actionable. I’ll ask the Security team to start monitoring the Branches daily, including message board traffic and on-site inspections. Good? Who’s next with a report?”

      Jules cleared her throat. “I’m not finished.”

      Wellner stopped pacing and turned to her, but he looked at her hands on the table, not in her eyes. There had to be a way to end this meeting quickly. The longer he stood here, the more likely he would barf all over this table.

      “I went to Lyons and spoke with the Oracle.”

      “You did what?” Wellner asked.

      “This is part of an investigation I had been undertaking for several weeks now. I thought it was time we had outside counsel. And while I was there, I learned something terribly interesting. The Oracle told me that after the last black spot variety of trial by combat was issued in 1971, the disciplinary measure was later outlawed by the Review Board. That was part of what was in the missing documents in the archives.”

      Wellner felt unease grip his spine. He knew the last black spot had caused problems after, but outlawed completely? He had no idea. He’d assumed the punishment was simply uncommon, reserved for the worst offenders.

      Wellner opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

      Could this even be true?

      “Also,” Jules said, “Ember Clarke went to visit the Oracle on Halloween, and she was told the same thing.”

      So, Ember knew. And Jules knew. This “investigation” that had persisted for weeks? Could this have been what Jules and Kunjal had been talking about in the stairwell? Could all of that “scheming” actually have been about the black spot and had nothing to do with Jules coming to unseat him from power?

      Wellner looked at her now, right in the eyes. He couldn’t read her. How could he have been so wrong about all this?

      Maybe this was all a part of Jules’ plan, but he couldn’t see it from end to end.

      “I need time to consider this information,” he said.

      Jules frowned. “We’re concerned about you, David. I heard that you interrogated and executed three Club members in the basement of this building last week. Adding that to your unprecedented execution of the Boulder member during an actual Review Board session, I must say I’m deeply concerned about your behavior. What is going with you?”

      He wanted to lash out, to smack her across her smug face, to delete the condescending attitude dribbling from her mouth, and yet he simultaneously felt chastised, as if he were being cross-examined by his own mother.

      Wellner stood, tapping his foot on the floor. Too much. Too much to process. Every eye in the room was on him, watching, studying, judging. It was too much. He had to go. He had to think. He had to be somewhere else to reconcile this new development. He would never get anywhere mentally, standing here amid all this judgment.

      Wellner picked up his token from the table and fled the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      She studied the interior courtyard at Bam’s apartment building. A black tarp stretched over the pool, winterized and shut down for several months to come, most likely. All the individual apartments were in a rectangle, pointed into the interior. There were a few lights on, but no one was hanging out on the walkways on the second floor or the porches on the first. The evening seemed relatively quiet and peaceful.

      She had her sights on the apartment next door to Bam’s. Ideally, she would break in, then drill a tiny hole into the wall, insert her hidden camera, and get the hell out before anyone had a chance to see her. The problem was, she couldn’t see from here whether anyone was home or not in that adjacent apartment. There were no lights on, as far as she could tell. It didn’t seem late enough at night for people to be sleeping, but no lights and no activity didn’t mean for sure no one was home.

      The apartment two doors down from Bam’s did open, though. A woman wearing a stained t-shirt and sweatpants shooed a cat out, then closed the door behind her. The cat sat back on its haunches and proceeded to unleash a volley of meows at the door.

      Not a complication she needed, but Ember might not get a chance like this again. She had to take it.

      After some internal debate, she decided to leave the drill in her car to travel light and inconspicuously so she could get a closer look. Better not to have a drill in her hand if she did happen to run into someone on this fact-finding mission. A knock on the door would end speculation very quickly.

      Also, she considered taking her guns, but she needed to keep a low profile. Last time she’d been here, she had let impulsive anger fuel her. Not tonight. Too many civilians and meowing cats within earshot.

      So, she zipped up her jacket, pulled up her hood, and left the car, then opened the gate into the courtyard and trudged up the stairs to the second floor. She approached carefully, eyes on Bam’s door the whole time. His lights were off, too. Since her previous GPS tracker had failed, no way to know his current location. But it didn’t look like he was here at the moment. He was a young man, probably out at the bar, drinking Jello shots out of a stripper’s belly button, or whatever the kids did these days.

      Ember first walked by his door, slowing to spy in through the window blinds. She moved her head up and down to check. Lights off, nothing going on inside. Next, she did the same with the neighbors, and it seemed like they were gone, as well. This was about as good as it would get. The cat continued to meow, stalking her as she scurried around the apartments.

      “Okay,” she whispered. “Let’s go back for the drill and get to work.”

      She turned around and kept her head low as she descended the stairs. The assassin stayed on full alert, searching for curtains drawn back, for eyes peering in the darkness. The hood of her jacket cut into her peripheral vision, so she tried to stay focused and keep her head moving.

      As she neared the pool, she turned her gaze when she heard the creaky gate at the end closest to the parking lot open and shut. She found herself standing thirty feet away from a familiar-looking guy in a black beanie, with a ceramic weed pipe in his hand. He looked like he’d been headed toward the stairs leading to Bam’s apartment. A friend coming by to get stoned?

      “He’s not here,” she said.

      The guy looked up, his face twisted as he stared at her. “Wait a second. Don’t I…”

      Now Ember recognized him. Last time, he hadn’t been wearing a beanie, and he now had the beginnings of a beard, so his face seemed different. But this was one of them. He was from Five Points, one of the three guys who had first attacked Ember in a parking lot over a month ago, as revenge for killing Niles Thisdell, the event that had started this entire shit-show.

      One of the three who had murdered her friend, Charlie.

      “Oh, damn,” Ember said. “Not one of you guys.”

      She wasn’t even sure which of the three it was. One of them, she had stabbed in the chest and broken his collarbone. Another had come at her again, two weeks ago, outside of the Parker Post Office. This was the third guy, maybe, or the same one from outside the Post Office? She couldn’t tell for sure.

      “You,” he said, seething. He opened his palm and let the pipe fall to the ground. Without hesitation, he whipped a hand back toward his belt and drew a jagged hunting knife bigger than his head. Almost like a machete.

      Ember braced her body for impact, one foot behind the other. He came at her, opening the blade as he ran, both of them standing within a foot of the edge of the covered pool. She wished she could take a few steps to her right, but it was too late for that now.

      Ember raised her fists. She waited to see if he would go high or low with the blade. He chose high.

      Ember lowered herself into a crouch and pushed forward at the last second when he was within one step from her. As she felt the air whiff above her from the blade swishing downward, she pushed out, planting the palms of her hands on his stomach. He folded, falling backward.

      His hands thrust forward. Ember made a fist and punched up at the hand holding the blade. It fell from his grasp as he was still falling, and it tumbled to the concrete as he landed on his butt.

      Ember snatched the heavy knife, then she tried to raise it up high to swipe at him when she felt a hand close around her ankle. Next thing she knew, she was slipping, collapsing into the tarp over the pool. Splash.

      Then blackness materialized around her as the tarp encircled her like a mummy’s wrappings. Icy water flooded into her ears, her nose, her mouth. Panic gripped her for an instant, the intensity of the sensory deprivation overwhelming her.

      All the while, the Five Points thug had his hands on her from behind, grappling, trying to reach the knife in her hand to steal it back. But he was also wrestling with the billowing tarp, and he couldn’t snake through it to establish a solid hold on her.

      Ember couldn’t breathe, couldn’t see, couldn’t hear, couldn’t figure out which was way up. But one thing she knew for sure: the guy was behind her. She drove the knife backward, stabbing at the hunk of flesh clinging to her like a backpack. With the resistance of the water, she had to push with all her might to drive it home.

      The blade entered flesh. The hands on her spasmed and then relented. The hands drifted away, and she no longer felt pressure against her backside.

      Ember took a second to calm herself and get her bearings. Her head pounded from lack of oxygen. As near as she could tell, she was still right-side up, underwater. She wriggled her hands up toward her face and then pushed them outward, clearing the bunched-up tarp away from her body. Chlorine in the pool burned her eyes, and her lungs screamed for air.

      Then she swam up, kicking her legs to reach the surface. The tarp fell away from her as she pushed against the water to move higher. As she breached the surface into the darkness of night, she gasped and sucked in a lungful of painfully frigid air. She coughed out water, lungs feeling on fire, eyes burning, with icy water dribbling down from her hair and into her face.

      And there was Bam, standing by the edge of the pool, eyebrows raised at her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      “What the hell are you doing in my pool?” Bam said, frowning down at her. “It’s closed, dumbass. Obviously.”

      Ember first looked around at the apartment doors in the courtyard. The squabble with the Five Points guy had seemed loud, but no one had apparently been drawn out to come look. Maybe fist fights by the pool were such a regular occurrence here, no one cared. Either way, she didn’t want to linger.

      “Just taking a dip,” she said as she swam over to grasp onto the edge. The shivers took over with freezing water underneath and freezing air on top. She pulled herself out of the pool and whipped off her soaking wet jacket, leaving only a t-shirt and dripping jeans below.

      Bam leered, his eyes undressing her in the most uncomfortable and obvious way she’d ever experienced. “You look cold. Like you’re smuggling some .22 rounds.”

      “Why haven’t you killed me? You’ve had your chances. You could put a bullet in my head right now and be done with it. You could have your revenge. But you’re content to let this all play out and give me chances to beat you.”

      “I told you. I’m not done with you. Also, I’m not going to shoot someone in my apartment building’s courtyard. Think about it. That would be insane.”

      “You want me to go on an educational scavenger hunt for Niles. I get it. What’s the point of that, though? I never gave a shit about Niles. He wasn’t my friend or my enemy, so why go to all this trouble?”

      He shrugged. “You get to decide what the point is. But I’m ready to tell you the next clue. Do you want to hear it?”

      She rubbed her hands up and down her arms. “Sure.”

      “Niles’ car. Find that, and you’ll find useful information.”

      “You put a bomb in his car?”

      “I didn’t say that. But that’s the next place to look, if you want to keep seeing this thing through to the end. And you better hurry, too. Tick tock, Ember Clarke.”

      “What if I say no?”

      Bam turned up his palms. “Then more civilians will probably die. I know that’s important to you, because I figured out your kryptonite.”

      She flexed her jaw, trying to keep the shivers from taking over her body. “Did you kill my recruit Gabe?”

      Bam gave a simple shake of the head, with no emotion on his face. “Wasn’t me. I had nothing against Gabe. Shit, Ember, if you hadn’t killed my mentor, I wouldn’t have anything against you, either. But you did, and now this is where we’re at.”

      She didn’t get the feeling he was terribly broken up about Niles being dead, actually. He had such a flat expression on his face so much of the time. He was always on an even keel, actually, except when he was angry. Maybe that was the key to getting him to reveal something; poke him. Or, it could shut him up for good. Ember didn’t know the right way to play him yet. He was too hard to read.

      “You lost a recruit, and I lost a mentor,” Bam said. “It feels like justice, but it’s not quite the same thing. I can see why you suspect that I did it. I don’t blame you for that. But if you’re hoping to figure out who did you wrong, you’re going to have to keep looking.”

      Bam paused with his mouth open, halting himself from saying something. He tilted his head and frowned. They both turned to look as the body surfaced in the pool, surrounded in a cloud of blood only a little darker than the water. His arms were out, head down, as if frozen while treading water. He bobbed up and down, moving with the current.

      “Oh, shit, is that Tanner? Did you kill him?”

      “If Tanner is the guy who attacked me and dragged me into the pool, then, yeah, I killed him.”

      Bam gritted his teeth. “Shit, Ember. He was a friend of mine. And now you’ve left a body in my damn pool.”

      “Where are the bombs?”

      Bam clenched his fists. “Don’t change the subject.”

      “I told those assholes if they came at me again, I would kill them. I didn’t want to. I don’t like killing Club members unless I absolutely have to, but I didn’t see how I had any other choice. All three of them have had plenty of warning. One of them has a broken collarbone, so he’s not probably out for me. The second one is in your pool. And if the third guy comes for me again, I’ll kill him too.”

      Bam pointed. “You better clean that up. I’m not going to do it.” He hesitated a moment, eyeing Ember. “Why did you come to my place tonight?”

      “I wanted to ask you about Gabe.”

      He looked like he wasn’t sure if he believed it or not. “I see. Okay. You’ve got your answer, so you should do something about Tanner before you leave. I’m done talking.”

      “Where are the bombs?”

      “I already told you. Find Niles’ car.” Then his face changed, and he pointed down into the water. “Is that yours?”

      Ember looked in horror as her surveillance camera and battery surfaced and bobbed in the water. No chance of using it now, so she shrugged and said nothing.

      He pointed up toward his apartment. “I’ve had a long day. Tanner isn’t the only person I know who’s died today, actually. So, I’m going to load up my two-foot bong and smoke myself to sleep. If you come for me, you don’t find out where the next three bombs are. Think about that.”

      Ember did, for a moment. If she could apprehend him, maybe she could torture the information out of him. But also, last time she had tried to take him, Bam had beaten her quite easily. It wasn’t worth the risk, when she couldn’t predict the outcome.

      So, he marched off and Ember did nothing as he went. There didn’t seem to be a better choice than to play his game, at least for the moment. His subtle power over her was maddening, but she didn’t know what else to do about it.

      Ember knelt down and grabbed the corpse—the thug formerly known as Tanner—by the arm and pulled him up out of the pool. As she did, she noted a laminated card sticking out of his back pocket. She plucked it and held it up to the lone light illuminating the pool area. It was for Ace Paintball Colorado.

      Two more days until the Branch paintball event. Ember had a feeling if she didn’t find the three bombs by then, she never would.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          ISABEL

        

      

    

    
      DAY FIVE

      

      Isabel watched from her rental car as Layne Parrish parked in a cul-de-sac halfway down the neighborhood street and then rounded the car to the rear passenger side. He opened the back and unbuckled the little girl from her car seat. The kid looked to be about four or five years old, blonde-haired, blue-eyed, with perfect cheekbones and perfect Caucasian skin. She looked like a doll come to life.

      Layne held her hand, his massive one gently closing over her tiny one, tattoos poking out of the sleeve of his jacket, as he escorted her up the lawn to the house in Broomfield. The girl dragged a stuffed frog toy along the ground with her other hand.

      Layne knocked, and a few seconds later, the door opened. There stood a slender and tall white woman, like an adult version of that little girl. She was model-gorgeous.

      “Wow, Layne.” Isabel muttered to her dashboard. “Well done nabbing her.”

      Layne dropped to a knee and gave the little girl a kiss, then he stood and shook hands with the grownup. The woman was not smiling, not scowling, but looking blank and in no mood for conversation. No hug, no kiss, only strained expressions and the touching of hands. These two seemed more like exes than lovers. Now that Isabel thought of it, Layne didn’t wear a wedding ring. So, he had nabbed her before, but he hadn’t held on. Or maybe this statuesque beauty was the one who’d lacked the holding-on ability. Either way, none of Isabel’s business.

