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            Chapter One

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      WEEK SIX - DAY ONE

      

      The assassin ached down to her bones. Weeks of full-throttle teeth-grinding and shoulder tensing had left her with a body that needed rest more than anything. But, rest was a commodity currently in short supply.

      She was already accustomed to a crazy schedule of red-eye flights and working against the clock. She had no problem facing danger around every turn, either. “Work,” for Ember, was synonymous with danger. But the last five weeks of her life had been the most hectic, the most perilous, and somehow, the least rewarding. Too many bodies had been left in the wake of this trial by combat. And not only from the five assassins who had so far come at her unsuccessfully. There were other victims, caught in the undertow of the irresistible current of the Denver Assassins Club. Charlie. Gabe. Isabel. Real friends of hers, gone forever because of stupid politics and infighting.

      The Branches were at war. Five Points had been essentially obliterated by Westminster, literally massacred on a figurative paintball battlefield. Golden and Highlands—two Branches most had thought aligned—were engaging in open skirmishes against each other, as of yesterday evening. She’d read police reports that chalked up a brutal standoff and shootings to “gang-related activity,” but when a few of the coded names of the deceased appeared below, she knew it was really an inter-Branch conflict.

      No Branch was untouched by the fighting. Everyone had suffered losses. Avoidable losses.

      How many dead so far? Eighty? Ninety? Nearly half the DAC gone.

      And what was David Wellner doing about it all? From what Ember had heard, he’d been missing in action, holed up in his house with a bottle of bourbon clutched in his arms. Of course, that was hearsay and assumption, because no one had firsthand knowledge of his whereabouts. If there was a plan to halt the violence and curb the chaos, Ember hadn’t heard it. As far as she could tell, all the grownups had disappeared, and the toddlers were now running the daycare.

      Ember Clarke gripped the steering wheel as she watched the park from her spot on the curb. She was in Broomfield, at the same little baseball field and playground park where she had tussled with Quinn Voeller a few weeks before. The same park where that psycho had buried himself underground to surprise her. When Gabe had made a valiant attempt to rescue her after Quinn had disabled Ember to take her hostage.

      This mid-November morning, however, she wasn’t here to engage in a cat-and-mouse game or an open battle. She was meeting with two people who were virtually strangers, but also among her only allies remaining. Two people she hoped would give her assistance, since she had nowhere else to turn.

      Strange to put her trust in people she didn’t know, but this was all Ember had left. And if this didn’t work out, Ember would take a bullet before the week was over. She was sure of it.

      What would happen to Zach then? Her adorable boyfriend was smart and clever, but not so great in the self-defense department. He wasn’t trained to kill, nor was he trained to watch his back the way she knew would be necessary. With Zach’s job-related events of the previous weeks, he would need to be extra vigilant. He needed Ember. And if she went away, that left him completely defenseless.

      Layne Parrish and Serena Rojas arrived together in a rental car, and then parked along the curb ahead of Ember, right next to the port-a-potty. They exited their cars and Layne turned his head back to Ember and nodded at her. Without another glance, the pair continued on toward the playground. Ember thought they’d make a cute couple — after all, they were two of the most beautiful people she’d ever seen. It would be a Mr. and Mrs. Smith-type situation, too, since both were extremely well-trained killers.

      “Here we go,” Ember said as she exited the car. Her knees felt weak. Not because she was nervous, but more from the general energy drain. A sense of foreboding, dread, and regret weighed her down like an exercise vest loaded with metal plates.

      Gabe was dead. Isabel Yang was dead. Ember didn’t know how much more death she could take. The longer she stayed alive, the more likely all her friends would end up murdered. So the only way she could push forward was to shove the losses to the dim corners of her mind.

      Ember followed Layne and Serena toward the playground and then her two brand-new allies took up a position underneath a plastic slide. They crouched in the shadows, perched in a sea of recycled rubber tires, waiting for Ember.

      The sun had barely risen, casting long, faint shadows on everything. From a distance, Ember knew they would all look like a bunch of weirdos doing a drug deal, and she hoped no patrol officers were nearby.

      She trudged across the snow. It crunched under her feet, with the top layer warmed by the sun yesterday and then frozen overnight, making a crust that her feet breached with every plunge of her toes.

      “Hi,” she said as she took up a spot across from them, forming a triangle. “Thanks for coming out here so early.”

      “Of course,” Layne said. He was dapper in a puffy down coat, with a few days’ worth of blond stubble on his ruggedly square jaw.

      Damned if he wasn’t easy on the eyes.

      “I know it was a challenge for you to come,” Layne said. “First Gabe, then Isabel.” He shook his head and looked down toward the ground.

      Ember nodded. “They’re not the only ones, and I have a feeling there are going to be more before this is all over. But what’s important is what we do next.”

      “We’re here to help,” Serena said, which sounded strange coming from her lips. Over the last couple weeks, this slender Latina beauty had been coming after Ember to kill her, at the request of Marcus Lonsdale. Fortunately for Ember, those attempts had been half-hearted, and she’d eventually been persuaded to stand down. Ember got the feeling that if Serena gave something her full effort, there was zero chance for her to fail. She had that look about her of someone who could slit your throat before you’d even detected her hands moving. Ember had seen her in action and knew it firsthand.

      “I appreciate it,” Ember said.

      “How do you want to proceed?” Layne asked. “You’re the quarterback here.”

      Ember took a deep breath, sucking in painfully crisp morning air, and then cleared her throat. “What I’d like to do is fly to DC, wait in Marcus’ closet, then gut him with my Halo when he opens the door to put away his overpriced Berluti shoes. But, I know I can’t do that, which means there will be no justice for Gabe or Isabel.”

      “You could do that,” Serena said. “It’s not a good option, but it is an option.”

      Ember pursed her lips. “Yeah. That might buy me a few seconds of peace, but it’s not the end result I’m looking for.”

      “Not to mention you wouldn’t be able to clear your own name if you did that,” Layne said. He tilted his head at Serena. “If I could make a suggestion: let Serena stay on Marcus, assuming he’s still in Denver. At least for now. We should keep you and Marcus apart until we know more about what he’s planning, and how we want to counter it. And he’s good, but he’s not Serena-good. No way he’ll touch you if she doesn’t want him to.”

      Ember flicked her eyes toward Serena. “That’s smart. You good with that?”

      “Works for me,” Serena said, shrugging. “As far as I know, he still thinks I’m on his team. That’s an advantage we should hold on to for as long as possible. What’s your plan?”

      Ember considered this for a moment as foggy breath plumed from her mouth. “If you can give me whatever you have on the sniper who killed Isabel, I’ll follow that trail. Maybe I can find something that connects this hired killer to Marcus, and we can get him that way. No more bloodshed is my preferred way out of this mess.”

      “Sure,” Serena said. “I’ll write up a report and get it to you later today.”

      Layne scribbled notes on a small pad. “We have contacts in DC who can help, too. We should work that angle.”

      Ember used a hand to smooth her raven-colored hair and then reached out to shake their hands, one at a time. “Thank you both. I know this won’t be easy. Marcus Lonsdale is well-connected, ruthless, and has seemingly unlimited resources. Pulling this off is going to require us being at the top of our game. But I’m going to make damn sure he settles up for what he’s done.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Ember

        

      

    

    
      Ember parked in front of the Firedrake lab in Fort Collins and killed the engine. The heater shut off and created a void of silence in the car. Residual heat in the air kept the exposed flesh of her hands and face warm, but she could still see frozen morning dew on the windows of the building in front of them.

      Two feet to her right, Zach sighed, looking up at the sun winking off the windows and melting that sheen of ice. For someone barely into his twenties, he seemed to have magically developed the brow wrinkles of a forty-year-old over the last couple of weeks.

      “You okay?” Ember asked.

      Lips pursed, jaw set, Zach nodded. “I’d like to get this done and over with.”

      “We don’t have to. We could go to the airport right now. I can get you a ticket to Venezuela, plus another one for me for a few days from now. We could be sipping papaya juice and smoking palm tree leaves on the beach by the weekend.”

      Zach said nothing at first, only giving his head a slow shake back and forth. She had taken him to the airport a couple days ago, but Zach had decided to stay at the last minute. At least for now. He had been quite assertive about it at the time, a strange tone to hear coming from his mouth.

      “No,” he finally said. “I’m tired of running and hiding. There has to be something else we can do about them. There has to be something we can do to escape from all this.”

      She took the keys from the ignition and pivoted in her seat to face him. “What did you have in mind?”

      “As long as Thomas Milligan and Helmut are running around, we’ll always be in danger. We have to do something about it. Together. They have to go.”

      “As in, killing them?”

      The most serious expression she had ever seen cross his face appeared. “Maybe so. Maybe we can set some kind of trap?”

      “This isn’t going to work like an action movie. We can’t just drop a bag with a dollar sign on it and then catch them in a fishing net when they show up to grab it.”

      “Damn,” Zach said, a smile cracking his grim face. “That was my exact plan. Well, actually, there was also quicksand involved, and we got to wear cool raccoon masks.”

      Ember chuckled and reached across the center console to squeeze his hand. “We should go. We’re on the clock, my sweet boy.”

      They left the car and entered the building where Zach had worked as a Firedrake researcher for the last few months. Ember still didn’t have a firm grasp on what he did here, but she knew the underlying company mission statement. To save the world. To recruit him to come work on some secret special project in California that — undoubtedly — had ominous intentions.