      Layne backed away from the front door of the house as it shut, then he paused when he met Isabel’s eyes.

      From inside her car, she gave him a dip of the head, which she hoped he took to mean she wasn’t stalking him, but only wanted to talk. Layne tilted his head toward his car, which she took to mean he wanted her to follow him so they could talk somewhere else. He pulled out his keys and slid into his car.

      Isabel started her rental as Layne reversed out of the cul-de-sac, and then turned deeper into the neighborhood. He drove to the end of the street where it dead-ended in a different cul-de-sac. Isabel parked in front of a house on the side. She waited a moment to make sure no one was going to burst out of a front door and yell at her for parking here, but it didn’t seem to cause any trouble.

      Layne left his vehicle and pointed to a small sidewalk walkway that disappeared between two houses, out toward the open hillside behind the neighborhood. The walkway led to the top of a hill, looking out on the Front Range mountains, at walking trails and pasture in the open space. A vast valley of grass and patches of snow.

      Isabel came to a stop behind Layne, who was now staring at the mountains with a slight grin on his handsome forty-ish face. The early morning light cast a yellowish hue on the peaks, still coated with white from snow fall last night. Isabel took in his girth. He had tree-trunk arms, a thick neck, tiny waist. He could have been a pro bodybuilder. Isabel wasn’t used to standing close to guys like this.

      “I’ll never get tired of this view,” he said.

      “Thank you for meeting with me. It’s been strange circumstances, no doubt.”

      Layne turned around and met her eyes. “You might have gotten the impression, based on how difficult Serena’s been, that she and I are untrusting and calloused. Serena is not a bad person. She’s just focused on her goal, that’s all. The little team she works for? She took over my spot when I retired.”

      “But you still work there sometimes?”

      He tilted his head back and forth. “Yeah, I know, it’s confusing. I’d much rather spend my days pushing my daughter on a swing set, but our boss can be very persuasive. I’ve gone back for various things a few times unofficially since I officially left the team. But I’m not on the payroll or anything like that.”

      “Ember told me that a couple weeks ago, she was trying to rescue a woman who had been kidnapped, and you swooped in at the last moment, rescuing her first from some torture device in a shipping facility down the street from here.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah, it’s the damnedest thing. What Ember didn’t know—what the guy who took her didn’t know—was that that woman is scheduled to be a witness in a high profile federal case against a money laundering scheme run out of Colorado Springs. Totally random; just one of those things. I did a favor for a friend in the US Marshals by getting her back safe and sound. That’s all. Obviously, I couldn’t tell Ember about it. And I found out later the guy who kidnapped her died when he walked into an oncoming delivery truck, so it seems better for everyone to keep it all quiet.”

      “You do a lot of favors for friends, it seems. Like moving into Ember’s condo complex.”

      Layne nodded and sucked through his teeth. “I was friends with Allison Campbell’s old handler, before he passed. He told me he was already seeing the change in her, long before she stopped reporting in and went dark. I was looking to buy a condo about a year ago, and he told me about her. So, I bought the place down the hall from hers, and I’ve been quietly keeping tabs on her since.”

      “She’s been looking for you.”

      He frowned. “Yeah, I know. I’ve mostly been up in the mountains. I have a cabin in the southwest part of the state, and I split time between here and there. I keep the condo in Boulder also to stay close to my daughter.”

      “Dividing your time like that must be rough.”

      “Yeah, but it’s all for her. And shared custody is no fun. Trust me.”

      “Ember knows who you are now. She knows you weren’t her neighbor just by chance.”

      Layne put his hands on his hips. “That was going to come out, eventually. How did she take it?”

      “I don’t know. She’s so sarcastic all the time, I don’t know whether to believe half of what comes out of her mouth.”

      “Fair enough. What can I do for you, Agent Yang?”

      “I need your help. I need you to convince Serena to back off from her mission to kill Ember. The guy who hired her—Marcus Lonsdale—is not a good man.”

      “Yeah, I get the feeling Serena is starting to see that, too.”

      Isabel’s head twitched at this unexpected tidbit. “What makes you say that?”

      “She told me you got the drop on her last week in Lyons. And she told me she tried to tackle and subdue Ember at her condo yesterday and failed. I find it hard to believe Serena would have allowed herself to be bested twice. She doesn’t make mistakes. I’ve seen her in action, and if she wants someone dead, that person better have a will drawn up already. That tells me her heart isn’t in this one. But either way, I know she’ll listen to me, so I can talk to her.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      He paused, then dug his hands into his pockets. “Anything else I can do to help?”

      “Actually, yes. I’ve been trying to dig deeper into the other side of this, but I hit a wall. I have an FBI colleague in DC, retired, who used to be friendly to me back in my early days. He was helping me, but he came down with the flu and has been unavailable.”

      “What do you need?”

      “Can you help me look into Marcus Lonsdale? There’s something going on with him. It has to do with Ember, but I can’t get anywhere concrete. I can’t put together all the pieces. He has too many friends in Washington.”

      Layne barked a laugh. “I’m not scared of connected guys, trust me. I don’t know this Marcus person, but if I could play profiler for a second… let me see. He’s brash, good-looking, ambitious, smooth-talking, gets promoted often while his competitors seem to vanish off to less-prestigious jobs, and he goes out for drinks with half the town?”

      Isabel nodded. “That’s spot-on. Very impressive.”

      "I’ve known plenty like him,” Layne said as he held out his phone to her. “Put in your number. I’ll do what I can.”

      Isabel felt a rush of excitement bubble up from her toes as she accepted the phone. She didn’t know why, but talking to Layne made her feel as if everything would be okay. As if he were the sort of person who could get things done.

      She entered her number and email into his phone and handed it back. “Thank you. I appreciate the help. It’s been nothing but one step forward and two steps back.”

      “Yeah, I hear that, man. How is Ember?”

      “Running on fumes.”

      “I’m sure. Multiple people coming to kill you gets old pretty fast.” Layne took a step toward Isabel and held out a hand to shake. “Let’s see if we can’t help lighten the load for her a little.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          BAM

        

      

    

    
      Trucks thundered over the bridge, making it shake. The concrete structure seemed sturdy enough as tires continuously pummeled it, testing its weight.

      Bam crossed underneath, going from light to shadow. He wore his jacket zipped up, both hands in his pockets. The gun was in the back of his waistband, a calculated move Niles had taught him. If you make your opponent focus on the pockets he can see, he will forget all about the real location you’ve hidden your gun.

      Bam hadn’t come here to kill anyone. But he didn’t know what to expect.

      Standing next to his open trunk, the Highlands member named Vaughn had one hand in his pocket, one hand on his car. He wore a hint of a smile on his face, cordial and unassuming.

      Vaughn waved him forward, and Bam made a slow approach. This Highlands guy was short, squat, black, with threads of gray in his short and curly hair. He had enormous bags under his eyes, looking as if he hadn’t slept in months, and chapped lips. Bam could tell he was Highlands, though, by his button down and slacks. Those preppies were always dressed up. They didn’t have an actual dress code, as far as Bam knew, but they acted like it. According to Niles, they had started dressing that way in the 1980s to differentiate themselves from Golden, the other high-society Branch.

      “You Bam?”

      “That’s me. You must be Vaughn.”

      “That’s what my momma calls me. But I used to get the full name, if she was mad enough.”

      “I don’t want to know your last name.”

      Vaughn grinned. “I don’t plan on telling you. But it wouldn’t be too much of a hassle for either of us to find out.”

      “No, I guess not.” Bam came to a stop five feet away. He kept his eyes on the Highlands member, not yet looking at the trunk. “You armed, Vaughn?”

      Vaughn gave a small nod of the head.

      “Well, I am too. No need for us to get emotional about it. We’re here for business, not… pleasure.”

      “I agree,” Vaughn said. “I’m always in favor of keeping the lines of communication open.”

      “And I’m in favor of no one ever knowing I was here.”

      Vaughn shrugged. “That’s your business. I don’t have anyone to tell. I would like to know what you plan to do with these detonators, though. I’m not all about the company line, but I would hope they’re not going to be used to blow up my Post Office. Or my house, or whatever.”

      Bam considered his answer, looking up at the sky as charcoal clouds rolled in. The truth was, he didn’t yet know exactly what he planned to do with the detonators. There were any number of things. He could space out his last three bombs, sending Ember on a goose chase all around Denver, until the last one tore her to pieces. Or, he could park them all outside her condo and bring the building down on top of her while she slept.

      Would obliterating her be a fitting tribute to his mentor Niles? Is that what he would have wanted? Not only that, but Bam also had to consider what newly departed Payton would say about it. They were both dead because of her, one directly, and one indirectly. Not to mention Tanner in the pool.

      Niles and Payton had both been all about the revolution. Both of them were eager to tear down the Denver Assassins Club and all of its bloated parts, then to rebuild something simple and focused and profitable. That’s what Niles used to say, at least.

      Based on everything Niles knew and had seen, Bam should have been all about the revolution, too. But he wasn’t sold. It seemed like a lot of hassle to replace the old thing with a new thing that probably wouldn’t be much different, anyway.

      “Well?” Vaughn asked.

      “You’ve got nothing to fear from me. What I’m doing with these is my business, but I don’t have any reason to come after you.”

      Vaughn’s eyes narrowed a fraction of an inch. “I know about Five Points’ reputation.”

      “That we’re psychos? That we’re a bunch of nihilist weirdos who want to see the world burn to a crisp?”

      Vaughn said nothing as a truck thundered ahead, making the concrete structure above them shake and rattle.

      “I’m not a psycho,” Bam said. “I’m not out to hurt people for no reason. But you look like a smart guy.”

      “I like to think so. Smells like revolt in the air, if you ask me, though.”

      “You have to know something is coming,” Bam said. “Maybe it’s nothing, or maybe it’s all going to hit the end of the line soon. And you have to think about where you want to be when that happens. I’m not a revolutionary, but I would like to end up on the side of the living.”

      Vaughn glanced down at his trunk, where Bam could see a lone suitcase sitting there. “Times is hard, that’s for sure. Is that what this transaction is for? You need detonators for a coup?”

      Bam pursed his lips. He did not like how curious Vaughn was about everything. He had expected to walk up, drop off his money, and walk away with a trio of detonators. Not all this chit-chat. “I don’t think that’s your business.”

      “Come on, now, don’t get upset. We’re just talking here. You could tell me it’s all about hunting Ember Clarke, if you want. I know your Branch is after her this week. We had her two weeks ago. Quinn was our guy. He was one messed-up freak, if you ask me, so it’s no wonder he failed. Shit, nobody else wanted the contract to begin with. Highlands has no beef with Ember Clarke.”

      “I heard about Quinn. He let his personal feelings get in the way of doing his job.”

      “And how about you, Bam? Are you level-headed? You going to stay on track and take her out?”

      Bam flexed his jaw. This Vaughn guy had a never-ending stream of questions. And this meeting was starting to make the hairs on the back of Bam’s neck stand up, and not only from the grinding and ceaseless traffic noise overhead.

      Vaughn beamed. “Am I making you uncomfortable?”

      Something in that smile didn’t sit right. It felt smarmy and condescending.

      Another truck rolled over the bridge, noisy and harsh, and it made the whole thing shudder. Bam whipped his hand back to pull his gun. He got three fingers around the grip and freed it from the back of his waistband.

      By the time Vaughn had caught on and started to draw his own, Bam had his Sig Sauer out and pointed at Vaughn’s chest. Finger on the trigger, with a round already in the chamber, ready to go.

      He pulled the trigger two times, making the Highlands member stumble back. Mouth open, shock on his face. Vaughn grunted to lift his arm to point his revolver, so Bam pulled the trigger two more times.

      Vaughn’s arm and his body both dropped, his chest full of holes and covered in blood. His head came to rest against the rear passenger tire, keeping his face angled upward, staring in rage at Bam. But while he bled, his arms stayed at his sides and he didn’t make any effort to stand. Four bullets were enough. His eyes were still wide open, even as the life rushed out of him.

      Bam wondered what would happen if the Review Board knew he was here. What punishment would they give him? He had an equal chance of receiving an execution order and a slap on the wrist. That was the haphazard and unpredictable way the Board did everything. They claimed to be all about the rules and strict adherence to them, but it was a crap-shoot.

      With the noise from the bridge, Bam had barely heard the gunshots. His ears rang, though. And now, his heart pumped, adrenaline coursed through him, and he felt light on his feet. He felt good. Powerful. Hungry. He wanted to empty the Sig’s magazine into Vaughn, but there wasn’t any point in that.

      He’d gone from a blank and empty feeling in his chest to feeling vibrant and alive. It was better than any drug he’d ever had.

      But he knew he couldn’t linger. He lifted the suitcase out of the trunk and stood over Vaughn for a few seconds until the man’s last breath eked out of his chapped lips.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Ember studied the beat-up brown Toyota sedan sitting on the top floor of this parking garage in downtown Denver. A wire clothes hanger stuck out of her back pocket. A chilly breeze whipped against her neck and face as she stood a hundred feet away, between a truck and a hybrid car. Her eyes flicked over the aging car, sitting all alone on the other side of the exposed garage.

      There were a number of suspicious things about Niles’ car. First, since the last place he’d been seen alive was about a hundred miles from here, why was his car still in Denver? Had he taken a taxi or a Thum to Rocky Mountain National Park to hijack Ember’s contract? That didn’t make any sense.

      Unless he had more than one vehicle. In that case, Ember had no idea what to do next.

      Second, this Toyota had almost no snow on it. It had snowed an inch last night and other cars in the lot still had a dusting. If this car had been parked here since before then, it should have a layer of white leftover.

      But the sun was shining now, so maybe the color of the car absorbed more heat and thus melted the snow faster? Ember didn’t know. That would have been the sort of thing she would have tasked Gabe with figuring out. That wasn’t an option now, or ever again.

      She was on her own. The last few days had felt much like her early FBI time, chasing leads and squinting over evidence. Thinking on it brought a tint of melancholy to her face. Sometimes, she missed doing the real work of the FBI.

      As to what Ember/Allison had been doing in Colorado since going dark—playing assassin—she would need to have a reckoning about that. And soon.

      But Ember intended to push snooze on that bit of self-reflection for the time being. Because she remembered she actually wasn’t all alone and took her phone out to place a call.

      “Hello?” said Isabel Yang after the second ring.

      “You said it’s a brown Toyota sedan, right? About 1994 or so?”

      “That’s right.”

      “And Niles Thisdell has no other vehicles registered in his name?”

      “No. We checked that. Why?”

      “I’m standing on the top floor of a parking garage. I have eyes on the car, but something about it feels funny. Like I’m going to touch the door handle and get blown to pieces.”

      Isabel made a hmm sound. “I can’t help you there. That sounds like the right car, though. I got the intel from Layne Parrish.”

      “You did?”

      “He’s in town and he’s offered to help. It wasn’t a hard sell to convince him. I like this Layne guy, to tell you the truth. He seems like an honest and decent person.”