      With her twin Nighthawk Enforcer pistols stowed, she and Zach made their way around the back of the building to the maintenance entrance, where there were no security cameras. Also, another keypad entry system. Had they nullified Zach’s keycard yet?

      Gabe would have had tools to hack into it. But Gabe was gone — gone forever, along with Charlie and Isabel. Ember bit her lower lip to ward off tears as she tried to push thoughts of the lost ones out of her mind.

      Ember contemplated the lock on the back door, and Zach tried his keycard. The pad beeped. The door drifted open.

      “I didn’t think that would work,” he said.

      Ember turned her palms up in a shrug, and he held his phone’s flashlight toward the darkened maintenance room. It stank of bleach and vinegar. Were those two chemicals, when combined, able to kill someone? She tried to remember her training from the chemistry expert, Joshua, from her branch. The class had been on how to maim, kill, or knock out victims using nothing but household ingredients.

      She knew bleach was involved, but couldn’t remember if she was supposed to mix it with ammonia or vinegar, or something else entirely.

      Doesn’t matter, she thought. I’ll look it up later.

      Ember led the way, pushing through the doorway and into a hallway and toward stairs. Zach gave quiet commands about which way to go, and he directed her to the right floor. Automated lights flicked on every few steps, guiding them to the room where Zach and others—presumably in lab coats—had worked under unknowingly false pretenses for some time now.

      “When all this is over,” Ember said, “I want you to wear your lab coat for me. Just your lab coat.”

      “Kinky,” Zach said in an absent-minded tone as his eyes crawled over the room from the doorway.

      This early in the day, there was no one here. The timing of their visit had been by design, based on Zach’s best guess as to when they would be alone in the facility. So far, so good. They entered the lab room and Zach stood with his hands on his hips for a moment, surveying the surrounding space.

      To Ember, it looked not unlike her high school science lab in San Diego. There were long, wooden tables with built-in shelving underneath each. On some tables sat computers and microscopes, and along the walls, whiteboards filled with equations that might as well have been an alien language. Nothing but numbers and symbols. She recognized a few of them — sine, cosine, pi — but the rest were gibberish. If Zach could understand all that crap, then he was on a whole other set of brainwaves Ember didn’t possess.

      It added a layer to his sexiness. She might have to make him wear professor goggles along with the lab coat.

      No, that’s too far. She grinned, trying to imagine it. Better save something for later.

      “Anything you might have touched,” Ember said, bringing her attention back to the task at hand. She glanced around at the ceilings and walls, looking for cameras. Zach had explained to her that usually Helmut watched the room from outside of Thomas’ office, so there was no need for additional surveillance, but she had to be sure.

      “On it,” Zach said as he slipped on latex gloves. He took a rag from his back pocket, wiped down various surfaces, and then collected a couple of notebooks from a cabinet under the table.

      After a few minutes of erasing fingerprints and written materials, he walked over to a computer workstation on a table by the wall, and pulled a panel off the side.

      “What are you doing now?” Ember asked.

      “This is the lab’s login computer. It has some of my personal data on it. Fortunately, it’s a standalone machine, not networked.”

      Zach’s hands searched through the mass of cables and wires inside the computer tower, then he worked a bit to unplug a flat metal object from the inside, then pulled it out. Ember guessed it was a hard drive, but she kept her mouth shut so she didn’t open it and sound like an idiot. For all she knew, it was the computer’s flux capacitor.

      Once he’d removed the hard drive thing, Zach replaced the panel on the side, then he leaned back against the table. He slipped the drive in his pocket and then took off his gloves, casting forlorn eyes at Ember. “I can’t believe this is my life now. Wiping down fingerprints.”

      “I know the feeling. But what matters is what we do to ensure we come out on top. Because not winning is not an option.”

      He gave a rueful smile. “You make it sound like we’re in a competition, like we’re trying to win the roller skating contest so we can save the rec center.”

      “Well, in a way, yeah. That’s exactly what it’s like. I know that’s how your boss Thomas sees it. We’re not human beings to these people, we’re chess pieces. Just a plus or a minus on their accounting sheets, to either help or hinder them on the way to their goals. If you think of it that way, it’s easier to not take it personally.”

      Now he laughed outright. “Not take it personally? They tried to kill us, baby. Thomas planted child pornography in my apartment. He scared the shit out of my roommate so bad that he moved out, and won’t even talk to me now.”

      “Right. Well, if you want to get technical about it…”

      “I’m ready now,” Zach said.

      “Ready to go?”

      “No. Ready to hear the rest of your story. When you told me about the Assassins Club, you said there was more. You said you would tell me when I was ready to hear it.”

      Ember flashed her eyes to the lab door. “Do we have to do this now? Like, here? We should probably go somewhere else.”

      A strange gravity appeared in his eyes as he stared at her. “Not yet. I already know your birth name, and I want to hear the rest of it. Talk fast.”

      “Okay. Fair enough. I’ll make it quick. A few weeks ago, when we were hiking, I told you my little brother was killed in a mistaken identity drive-by shooting. That was true. The part I didn’t tell you is that I discovered who those punks were. There were three of them. For weeks, I thought about going to their houses and killing them all. Bullets to the head, just like they did to my brother. It’s what they deserved.”

      Zach frowned, and Ember didn’t like the way he was looking at her. She had to remember he’d only known her DAC life and about her past for a short amount of time. He wasn’t used to the world of professional contract killers. Most normal people weren’t.

      “But, that didn’t happen,” she said, popping the balloon of tension in the room. “I was young. Too young to know how to do anything like that. So what I did instead was to follow them. I took notes of their comings and goings. I didn’t know it at the time, but I was building a case against these criminals. Through a little investigation, I found out about a meeting spot they liked to frequent. Wasn't even that hard. One night, when they were there, meeting some Mexicans about a super-sized drug deal, I called the cops on them. All three went to jail. Not for my brother’s murder, because there was no proof of that, but for a host of other things. And I had to learn to be okay with the outcome.”

      “You did that?” Zach said, and didn’t offer any further comment.

      “Yes. But it did something to me. It wasn’t exactly like justice for my brother, but it felt good to put them away. I found out I liked catching bad guys. So, after college, it inspired me to join the FBI. Or, it inspired Allison Campbell to join the FBI.”

      Zach's mouth dropped open. “You were in the FBI?”

      She sighed, looking up at the ceiling. “Technically, I still am. I think. I received an assignment to come out to Boulder three years ago to infiltrate the DAC. ‘Allison Campbell’ became ‘Ember Clarke,’ I joined the Club, and I started building a case that would link the DAC to international terrorism. But the way I see it now — my assignment, my role in the FBI — it was all a pile of crap. Truthfully, I think that I was sent out here to die by a megalomaniacal asshole at the FBI, and that any evidence I’ve given him so far has just been dumped into a paper shredder. I think he doesn’t care at all about the DAC’s crimes; he was only trying to get rid of me.”

      “Wow,” Zach said, his eyes wide, his face pale. “I — I don’t even know what to say to all that.”

      Ember crossed the room and took his face in her hands, then planted a kiss on his lips. “You know my real name, you know what I do for a living, and you know my sordid and twisted past. Do you still want me?”

      She couldn’t bring herself to say the real word she was thinking. The one she wanted to ask him about. But it hovered on her lips.

      He hesitated for a split-second. A little longer than Ember would have liked, but she knew to be patient. She had dropped a lot of bombshells on her boyfriend over the last few days. And she knew they weren’t the sort of bombshells that could be understood and grappled with in the span of a few seconds.

      “Yes,” he said finally. “I want to be with you.”

      She kissed him again. “Good. We need to go then, before anyone shows up. And then, we’ll make a plan to get you out of this mess. I promise.”

      Before she left, she walked over to a tall cabinet hanging open. She looked inside for a moment, then pulled out her prize and folded it over her arm before returning to Zach’s side.

      A lab coat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          WELLNER

        

      

    

    
      David Wellner’s head pounded like a kick drum at a classic rock concert. Again and again it thumped, over and over — not at a regular rhythm he could grow to tolerate, but randomly. It came and went in bits and flashes, changing time signatures and tempos each iteration, never settling into something normal. Late in the morning, he seemed particularly sensitive to light. His eyes hadn’t been open more than slits since he’d crawled out of bed.

      He stumbled down the hall toward the kitchen cabinet to the left of the stovetop. There, he shook out two aspirin from a bottle and dry swallowed them. That turned out to be a mistake, as one stuck in his throat. He hacked, but couldn’t dislodge it. He turned around to sip water directly from the faucet to wash them down. But he knew he would have a phantom pill feeling in his throat for the next several hours.

      Wellner leaned back to stretch, which made his terrycloth robe fall open and a wash of cold air tickle his exposed belly. He closed the robe and leaned over the sink for a few beats to breathe through the hangover. It wasn’t working. Alcohol had not cured his troubles, only moved them back on the calendar. He couldn’t continue to push snooze on all of these problems indefinitely.

      A knock came at the front door. He shook his head to clear out the cobwebs, double-checked the knot on the front of his robe, and let his house shoes shuffle along the tile toward the door. He already knew who he would find standing there. Heart thumping, he checked his receding hairline in the mirror next to the front door and smoothed a couple of wayward chunks. It wouldn’t do any good; his penchant for vanity had long since become disassociated from reality.

      Wellner pulled back the door to see a smiling — and perfectly put-together — Marcus Lonsdale, holding a paper bag in his hand, similar to the one he had brought over yesterday. He was dressed in a sharp suit, looking like he’d come from a gala benefit dinner. Not long ago, Wellner and Marcus wouldn’t have cut strikingly different impressions. That era had passed.

      “Not ribs again,” Wellner said. He had a brief flash of insight that he had forgotten what time it was. Early morning? Late? Afternoon already?

      “Nope. Bagels. Your people eat bagels, right?”

      “Yes, Marcus, my people eat bagels.”

      “Then I nailed it,” Marcus said as he entered the house. He paused and squinted at Wellner. “You look like shit. Let me guess: after I left here yesterday morning, you spent all day hiding out and sipping from a bottle, not looking at your phone or email.”

      “That sounds about right. I went to see a movie yesterday, too.”

      “Oh, how nice for you. Which one?”

      “I don’t remember.”

      Marcus gave him a pitying shake of the head. “With everything we have going on, do you think wallowing in an extended drunken state is the best way to spend your time?”

      Wellner wanted to lash out, to blame Marcus for all of this, to at least fight back and defend his honor. Surely this man, of all people, understood weaknesses and vices.

      But Wellner couldn’t fight the fog of war. He’d lost the battle to the bottle, and all he wanted to do now was compress himself into a fetal position and pray for sleep. “No,” he said. “I know it’s not the best way to spend my time, Marcus, and I know I’ve messed it all up. I’m going to get my head right. Then I’m going to figure this out and we’ll get back to normal. We’ll be back on track in no time.”

      Marcus took a step closer and pointed a finger into Wellner’s chest, pushing cigarette-smoke-laden breath into his face. “You’ve gone off the deep end, man. It’s going to take a miracle from above to make you pull your head out of your ass.”

      Wellner felt so beaten down, he didn’t even bother to swipe away Marcus’ finger, still lingering there, pushing into the flesh under his collarbone. “I can do this. I can make it right.”

      Marcus held up the bag. “I need a knife. The bagel place didn’t think I would want them sliced, I guess.”

      Wellner led him through the house and back to the kitchen, where Marcus plucked a steak knife from a wooden block on the counter, then he went to work, cutting through a bagel.

      “This isn’t how it was supposed to go,” Wellner said. “With Ember, I mean.”

      “You’re sure-as-shit right about that. If you’d done what I suggested three years ago, we wouldn’t be in this predicament. But, you just had to keep that conniving bitch around, letting her make contacts and gain popularity, making it impossible to kill her outright. You wouldn’t think a bunch of assassins would be so loyal to each other and so damned community-driven, but I guess that’s why you’ve been the guy on the inside, not me. Managing a team of two-hundred lethal and unpredictable contract killers was supposed to be your job.”

      Wellner gritted his teeth. Marcus had a point. Ember had been sent to Denver at the FBI’s request to investigate a spurious lead that the DAC was tied to international terrorism. All very top-secret and hush-hush, even to most in the Bureau.

      She was supposed to wash out and die during her Club training. But no one had anticipated how damn good she would be at it. She collected evidence and sent it to Washington, where Marcus would make sure it ended up in a black hole.

      And then, not long after becoming a member, she had saved Wellner’s life by being in the right place at the right time when someone with a grudge came at him. He couldn’t just kill her in some casual manner after that, because people began to learn about that life-saving incident. It was the worst-kept secret in the Club.

      But he should have done it, anyway. Ember was a threat to their entire business model. Every day she drew breath was another day she came closer to unraveling the whole conspiracy.

      Marcus had used his network of D.C. insiders to identify potential clients for the Club. People who had been wronged by the justice system, mostly. He would send them to Wellner as referrals, which then went into the message board, to be taken on as contracts by DAC members.

      Of course, Marcus earned a hefty commission on each one. And he used his extensive D.C. leverage to make sure the Assassins Club never received too much attention from Washington. For years, this had operated with little fanfare, and little problems. Contracts to keep the DAC running, and for a small percentage of the fees, near-full protection by the man behind the curtain.

      But then Ember had entered the picture. And Wellner didn’t believe Marcus was blameless in this situation. After all, he was the one who had sent Ember to Denver because Marcus’ marriage had ended over their silly little fling. He had let his personal emotions get in the way, and then he’d decided to make it Wellner’s problem. It had screwed up the entire deal. Ember was supposed to die here, then the FBI would learn she had gone rogue out in Denver and become an independent contractor who killed for money. That way, they could — if needed — pin some of the Club’s activities specifically on her, making it seem like she was the entire Club, but still operating solo. The intelligence-gathering operation would have failed because of Ember, letting Marcus and the FBI off the hook.

      Plausible deniability — the true American form of government.

      But Wellner had persuaded Marcus to give it some space. He’d told Marcus that she could be managed. That she had committed to the DAC life and wasn’t going to be a threat to him any longer.

      Marcus hadn’t been happy with Wellner’s promises and had pushed for a more permanent solution.

      Ember’s FBI handler had died of a natural heart attack, so Marcus assigned the inexperienced and unimaginative Agent Isabel Yang to become her handler. Not surprisingly, not even that seemed to do much to keep Ember at bay. Isabel had failed, just as Marcus had thought she would. Wellner knew it was all a ploy, anyway — Marcus would have things done his way, no matter what. Having the woefully under-prepared Isabel on Ember was just a case of giving her enough rope to hang herself with.

      Now Isabel was dead, and her killer had shot himself in the head to prevent capture, closing that loop.

      The conflict in Rocky Mountain National Park almost six weeks before had been Marcus’ idea. To send Ember plus one more assassin on the same contract, thinking she would die as a result. But she hadn’t, so Wellner had used a trial by combat to finish the job… at Ember’s own suggestion, no less. Wellner thought the black spot was the only diplomatic solution to the problem.

      But somehow that hadn’t succeeded, either. Now, they had spent time and resources to ineffectively pluck a thorn from their side, and that thorn had only grown bigger and stickier the longer the problem remained.

      “You’re right,” Wellner said, sighing. The rhythmic pounding in his head returned with a vengeance. “I’ve handled this whole thing in the worst way possible. Now, my members are in open revolt. Dozens and dozens are dead, just in the last couple weeks. Five Points Branch is almost completely gone. It’s a mess unlike anything I coulda dreamed up. And it’s one I don’t know how to escape.”

      Marcus stopped slicing bagels and eyed Wellner. “Can you correct the course? Can you get us back on track? I mean, I just bought a boat, so I’m not looking to have my income take a dive right now.”

      “I can fix it.”

      Marcus squinted. “You don’t seem sure. I need you to be sure, David. I have plenty of foot soldiers I can point at someone to go bang, but I don’t have anyone else who’s management material. If this gets fixed, it’s you and me. If we don’t, it’s still you and me. We don’t have any backup or people above us to pass the buck to, you get it?”

      Wellner rolled his head around his neck, listening to it crack. He took a deep breath to steady his nerves and gave Marcus the most confident nod he could manage in his infirm state. It still felt shaky, and his vision blurred as he did it.

      “Yes. I understand. I’m going to clean myself up, and I’m going to fix this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      She parked in front of Fagan’s small house in North Boulder. Tired arms reached up to the car’s ceiling to stretch in the seat, pushing her palms against the fabric until she could feel the tension in her back. Her mom had always told her not to do that, that pressing the cloth lining would ruin the glue or something like that. Ember didn’t care. There was more at stake now than the resale value of her car.

      Stretching hurt, and it also felt good. Funny how that worked. She performed two more reps and then yawned.

      She checked her step count on her watch. Not bad for a day of driving around, running errands, breaking into corporate labs. Everything in her life had been so unpredictable lately. A daily 10K steps goal acted a normalizer to keep her on track, to keep her sanity within sight. Also, looking at her hands reminded her she needed a manicure. She hadn’t had one of those in a long time.

      Ember had been waiting all day for Serena to put together an incident report on the sniping of Isabel Yang, so Ember could reconstruct the deceased killer’s movements in the last few days before. There had to be a way to tie that man to Marcus Lonsdale and bring down Marcus in a legit way.

      Because if Ember put a bullet in Marcus without proof that he had ordered the hit and was behind some of the grief she’d been dealt of late, then there was no justice for anyone. Charlie, Gabe, Isabel… and Ember was beginning to suspect she herself would be lumped in with that list. If Marcus could find a way to smear her, he would. If he could find a way to kill her… he would.

      Ember sighed as she took her Custom Nighthawk Enforcer pistols from the glove box and inserted them into the back of her waistband as she left the car. She was done leaving her prized weapons behind. They were a gift from her mentor, and Ember had been caught off-guard too often in the past five weeks.

      It was a cold, crisp late afternoon in Boulder, mostly sunny but with a few clouds hovering over the mountains, threatening to descend and bring more snow. Ember had never seen so much of the white stuff in Colorado before wintertime. But there was no such thing as “normal” weather here. In some ways, she enjoyed the unpredictability. But it was challenging to put together an outfit on a daily basis.

      She opened Fagan’s front door, and as soon as she had closed it behind her, she heard her mentor’s rough voice say, “I made tea,” from the kitchen.

      No invitation to enter, just a simple statement of fact. Quite on-brand for the old curmudgeonly lady. Ember smiled.

      She swept through the living room to see her mentor clad in a silk robe, sitting at the table in the kitchen with a mug and an open bag of potato chips in front of her. The burned half of her face glistened with moisturizer. A steaming mug sat on the other side, in front of a chair.

      “You okay?” Fagan asked.