      Ember put her free hand on her hip. “Except for the lying-to-me-for-a-year part.”

      “Technically, he didn’t lie. He just never told you who he was.”

      She swished her lips back and forth for a few seconds, pondering the truth of the last statement. “I can’t argue with that, I guess. And it’s good to have him on the team, because I need all the help I can get. Beggars can’t be choosers. That’s what my dad used to say.”

      “Is finding this car going to help you?”

      “Sure, unless I get blown to bits. If that happens, you can have my framed Ansel Adams prints.”

      “Uhh, no thank you.”

      Ember cackled. “Fair enough. I know they’re tacky, but I couldn’t think of anything else to put on the walls of my condo.”

      “Layne is trying to organize a meeting with Serena. He’s going to court her to our side. Someone like that could be a valuable asset. If it ends up true that Marcus is doing something shady, then he has a lot of weight behind him. We have to take great care how we approach that so we don’t all end up in handcuffs.”

      Ember considered Isabel’s word choice: our side. It felt strange, coming from her mouth. But Ember supposed it was true now. The dynamic in their relationship had undergone multiple seismic shifts in a short amount of time.

      Isabel cleared her throat. “There’s something else I thought you should know. Niles Thisdell, the man you said you accidentally killed in the park?”

      “Yes?”

      “I looked into him, and it turns out, your friend was mistaken. Niles never received any cancer diagnosis.”

      This countered the information Fagan had told Ember a couple weeks ago at the Boulder Post Office. Fagan had an established network of spies in other Branches, and maybe they messed this one up? If the message had been incorrect or lost in translation, then that might change everything. But Ember wasn't sold. Fagan always had solid info.

      “Interesting. Are you sure about that?”

      “As sure as I can be. I suppose it’s possible he went to some back-alley doctor and those appointments never made it into a record somewhere. But Niles had health insurance, and he never reported a claim through them. He kept a handful of appointments with various doctors over the last few years, but no Oncologists. Nothing related to cancer at all.”

      “I see. Thank you, Isabel. I appreciate the support.”

      “Roger that,” Isabel said, and then she ended the call.

      Ember approached the Toyota with careful steps, then rounded it. She eased down onto the ground and held her pocket mirror underneath the car, scooting it all the way around the underside. There was only one other person on this level of the parking garage at the moment, and that woman didn’t seem too bothered by anything Ember was doing.

      Next, Ember lifted the hood—since this car model was old enough not to have a locked interior release—and checked it. As far as she could tell, nothing was wired to explode on ignition. That didn’t matter for her, anyway, since she wasn’t trying to steal the car, only break into it.

      “Okay,” Ember muttered as she closed the hood and wiped her hands on her jeans, “I guess this is as good as it gets. Time to see if the car is all kaboom.”

      She plucked the clothes hanger from her back pocket and wrestled with the wire for a few seconds to straighten it.

      This would be an easy job. Pull the window away from the door, shove the hanger down through the top of the window, then wrap it around the door unlock knob. They didn’t make cars like this anymore, but Ember had lucked out today. Anything with electronics in it required a whole different set of tools.

      She tossed a glance at the woman across the parking garage, arranging things in her trunk. Still no attention paid to Ember, just breaking into a car like it was her job.

      Ten seconds after she’d started, Ember was inside the Toyota. Nothing had exploded yet.

      She sat behind the wheel for a moment to catch her breath, then she scanned around the interior. There were no bombs here, nothing but a few plastic grocery store bags and receipts from Walgreens.

      Ember popped the trunk and checked back there. A change of clothes, jumper cables, a couple of blankets. Also, a thing that looked like a paintball gun, a long tube-based rifle with a big container on top instead of a magazine below. Must have been in the trunk since the last Five Points paintball get-together in early October. Only days before Niles died.

      No bombs, though. Not in the trunk, or under the seats, or hidden in the steering column—which is where Ember would have put them.

      She had suspected this would be a wild goose chase, but she didn’t feel any better now that it was confirmed. She had no idea why, though. Was Bam trying to distract her from something? That didn’t seem like his style. No, he was lazy, but also somehow calculating and effective.

      He had put that bomb above the strip club, and had told her about it, but had given her the wrong time to try to catch her off guard. So, he had given her information close to the truth. Maybe there was something in this car yet?

      She didn’t think so. Sending her here was probably a task Bam had thought up at the last minute, something to keep her occupied while he waited to enact his next plan. Or maybe his final plan.

      But where? Where would he put the bombs?

      As she chewed on her lip and rubbed her hands together to keep warm, Ember had to simplify her deduction process. Bam was a deranged pothead, not a criminal mastermind. She had to think of the most obvious locations Bam had access to. The simple and easily apparent answer was usually the correct one.

      Paintball.

      Tomorrow, Five Points would get together to play paintball outside the little town of Hygiene. Could it be possible for Bam to be so brazen as to put the bombs there? Would he blow up his own Branch mates?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      She opened the back door to the Boulder Post Office, a nondescript building in the eastern part of town. A place for members of the Boulder Branch of the Denver Assassins Club to meet and train and socialize. Over the last five weeks, every time Ember opened this door, she  wondered if it would be her last.

      Three years of her life she had been visiting this building, first as a recruit, then a trainee, then as a member. Now, as one of the more senior members here. It was a shame there was so much turnover, but three years is a long time in the life of a contract killer.

      Of course, during those three years, she had also been an undercover FBI agent. The whole time, collecting data, feeding bits and pieces back to her handler in Washington, making notes for an eventual case against the DAC. No one in Boulder had any idea, and she’d wanted to keep it that way.

      And then, something had changed. Ember grew to like the people in Boulder Branch. She learned that many of them were not bad people at all. Many of them only took on contracts that had a benefit for society. Adjusting to the idea of bad people also doing good took a while. It was hard to say when that exact moment happened—when she turned—but she could look at herself now and see a completely different woman than the  one who’d arrived in Colorado three years ago.

      Ember strolled down the halls of the first floor, smiling as she glimpsed a classroom where trainees were learning about the Review Board process. There was another curious contradiction… how Ember had so much respect for this process of law within the Club, even though it had wronged her. Even though it was wildly inconsistent. Even though she now knew that the DAC had outlawed black spot trials by combat, so the one they had given to her was “illegal” and unjust.

      Still, she had respect and love for the Club and what it tried to accomplish. The idea of respecting an organization that managed contract killers was admittedly bonkers, but it made sense in Ember’s head. They weren’t creating assassins, they were organizing assassins. It seemed like an important distinction.

      But she didn’t have as much respect and love as she used to. There was no doubt about that. Ember had a strong notion that if she went to David Wellner and petitioned him to lift her trial by combat on the basis of it now being illegal, he wouldn’t do it. That, despite all the rules and laws in place, the element of human fallibility still cast a shadow over everything.

      Wellner wasn’t a bad man, but he was temperamental and mostly concerned with his image. Reversing a previous ruling was not good for the Club. That’s how he would justify it. The conversation wouldn’t go past his office door.

      Of course, she could broadcast across the entire message board and expose the truth about the black spot, but what would that accomplish? Ember still had to find Bam and stop him from setting off more bombs. Everything else was secondary.

      Ember stopped at the open door of a conference room, where her mentor Fagan sat alone at a table, notebook in front of her. Fagan was so old school, she did almost everything with real pen and paper. Ember rarely saw her use a cellphone, and only then to make phone calls.

      “Hey, boss lady.”

      “Afternoon.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      Fagan grinned, with the unburned half of her face still capable of grinning. “That joke never gets old to you, does it?”

      “Never does. What are you working on?”

      “Building chore assignments. We’ve had an influx of new recruits in the last two weeks, and someone has to make sure these children are taught respect for their working space. You probably haven’t even noticed, given how busy you are.”

      “No, I haven’t.”

      Fagan scowled. “It probably seems calloused to talk about new people and aluminum can smashing duty when your recruit was murdered less than a week ago. I’m sorry.”

      She allowed herself a deep breath before speaking. “I appreciate that. And I understand, because the wheel of progress keeps on churning. I don’t take it personally. For the first couple days, I was a wreck. But I’m getting better every day, thinking about him less, keeping myself busy.”

      “What have you learned while you’re keeping yourself busy?”

      Ember entered the room and sat across from Fagan. “Here’s what I know so far: Brody 'Bam' Jenks claims he has five bombs. I found the first in Denver and neutralized it. The second went off before I could find it. He says he has three more, but so far, he hasn’t been willing to give me anything useful about where to look. I just came from visiting Niles' car, which was a dead-end.”

      “We’ve had surveillance on Bam’s building all week. As far as we know, he hasn’t taken anything in or out of his apartment.”

      “Right. I would suspect he’s keeping the materials close. I wanted to put a camera directly in his apartment, but he seems to be kind of a homebody, so I don’t know if I’ll get the chance. I already lost one in his pool.”

      Fagan raised her lone eyebrow. “In the pool?”

      “It’s a long story. And another thing, the Five Points monthly get-together is tomorrow, during the day. They’re going to play paintball at Ace, an outdoor facility in that weirdly named town Hygiene, twenty minutes north of here.”

      Fagan dabbed leaky saliva from the corner of her mouth. “I know where Hygiene is. You think Bam will have the bombs there?”

      “I do. I don’t know that he plans to blow up his Branch mates, but I think he’s smart enough to know that keeping the bombs close to him is his best chance to keep his property safe.”

      “I can round up ten Boulder members and have them all available tomorrow.”

      Ember considered this for a moment. She hadn’t forgotten the calamity of two weeks ago, when she had led a team into Quinn Voeller’s house, and casualties had resulted. “No. No assault. I go in alone. I’ll be small and quiet, no guns and no fanfare.”

      “No gun? You mean you’re not going to carry a gun?”

      Ember shook her head. “I’m not interested in starting a fight in front of an entire Branch that currently hates me. If I’m caught, I think I’d be better off unarmed, actually. But I won’t get caught. This is about stealth. While they’re all running around in the woods, shooting each other with paint pellets, I search Bam’s car, I search inside the paintball facility… they have to have lockers or a changing room or something. That’s my best bet. Alone, quiet, never letting anyone see me.”

      Fagan knitted her brow for a few seconds. “Okay. But let’s go talk to Kevin. He used to be Five Points, so maybe he has insight about paintball that can help.”

      Fagan stood, but Ember held up a hand. “Wait. There’s something else I need to tell you.”

      “I’m listening,” Fagan said as she sat back down.

      “Niles Thisdell did not have cancer. That inside info you got was incorrect.”

      Fagan sighed, her eyes darting back and forth across Ember’s face. The old woman’s expression was often hard to read, but Fagan appeared to be surprised. “Are you sure? I heard different.”

      “As sure as I can be. My source is reliable and has access to his health insurance records.”

      Ember had to hope Fagan didn’t want to further probe into the source’s identity, since Ember had no safe way to tell her she was kinda sorta in regular contact with an FBI Agent.

      “I feel like I should apologize,” Fagan said, seeming a little flustered. “I assumed my information was good, but maybe I was too hasty to listen with a discerning ear. But if this is true, it does change things. If Niles didn’t have cancer, then was he not on a suicide mission when he came at you in Rocky Mountain National Park?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe, after all the other nonsense is removed, it actually was just a clerical error that started all this. Maybe someone messed up and accidentally assigned the contract that night to two people, me and Niles. He died, the Board overreacted because of my history with Five Points, and now here we are.”

      “Seems strange for it to be that simple. I mean, we have evidence Five Points is planning a civil war inside the Club.”

      Ember shrugged. “I don’t know what to make of all that. These two things could be completely unrelated.”

      “Let’s catch Kevin before he finishes his workout.”

      Ember let Fagan lead her out of the conference room, down the hall to the gym. Inside, the stink of men and women exercising filled Ember’s nostrils. Metal clanging, people grunting, intense music playing from a set of speakers anchored to the corners of the room. A few people met her gaze and offered a hand for a wave, or a sympathetic smile of condolence, since they all knew about Gabe’s death and what she was going through.

      Ember said a few hellos as she navigated through the people to a chiseled white guy near the back. He was wearing a weight vest and doing squats while balancing on an inflatable disc. With muscles from head to toe, he was quite a specimen. About five percent body fat, maybe four.

      Fagan raised a hand at him, and then the guy stepped off the disc, huffing and puffing, red-faced. He nodded at the two approaching women as he sipped from a water bottle. “Fagan, Ember. Is this about your friend?”

      “My what now?” Ember asked.

      Fagan cleared her throat. “You asked me to have someone keep a quiet eye on your friend Zach. Kevin here has been doing that.”

      “He’s taking a nap at the motel right now,” Kevin said. “I thought I would pop back to Boulder and get in a workout.”

      “Gotcha,” Ember said. “I appreciate what you’re doing there, but this isn’t about that. We need to ask you about something to do with Five Points.”

      “Sure, shoot. I don’t mind talking about my time as one of them.”

      “The monthly paintball game. What can you tell us about it?”

      Kevin shrugged, with a hint of a smirk on his face. “It’s like madness. If they were using real guns, they’d all be dead in five minutes.”

      “I assumed so,” Ember said. “Anything tactical you can tell me about the grounds or how the game will go? They’re going to meet at Ace Paintball in Hygiene.”

      Kevin frowned. “Ace? I’m not familiar. When I was a member of Five Points, we met somewhere else. It’s been a long time since I attended one of those.”

      “Shit. That’s not what I wanted to hear.”

      “You planning on crashing the party?” Kevin asked.

      Ember nodded. “Something like that.”

      “All I can tell you is this: don’t think because they’re running around with fake guns out there that you’d be safe to sneak around and be invisible. If you cover yourself in camo, with a mask and a hood? You might go undetected for ten or fifteen minutes. But believe me when I say every single one of those bastards will be ready and waiting for something to go wrong, for an intruder to lynch. Plus, they’ll have some members sit out of the game just to provide security for the others, since they’ll all be exposed.”

      Ember and Fagan shared a look as the possibilities ran through Ember’s brain. She hadn’t expected it would be easy. But maybe she should also consider the fact that it might be a one-way death trap.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          ZACH

        

      

    

    
      Zach leaned back to stretch. Unfortunately, the chair in the business center had no give to it, so the stretch was not productive. Deeply unsatisfying. He positioned his hands over the keyboard again and sighed. His research into the possibility that Ember Clarke was actually Allison Campbell of San Diego had hit a dead end. Never before had he found two people who had such sparse and unhelpful social media histories. Virtually nothing about either one of them online.

      Plus, every time he opened that box, he felt guilty. If Ember had been born someone else and then changed her name, maybe that wasn’t his business. There could be any number of reasons why she had changed her name.

      But he couldn’t help thinking that maybe she did owe him answers.

      They were dating — and had been — for over a month. She knew all sorts of things about him. If she was someone other than who she said she was, didn’t he deserve to know?