      Ember tossed her head from side to side.

      “That’s a relative term,” she said as she took a seat. She touched the tea mug, but it was still way too hot.

      “Just poured,” Fagan said as she reached a hand into the bag and pulled out a couple of chips. “Sorry about that. This tea’s label said it’s best served piping hot, but that still doesn’t mean you can drink it any faster.”

      Ember let her shoulders slump, and she slid her butt forward, then rubbed her hands down her face. “Since when do you eat potato chips?”

      Fagan slid her hand into the bag and came out holding a Ruger Mark III pistol. She kept it on the table, finger on the trigger, barrel pointed at Ember. While the gun was pointed in her direction, Fagan kept her gaze locked on Ember’s face, sitting back in her chair so she could survey all of Ember at once. Her face showed no expression — an easy feat considering half of her face was completely dead. She kept her head still and her one good eye focused on a single point. Ember had seen this before, when Fagan had given a lecture to a bunch of Boulder recruits about how to keep several unstable variables in view at once by honing peripheral vision skills. Ember just never thought it would be used on her.

      “So this is it,” Ember said, and she was careful not to react. Instinct told her to sit up straight and put her hands on the table, but she didn’t want to make any sudden movements. Fagan had her locked at point blank range. From the tip of the barrel to Ember’s forehead was about forty inches of straight-line distance. If she even flinched, there was a good chance Fagan could put the bullet in her before Ember knew it had happened.

      She felt vindicated about bringing her Custom Enforcers into Fagan’s house, yet now the irony was that she had been totally unprepared to actually use them. They were stored safely behind her, at least a second-and-a-half before they’d be ready to press triggers toward her mentor. The safeties were on, rounds chambered in each.

      “I’m very sorry about this,” Fagan said.

      “Week six,” Ember said. “Only one Branch left: Boulder. I knew this was coming, but I had hoped it wouldn’t be you. I considered the idea, really, but I guess I didn’t want it to be true. With my luck though, it should have been obvious.”

      Fagan kept her eyes on Ember, finger on the trigger. She shrugged. “It had to be someone. I thought you at least deserved the respect of facing off against me. I take it as a burden, because I didn’t want anyone else in the Branch to have to kill one of their Branchmates. There’s been too much of that around the Club these last few weeks.”

      Visions of Zach Bennett danced in Ember’s head. Awful visions of him alone; of him mourning Ember’s death; of having no one to protect him from Firedrake.

      “Also, if you sent some recruit barely out of diapers, you know I wouldn’t hesitate.”

      The old woman nodded. “That’s true. I don’t want any more killing than necessary.”

      “And I do?” Ember asked.

      Fagan paused. “Look, it’s — I’d rather —“

      Ember cut her off, giving her the easy out. “So, this is it? You put a bullet in me and then just go about your day?”

      The mentor shook her head. “I didn’t want this. No one wanted this. But this is how the trial by combat works. I spoke to Wellner weeks ago and asked him to put Boulder last in the order. I thought maybe you would die before now, or maybe Wellner would cancel it. But you haven’t, and he hasn’t, so here we are. This is what has to happen, according to the laws the founder established for us.”

      “And even after you know the black spot was made illegal, you’re still going to carry it out? On your own mentee?”

      The old woman pursed her lips and gave a slight shrug. Not enough to alter the angle of the gun’s barrel. “Wellner is President. It’s his call. I know not everyone in the Club or even in the government believes in being consistent and playing by the rules, but I do, and I believe in setting the right example for the recruits. I believe in the course the founder set, almost sixty years ago. Wellner says the black spot is still active, so it’s still active.”

      Slowly, deliberately, Ember shifted her butt back in the chair to sit upright, then she inched her arms forward and put her hands close to the mug of tea. Fagan kept a close eye on the movement, but didn’t overreact, as Ember had assumed she wouldn’t.

      “Well, like you said, it has to be someone. I’ve faced five and killed five. I’m glad it’s you. But, I do have to ask: can’t you just give me a pass on this one? I’ll walk out the door and be done with it. No one has to die in your kitchen today. Shit, you could even tell people you killed me. I have money enough to fly anywhere and no one would ever see me again. I’m not begging for my life here, Fagan. I’m begging for there to be one less killing as a result of all this. It doesn’t have to go on any longer.”

      Fagan shook her head. “I know your name.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I know you’re really Allison Campbell, from San Diego.”

      A cold chill spread from Ember’s chest and then raced out from there, making her toes and fingertips tingle. She tried to look stoic, unmoved. “How long have you known?”

      Fagan was unflappable. “For a while. You’re not the first fed to poke around the DAC. Maybe you won’t be the last. You’ve stuck around the longest, no doubt about that, Agent Campbell.”

      “I prefer Ember.”

      Fagan sighed. “I do, too.”

      “Last cup of tea together, huh?”

      “Yes. Unfortunately so.”

      Ember pursed her lips and put her hands around the mug, the heat instantly seeping into the palms of her hands. In another second or two, she would have to let go.

      “Okay,” Ember said. “I understand.”

      She kept her eyes up, trying to keep Fagan occupied. Ember rolled her thumbs forward. The cup tilted. She gave it a shove, and the scalding tea flew across the table.

      Fagan screamed when the liquid hit her face. Her eyes shut, neck twisting away from the pain. The gun went off.

      Ember felt pinching fire on the left side of the lower part of her neck. Across the table, Fagan’s mouth was open in a grimace, her free hand reaching up to her face. Her chair was moving backward, as if she were trying to escape and regroup. Her feet hit the floor, and she pushed herself up as the chair collapsed on its back.

      The gun went off again, but Ember didn’t feel the shot this time. It had missed.

      She whipped a hand back and snatched one of her twin Enforcer pistols. As she brought it forward, she flicked off the safety and leveled it at Fagan, who was trying to aim the gun again after her sudden shift. Fagan was still blinking, still blinded.

      Ember pulled the trigger. One time only. She forced herself not to hesitate, for fear that she wouldn’t be able to carry out the task.

      She didn’t miss.

      The bullet entered Fagan’s dead eye on the right side. The shot blasted like a cannon in this small space of the kitchen. It was far too much gun for the job, but Ember was used to the power. She’d trained with them, knew them like the back of her hand. The recoil was powerful, but nothing she hadn’t expected.

      They were the weapons Fagan herself had given her. Ember tried not to think about that.

      As Fagan’s head snapped back, she stumbled in that direction, arms rising. Gun still in her hand. The older woman took a full step back and collided with the kitchen counter. A jar of chocolate chip cookies rattled and bumped into a plastic tub filled with powdered sugar.

      For the briefest of moments Ember wished she could take it back, to remove the bullet lodged in Fagan’s head and once again try to talk it out.

      Then Fagan’s arms went slack, and she slid down to the tiled floor. Her head lolled forward, with blood dripping down onto her cheek, splatting her robe. The old woman’s shoulders did not rise and fall. Her head stayed down, pointed at the floor, with a severe frown painted on half of her face.

      Ember stood and looked at the pistol in her hand. It occurred to her that up until this moment, during this entire six-week ordeal, she had not yet fired either of her Enforcers. The first time she had used them in over five weeks was to kill her own mentor.

      Now the adrenaline and dopamine kicked in and Ember felt lightheaded. She pushed the chair back and gasped for air, as her pumping chest made it hard to breathe. Tightness came all over her body, like a series of nerve pinches.

      Across the room she went, her legs moving but feeling like she were gliding on roller skates.

      Ember looked down at the old woman, sitting slumped on the floor, blood collecting on her front. Ember’s eyes flicked up to a framed mirror in the kitchen, and she could see a line of blood trailing down onto her own shirt. Fagan’s bullet had passed through Ember’s left trapezius muscle, taking a chunk of flesh halfway between her neck and shoulder. It was as if something had taken a small bite out of her.

      As soon as she noticed it, the feeling came. She rotated her arm and a shooting blast of pain registered in her mind, but it hadn’t immobilized her. Being right-handed would help, since the shot had been to her left side. With soap and water and a few stitches, she would be okay. Ember grabbed a napkin on the table and pressed it against the wound, making her grimace.

      Again, Ember looked down at her mentor. This woman, who had taken Ember under her wing, had guided her and provided direction. This woman she had known for three years, who had never been untrue to her. This woman who had never wanted anything for Ember other than to be a good member, a good Branchmate.

      Ember slid down to one knee. First Charlie, then Gabe, then Isabel, and now Fagan. They were all gone. All the people Ember had come to rely on during her time in the Denver Assassins Club. They were all erased now, and she had no one left.

      Ember set her pistol on the floor and her head in her hands and wept. She had never felt so alone in her life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          WELLNER

        

      

    

    
      DAY TWO

      

      Wellner stepped off the elevator in the Denver Consolidated Holdings building. In a suit, with a shower and shave this morning. Still a little hungover, but trying to keep his chin up and his eyes open. Two security guards trailed him, leftover from his detail after the attempt on his life three weeks before. The other two had been reassigned to something else days ago. Wellner didn’t even know where or why, because he’d been on full autopilot for a solid week now.

      Once they had all stepped off the elevator, Wellner turned around and held up a hand. “You guys can wait in the break room, okay? I think I can manage checking email and signing documents on my own.” He had tried not to let the sourness in his stomach make him sound any less confident. And he didn’t know why he kept worrying about what his personal guards thought.

      He had much bigger worries on his mind.

      As Wellner cruised down the hall, he passed Jules Dunard’s office. Fifty feet down the hall and to his left, he kept a revolver in his office. He wanted to grab it, rush back here, and put a bullet in her. What would her security detail do if such a thing happened? Shoot it out with his security detail, like two chess players sending their knights to do battle in the center of the board?

      She had to know he’d attempted to have her killed last week. But days had elapsed without a word from her about it. Why hadn’t she said anything? There had to be some sort of plan brewing in Jules’ twisted mind.

      Simply letting it go? Not the Jules Dunard Wellner knew. No way.

      He flexed his fists and kept his eyes forward, walking past her door, despite the lethal thoughts dancing in his head. That was one catastrophe he could wait to deal with. For a few hours, at least. There were other problems just as catastrophic on the docket today.

      Wellner opened up the waiting room to his office to see his secretary Naomi at her desk, looking stunning in a form-fitting business suit. Her hair was up, exposing the pale flesh of her slender and smooth neck. He tried not to stare, but, as usual, found it impossible. He was perpetually stunned by how a simple look at her could make him realize he’d forgotten the breadth of her beauty. Also, he knew focusing on her good looks was a weighty distraction.

      She stood, and immediately he realized something was wrong. “Good morning, sir. I have… news. It’s not good.”

      “Is there an angry mob outside the front of the building?”

      She seemed unfazed by his gallows humor. “No, but there was an incident this morning. Members of Parker and members of Golden. There was an attack at the Golden Post Office, before dawn. Just a couple hours ago. The retaliation in Parker came minutes later.”

      “How many hurt?”

      “Most of them.”

      He titled his ear toward her to make sure he'd heard her correctly. “What? Most of them?”

      “Ten dead, close to twenty injured. The police are already on scene. A few of the living and wounded managed to escape, but several are in police custody. I’m trying to get more information, but it’s going to be difficult to find out what the police know.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose and adjusted his glasses. “I need the names of those arrested. It's time to make some calls.”

      “I’ve been trying, David. No one can get me that info.”

      Without knowing what to say, he stumbled into his office without another word. He dropped his coat on the chair across from his desk and sat, then jiggled his computer mouse to wake up the computer.

      “Sir?” Naomi called from the other room.

      “I need a minute,” he said, his voice sounding chalky and weak. A moment later, Naomi appeared in the doorway, and she closed the door for him. Eyes down, not looking at him directly.

      Everything was falling apart. And the pace of the collapse had accelerated. Isolated incidents had turned into daily skirmishes, and now the police were involved. Poking around, asking questions. Normally he would have called Marcus Lonsdale immediately in a situation like this. Marcus had an uncanny ability to make inquiries into the DAC go away, but there were now multiple murders. Mass shootings. Active police involvement. Marcus couldn’t make all that vanish.

      Wellner didn’t think any of these assassins would talk, but the veil of silence wouldn’t last forever. Not with police reports piling up. Someone in local law enforcement would put it all together and call in the feds, sooner or later.

      When the login screen came up, he typed his username and passcode and then opened the window to access the internal message board. A red video icon near the bottom would allow him to make an emergency public address to all six Branch message boards. A way to send an urgent notification to every single remaining member of the Club.

      And Wellner didn’t even know the total count. A month ago, he knew. Now, there wasn’t an accurate way to keep track. Based on all the various reports, it seemed about half the DAC were either dead, hospitalized, or in custody. The number of active members shrank each day, for sure.

      His finger hovered over the mouse button. He knew he should say something to salvage this situation, but what? What could he even do to make all these unruly and aggrieved assassins behave? What could he do to promise them that the FBI, CIA, NSA, and others weren’t about to swoop in and send everyone to jail?

      Wellner bit his lower lip, sucking deep breaths and trying to push through the cloudy hangover, turning his thoughts choppy and muddled.

      The intercom buzzed. “Sorry to interrupt you, sir, but I thought you’d want to hear this. Ember Clarke is here to see you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      She waited for the nod from Pretty Young Thing Naomi, then she opened the door into Wellner’s office. Ember wondered what the voluptuous coffee-fetcher would do once this all fell to pieces. If she got a secretary job somewhere else, she couldn’t list the DAC as an item in her work history. A glaring blank spot in her resume.

      There was something in Wellner’s expression Ember recognized but couldn’t place. He’d worn it from time to time during the three years they had known each other. A little mischievous, a little guilty, a little like he had a secret he would never share. Ember had seen this look before and had come to associate it with people who had an innate social awkwardness that made looking people in the eye challenging, but she’d always brushed it off.

      Neck wound aching, she had stitched it together herself last night, and the bleeding had stopped, but any time she tried to lift her left arm, she got a painful reminder of the bullet that had grazed her there. Almost six weeks ago, the sniper Xavier Montrose had shot Ember in the thigh in a Boulder safe house. But that bullet had been a skin-level graze. She had limped for a couple days and then felt fine. This remnant of Fagan’s shot was much deeper. Every time Ember moved, she would receive a reminder that she had ended the life of someone she considered one of her closest friends. One of her heroes.

      “Morning, Ember.”

      “Yes, it is. Not a good one, but it's what we’ve got.”

      “What can I do for you?”

      She studied his face. Puffy, bloated, his skin pale and shiny. He most definitely didn’t look okay, and she wasn’t surprised. His precious DAC was falling apart around him, and he didn’t seem capable of doing anything about it. The rumor was he’d spent the last several days holed up in his house, drunk and avoiding all of his responsibilities.

      Ember reached into her pocket and produced two gold coins. The first she set on Wellner’s desk. His eyes drifted down to it, a confused frown on his face.

      “What’s that?”

      “The DAC token belonging to my mentor, Fagan. She was the sixth of six.”

      “She’s dead?”

      “I put a round through her eye in her kitchen yesterday evening, before she could shoot me. The black spot trial by combat is now complete. Xavier Montrose, Lydia Beauchamp, Quinn Voeller, Veronica Acevedo, Brody Jenks, and now Fagan. And, you know what, I never even knew her last name.”

      “Fagan was her last name,” Wellner said, looking down at the coin. “Beverly Fagan. She didn’t want it listed on any official documents. I think I was maybe the only person who knew it.”

      “You could have stopped this at any time. None of this had to happen, but you let it go on to the end. For what? So the archives would show how you followed the letter of the law, even though the letter was bullshit?”

      “I only found out about the black spot being made illegal recently. I promise you that’s true. If I had known before… maybe things would have been different. But, everything I did, I did in the best interest of the Club. Or what I thought was in the best interest. Hindsight being 20/20 and all that.”

      Ember crossed her arms over her chest. “It doesn’t matter. Six up, six down, and I want to hear you say that my trial by combat has been completed and I’m now found innocent of the charge against me. You owe me that.”

      She sniffled and pushed her jaw out to make her face look meaner. She didn’t know if it would conceal the fact that she’d spent most of the morning crying, but she’d reached beyond the point of caring what David Wellner thought about her. Ember was fueled by sadness and anger today, and without those to prop her up, she might collapse on the floor and sleep for a week.

      “I can’t just do that,” he said. “We need to have a Review Board meeting. Maybe we’re in a rough patch, but the rule of law still exists around here.”

      “That’s what I thought you’d say,” she said. She wanted to add, you coward. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter.” Ember took the other coin and set it next to Fagan’s, on the desk. The two golden circles caught the light, shining little beacons against the wood grain of his desk.

      “I hereby resign from the Denver Assassins Club, effective immediately. Any and all outstanding payments due to me can be sent to the bank info on file. Anything else… not my problem. This will be our last conversation, so if there’s anything you need to say to me, now’s your chance.”

      Wellner tented his fingers, a confused look on his face. “Let’s talk about this. I can’t convince you to stay?”

      “I don’t think so. Take care of yourself, David. The way I hear it, things aren’t good in the Club now. Looks like you’ve got your work cut out for you. But you go ahead and have that Review Board meeting and officially declare me innocent, if you think it’s the proper thing to do.”

      He opened his mouth to respond, then hesitated, and Ember decided she didn’t care about whatever drivel came out of his mouth. With one last look at the two tokens on the table, she turned and left the room for the final time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      For the first time in three years, Ember Clarke had no token in her pocket. That gold coin to remind her of the oath she had taken, the promises she’d made to the Denver Assassins Club. For the first time in three years, she was a freelancer. Maybe technically, she was still a federal agent, but she didn’t think that was true any longer.

      Alone, with no tribe to call home, with nowhere to go.

      Even though she knew that was false, it still felt that way. She had Zach. Sweet and loyal Zach who had stayed with her, despite knowing the truth about her name and her past. Despite even knowing the truth about her present, he had opted not to leave her.

      She had Layne and Serena. Neither of them were in the Club, though. They were both current or former federal agents, but neither had walked a mile in her flats. Without that feeling of belonging to a tribe, isolation persisted. Ember had no idea this is what it would feel like to leave it behind.

      The last decade of her life had been in service of either federal law enforcement or the Denver Assassins Club. What would she do after this? She wasn’t qualified to manage a grocery store or work as a corporate headhunter. She didn’t even know how to fill out a minimum wage job application, and she wouldn’t know the first thing about starting her own business.

      Zach might know those things. He was smart enough to blaze a trail. Maybe together, they could both find a way to make a fresh start, away from here. But that fresh start might also require a lifetime of looking over their collective shoulders. Could they make it in Qatar? Could they make it in Bulgaria?

      Would they even live that long?