      There were many strange things about her. He had never believed she actually worked in “consulting” as she’d said. So far, she had dodged any attempts to get real about herself. Up until this point, Zach had been able to focus on his feelings for her as a shield against the possibility she could be lying to him. He had indulged in her attention and their pleasurable banter and extended make-out sessions. He still felt a nervous rush any time she smiled at him.

      But that wouldn’t last forever. Maybe with his life in turmoil right now, embarking on a relationship wasn’t the best idea. Especially with all these question marks.

      At the moment, he couldn’t make any decisions. His brain felt mushy.

      On a whim, Zach typed in Wanda Franzen into the browser’s search engine. According to Thomas Milligan, Wanda had accepted a job to come work at the Firedrake home office outside of Sacramento. At the time, Zach had been too freaked out to think about it. He was too busy worrying about what Helmut would do if Zach decided to flee from that bench out in front of his advisor’s office.

      The ancient desktop computer churned through the search query, and the results trickled along the screen. The first news result at the top of the page made Zach’s jaw drop.

      

      RANCHO CORDOVA - Wanda Franzen, originally of Trinidad, Colorado, died in a car accident at the corner of White Rock and Fitzgerald on Tuesday of this week. Ms. Franzen had been driving a green Kia Sorento, and upon making a right turn, swerved to avoid hitting a pedestrian on a sidewalk after a motorcycle ran a red light. She is survived by her daughter Elise and her sister Candice.

      

      Zach sat back, his heart thumping. It didn’t make sense. If she was making a right turn, why would a motorcycle running a red light cause her to swerve? Was the motorcycle coming up behind her? He tried to visualize it, but the choreography of the scene didn’t add up.

      Of course, Zach had a better idea of what had actually led to Wanda’s death. She’d taken the job at Firedrake, just as Thomas had said. But then, what happened after that? Did she get there, find out about the failsafe project, and figure out their plan? Did she demand out of her job contract? Did she threaten to tell someone about what was really going on in that lab?

      Zach still didn’t know himself what was going on in that lab. He didn’t want to know.

      An unsettled queasiness rumbled around in Zach’s stomach. Partially because he had a strong suspicion he would never find out what happened to Wanda. The only way to get answers was to accept the job offer, and he had no intentions of doing that.

      Also, he thought about the fact that he hadn’t told Ember about the meeting with Thomas. He’d told her about going back to his apartment, but not about the job contract. Maybe he hadn’t wanted to worry her. Maybe it hadn’t seemed like a big deal. But now, knowing Wanda had died, the whole thing seemed like a monumental deal. Yet another reason to get the hell away from these people.

      Zach stood, eyes on the monitor. He moved the mouse over to close the tab and then picked his jacket up from the back of the chair and slid it on. Aside from the upset stomach and a lingering drowsy feeling leftover from an unsatisfying afternoon nap, another feeling ran through him he couldn’t quite name. Like dread, but also mixed with guilt and confusion.

      He left the business center and walked back toward his room, eyes down, hands deep into his jacket pockets. But a few feet from his door, he saw a pair of skinny legs in jeans sitting on the hood of a car.

      Zach looked up to find Ember sitting there, a hopeful smile on her face. There was something different about her, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it.

      “Hey, baby.”

      “Ember?” he said, only miliseconds before he felt stupid for saying it. Of course it was her. This wasn’t a dream, and he didn’t think he was hallucinating. “I didn’t know you were coming by.”

      “I wanted to surprise you. Can we talk inside, though? I’m freezing my buns off out here.”

      “Sure, sure,” he said as he took out his keycard and held it against the door. He opened it wide for her and she strutted inside.

      Immediately, she dropped her coat, revealing a tight purple sweater on underneath. Form-fitting and damned sexy. He also noticed she was wearing makeup, or, at least, more than usual. Skin-tight black jeans, black belt with a silver buckle. She was drop-dead gorgeous and looked ready for a night of clubbing, not an evening of hanging around a drab motel room.

      She smiled at him again, looking a little bashful, a little mischievous. Her crystal-blue eyes twinkled against her black hair. There was something on her face Zach had never seen before. A little bit of danger there, sparkling in her eyes.

      “What’s going on?” he asked as he shut the door behind him.

      “I’ve been neglecting you. I am so, so sorry. You deserve the best in the world and I’ve been too distracted lately to give that to you. I get too overwhelmed too easily, and then I always have trouble figuring out how to balance all the important things in my life. I’ve always been that way.”

      For a brief second, he thought she was going to break up with him. Something about how her “work” was keeping her too busy for a relationship right now. It’s not you, it’s me, plus a whole teary-eyed spiel about how things could have worked out if the stars had aligned in a different way. He almost cringed, feeling it arriving like a speeding train.

      But she didn’t say any of that. She sashayed across the room toward him, her hips swinging left and right as she walked. “In my head, I’m a much better girlfriend. Like, on paper. In reality, I haven’t been delivering, and I want to make it up to you. I want to be a better girlfriend for you.” She stopped in front of him and put her arms around his waist, then leaned up to kiss him on the neck. “Will you let me make it up to you?”

      Zach’s mouth dropped open. The question was on his lips: are you Allison Campbell?

      But he didn’t say it. He stood there, feeling a little lightheaded, blood flowing, heart racing, and he readied himself for what would happen next. Very different from what he thought would happen fifteen seconds ago, but he liked this option much better. He was ready for it. He wanted her.

      Her hands snaked down to his butt, pulling him closer and giving his cheeks a hearty squeeze. Without a word of hesitation from either of them, his fingers leaped to her belt, unbuckling it, and then he peeled her jeans down to the floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          WELLNER

        

      

    

    
      David Wellner came to a terrible conclusion. One he had not wanted to see, not wanted to know, not wanted to admit. He stumbled along a hallway in his house, his four fingers of whiskey splashing out over the sides of the glass. His third. But no matter how drunk he got, he couldn’t seem to pass out. At almost midnight, he should have been asleep by now. But his mind raced along with his heart. The alcohol only disturbed his motor functions and did nothing to calm his thoughts.

      He opened the door to his home gym, a room that might as well have been a museum. When he had built this house, he hadn’t been as thick as he was now. Back then, he still had dreams of slimming back down to the weight he’d been at in his twenties and early thirties. Now, he looked upon a treadmill, stair-stepper, stationary bike, and free weights. Cushioned mats on the floor and mirrors on the walls. Maybe it was the mirrors that bothered him the most of all. He didn’t want to look at a chubby piece of garbage panting on a bike every day, with rings of dark sweat around his neckline and armpits.

      Now, Wellner crossed the room and flicked on the light. He eyed himself in the mirror, wobbly, vision a little blurred.

      “How could you have got it so wrong?”

      He’d come to realize, finally, that Jules Dunard was not the scheming and spiteful woman he had assumed. She hadn’t been out to unseat him from power. She hadn’t been orchestrating secret meetings with people from the DAC government and Branches to make Wellner look foolish.

      No, he had done an admirable job of that all by himself. There was likely no truth to the rumors about her dealing cocaine, either. Starting a drug cartel inside the DAC? Ludicrous. Sending that Boulder Branch member to kill him in the parking garage two weeks ago? Jules hadn’t done that. The hit had been exactly what the man had said it was… a disgruntled assassin out to make a statement by killing Wellner.

      Jules wasn’t at all who Wellner had come to think she was.

      Or, maybe she was all those things. Maybe from the beginning, she had been gaslighting him and Wellner had been too stupid to see the truth for himself.

      Either way, he didn’t know, and acting as if he had all the answers had launched him toward his current predicament.

      But it was too late now. The wheels had turned. He had tried to have her killed. Jules had to know it was him, and that’s why she hadn’t said anything about it to the other Board members. Not with him present. No, sooner or later, she would call an emergency session of the Board without him, and they would use a process outlined in the depths of the Club bylaws to remove him for gross incompetence.

      And nothing he could do would stop it. It seemed no amount of salesmanship or clever planning could prevent the ship from sinking into the water. Or could it?

      He could kill Jules. He could drive over to her house, tonight, and shoot her in the head. But if she now had bodyguards, could he even succeed at something like that? And if he swallowed his distaste and did the deed, would it be enough for him to regain his tenuous hold on the Board itself?

      No, he had to dissolve the Review Board. It was the only way to salvage this situation. But again, did he have the authority to do that? Even if there was a loophole mechanism in the bylaws allowing it—which he didn’t know—would they obey him, as erratic as he had been lately?

      Without a Board, he would have to form something else immediately. A new type of governing body, with people chosen by him. People he knew could remain loyal. It would be a hard sell to certain Branches. Some—like Highlands, Westminster, and Golden—wouldn’t care, as long as the flow of contracts stayed undisturbed. But Boulder, Parker, and Five Points would rebel. They would not accept Wellner as dictator, forming the government in his own image, even if he was doing it for the long-term benefit of the Club.

      “They’re already rebelling,” he said to his reflection. “The toothpaste is out of that tube.”

      Wellner left the exercise room and stumbled back into his living room. He sat on the couch, staring into the fire pit in the middle of the room. Crackling, popping, the logs at the bottom glowed orange like magma.

      “This is how it ends, isn’t it?” he said.

      War was coming. The Branches were fighting, and those fights would escalate to all-out insurrection soon enough. One of them would come out on top. That Branch would take its most senior members and put them on the Board. Hell, they might even forgo the Board and the entire government and form six separate Clubs, and then it would be back to the early days of squabbles and ceaseless conflict.

      No matter how it turned out, Wellner would be done. He didn’t see any way around it.

      And then there was Ember. Poor Ember, sentenced to six consecutive weeks of contracts. Sentenced to die by her colleagues. What would she think if everyone discovered Wellner had been lying about the black spot this entire time?

      Not if, actually. More like when. It was only a matter of time. Wellner knew it, and there was nothing he could do to stop the flow of information now.

      Wellner had come to a terrible conclusion. He wasn’t a good guy, and all of this had been his fault.

      How would everyone in the Branches react when they found out he knew that Ember and Niles were going to be in Rocky Mountain National Park at the same time, both trying to go for the same contract?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      DAY SIX

      

      Ember shifted under the covers and her arm landed on Zach’s chest. She probed a little, exploring his chest hair. It felt warm. Zach was a safe place to be at the moment, young and vibrant and full of passion. Calm and comforting, two things she hadn’t experienced in a while. Not since Gabe died, and before that, too. Maybe long before that.

      He stirred and blinked open his eyes, a goofy grin on his face. “Good morning.”

      “Morning, sexy.”

      “When I was in high school, I used to have a fantasy about finding some hot divorcee in the neighborhood and becoming her pool boy. You know how the rest of it goes.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m not that much older than you, jerk, and I’ve never been married.”

      “Come on. Just let me have this.”

      “Okay, fine. You sleep well?”

      “Yes, actually. First time in a while.”

      “Me too.”

      He cracked a smile. “Then we should have started doing this weeks ago. I don’t know what we were waiting for.”

      She feigned shock. “I’m not that kind of girl.”

      “No?”

      She gasped and smacked him on the chest, but they both chuckled. After a couple seconds, the laughs faded, and they stared at each other. Blank, uncertain, afraid.

      Ember didn’t know what she was doing, exactly. It would have been an understatement to say she was playing it moment by moment, not only when it came to Zach. Last night had been an impulse to come see him at this motel. With a toothbrush and a clean pair of underwear in the glove compartment of her car, she had set out to make sure Zach knew how she felt. Had she accomplished it? Judging by the satisfied look on his face, she had to assume so.

      She took his hand and laced her fingers through his. “I had a great time with you last night.”

      “Me, too.”

      “You deserve someone who will be there for you every single day.”

      “Not this again,” Zach said. “When you gave me this speech yesterday, I thought you were about to dump me.”

      “I’m not going to dump you. I just need you to know that I plan to be better. I plan to give you everything you want and need, despite what it looks like. I haven’t been great at being your girlfriend these last few weeks.”

      Zach rubbed sleep out of his eyes. “We have plenty of time to be good to each other, starting right now.”

      “Things might get worse before they get better. For me, at least. It’s going to be a busy couple weeks, then all that should be over. You probably don’t want to hear that, but I don’t want to sugarcoat things.”

      He shrugged. “Yeah. It’s okay.”

      Ember kissed him and then sat up. “I’m starving.”

      “I could eat. There’s a diner across the street that makes a solid breakfast burrito. A little heavy on the green chile, which isn’t my thing. But every food item in Colorado has to be smothered in the stuff. It’s state law, right?”

      Something shifted outside the window, and a pulse of fear ran through Ember. By instinct, her eyes moved around the room, searching for her twin Nighthawk Enforcer pistols. But they, like her spare toothbrush, were in her car.

      Again, a shadow moved outside the door. Ember pointed her ears, trying to cut through the silence. She could hear muted traffic on the street outside, but nothing closer than that.

      “Zach, you need to get dressed.”

      “What? I thought maybe we could—”

      She whipped back the blanket. “I mean it. Right now.”

      Ember jumped out of bed and snatched up her clothes strewn about the floor. She was dressed in four seconds, while Zach was still fumbling with his jeans. She grabbed his shirt and tossed it at him. Heart rattling, senses ablaze. Something was about to happen, and they needed to be ready to run.

      “You have your wallet?” she asked, looking at the door.

      “Yeah. What’s going on? Talk to me.”

      Instead of answering, she hunted around the room, looking for anything to use as a weapon. There wasn’t much, so she yanked the ceramic lamp from the nightstand, then she pulled the cord and wrapped it around the base so she wouldn’t trip on it. It was solid, at least fifteen or twenty pounds, but too bulky to swing with any accuracy.

      Once, in Rome, Ember had strangled a corrupt politician with the cord from a hotel lamp, a lot like this one. But she didn’t have the luxury of plotting a sneak attack this morning. They were on defense.

      “Ember. Talk to me.”

      “Someone is here. Be ready to move.”

      Before she could speak again, a thud came at the door. Something heavy, hard, with harsh intent. The door shook, and the force from the deadbolt made the door frame crack a little.

      “Get behind me,” Ember said, waving Zach to her. He scrambled over the bed as she raised the lamp. But he did not stand behind her. He stood to the side, fists up, panting, eyes flashing. He was dressed now, at least.

      Another push on the door. The doorframe splintered. The door swung open, and there stood a giant of a man in a dark suit, with a stubbly shaved head. Blinding morning light surrounded him like a shining aura.

      “Helmut?” Zach said.

      Thomas Milligan’s man had come for them. And for the moment, he was looking at Zach, not at Ember.

      She heaved the lamp, and it smacked Helmut in the face, shattering over the bridge of his nose. He’d tried to raise a hand to block but had been a fraction of a second too late. Helmut cried out and took a step back, bumping into the door. Now Ember could see outside, and there was a second man out there, in a similar dark suit.

      And at the edge of her vision, another man was running across the parking lot. She knew this third one, though. It was Kevin, the Boulder Branch member who had been charged with keeping an eye on Zach. He was frantic, galloping toward their room at full speed.

      Ember grabbed Zach by the arm. “Run!"