      She sat in the parking lot in front of her condo complex. A couple days ago, Layne and Serena had met Isabel Yang here to hash out a plan to help Ember. That meeting had gotten Isabel killed. One pull of the trigger, one fraction of a second had taken that human being out of the world.

      And Marcus had been behind it. Of that, Ember had no doubt. But proving the connection between Marcus and the hitter was an entirely different matter.

      Ember left the car and walked around her building toward the alley on the north side, between her building and the grocery store. Her condo felt so cold and impersonal now. It didn’t feel like her home, rather a place where tragic things had happened.

      She noted a single surveillance camera in this area at the back of the grocery store across the alley. But it was pointed at the wrong angle. Ember could see a dent in the casing, likely from some kid’s BB gun. She had seen it in the same state weeks ago. She would not find any reliable CCTV at the end of that camera’s feed.

      This is where Isabel had spent her last moments, in this spot. A fresh snow and subsequent melt had covered up and washed away most physical evidence of the crime, but Ember knew exactly where she had been standing.

      She had Serena’s report with everything they knew about the sniper. It wasn’t much, actually. Middle Eastern male, about thirty years old, brown hair and brown eyes. He had nothing in his pockets except for a pack of Parliament cigarettes with twelve left. No ID, no wallet. No car keys.

      The lack of car keys meant he had either walked, taken a taxi, or a Thum rideshare to the job. But, no phone and no wallet, so no way to know how he had paid for a ride. If he’d walked, that might mean he was a local. Ember didn’t know if Marcus would bring in one of his own guys or contract the job to someone here. She suspected he had hired this person, and maybe even done it through an intermediary, to keep more distance. Marcus was probably thrilled that the man was now dead. One less complication for him to resolve.

      She looked up at the spot where the sniper had been stationed, according to the report. Ember marched around the rear of the condo building and found the dumpster had been shifted from its usual spot. Someone had moved it over about three feet, which would allow access to a nearby second floor trellis, and therefore the roof. This also told Ember she was looking for someone with a considerable amount of strength, and an eye for logistics. He must have been there early, since Isabel and the others would have heard the screech of the dumpster on the pavement during their meeting.

      Ember stopped walking and pressed her lips together. Maybe the guy hadn’t been there to kill Isabel. Maybe he had been waiting for Ember, and Isabel had appeared as an impromptu alternate target. That seemed more likely. How would anyone have known where Isabel would be at that moment? It made perfect sense for Marcus to want Ember’s handler dead, but Ember herself would have been the grand prize.

      Also, if Marcus intended to kill off human liabilities connected to him, that meant something was happening. Something big.

      “Was Isabel on the verge of exposing you, Marcus?” Ember asked the dumpster. The dumpster gave no reply.

      She hoisted herself up onto the metal box and then jumped over to the second floor trellis. Her neck wound screamed at her as she pulled herself up to the roof, but she ignored it and pushed on. A quick check via the reflection in her pocket mirror told her the stitches were holding up.

      On the roof, she crossed over to the spot where the sniper had perched. A couple inches of snow sat there, uniform and white and reflecting the day’s meager sunlight. But then she noticed something. Amid the general flatness of the snow cover, a small bump in one spot.

      Ember dropped to a knee and wiped the snow away to find eight cigarette butts and a cigarette wrapper in a neat little pile. Serena had said the sniper possessed a pack with twelve left. Parliaments, a less-common brand.

      Here were the missing eight, plus the wrapper. He had bought the pack immediately before coming here.

      It wasn’t much, but it was all Ember had to go on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          HELMUT

        

      

    

    
      Helmut Semjonov’s tongue felt like a fat slug living inside his mouth. Slow and meandering, always bumping up against the other objects in there. No matter how Helmut tried to control it, the thing had a mind of its own.

      A few days ago, Helmut had gone to retrieve Zach Bennett from a motel room where the young man had shacked up with his little whore Ember Clarke, and there had been resistance. First—and most surprising—had been that Zach himself had taken up arms against Helmut. A headbutt to the face had bashed in Helmut’s nose. A quick escape out the door while Helmut had been disabled had given them too much of a head start.

      And then some brawny associate of Ember’s had met Helmut in the doorway. Through all the confusion of the rapid changes and moving pieces, Helmut had bitten down — hard — on his tongue, and now it sat inert and swelled inside his mouth. He could still talk, but not very well.

      Not that he’d ever been chatty before this. And he’d never enjoyed speaking in English, a choppy and unsophisticated language in which every word spoken sounded like a complaint about something.

      In the trailer at the north end of Fort Collins, Helmut and his boss Thomas Milligan sat in creaky chairs, with clenched fists and slumped shoulders. Thomas could speak fine, but he hadn’t said much, either. A small speaker sat in the kitchen, playing scratchy and muted music low enough that Helmut couldn’t make out anything specific in the melodies.

      Helmut could see the dejection written on his boss’ face. He had made a play to recruit young Zach, foregoing other opportunities he could have pursued. As a result, it appeared that while the main Draconis project was nearing its alpha phase, Firedrake’s alternative failsafe project was nowhere close. Millions wasted on R&D and other resources. All the infrastructure they’d created to make a soft and cushy environment for Zach to feel comfortable, and it was all wasted now.

      Thomas had lost. He had bet on the wrong horse, and now, they were out of time and too far behind to catch up. Even if Zach agreed to come to Sacramento, and they spent the time to integrate him? Even if they skipped past all that and decided to brief him on the full project scope right away, it would still be too late.

      It had probably been too late a week or two ago, but Thomas hadn’t wanted to see it. And nothing Helmut had been able to say so far had swayed his boss’ firm resolve.

      “Sir,” Helmut said, and through his broken nose and fat tongue, it sounded a lot more like “fwir.”

      “Sorry,” Thomas said. “Deep in thought. But, it’s fine. I know what we should do. I think we have to change our strategy. Persuasion and brute-force collection have been dismal failures so far. It’s like I keep walking out, deeper onto the icy lake, as more and more cracks form around me, but I keep telling myself I’m getting close to halfway, and it would be better just to keep on strutting to the opposite side.”

      Helmut didn’t speak again, but he leaned his head forward and raised his eyebrows to catch Thomas’ attention.

      “Termination,” Thomas said, answering the question on Helmut’s mind. “It’s time we cut our losses on Zach Bennett and gave our support to the main project at Draconis. I know, you’re probably thinking it was time for that weeks ago. Maybe I’ve been stubborn, and maybe I have, for too long, held onto the hope that we could make Zach see reason. Or, if he wouldn’t see reason, we could at least tempt him with cash. I mean, what twenty-one-year-old doesn’t want to become a millionaire at the stroke of a pen?” Thomas quieted for a second, staring at the wall. “Maybe we should have included a giant signing bonus. Something to grab his attention up front, instead of waiting for that first paycheck.”

      Helmut reached over to Thomas’ desk and lifted a small pad of paper and pencil. He wrote:

      

      Kill Zach = what corporate think?

      

      He turned the pad around and showed it to Thomas. The boss squinted at it for a second, until his jaw set and he sat back, his eyes flicking left and right over the ceiling tiles.

      “Right,” Thomas said. “What will corporate think if we get rid of Zach? Nothing. That’s what they’ll think. In the midst of all this chaos, I did one thing right, at least. I’ve kept Zach Bennett all to myself, and no one at Draconis knows anything about him. Our failure is self-contained, so I have that to be thankful for. They think I’ve been out here in Colorado using local lackeys for in-depth soil research. And that’s very close to the actual truth, so they don’t need to know any different. We go back to California, we probably close up Firedrake and let its operations fold back into Draconis. Neat and clean. It’s a knife to the heart, but it’s better than being roasted over a spit, if you ask me. Nobody wants to die with an apple shoved in their mouth and a stick up the ass.”

      Helmut gave a single nod of the head and slipped the pad into his pocket. He turned up his palms, hoping Thomas would understand he was asking for next steps.

      Thomas pursed his lips for a few seconds, nodding, eyes darting back and forth. “I have some ideas about where we go from here. But, first of all, we need more guys. It’s become quite clear that we have a formidable opponent, and we need to act accordingly. We can’t go straight at Zach as long as his pit bull Ember is hanging around.”

      Helmut gritted his teeth but tried to keep his face flat. He didn’t like the pit bull comment. Growing up in Warsaw, he’d had a pit bull, long before Poland had banned them. That dog had been his constant companion, his best friend. Helmut had been heavyset and overly tall in his youth, with long limbs and meaty hands. Other school children had not been kind to him, but his dog paid no attention to Helmut’s abnormal physical characteristics. The dog didn’t care. The only thing in Helmut’s life that didn’t judge him based on his appearance. His slobbering, jowly pet had greeted him every day with a wagging tail, with no stern looks about him eating too much, or not performing well enough in school, or not socializing with the other children. The dog loved him no matter what, a sentiment Helmut had never been able to source from another human being.

      But today, Helmut said nothing, since he knew Thomas had not intended any personal slight with his comment. He didn’t think Thomas knew about the dog. They never talked about personal matters, and never on the clock, certainly. Thomas might not even have known Helmut was Polish.

      Instead, he raised his eyebrows again.

      “How many guys can you get here?”

      Helmut lifted one hand with his fingers spread out.

      “Five?” Thomas asked. “Is that all?”