      She gave him a shove as Helmut wiped pieces of ceramic off his face. Zach leaped over the bed, headed for the door. Helmut was standing right next to it. No way could Zach slip past him.

      Ember scrambled to think of something to do; to find another object to hurl at Helmut, but she ran out of time.

      Zach approached the door, and Helmut bared his teeth. He put his meaty hands out, poised to wrap his arms around Zach.

      Then Zach did something that took Ember by surprise. In mid-stride, he changed course and launched the crown of his head straight at Helmut. His temple crashed into Helmut’s chin, driving the much larger man back into the door again. He thunked into the wood, his head snapping back. Ember immediately saw blood on Helmut’s lips. He must have bit his tongue.

      In the chaos, Zach dashed out the door, and Ember followed. The other man in the suit reached into his coat interior, going for a gun. Zach saw this and darted to the left. He ducked and put his hands above his head, maybe hoping to persuade the shooter to rethink his plan. A natural reaction, but it wouldn’t save him from bullets.

      Kevin paused in the parking lot and aimed his pistol. Elbows locked out, one eye looking down the sights of his CZ P-09 pistol topped with a noise suppressor. He shot the suited man in the back four times before the second intruder could raise his gun to fire. The man sank to his knees, mouth open. Each of the rounds had landed somewhere inside of him, puncturing internal organs and coming to a stop deep in his body. He fell forward on his face, arms splayed out at his sides. Dead before he’d even hit the ground.

      “I was in the bathroom,” Kevin shouted at Ember, out of breath and haggard. “So sorry. Get him out of here. I can handle the other one. Probably more coming.”

      Zach wobbled, gawking at the bleeding man in the parking lot. Ember looked up to the second floor as a room door opened and a head poked out to spy the melee in the parking lot.

      Ember grabbed Zach by the arm and rushed him over to the passenger side of her car, keeping his head down so no civilians could see him. She ripped her keys out of her tight jeans pocket and opened the door for him, then shoved him in. No time to be gentle. She raced around the other side of the car as Kevin waved her off, hustling toward Helmut.

      Kevin aimed his pistol and pulled the trigger, but nothing happened. It jammed. Helmut rushed forward to meet him.

      Ember hovered by her open car door. She wanted to help Kevin. Helmut had thirty pounds on him. Despite Helmut’s face being covered in blood, it still didn’t seem like a fair fight.

      “Ember, we have to go,” Zach said, leaning over toward her.

      Kevin bellowed, “Go, get out of here! I can deal with this one.”

      She didn’t know what to do. Kevin and Helmut locked horns, grappling with each other in the open doorway of the motel room. As much as she wanted to stay and help Kevin take on Helmut, she had to think about Zach. There was a good chance more of them were incoming. Plus, more civilians would soon start to poke their heads out of their rooms, brandishing phones, calling 911.

      “Shit,” she said as she ducked into the car and started it up. She barely had the door closed by the time she was in reverse and burning rubber out of the lot, with Kevin and Helmut both trying to strangle each other.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          BAM

        

      

    

    
      Bam set the gym bag in the locker as the sound of buttons fastening and velcro ripping and chatter circled all around him. Twenty different Five Points members were in this locker room with him, donning camouflage, knee and elbow braces, lowering helmets that made them look like BMX bike stunt riders. Branch matters were often joyless. Today was a rare day when everyone involved cut loose. After this, they would invade whatever shit-kicker bar was in the nearest town and drink themselves stupid.

      Half of them put on armbands with a blue dot. The other half wore a red dot, to indicate the two teams for paintball today. Not that the team assignments meant much. Once the whistle blew, it would be anarchy out there, in true Five Points style. After an hour, everyone would be drenched in bright splotches.

      This complex in the tiny town of Hygiene had several playing fields: an indoor obstacle course, an outdoor version, an abandoned building, and a large, open outdoor area thick with trees, tunneled foxholes, and hills and caves. Five Points had reserved the entire facility for the day, but they only planned to use the open area. Many acres of space to roam, with such a large playing area, the matches could last endlessly. Also, they had paid Ace Paintball extra to keep the course referees and safety instructors off the field. They wanted a chaotic free-for-all and had paid handsomely to make sure they were undisturbed. For a day like this, it was worth the money. Bam didn’t know exactly how much it cost. The day’s financial burden would come out of his Branch dues.

      He only wished Niles was here to see it. Or Payton, or Tanner, for that matter. He didn’t exactly feel sad at the passing of any of them, but he did feel a sense of injustice that they couldn’t experience his new plan firsthand.

      He still wasn’t sure about the overall timing of everything, and all the details. But having a direction settled his mind, to a certain degree. It was far better than nothing.

      All the chatter around the room had to do with the Review Board, their choice as of late, all the terrible ways their quality had taken a nosedive over the last year or two. Bam picked up bits and pieces. He heard things he agreed with, as well as things he didn’t care about.

      The Review Board was a mess. There was no denying it. Maybe they did need a change in the DAC. Maybe sitting around and waiting for things to get better wasn’t an effective method of improving the status quo.

      Maybe assuming that the new boss would be exactly like the old boss wasn’t a fair assumption, either.

      He sighed and changed his mind about stashing his important items here as he picked up the gym bag. Maybe the locker room wasn’t the best place for it, after all. On his way out, he passed by the armory, and a teenage boy standing behind it caught his attention. “Sir?”

      The kid was holding up a black Spyder MR100 marker gun. “Don’t forget your gear before you head out to the playing field.”

      “Hang on to it for me. I’ll be right back.”

      For a second, he thought the kid was going to ask him where he was going with the bag, but he didn’t. With as much cash as they had thrown around to make this day happen, Bam hoped they had been told to leave them the hell alone. If the kid knew what was good for him, he would keep his head down and not look anyone in the eye too closely.

      Bam left the main building and marched into the woods behind it. Thick pine and aspen trees in every direction. Birds tweeting, squirrels scampering, the whole nine yards. One major hill was off to the north, with smaller hills to the west and east. A series of foxholes connected the major thoroughfares, with a few well-placed barn and shack structures to give man-made cover along with the natural forest. This was a great paintball range. Bam only wished he could feel a sense of anticipation about it all.

      But no, his thoughts were on Ember and Niles today. Something in him had changed over the last few days. First of all, a sense of regret that he hadn’t concocted a better plan when it came to Ember. A week ago, when he had accepted a contract to kill her, he had been all full of vim and vigor to go after his mentor’s killer.

      But now, he felt like he had a higher purpose.

      All the talk about revolution had seemed like noise to Bam, even when it had come from Niles. Bam was mostly focused on getting out of debt, moving out of his apartment and into a luxurious house, getting a badass car with a nice sound system. All the usual stuff. But over the last few days, he had started to feel differently. There was a real inequality in the DAC. Some voices rose above the rest, most were silenced for the Greater Good.

      The Club had become too big and too bloated and full of personalities instead of principles.

      Maybe it took this long for everything Payton and Niles had been saying to sink in. To feel the sense of inequity and favoritism and understand why they had petitioned so strongly for a revolution.

      Bam strolled along a wooded path, boots crunching through snow. When he spotted it, he knew. A small building, like a one-room shack, off to the side in a cluster of trees. He hoisted his gym bag and hiked over to it, then gave the area an inspection before entering. Open door frame, no door. That was fine, though.

      He made sure no one else was out here, spying on him. He hadn’t yet told anyone else in the Branch about his plan. He didn’t want to be talked out of it. No way of knowing if they would try, but it wasn't worth the chance. Better to ask for forgiveness than permission.

      He walked through the open frame to find four walls, a dirt floor, windows on each wall with no glass. Probably for safety. There was a closet against one wall in this simple shack, and he opened the closet door to find it empty except for a few blankets. Perfect. No one in the midst of a paintball game would stress about a few lumpy blankets on the hard ground.

      Bam knelt and set the gym bag underneath the blankets. Inside were three bombs with attached detonators. He had planned to put them around Boulder, to send Ember on a crazy wild goose chase with no point, then to put a bullet in her back as she fretted about running out of time.

      But that plan didn’t work any longer. Ember didn’t matter. He could do something much more important with the tools he had worked so hard to acquire.

      What mattered now was putting these bombs to good use. A better use. Something that could make a real difference. An event worthy of a legacy.

      After paintball, he would put these bombs where they were meant to go, then he would program them to detonate. Maybe hours, maybe minutes. Once armed, he would drive out to Boulder and kill Ember, as he had intended to do all week. Because, after all, a promise was a promise, and the bitch still needed to die.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Ember piloted her car up the ramp toward Denver International Airport. Her heart would not stop rattling around in her chest. Her knuckles were white from gripping the steering wheel. She kept thinking about her Branch mate Kevin, ordering her to move Zach to safety while he took on the larger man, Helmut. She should have stayed. She should have helped him. If Kevin was dead now, or in jail, she would never forgive herself.

      How many more had to die? Ember Clarke had always prided herself on being clean and leaving a small footprint. But over the last five weeks of this black spot trial by combat, there had been too many messes. Too many messes.

      In the passenger seat across from her, Zach didn’t seem to be doing much better. He was looking out the window at the plains east of the airport, mostly covered in snow. He hadn’t said a word since they had left the motel. Ember didn’t know what to say to get him to talk, either.

      This wasn’t how she had imagined the morning after their first night together, for sure.

      And then, like a man waking from a sleep, Zach shook his head and looked forward. “Airport? What are we doing here?”

      Ember slowed as she approached the terminal, then she pulled in front of the Frontier departure section. “I don’t know. I think you need to leave town. If you need cash, I can give it to you. But you need to get on a plane, today, and go somewhere until I can figure out how to keep you safe.”

      Zach rubbed his eyes and smoothed his hair. “I don’t think airlines even take cash anymore. It’s a security thing.”

      “Zach, baby, it doesn’t matter. You have to go. It’s my fault. All of this is my fault. And now, you have to leave town, please. You have to do it before something bad happens to you.”

      “I don’t know,” he said, drifting off at the end. “There was something I didn’t tell you. A couple days ago, before I went back to my apartment, I also went to see my advisor. I just can’t flunk out of my classes this semester. I can’t. When I was on my way out, Thomas Milligan was there.”

      Ember breathed through her nose, trying to parse this news. “What happened?”

      Zach shrugged. “He offered me a job. Same as always, except that time, he gave me a pen and a piece of paper to sign and told me they would pay me a million dollars a year to do something with a project that would save everyone’s lives. Something big. Something about a national park.” He closed his eyes for a couple seconds before continuing. “I didn’t understand the rest. But… a million dollars a year. Just think about it.”

      “You didn’t sign that contract, did you?”

      He shook his head. “I thought about it. But I can’t sign it. Not after everything that’s happened. My coworker, Wanda? She was the only one in the lab who was decent to me. She moved to California and died in a car wreck a few days later.”

      “You know they probably had her killed, right?”

      “Yeah,” Zach said in a distant tone. “When Helmut showed up at our motel room, I knew for sure. They are nothing but lies, and they always have been.”

      “What you did back there, at the motel? Going straight at Helmut? I didn’t see that coming. Nicely done.”

      Zach blew out a sigh. “It just sorta came over me. Anger, terror, adrenaline. They’ve been lying to me from the start, and I’m sick of it. I wanted to smash his stupid nose.”

      “Well, wherever it came from, it was fearless. You’ve got the heart of a warrior inside you, my young Zachary.”

      He turned in the seat to face her. “Who are you, really?”

      It was like a slap across the face. Still, he had every right not to trust her, after the lies she had told him. “I’m someone who cares about you. That’s all I can say.”

      “Are you really Ember Clarke, or are you Allison Campbell?”

      Ember swallowed the bile rising in her throat. Allison Campbell. No one besides Isabel Yang had called her that in a long time.

      “Where did you hear that name?”

      “The internet. Your high school drama club. You were in West Side Story, right? Wasn’t that you?”

      She took her hands off the steering wheel and wiped sweat on her tight jeans. They were supposed to be her sexy jeans, but she didn’t feel too sexy at the moment. When Ember had been assigned undercover work in the FBI, the tech guys had gone to great lengths to erase Allison Campbell from the internet, going back years and years. They must have missed West Side Story.

      “That was one of the plays I did in school. I thought I was going to be an actress back then. Maybe a standup comedian. As you can see, my life took a different path. I’m sorry, Zach. I never wanted to hurt you.”

      He shook his head. “I’ve known you for over a month and you’ve never told me your real name?”

      “It’s complicated. I don’t work in consulting, which I think you already figured out. I can’t tell you much… but I’m part of a group known as the Club. Don’t bother trying to look it up on the internet because you won’t find anything. There’s an entire division in the Club responsible for making sure nothing about us ever gets out to the public. It’s like a guild, or a union… of assassins.”

      He smiled, but it didn’t look like a happy smile. “Assassins,” he said, musing on the word. “It kinda makes sense, actually. Is that actually how you know my brother? Is he one of you?”

      “No. I thought I could recruit Ben, but that was a terrible mistake that almost got him killed. I still lose sleep over that one.”

      “Did you have sex with him?”

      Ember shook her head. “No. I lied to you about who I was before and I’m sorry about that. I’m not going to do it again. Ever. From here on out, I’m going to tell you the truth.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “There’s more truth to tell, if you want to hear it.”

      He paused, breathing. Five seconds of silence elapsed, then ten. “I don’t really want to have any more surprises. Not right now, at least.”

      “Okay. That’s fair.”

      She had a hard time reading his expression, mostly blank, a little bleary, confused and angry.

      “Do I call you Allison now?”

      “Ember. I’m not that other person anymore. I will tell you more whenever you’re ready to hear it. Right now, I have work I have to do.”

      “Of course,” Zach said, looking out the window at a family dragging suitcases into the airport. He was still too hard to read. Why wasn’t he saying anything? Why wasn’t he yelling, or crying, or storming away from the car in disgust? Why was he still sitting here, all quiet and flat?

      Ember felt a sinking in her stomach. She was losing him. “I have to deal with this. There’s a guy who’s north of Boulder at the moment, and he’s planning something. He’s got bombs. I think he might try to hurt people, and I need to go stop him. I’m already late.”

      “What am I supposed to do now?”

      “Get on a plane. Go anywhere. Text me when you land, and as soon as this is over, I’m going to come to you, and everything will be different. Everything will be normal, but I have to do a couple things first.”

      “Normal,” he said, again in that unreadable and musing tone.

      A car honked behind them, wanting their prime real estate in front of the airport entrance. Zach put a hand on the door release and eyed her, then he sighed at the sliding glass doors leading into the east terminal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

          COOPER

        

      

    

    
      Cooper Broyles checked his shoelaces one last time before he ventured into the woods. The last thing he wanted before sending a spray of red paintballs into the chest of his opponent was to trip over his own damn feet.

      He was dressed head to toe in camo. He had a top of the line Tippmann A5 marker upgraded with a fourteen-inch barrel to shoot a hellacious fifteen balls per second. He was kitted out to perfection and raring to go.

      He stopped at the east end of the field with eleven other Five Points members in blue arm bands. His earbuds were inserted into his ears inside his helmet, music blaring, so he was keeping an eye on his teammates since he wouldn’t be able to hear the starting whistle. He lifted a hand and waved down the line and received several head nods back.

      His jaw was set, his eyes wide, despite the cold air seeping in through his clothes. The gloves on his hands were a size too small, but the tightness gave him more confidence in his trigger finger.

      Somewhere out there on the western side of the woods were a dozen guys in red armbands. Every other day of the month, they were his brothers and sisters at Five Points. But today, they were Red Team, and he wanted to annihilate them.

      Cooper needed this. It had been a terrible week. One of his best friends Tanner had died at the bottom of a damn swimming pool, stabbed and choking to death on icy water. That insane woman Ember Clarke had been responsible for it. Five weeks ago, Cooper and Tanner and their friend Elias had been hired by Westminster sniper Xavier Montrose to rough up Ember in a parking lot outside the Westy Post Office. Because of what she’d done to Niles, they had gladly agreed. After that, it became personal. Ember had broken Elias’ collarbone by stabbing him in a parking garage in Boulder. Tanner had gone after her a couple weeks ago in Parker and she’d wounded him, then finished the job the other day when she drowned him at the pool by Bam’s apartment.

      Cooper still carried the scar on his cheek from when she had sliced him in the parking garage. He hoped to get a chance to pay her back some day. If Bam didn’t kill her in the next two days, maybe Cooper would take his chance, trial by combat or not.

      The line of people to his right moved, and Cooper had to assume the whistle had blown. He hunkered down, raised his marker to eye level, and set out. A few of them paired off when they separated, but Cooper wasn’t interested in that. He wanted stealth. He wanted clean “kills” he could chalk up to his tactics alone. Few things in the world were more exhilarating than getting the drop on fools to drench them in lime green paint.

      He saw a tall person dart between two trees, and he nestled against the nearest trunk to provide cover. He ducked around and saw a red armband on a camo-clad man, facing the other direction. The guy was stopped low, elbows out. Maybe he was listening for something.

      Cooper raised his marker and throttled the trigger, sending a volley of paintballs. They peppered the ground, the tree, and a few smacked the target in his legs and back.

      The guy spun around. “Son of a bitch!”

      Cooper barked a laugh and raced in the opposite direction before his opponent decided to fire back. Regular paintball rules were out the window today. It was all about who had the most and least paint over the course of the day.

      Cooper hustled, putting distance between him and the other. A few hundred feet ahead, he dropped down into a foxhole so he could make better time to reach toward the western section. Probably, a lot of them were still near their starting point, playing a “guard the base” sort of strategy. Fine with Cooper. Easier for him to take them out in bulk when they were clustered.

      The foxholes had the advantage of cutting off anyone expecting to snipe from above, since there were many elevated positions and the foxholes kept you cleanly out of view. But there were twists and turns in these subterranean paths, and you never knew who you might meet around the next corner. Friend or foe, with only a split second to know the difference before the paintballs would splat.

      He tried to keep his breathing even and calm, since he didn’t want to fog up the visor on his helmet. It was quite cold out here this morning, and every breath plumed in front of his face like a cloud of smoke.

      Cooper turned at a bend in the foxhole and noted a flash of camo moving at the edge of his vision. Marker up, finger on the trigger. The foxhole path ended at a T-junction, and this person had been moving from left to right.

      He hustled forward, ready to shoot at the first sign of a red armband. When he reached the intersection, he peered around the corner and observed something strange. A smaller person, likely a woman, and she had on no armband at all.

      They had rented out this facility for Five Points for the entire day. There weren’t supposed to be any civilians here. No referees, either. So why was someone skulking around in a foxhole without an armband? It didn’t seem likely that someone would have either forgotten to put one on, or had any reason to take it off once the game had started. There were no “independents” out here on the field of battle today.

      The figure turned down the path, and Cooper decided to follow.
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        * * *

      

      EMBER

      

      With the mask on, Ember had a hard time breathing. She wasn’t used to encasing her head in a plastic prison. Did they actually provide much protection? She’d never been hit in the head with a paintball before; maybe this heavy thing was necessary.

      The green and brown camo outfit was fine. Itchy, not very stretchy, but workable. The mask, though, cut her peripheral vision to almost nothing, and if she breathed through her nose at all, the visor fogged up instantly. But with the gear on, no one could tell her apart from the other couple dozen insane Five Points members running around in the woods.

      She wished her Branch had thought to do this group activity instead. It looked like a lot more fun than a monthly Branch brunch. What better way to blow off steam than to run around the woods and shoot a bunch of people with no consequences?

      Through the foxhole, she had her sights set on a particular structure near the main hill in the center of the park. There were about a dozen buildings scattered here and there, ranging from cinder block bunkers and shacks to a couple of smaller lean-to contraptions designed to provide cover.

      In the twenty minutes she had been here, Ember had investigated four of them. All four had been little more than temporary shelters to provide cover fire scenarios. She had seen no closets, no trapdoors, no hidden ceiling panels. No place that would make a good hiding spot for multiple bombs.

      But they had to be here. She had already searched Bam’s car in the parking lot. She had searched the lockers inside the main paintball complex building. Nothing fruitful uncovered yet. He had to have stashed them out here in the woods somewhere, to keep them close by.

      Ember rushed through the foxhole and surfaced near one of those smaller shacks. She found herself opposite a trio of camo-wearing guys, with a precious couple of seconds of surprise on her side, since they hadn’t noticed her yet.

      She lowered her paintball gun and held down the trigger. She was surprised how quickly it spent the ammunition. A stream of pellets ejected from the end, blasting the ground and trees with lime green paint. She missed the three of them but it didn’t matter. They hadn’t seemed too interested in her, as they ran off to the east, not even looking in her direction before they hustled out of range.

      One thing she noticed was that they were all wearing armbands with a blue dot. They must have divided into teams. Since Ember had no blue dot, or dot of any color, that meant she was at risk if anyone noticed. Better to keep on the move. Too bad none of her previous intelligence gathering had clued her in to this team designation method. A little late now to worry about it.

      Ember couldn’t stop to catch her breath. The shack in front of her wasn’t her destination, but she figured she should check it while close. At least it would be a spot to stop and take cover while she could size up the situation.

      A doorway with no door led into a single room structure with four walls and windows. One closet up against one wall caught her attention. None of the other buildings she’d checked had closets.

      For the first time today, a promising lead out here in the woods.

      Ember pulled off the helmet, taking in a deep breath of frigid air. Sweat on the back of her neck cooled in an instant, giving her a shudder. She thought she knew what Darth Vader felt like now, trying to breathe inside a plastic cage around his head. No wonder he was so angry all the time.

      Ember set her paintball gun thingy on the floor and approached the closet. She opened the door to find blankets on the ground. Carefully, she lifted one and found exactly what she had been looking for underneath. Three bombs with detonators, sitting on the floor, lined up next to each other.

      “Finally,” she mumbled.

      But they didn’t look armed. She pursed her lips and lifted one, turning it. No ticking, no vibrating, no cellphone or LED panel with a countdown. Was Bam just storing them here? What was he planning to do with them, if they weren’t armed right now?

      A footstep echoed behind her. Ember whirled around to find a tall man darkening the door of the shack.

      “I don’t believe it,” he said. He pulled off his helmet, grinning at her. One of the three guys who had come at her in the parking lot over a month ago. This was the one who had pulled a knife on her in the parking garage the second time, the one she had slashed in the face on her way out.

      He still had a slash on one side of his face, and he pulled out that same large knife, holding it up to the light.

      “Ready to finish what we started?” he asked, sneering at her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      “I’m not here for you,” Ember said, trying to keep the man’s eyes locked on hers as she snaked her hand toward the Microtech Halo knife in her back pocket.

      She recognized him. This was the bastard who killed Charlie. “What’s your name?”

      “Cooper. And I don’t care why you’re here, because you’re not going to do whatever it is you came to do. You killed Niles in October. You drowned Tanner just the other day. And you broke Elias’ collarbone, which put him out of commission for over a month. Whatever you’re doing here, it doesn’t matter anymore. Whatever reason you thought you would infiltrate our paintball game for means nothing. You’re mine now. It’s time you got what you deserved, and I’m going to enjoy the hell out of watching you bleed.”

      “Is that so?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Where’s your pistol?”

      “You think I want all of your cronies rushing in here at the sound of gunshots?”

      “I could just shout and accomplish the same thing.”

      “Try it.” Ember’s thumb and forefinger touched the edge of her Halo, jutting out of her back pocket. Cooper held his knife high, a pointy and serrated hunting thing, large enough to take down a bear. it looked like it still had some crusty, dried blood from the last time he’d used it. It was an arrogant choice, the choice not of a trained professional but of a neck-bearded basement dweller who spent too much time on angry internet forums.

      But Ember didn’t mind. She had a pretty big knife of her own.

      As they stood ten feet apart, eyes trained on each other, Ember heard a rising commotion outside of the shack. She dared not look, but she could have sworn she heard the sound of a real gunshot. Much different than the ticking blasts from a paintball gun. Another came soon after, louder and closer this time.

      Cooper’s head tilted a fraction of an inch toward the open window, drawn by the same sound. His eyes narrowed, squinting out into the daylight to spot the source.

      Ember took her chance. She rushed forward, drawing the Halo and pressing the button to reveal the blade. She narrowed the distance to five feet in less than a second.

      Cooper reacted, seemingly surprised Ember had made such a bold move. He moved his right foot back, exposing his midsection as he raised the knife with the tip pointed at her. He looked ready to thrust forward.

      Ember changed her angle, leaning a step to her left, away from the blade. Cooper tried to adjust and pivoted his frame toward her. But this now put his center of gravity in a weird position. He had left a wide open chunk of torso vulnerable to attack. She had to move fast, before he realized his mistake.

      One more step. Ember leaned back, moving her upper body away from his blade while also thrusting her knife arm low. She sliced across the leg of Cooper’s pants, tearing open the fabric and drawing blood underneath from his upper thigh.

      He grunted and tried to adjust by swinging his arm, but he was still too far back. He missed, and now his arm was out of the way. His body was bent, pointed the wrong way to slash at her again without readjusting his posture.

      Ember jumped in and raised her left arm to block Cooper’s knife hand while thrusting forward with her right. She jabbed her Halo into his stomach. At first, he didn’t react to the wound. With all the adrenaline, he might not even know he’d been stabbed yet.

      Cooper’s arm came down, his forearm bumping into Ember’s raised forearm. She tensed her arm to withstand his downward force, took her other hand off the Halo, and plucked the hunting knife from Cooper’s hand.

      She then plunged it into his chest as her Halo hovered for a split second and then fell toward the ground. In one fluid motion, she snatched her weapon again in midair, flipped it around, and then shoved it too into his chest, inches away from his own blade.

      Cooper’s eyes shot open, now with two sizable holes in his front. He gasped for air as he stepped back, foot over foot until he bumped into the window. Mouth working, eyes open, like a fish on dry land trying to breathe.

      He looked down at the knife hilts sticking out of his chest. He put two hands on his blade, tried to grip, but then his hands fell away. Grunting, Cooper sank to his knees as his eyelids fluttered.

      He fell forward, crashing to the ground. Ember plucked her knife from him, wiped each side on his jacket, then retracted the blade. She took the colored armband from off his arm and slid it on her own. Cooper was on his side, still breathing, but unable to move. His life was rushing out of him in a tidal wave of red, spilling out onto the floor of the cabin beneath him. His eyes were open, bloodshot, but dimming.

      Endorphins had flooded Ember’s senses, but now she thought she had heard more gunshots. Real gunshots.

      Quickly, she searched Cooper for a gun. He didn’t have one. Hers were back in her car, and maybe now was the time to retrieve them.

      “Damn it. This is about to get ugly.”

      Ember gripped her knife and stepped through the door of the shack, out into the open. Yes, there were real guns going off out here. She had walked out into a war zone. There were guys in camo with red and blue armbands running around, but they weren’t shooting paintballs at each other any longer. Their paintball markers were now littering the ground, abandoned in favor of more lethal options.

      Because there were also at least a dozen unfamiliar people on the scene. Guys with assault rifles and shotguns, chasing after the Five Points members, who were mostly armed only with pistols. This didn’t seem like a fair fight.

      She hid behind a tree as a cluster of six of these new people swept across the woods, hanging tight to each other, weapons up. They moved like an elite tactical unit, only firing when they had a target in their sights. So far, at least, they hadn’t noticed Ember, taking cover off to the side. She was not in their path, so she held tight until they passed.

      Ember recognized one of the new arrivals as someone from Westminster Branch. This wasn’t part of the game. This was an invasion. This was the beginning of a war.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

          ISABEL

        

      

    

    
      The FBI Agent stood behind the grocery store, next to Ember’s condo building. The sun was shining this morning, but it was still cold enough to make her shiver. She tapped her foot and flexed her hands inside her coat pockets to keep blood moving around. The cold wasn’t the worst of it, being out here. The constant sense of dread felt much worse. Her mind raced and she couldn’t seem to stay focused.

      If this meeting this morning didn’t pan out, Isabel didn’t know what she would do. She had hit every dead end imaginable. With Layne and Serena on her side, she would have a fighting chance to uncover the truth.

      So much depended on this one meeting.

      For now, Isabel waited. A few minutes to herself. Her thoughts were on various meetings with Marcus over the last few weeks. He had told her many things, and Isabel had never known how much of it was true. The fact that they had both “inherited” Ember Clarke from other people inside the FBI had always felt like a strange thing for them to argue about. Only now did Isabel question if there had even been any truth to it — had she truly “inherited” Ember? Or had something else entirely happened?

      Also, for some reason, she thought about that episode in high school, out at the lake. She didn’t like to think about that night, and it passed through her thoughts less and less often these days. The football player who had charmed her out to the water’s edge, far away from the bonfire and far away from her friends who had the power to stop the terrible thing that was about to happen to her. She thought about how bitter she’d become after, not only because of what had happened in those few minutes, but because of what happened for years after. The lingering effects. How she had feared sex, even when she’d wanted it. Even when she would find a suitable partner who made her feel safe, she still couldn’t feel safe. For years, that awful fear persisted.

      Why this was all so prevalent on her mind right now, Isabel didn’t know. But it was like a child in class with his hand urgently raised, waiting for the teacher to call on him.

      The car stopped at the end of the alley. It sat there for a moment, tinted windows, looking like a snarling dog sizing up a threat from afar. Isabel cleared her throat and wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. She took her hands out of her jacket to show that she wasn’t hiding a weapon.

      Then Isabel’s eyes were drawn to the right as Layne entered her vision. He was in a large down jacket, so puffy it made him seem to be twice his size. Isabel didn’t want to tell Layne that puffy jackets were pretty far out of style now. But a guy like that could wear whatever he wanted.