      Helmut knew he could bring five men here within a day or two. More than that would take considerable effort and energy, reassigning them from deep in other projects. Still, he knew he had to tell Thomas what he wanted to hear. So, he raised his other hand and spread the fingers, while promising himself he would have to make contact with everyone on his payroll, to make sure they were ready to travel to Denver when he needed them. With a little more preparation and some luck, Helmut could arrange for about twenty-five men total. But not as fast as Thomas wanted.

      “Ten?” Thomas asked. “That sounds about right.”

      Helmut gave a grim nod and Thomas smiled, for the first time in days. The boss sat back, sighing at the ceiling. “This will get ugly before it gets better, but, once it’s done, we can go back to business as usual. With Ember dead, and Zach dead, we can pack up shop and go back to California, and then pretend this all never happened.” Thomas now leaned forward, head low, meeting Helmut’s eyes. “But they have to die, Helmut. This has to be done right. We can’t leave anything or anyone behind that ties us to this failure here.”

      Helmut considered opening his mouth to speak his reply, but he didn’t want his bloated tongue to get in the way. Instead, he gave a single dip of the head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      As the sun set, Ember pulled into the lot of the Boulder Post Office, for what she assumed would be the last time. She was no longer a member of the Boulder Branch of the DAC, so she wasn’t even technically allowed to be here. She studied the building. This monolithic structure out in the flats of eastern Boulder, surrounded by an unmaintained gravel parking lot with plenty of weeds poking through to the surface.

      Hands on the steering wheel, gripping and turning it like a motorcyclist revving the engine. She watched the early evening light shine golden on the building. Shadows tilted. A quiet rectangle, with years of secrets inside. Ember had been a part of that for the last three, and now she had nothing. No plans, no future. A present scarred with death and destruction and a gnawing feeling in the pit of her stomach that she had played a pivotal role in the DAC’s current woes.

      Ember had no kids, no dog, no cat, no dependents who relied on her. She had Zach, though, and she still had a responsibility to keep that adorable man safe. After the visit from Helmut at the motel a few days ago, it was clear that Thomas and Firedrake were still very much interested in her boyfriend. Even if they were no longer recruiting him, he was still a loose end requiring closure.

      Ember didn’t know what the company was planning that required so much secrecy and care. It wasn’t any of her business, really. But, as long as Zach was mixed up in all of it — and as long as they wanted to hurt him — she would be there to stop any harm coming to him. It was part of her past, part of who she was. It had been ingrained in her ever since her brother had been slaughtered in the street.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and when she took it out, a smile crossed her face.

      “Hey, sexy. I was just thinking about you.”

      “Good,” Zach said. “You should always be thinking about me. If you’re not thinking about me, you should take a beat and then steer your thoughts back on track.”

      “Well, that’s a tall order. I have to also do things like walk and chew bubble gum. I can do two. Three is pushing it. So which do I sacrifice? Walking, chewing gum, thinking about you? Don’t ask me to make that decision.”

      “That’s fair. Hey, where are you staying tonight?”

      Ember’s eyes welled up, but she stopped short of letting the tears out. She hadn’t yet told Zach about Fagan. Ember had been living with Fagan for the last week. It still wasn’t safe to go back to her condo, and she didn’t want to sleep in the guest bedroom of a dead woman.

      “With you,” she said, and clenched her jaw to keep from crying. “That’s my answer from now on, if that’s okay with you.”

      “I was hoping you’d say that. Of course, you can join me on my grand tour of Denver’s seediest motels.”

      “Sounds like an adventure to me.”

      “That’s not the only reason I called.”

      Ember watched a Boulder member round the building and take a puff from from a vape device. Asian guy, tall and slim. She didn’t recognize him. Must have been one of the new recruits Fagan had brought on board in the last couple of weeks. Who would train all these newbies now? What did they know about Ember? Were they going to speak of her fondly when discussing the Branch’s history, or would she be a stain, excised from the archives and only spoken of in whispers? Would there even be a Branch and history to speak of?

      Technically, it wasn’t her problem any longer. She was not a member, and she had no right to access that information now or in the future.

      “Oh?” Ember said to Zach. “Why else did you call?”

      “You and I both know Thomas isn’t going to stop chasing me. I’ve been thinking. I have a plan. A plan to draw him out and end this on our terms, so we can take the power back and be the ones deciding how this goes.”

      She wasn’t used to Zach being so proactive. It kinda turned her on.

      “Okay,” she said. “We can talk about it tonight. I’m in the middle of something right now, but I’ll come back to our room after this. You better not be asleep when I get there.”

      “Is that so?” he said, and she could hear the grin on his face.

      “Yes, that’s so. I’ll just wake you up if you are.”

      He hesitated, as if unsure how to end the call. For a moment, she thought he might say those three little words, but he didn’t. If he had, Ember didn’t know how she would’ve reacted.

      Instead, he offered a more cordial goodbye, and they ended the call.

      Ember wiped the tears from her cheeks, stowed her pistols, and regarded herself in the rearview. “Get your shit together,” she said to the reddened eyes looking back at her.

      After that, she left the car. The young Asian man watched her as she crossed the gravel parking lot. She gave him a wave, and he only stared. Did he know who she was? Unclear. Ember couldn’t remember the last time someone had resigned from the Club, and how they had treated that person after. Actually, thinking about it, she couldn’t remember members ever resigning from the Club and turning in tokens to the Denver Holdings Building.

      Around the back, Ember pressed her keycard against the blank space next to the door, and it drifted open. At least, they hadn’t recoded the door yet.

      Familiar sights and sounds drifted from down the hall. Assassins talking, training, all the customary background noise she had come to associate with this place. At first glance, everything here appeared to be business as usual.

      Ember stopped halfway down the hall when she noted a whiteboard with Fagan’s handwriting all over it. The chore assignment board. Fagan was famous for her chore lists. Someone else would now have to take on this task, just as someone had done it before Fagan’s time.

      At least, that’s what Ember assumed. For all she knew, Fagan had introduced the damn practice herself. Didn’t matter — it wasn’t Ember’s problem any longer.

      A head poked out of a conference room up ahead. Kevin, the brawny former Five Points member who had helped her take on Helmut at the motel the other day. His face was banged up: black eye, fat lip, scratches on his cheek.

      She smiled when she saw him, an automatic reaction. Guilt had plagued her for leaving him to fend off Helmut as she had escaped with Zach. Seeing him alive and whole lifted a thousand pounds from her shoulders.

      But Kevin didn’t smile back. He stepped out into the hallway, fists balled. “The Boulder Post Office is for members only. From what I’m hearing, that no longer applies to you.”

      He took a few steps toward her, now standing about ten feet away.

      “I know,” she said. “I was hoping I could talk to the Branch Historian. Just real quick, no big deal. I only need a couple of minutes to ask about something in the archives.”

      He shook his head. “We don’t have a Historian.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He disappeared. Killed, run off… we don’t know. Look around, Ember. There are about ten people total in this building, and probably not for long. We’re planning an operation to recover some guns stolen from us. After that… I don’t know if we’ll be a Branch any longer. But, then again, none of this concerns you, does it?”

      Even though Ember had thought the exact same thing a dozen times since coming here, his last comment still stung. His tone was harsh, venom on his face. He looked like he would be just as happy putting a bullet in Ember as he would be talking to her. Good thing for her they didn’t allow guns in this building.

      Kevin crossed his bulky arms. "The Club is dying. Or, it’s already dead and doesn’t know it yet. We don’t have any desire to loot its corpse.”

      “Yeah,” she said, somber and slow. “It’s hard to believe.”

      “It is what it is. The Historian isn’t here, so you can see yourself out.”

      “That’s not the only reason I’m here. I came to turn in my keycard.”

      Kevin, stone-faced, spread his legs and held out a hand, palm up. His eyes were blank and unreadable.

      Ember approached him and set the keycard in his waiting palm. “Thank you for helping at the motel the other day. I haven’t had a chance to tell you yet. It meant a lot to me to have backup.”

      He gave her a small shake of the head as he closed his palm over the keycard and slid it in his pocket. “Fagan is dead because of you.”

      “It's true. But I never wanted any of this. It was either kill her, or let her kill me. I hope you can see I didn’t have a choice.”

      Sneering, lips pressed tight, he stared at her. “Do you have any other business with the Boulder Branch?”

      “No, I guess not. I don’t keep anything here I need to take with me.”

      “Then turn around and walk out the way you came. Do you need an escort?”

      She could feel her heart breaking, sizzling inside her chest. “No, I know the way out. I’m going.”

      Kevin said nothing, and Ember was starting to feel stupid standing here. Without another word, she moped toward the Post Office exit, knowing she would never come back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          WELLNER

        

      

    

    
      DAY THREE

      

      David Wellner stared at the blue light on the webcam perched atop his computer monitor. For a day, he had known he needed to make a public address to the entire Club. Or, at least, what was left of it. From the most recent reports, about a quarter of the DAC had been killed in skirmishes between the Branches. A quarter more were either jailed or hospitalized. At least a dozen Holdings building employees had either called in sick or hadn’t bothered to show up for work today.

      Wellner looked at the video recording program, open on his desktop. His digitized face stared back, dour, chubby, worn down. The blue webcam light beckoned him.

      He should say something. He should clench his first and deliver a speech worthy of a halftime high school underdog football coach, to spur his team on to an improbable second-half comeback. But Wellner didn’t know if he had it in him. The DAC was in chaos, and he didn’t believe any motivational speech could bring it back from what looked like an inevitable collapse.