      Once Layne entered the alley, the driver door of the parked car opened, and out stepped Serena Rojas. There they were; Isabel’s last combined hope.

      Layne and Serena fell in step and approached Isabel. They were quite a formidable pair; the physically gigantic Layne and the slender and sleek Serena. Isabel had not forgotten the other night in Ember’s condo, how Serena had sprinted across the room and disarmed her before Isabel had even had the chance to gasp.

      “Thank you for coming,” Isabel said.

      Serena stopped about five feet short. “Where’s your gun?”

      “In its holster. I’m really hoping it doesn’t end up being that kind of encounter, so I’m extending the olive branch and I’m not going to ask you if you’re packing.”

      Serena glanced at Layne and then back to Isabel. “I’m here because Layne talked me into it, and I don’t know myself what to think of all this mess with you and Allison Campbell. He bought you a couple minutes, so let’s hear it.”

      “Stop your mission to kill Ember Clarke--or Allison Campbell--and cease all communication with Marcus Lonsdale.”

      “That second part isn’t a stretch, because I haven’t heard from Marcus in days. According to his secretary, he’s on assignment in Alaska.”

      “Do you believe that?” Isabel said.

      Serena chewed on her lip for a couple seconds. “No, I don’t. I don’t know where Marcus is. It’s not the first time he or his office has lied to me, actually. They haven’t even bothered to give me that ‘need to know basis’ crap, either.”

      “There’s something going on out here in Denver,” Isabel said. “I don’t know how all the pieces fit yet. I need more time, and I was hoping not to have to monitor keeping you away from Ember while I do it. Marcus wants her dead because of his mess. He’s had me convinced that the rest of the FBI knowing about her and letting her live would damage the Bureau. But it’s all been lies.”

      “I have information,” Layne said. “I haven’t had a chance to tell either one of you, but it’s big.” He nodded toward Isabel. “You asked me to look into Marcus Lonsdale. I called in a few favors and learned something interesting. He was here, in Denver, two weeks ago, despite what his actual travel itinerary said.”

      Isabel raised an eyebrow. “He was here?”

      “Yeah, with a couple of guys who were not FBI. As far as I can tell, they’re private security. Marcus and his guys visited Gabriel Jackson at an apartment in Boulder. You know who that is?”

      A cold chill slithered up Isabel’s spine. “Yes. Gabe was someone Ember mentored.”

      “Well, Marcus visited him—off the books—and tried to get him to turn against Ember. Gabe said no, and then a week ago, Marcus visited Denver again. This time, only for a day, and he was at the motel where Gabe was shot and killed.”

      “Marcus killed Gabe because he wouldn’t do what… become an informant?” Serena asked, frowning.

      “That’s what it looks like,” Layne said. “All of this is under the radar. Marcus has nothing in his travel plans about Denver, nothing at all about Gabe Jackson. All of it is wiped and looking like he’s been visiting field offices in various states around the country.”

      Isabel breathed for a few seconds, her mind spinning. Could it be possible he had murdered Gabe? Was Marcus capable of something like that? “This is verified?”

      Layne nodded. “Like I said, there’s nothing official. But you'll have to trust me when I tell you my info is solid. I wouldn’t testify to it in court, but it’s as close as we’re going to get to an official account.”

      Isabel studied Serena, who was wearing an expression too hard to read. Isabel caught her eye. “What do you think now?”

      “If true, this does change things.” After that, Serena closed her mouth and said nothing further, back to that unreadable expression. But her eyes moved around, taking it in. She seemed to be processing everything, which Isabel took as a good sign. Better than an about-face and storming out, as she had done more than once when these meetings concluded.

      “When are you due back in DC?” Layne asked Serena.

      “Not for another week. I was hoping to go down to Texas and see my folks, but I don’t have plane tickets purchased yet or anything like that.”

      “Would you mind sticking around the area and helping out?” Layne asked. “I think Agent Yang could use our help, if you’d be willing to let her run point on this, or, at least, treat it as a cross-department cooperative assignment.”

      For a few seconds, Serena said nothing. Her gaze moved back and forth between Isabel and Layne. This Latina beauty had a face that could alternate between caustic harshness and sympathetic softness multiple times within the span of a few seconds.

      Her lips twitched several times, as if preparing to speak and then changing her mind. Something in her face morphed to an expression Isabel had never seen there before. Maybe it was respect? For the first time, Serena wasn’t looking at her like she was an adversary.

      Finally, Serena said, “Okay. I will stay and help you investigate what Marcus is doing. As long as it stays under the radar and my involvement never makes its way into any reports. I’m a ghost here. That part is non-negotiable for me.”

      “Same goes for me,” Layne said. “You take all the credit you want. We can’t be involved in any official capacity.”

      Isabel felt a million pounds lift from her shoulders. “Absolutely. I’m not sure there ever will be a report, to be honest. I don’t know for a fact that I still have a job back in Washington. But that’s not important. Whatever is going on out here in Denver, we need to know. Marcus could be somewhere in town, right, Layne?”

      He shrugged. “It’s possible. I don’t know for sure. He did make an actual appearance at an FBI field office in Oklahoma City yesterday, but no word on his movements since then.”

      Isabel felt it before she saw or heard anything. A change in the wind, maybe, or that eerie feeling when someone’s gaze lands on you. She felt it first in the pit of her stomach, then as a slight ringing in her ears.

      “You okay?” Layne asked, one eyebrow raised at her.

      “There’s…” Isabel said, then she took a step away from the two of them. She put her hand inside her coat, feeling the grip of her pistol. But she did not draw it from the shoulder holster yet.

      “What are you doing?” Serena said. She took her hands out of her jacket, clenching her fists at her waist.

      A glint of light shined in Isabel’s eye. She looked up to the roof of Ember’s condo building. She saw it a split second before the gun fired. The long barrel of a sniper rifle, a scope pointed down at her. Layne and Serena both sprang into action, but it was too late. They didn’t get to Isabel in time.

      The shot came like a crack of a whip, the round sailing down toward her. The bullet entered her temple just above her right eye, and her brain shut down immediately. No time to move, no time to think, no time to do anything other than succumb to the sniper’s attack.

      Isabel sank to her knees as her eyes closed, and she descended into darkness.
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          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Bullets flew over her head as Ember dropped into a foxhole. She had no idea how many in total were out on the field shooting at each other, but it had to be more than thirty. More streaming into the woods every minute. Seemed like the entirety of Five Points and Westminster were now here, engaging in a full scale war. She had seen at least five die already.

      And she didn’t want to run, because she had a gym bag with three bombs slung over her shoulder, bouncing around as she skulked through this subterranean trench. She wasn’t a bomb expert, despite all the recent practice. Ember had no clue what would accidentally set them off.

      In a few more feet, she reached a junction, then turned right. She skidded to a stop to find two guys in full camo, pistols up. They both aimed their guns at her, shouting something about identifying herself. Instead of doing that, Ember backpedaled around the foxhole the way she had come, except now there were a couple of Westminster members down this lane, hustling in her direction. Nothing good in either direction.

      Ember had to pick. So, instead of running headfirst into a hail of bullets, she grabbed onto the side of the foxhole and hoisted herself up to ground level.

      There, she could see the main Ace Paintball building a couple hundred yards to the east. Her car was parked behind a dumpster at the edge of the parking lot. It seemed like a million miles away amid all this chaos, though.

      Ember bared her teeth and ran. In her peripheral, there were at least half a dozen men and women in the nearby vicinity shooting at each other. Bullets zipped around, chipping bark off trees, sending chunks of dirt up into the air. This was madness. Ember had never seen a war between two Branches before. How had it come to this?

      As she ran, she noticed a lanky guy in camo and a helmet stop what he was doing and stare at her. Arms at his sides, a pistol in one hand. With his other hand, he ripped off his helmet.

      Bam stood there, mouth open, eyes wide as Ember was escaping with his bombs. He must have recognized her by the gym bag. He lifted a hand to point at her, and his mouth opened, but in the commotion, Ember couldn’t make out what he was saying.

      Bam broke out into a run after her.

      Ember kicked it into high gear, sprinting, fleeing as fast as she could. None of the combatants out here in the woods were actively targeting her, as far as she could tell. But there were so many bullets in the air, she wouldn’t be safe until she was away from them all.

      A limb of a tree cracked and fell ten feet to her right. She could feel the zipping of bullets through the air all around her.

      She pushed her legs until she could feel her heartbeat in her throat, continuing to change direction and pivot as much as possible. But above all, she focused on an all-out sprint to ward off the bullets. Shouts and screams echoed off the hills and trees, bullet ricochets, the sounds of boots crunching through dried fall leaves and patches of leftover snow warming in the sunshine.

      She hit the paved area outside the main building and rushed through the gate, then felt gravel crunch under her feet as she ran toward the dumpster. Fifty more feet, and she would be there.

      A bullet cracked the air over her shoulder. “Stop!”

      Ember considered continuing to run, but the voice sounded only about twenty feet away. If the next shot hit the gym bag, everyone here could end up incinerated, including the civilians who worked here. If they were smart, they had all fled as soon as the shooting started. But in Ember’s experience, civilians weren’t smart, and tended to hide when caught in the middle of a gunfight.

      She turned to see Bam standing there, shoulders heaving up and down, spittle on his lips. “Where… do you think… you’re going with my shit?”

      She considered using the bag as a shield, but Bam was crazy enough to shoot her, anyway. Ember lowered the gym bag from her shoulder to her hand. “What were you going to do with these? What’s the plan?”

      Bam, still holding the gun, took a few steps closer to her. “None of your business. I need them back. That’s my property, and I worked my ass off to get it, and you can’t just take it because you found it. This is no finders-keepers shit right here.”

      “All that stuff you said about how if I found the bombs, you would face me one-on-one? Were you lying about that? Because I found the bombs, Bam. Let’s have it out. But put your gun down, because I choose knives.”

      He shrugged. “I was sort of improvising when I said that. We're not doing it that way.”

      “You don’t care about blowing me up at all, do you?”

      He took a few more steps toward her, now within only ten feet. “Oh, I do. You absolutely need to pay for what you did, and I’m still going to make that happen. But I found a better use for those bombs.”

      “What?”

      He grinned and took another step. Ember tried not to look down, but she figured he was about eight feet away. She needed him to come a little closer.

      “I’m going to blow up the Denver Consolidated Holdings building and finally get rid of the Review Board. See, I didn’t care about the revolution. I really didn’t. But I’ve had a lot of time to think, and I can see Niles and Payton were right. It all needs to go. All of it. It needs to start fresh, because you can’t keep cutting out the rotten parts of the apple forever. This seems like the best way to honor their memory, you know?”

      She now understood that Bam had never had a grand plan. He’d been playing it by ear all week, letting his need for revenge drive him. “No, I don’t know.”

      Another step toward her. “You should be angrier than anyone at them, Ember. They screwed you over big-time, didn’t they? Six weeks of trial by combat? Doesn’t that make you angry?”

      “Dozens of people work in that building. You would kill them all to make a point, even the ones who have nothing to do with how the Review Board operates?”

      “I’m making an omelet,” he said, and took one more step.

      That was close enough.

      Ember whipped the gym bag toward him. As it flew through the air, blocking his sight, she launched forward. Bam pulled the trigger, but the blind bullet sailed off to her right.

      Her ears rang from the proximity of the shot, but she didn’t let it deter her. Ember closed the distance and then opened her arms to tackle him, wrapping around his wiry frame.

      She pushed all her weight forward to drive him into the ground. Air whooshed out of his lungs as his back connected. His eyes bugged out, gasping, trying to breathe.

      No time to rest. Bam was incredibly fast and strong for such a skinny guy, so she had to press her advantage. Last time, he’d been faster. Today, Ember wouldn’t let that happen.

      She whipped a hand back and drew her blade, pressed the button to unsheathe it, then she drove it into Bam’s chest. His eyes grew even wider. Ember gave the knife a twist, pushing it down deep into his flesh. Blood poured out, coating her hand, but she held firm, grinding the blade as far as it would go.

      Bam tried to speak, but only hissed air. Eyes bugging out, face red and strained. He tried to look down at the blade.

      “I’m sorry about Niles,” she said, herself out of breath. “I really am. But you can’t go around bombing civilians and killing worker bees at the Holdings building. I can’t let you do that, even if you and your Branch have an airtight point about the corruption.”

      Ember gave the knife one last push, pressing it deeper. Bam gagged as blood leaked out of the corners of his mouth, then he went still. He never got a word out, and that was fine.

      “I didn’t even want to kill you,” she said as she retrieved her blade, seething at him. “I didn’t want to kill anyone. I just want this shit to be over.”

      Ember sat back, blood on her hands, her chest, cooling on her face. She could once again hear the gunshots from the adjacent woods. Her entire body was tensed, and it all rushed out of her at once. Like someone had pulled out her pin and all of her energy had flooded out onto the gravel. Her eyes dimmed, and her hands felt like bulky kettlebells.

      Ember staggered to her feet, sucking in massive breaths as she returned her knife to its home in her back pocket. Then a shadow darkened the ground to her right. A forceful hand grabbed her hair from behind, exposing her neck, as a serrated hunting knife went up against her throat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      She stood as still as possible to make sure she didn’t accidentally cut herself on the blade up against her neck. Cooper hovered behind her, his front pressed to her back. She could feel his hot breath on her neck. Also, she could feel wetness on her back. He was still bleeding from the two stab wounds. How he had survived all that blood loss long enough to stalk her across the field, she had no idea.

      “You thought I was about dead, bitch,” he said, growling as she felt her Halo knife slip out of her back pocket. He tossed it onto the gravel in front of her.

      “I didn’t have time to stop and check.”

      “Maybe you should have.”

      At the time, Ember had been occupied with bigger concerns, like the war commencing around that shack. And now, it was still going on, but there were fewer bullets cracking the air than before. Probably, most of the people out in the woods of Ace Paintball Colorado were dead. The shooting did appear closer than it had before, though. Moving in this direction like a creeping storm.

      Maybe Ember could use some of that to distract Cooper. But he probably wouldn’t fall for the distraction game twice.

      “I wish I had time to go into how much you deserve this, and so much more,” he said, his voice wheezy and lacking conviction. He was close to death himself, it sounded like. If she could delay him for another thirty seconds, he might just bleed out on his own. Or he might not wait around. Any second now, the fighting would cross over from the woods to this parking lot. If he were smart, he would open her throat before that could happen.

      “Any last words?” he managed to say between labored breaths.

      “I do,” she said, then she sprang into action. She snatched at the wrist holding the knife to her throat with her right hand, pushing it away from her neck. Only an inch of space, but it was enough. He apparently didn’t have enough gas in the tank to resist her force.

      With her left hand, she reached back and grabbed Cooper by the back of his head. Then with a primal roar, she placed one foot forward and then threw his body weight, flipping Cooper over her and onto the ground.

      He yelped as he hit. A solid thud, all his limbs smacking out like a snow angel. His eyes were flaring, his mouth open wide to suck in air. Still, he hadn’t let go of his blade.

      But he didn’t stay down. He growled at her, pure evil on his face. Still holding his knife.

      Ember reached back for hers, but it wasn’t there. She’d forgotten. It was on the ground, a few feet away.

      Cooper pushed himself to his feet, then took one step toward her. He looked down at the knife on the ground, then at his own. “Go for it,” he said, with blood in his mouth coating his teeth in burgundy.

      Ember flexed her hands, considering the next move.

      A gun blast echoed off the building next to the parking lot. Cooper looked down at his chest, now with a third hole there. He sank to one knee, lips quivering as a look of total confusion consumed his face.

      When Cooper hit the ground face first, Ember could now see a guy standing next to the building, pistol raised. She didn’t recognize him. He wasn’t in camo, no paintball marker gun in a holster, no blue dot on an armband. This was a Westminster soldier, one of the invaders coming to annihilate a competing Branch.

      The guy turned his face, brow furrowed as he stared at her. “You’re not from Five Points.”

      Ember didn’t bother to answer. She snatched the gym bag, and her knife, then turned toward her car. The action had apparently broken his paralysis, because he started shooting at her. The first shot pitched a cluster of gravel into the air, three feet to her right.

      Despite her tired legs and weary limbs, a renewed sense of mortality gave her the boost she needed to haul ass across the parking lot. Ember made it around the dumpster as bullets pinged off its metal surface, then she whipped open the door to her car. Her keys were under the floor mat, and she fumbled with bloodstained hands to retrieve them as more shots cracked the sunny day.

      The cops and SWAT team would start arriving here any minute, and anyone caught within the grounds would absolutely become a suspect in what was sure to be the deadliest paintball battle in the history of the world.

      Not something she wanted to wait around for. She slammed the car into reverse as a bullet cracked her window, pelting her face and neck with glass.

      “This is just the beginning!” Cooper’s killer shouted, pointing his gun in the air and firing off a few more rounds. He had a grin on his face, seemingly content to let her drive away, for now.

      Ember shook her head to wick glass out of her hair, then she gunned it to exit the parking lot. Panting, dizzy, with cuts and scrapes and bruises all over. The blood of two of her enemies coating her forearms and face and neck. But as she joined the highway, she looked over to the passenger seat. She had the gym bag, and that was all that mattered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      The exhausted woman parked in front of Fagan’s house. She examined herself in the rearview mirror. Even with all that glass, she only had a couple of abrasions on her face. Her neck was another story. Blood had caked there in patches, and she wouldn’t know if it was hers or someone else’s until she showered and hunted for cuts.

      “Money-maker is still okay,” she said to the face in the mirror, trying to convince herself she was fine. It didn’t work. This felt like one of those nights in college when she would stay up studying until midnight, then drinking with friends until dawn, then stumbling along campus to get to class, convincing herself all would be well. Twenty-year-old Ember could barely do it. More than a decade later, certainly not.

      She grasped the gym bag and stumbled out of her car, then up to Fagan’s front door. With her jacket still in the car, the cold seeped into her bones, but Ember was too tired to shiver. Before she had a chance to take her keys out of her pocket, Fagan opened the front door.

      “Holy crap,” the old woman said. “You look awful. Get in here.”

      Ember shuffled inside then walked the gym bag over to the coffee table and gently set it down, then she collapsed on the couch. She let herself sink into it, feeling the comfort of the soft material envelope her. Fighting to keep her eyes open, she watched her mentor cross the room and frown down at her.

      “What happened?” Fagan said as she sat in a chair opposite the couch.

      Ember pointed at the bag. “Bam is dead. The bombs are in there. Also, looks like war is here. Westminster launched an offensive against Five Points during the paintball game.”

      Fagan chewed on this for a few seconds, sitting in silence. “I heard about that already.”

      “Word travels fast.”

      “Most of everyone in Five Points is dead now. Everyone who wasn’t out of town and therefore couldn’t come to the paintball outing. Maybe twenty total. Whatever the death toll, it’s not good.”

      “No, I suppose not.”

      “An entire Branch wiped out in the span of a few minutes. I can hardly fathom it.” Fagan tented her fingers for a few seconds, eyes closed, deep in thought. “We should probably have an emergency Branch meeting to discuss this. If sides are being drawn, we need to make sure everyone in Boulder is on the same page. I think we can count on Parker and Golden to remain sane, but Highlands and Westminster will definitely link up and form their own alliance.”

      Ember stared at her mentor, the burned woman’s face a wash of concern. And Ember realized, at this moment, she didn’t care.

      She didn’t care at all about the DAC’s squabbles. She didn’t care about war, or drawing lines in the sand to solidify Branch unity, or Five Points being eradicated, or the Club’s bylaws, or the Review Board, or her black spot trial by combat. She didn’t give two shits about any of it any more.

      “You go ahead,” Ember said. “I need to rest.”

      “I see. If you’re not available, I can bring you notes about the meeting.”

      “Anything on Gabe?”

      Fagan shook her head. “I’m afraid not. But there was something else I wanted to tell you about. I have good news and bad news.”

      “Shit,” Ember said, rolling her eyes. “Just tell me.”

      “From the skirmish at the motel this morning: Kevin is fine. A few bumps and bruises, but he held his own with no trouble.”

      A sigh of relief pushed out of her mouth, and Ember’s lightheadedness reached a new peak. “Good. I was worried about him.”

      “But the man who came to kill you got away.”

      “Helmut,” Ember said. “Figures. I’m sure it’s not the last I’ll see of him.”

      “We’re available to help, however you need.”

      Ember sat up and tilted her aching head left and right to crack her neck. “I’m going to go lie down. That’s what I need right now.”

      “Sure, of course. I have to make some phone calls, but I’ll be here if you need anything. Tea will be ready shortly.”

      “Thanks, boss lady,” Ember said, yawning as she stood. With heavy feet, she wandered to the guest bedroom and fell like a stone onto the bed. A small and simple room, with a framed World’s Fair Chicago poster and a canvas painting of a flower in a vase. The walls were white, harsh and bright, with sunlight filtering in from a lone window above the bed.

      Ember blinked, her body hurtling toward sleep. As soon as her eyes had shut, her phone rang. Ember fished it out of her pocket to see an unknown number on the screen.

      “Hello?”

      “It’s me,” a deep male voice said, and she recognized it immediately as her neighbor Layne. His voice sounded slow and dejected, not the kind of tone to be the bearer of good news.

      She wanted to ask him why he’d been posing as someone else for the last year, down the hall from her. But she didn’t have much room to talk in that department, actually. “How did you get this number?”

      “I got it off Isabel’s phone.”

      Ember labored to sit up. He hadn’t said he’d gotten the number from Isabel, he’d said he got it from her phone.

      “Where is she?”

      “I have to tell you a couple things, and they’re all going to be hard to hear. Are you ready?”

      Ember’s heart thudded in her chest. “What happened to Isabel? Just tell me.”

      “A sniper got her. About an hour ago. She and I were meeting with Serena to talk through our options. One round, a bullet right to the head, from a shooter camped out on top of our condo building. She never had a chance. Serena and I chased the guy, and she actually caught him as he was trying to get over the fence, but he pulled out a pistol and emptied the chamber into his own temple before we could get anything out of him.”

      Ember breathed, unsure what to say. Her fingers touched the golden DAC token in her pocket. She pulled it out and turned it over, sighing at it. Was she really gone? Had Layne actually said so?

      “There’s something else.” Layne said. “It’s not good news, either.”

      Thoughts of Isabel swirled in Ember’s head, and she’d barely heard Layne’s last few words. Her eyes were on the ceiling, watching a line of dust on the dormant ceiling fan. “Huh?”

      “I heard about how your friend Gabe was killed last week. And I know who did it.”

      Ember cleared her throat and tried to speak, but it came out as a broken whisper. A shivering vibration started in her lower back and then coursed through her entire body. She set her jaw and tried again. “Who?”

      “I’m reasonably certain your boss Marcus Lonsdale killed Gabe Jackson. Isabel, too. He wasn’t the sniper, but we think he sent the guy to do it. That’s our best guess, anyway.”

      Ember held the phone away from her ear, with Layne still talking. She dropped it on the bed and let her wobbling head fall to the pillow, and then closed her eyes against the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

          WELLNER

        

      

    

    
      DAY SEVEN

      

      David Wellner had been ignoring his secretary’s phone calls for the last hour. Naomi had left him several messages, and he had checked a few, ignored some, and deleted the rest without listening. Most of the Westminster Branch members had interrupted the Five Points monthly gathering and slaughtered them. Estimates now put the total remaining Five Points membership at seven people. Someone at Parker had launched mortar shells at the Highlands Post Office. Six dead there, at least according to the current death toll. Five Golden members had been found dead a block from their Post Office, but no one knew how Westminster Branch had pulled it off, or why they’d done it.

      For Wellner, one thing was certain: war had come to the Assassins Club. The signs had been there for weeks, but only now did it all come to light.

      And now, he was drunk at eight o’clock in the morning, in his robe, sitting in front of the fire in his living room. In one hand, he cradled a Scotch and water, in the other, a stack of yellow pages torn from legal pads. He drew the pages one by one and tossed them into the fire, watching each yellow thing crinkle and curl and burn.

      A knock came at the door, and Wellner set his drink next to the fire as he staggered to his feet. He had never been a day drinker. Not until the last couple weeks. But he still made his way through the hall without much trouble, and he looked out the peephole to see a man standing on his front porch, holding a brown paper sack of something in one hand.

      “Shit,” Wellner said, and he put his hands out to brace himself against the door. Head down, world spinning, he took several deep breaths before he opened the door.

      “Morning,” the man said, grinning from ear to ear. “Going to let me in?”

      Wellner moved aside and let the visitor through. He stopped in the foyer, looking around. “Damn. Love your house, David. I always have. I don’t know how you manage to keep it looking so new all the time.”

      “I don’t use most of the rooms. What’s in the bag?”

      “Pork ribs for breakfast. I brought enough for two. Do you like ribs?”

      “I don’t do pork.”

      The man snorted a laugh. “Right. I always forget about that. More for me, then. I love ribs. There’s something so primal about tearing meat from the bone with my bare teeth. It gets my dick hard.”

      Wellner didn’t comment, but he leaned up against a nearby wall for support. His eyes were drooping, his knees weak, and he didn’t know if he had the capacity to hide his inebriation.

      “You okay? Smells like a distillery in here.”

      “Having a rough week,” Wellner said. “Or month. Or year. I don’t even know.”

      Wellner slipped past him and into the living room, where he resumed his task of dropping the pages into the fire.

      The man pointed as he came to a stop behind the couch. “What’s that about?”

      “These are Review Board meeting notes from the Club Historian. I’m burning them.”

      “I’ve never been one to micro-manage, David, but don’t you need those? Isn’t keeping archival records pretty important to how the whole thing works?”

      “Yeah,” Wellner said, then stopped himself from saying more. Instead, he picked up another page and flipped it into the crackling fire. His houseguest stood there, hovering behind the couch, frowning down at him.

      Wellner pretended not to notice. “Why are you here, Marcus?”

      Marcus Lonsdale rounded the couch and sat next to Wellner. He positioned himself at an angle, and Wellner also turned so they could make eye contact. Marcus reached out a tentative hand and put it on Wellner’s shoulder. “I’m worried about you, buddy. Haven’t heard from you lately. Is everything alright?”

      “No, Marcus. It’s not alright. I have a feeling… maybe more than a feeling. It seems like darkness is right around the corner. Like every time I wake up, it’s going to be my last day as a free man on earth.”

      “Okay,” Marcus said. “I’m going to need you to be a little more specific.”

      “The things we did? I think we’re about to get caught.”
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        By Kunjal Anand

      

      

      Despite the struggles of the “Dark Ages” in the Denver Assassins Club, the DAC survived. The 1970s and 1980s were fraught with many challenges. But because of a strong system of checks and balances and decades of putting the right people in power, no one Branch was able to cause too many problems.

      It was not easy, as the records of the era have shown. Many assassins in middle management had to be forcibly removed from their positions when asked to give up their powers. Many difficult Review Board meetings ended in the execution of members who refused to see the ultimate goal of unity over personal glory.

      Then in 1989, a severe blow hit the Club. The man known to our history as “Unger” finally succumbed to his illness and passed away. To this day, the nature of the illness has not been confirmed.

      By the time of his death, the Review Board had been functioning well for many years. Unger no longer held any official position of power within the DAC. But as a figurehead, he had become all-important.

      With his passing, many thought the Club would fade and disappear, or devolve into civil war. But neither possibility happened during those years after.

      The 1990s were another decade fraught with difficulty, although not in the same manner as the dark ages. Now, there were no publicized wars. The battles in the DAC became increasingly political and less bloody. According to some, this made the in-fighting more acrimonious. It’s easier to fight a demon with a face than one without.

      The Review Board government’s operating procedure changed many times in the intervening years. Small tweaks designed to increase efficiency. Positions were added and removed, the bylaws were amended several times. Certain people took power and perverted the rules to benefit themselves, rather than the greater good. Others worked to undo these selfish changes, and the DAC often came out the other side having benefited from outlasting would-be tyrants and usurpers.

      By 2005, to anyone not paying close attention, the Club seemed to have collected itself and found a way to function without issue. But like the duck moving gracefully above water while chaos reigned below, not all was well. The DAC President was assassinated in 2008. The bylaws were changed in 2011 to financially benefit Parker. As the custodians of the Club archives, some feared they had gained too much power. The occasional backroom political wheeling and dealing of the 1990s had become the new norm, and the average member had little insight into where the Club was headed.

      The number one complaint of members during the time frame was about lack of consistency in the Board rulings. Members feared the Board deliberately tried to favor certain Branches over others.

      But despite all of this, the Club still functioned. Contracts still came in and were assigned out according to an intricate system of delegation. Everything still moved in that direction, just as the founder had anticipated. All appeared to be well.

      But no one could have seen Ember Clarke coming.
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        READY FOR ALL THE ANSWERS?

        TO BE CONCLUDED IN PART SIX…
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        Get the final book, FINAL TARGET to continue the hunt today!
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        Want 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 FINISH?

      It all comes down to this. Can she survive her final challenge?

      

      Ember Clarke has been through the wringer. Her body has been beaten, bruised, shot and stabbed for five straight weeks. But the final week of her punishment will bring new challenges she never could have expected...

      

      As her world crumbles around her, Ember must scramble to protect the people she cares about the most. But with more than one deadly foe stalking her, it may not be enough.

      

      Can Ember see it through to the finish line, or will the assassins finally get their wish and slit her throat?

      

      Buy Final Target to end the hunt today!

      

      
        
        _____

      

      

      

      
        
        If you would like to know more about Ember Clarke before Six Assassins, then you’re in luck.

      

        

      
        Check out the jaw-dropping action thriller THE LETHAL BONES, and find out about Dalton and Ember and the first Five Points revolt.
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        For everyone who can’t let go of a grudge.
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