      He wasn’t even sure what he would say. A part of him wanted to hit the broadcast button and give everyone a chance to jump ship. Something like, Dear assassins. There is a reckoning coming. A tidal wave that will destroy us all, and this is your last chance to save yourself and get the hell out of Denver before we’re all swallowed by the irresistible force of Marcus Lonsdale and his selfish agenda.

      But he didn’t know if that would make any difference, either. The Club was beyond saving, beyond repairing. Wasn’t it?

      The intercom buzzed. Before he could hit the button to ask Naomi what she wanted, a knock came at the door. Wellner looked up to see Jules Dunard opening the door, sliding in, and shutting it behind her.

      Wellner’s eyes flicked to the drawer containing his revolver. He resisted the urge to reach for it. “I have a secretary for a reason, Jules.”

      “I know, David. But we’re past that now.”

      “Past it?”

      “Yes, we’re at the point now where we either cut our losses and run, or we dig in and fight to save what we have left.”

      He glanced again at the drawer with the gun in it. Wellner knew Jules was right, but his instinct made him want to respond in a combative manner. He didn’t even know why. “It’s that dire, is it?”

      “For weeks, you’ve acted in an increasingly erratic fashion. You’ve monitored my conversations. You’ve spoken to other Board members about me in secret. I understand you found footage of me talking to a few different Branch members and you’re trying to use it as evidence that I’m creating some sort of drug cartel inside the DAC?”

      “Are you?” he said, with a face set in stone.

      Jules laughed. “Come on, don’t be ridiculous. A drug cartel? Do you have any idea how insane and paranoid that sounds?”

      “Doesn’t necessarily make it not true.”

      “You have executed Club members in good standing for nothing. It’s time we pull you back in before you can do any more damage to an already injured creature.”

      “What are you saying, Jules?”

      “I’m going to call an emergency Board meeting for tomorrow, most likely in the afternoon. Kunjal has been out of town, and as soon as he’s back, we’re all getting together.”

      “An emergency meeting for what?”

      Jules gave him an incredulous look and raised her arms, pointing up to the sky. “To save the Club, for one. Perhaps to discuss if there is anything even worth saving.”

      He swallowed a lump. “Is that all?”

      “No, it’s not all, and you know it. Even beyond your impeachment-worthy executions, let’s talk about the two men you sent to my home.”

      A tingle of ice hit his spine. So she did know.

      “I know you were watching from those surveillance drones. At first, I was going to let it go. At first, I chalked it up to another one of your erratic behaviors; that maybe you had a stress-induced momentary lapse of reason. I thought maybe you didn’t mean for those men to kill me, and it was only some sort of warning. But I’ve thought about it. I have no doubt in my mind you perceive me as a threat and you want me out of the picture.”

      His hand inched toward the drawer. But, if he shot his Vice President in his office, what would that mean? Would that launch the erasure of the Board? Nothing seemed more final than that. His muddled brain couldn’t come up with a solid reason he could give to the Review Board for why he would have executed the Vice President.

      “But,” Jules said, “we all know this can’t go on any longer. This can’t wait until the next election. I have proof you tried to have me killed. I’m going to present it to the Board, have you removed, and then I’m going to assume your office to save the Club. It’s something you seem incapable of doing, so we can’t let us slide down any further into the abyss.”

      She waited there a moment, maybe to see if Wellner had any response. He didn’t. His arm was tense, fingers like claws underneath his desk. He wanted to shoot her. He wanted to get rid of her.

      But did that solve the problem? Did it only create more and possibly establish a power vacuum to be filled by someone even worse than Jules?

      “No response?” she asked.

      “You’re wrong.”

      Her head cocked to the side. “About which part, specifically? About your gross abuses of power, or about your murderous intentions? Please, David, enlighten me.”

      “I need… space.  Everyone needs to shut up for a minute so I can figure out what the best course of action is to repair the damage. Time. I need more time.”

      “You don’t have any of that commodity, I’m afraid. When Kunjal returns, your days of acting with impunity are over.”

      Wellner couldn’t stand the smug look on her face, because he knew she had weight behind her statements. What did he have to counter?

      “Wait. You don’t have to do this.”

      “I think I do,” Jules said. “I’ll let you know when the meeting is on the calendar.”

      As she left, his hand crept over toward the drawer, but he stopped short. Jules left his office. The quiet returned. The intercom light still blinked. Probably Naomi wanting to apologize for letting Jules barge in here.

      But that didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. It’s not as if he had any legitimate capital to use against her. He didn’t have the will of the people behind him. He didn’t have anything but an office and title worth exactly jack squat.

      Wellner relaxed his arm and went back to staring at the webcam sitting atop his computer monitor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      She looked down at the cellophane wrapper in her hand. This was a flimsy lead. However, Ember had no better route to learn more about the sniper who’d killed Isabel Yang.

      She left her car in the convenience store parking lot and marched inside, then right up to the counter. Less than a block away from her condo building, this was the closest place to buy cigarettes.

      “You sell Parliaments?”

      The college kid behind the counter gave her a lazy nod. “You got ID?”

      “I’m not buying. I’m looking for someone who came in here five days ago and bought a pack. Most likely, in the morning.”

      The kid sniggered. “Well, let me just consult my handy Parliament cigarette-buying registry form.”

      Ember leaned closer, setting her jaw. “Listen, pal. I don’t have time for this.” She took out the sketch rendered by Serena and held it up. “Were you working then? Do you recognize this guy?”

      The kid grumbled an annoyed sigh, then he said, “Five days ago,” musing to himself. “Okay, yeah. I was working then. But I probably sell at least a few packs of P-Funks every day, and most people don’t stop to look me in the eye.”

      She held the sketch closer to his face. “This guy. It would have been early. Please, this is important.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Hey, if you’re a psych grad student running some sort of thesis experiment about racial profiling, then I don’t want to be any part of that. I’m not giving you my consent to include me in your experiment.”

      “I am not a grad student, and I couldn’t care less about your race or anyone else’s. Please, just look closely at the damn picture.”

      Again, that annoyed sigh. “Okay, sure. I kinda recognize him. I was on shift for about twenty minutes when people started coming in, and I may or may not have smoked a teensy bit of weed on my way into work. The first hour of my shift that day was kind of a blur, but he does look familiar.”

      “Good. That’s progress. Did he buy anything besides the cigarettes?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “How long do you keep your surveillance footage?”

      “It all gets erased from the server every 72 hours.”

      Ember gritted her teeth. Of course it wouldn’t be that easy. “He pay with cash or credit?”

      The kid shrugged. “Credit, probably. I don’t know for sure.”

      The fact that he’d had no wallet found on his dead body could mean he had stashed it somewhere on the walk over to the condo. But where? Inside some random drain pipe, or under a rock? Trying to locate the wallet would be a tall order and probably not a productive use of her time.

      Ember pulled a wad of twenty-dollar bills from her pocket and slid them across the counter. “I need to see your credit card receipts.”

      The kid’s eyes grew wide at the sight of the cash. He looked past her. There was only one other person in the store, a young woman at the back, comparison-shopping the multitude of brightly colored sports drinks. The kid snatched the money and put it in his pocket, then he reached down and grabbed a small box. He turned it toward Ember and opened it. Dozens of receipts sat inside.

      “You’re just in time,” he said. “Those were due to go in the safe at the end of my shift.”

      Ember nodded her thanks and then took the box and shuffled over to a quiet spot next to a case of revolving hot dogs. She pulled out any that didn’t match the date, then scanned through the rest.

      After five minutes, she found a receipt at 7:04 am on the day, for one pack of Parliament cigarettes and nothing else. No name listed, and she couldn’t read the looping scratch of a signature. The first letter was likely an O, but the rest of it was illegible. She closed the box and walked back to the counter to hold it up. “This look like it?”

      The kid nodded. “Sure. That could be it.”

      “Could be?”

      “Sorry. That’s the best I can do. Five days ago might as well be six months ago. Lot of people come through here.”

      She set the box back on the table and folded the receipt. There wasn’t much actionable info to go on, but it would have to do. A few weeks ago, she would have put Gabe on a task like this. He would hack into a credit card company’s secure vault thingy and come back with a name. Maybe Layne could help her out with this?

      Ember shoved the receipt in her pocket and hurried out of the store. As soon as she did, she spotted a girthy man standing next to her car. Kevin, the Boulder Branch member who had helped her out last week by keeping an eye on Zach. He’d also taken on Helmut toe-to-toe and lived to tell the tale. He had a black eye and his nose looked a little puffy, but he seemed operational.

      “Hello, Kevin.”

      Kevin flicked his head toward the side of the convenience store, which Ember took to mean this assassin wanted to have a private conversation. Of course, she wanted no part of it, but rather than argue about sensitive things here in the public eye, she dipped her eyes and walked that way. Keeping Kevin in her peripheral vision the whole time. He continued around to the back, where the convenience store lot ended in a small fence opposite the office of an apartment complex. They weren’t completely hidden, but they were away from street traffic.

      Once they were in the alley and largely out of view, she said, “I wanted to say thank you again for helping me out last week. It meant a lot that you were able to hold off the Euro-brute while I removed my friend from harm.”

      Kevin had no reply, only stood statue-like and scowling. He seemed to be bristling with energy. His biceps were flexed, keeping his arms at a strange angle. Neck tense, jaw set, he looked equally ready to start sprinting or close a fist and knock out a few of Ember’s teeth.

      “What can I do for you?” Ember asked.

      “You killed Fagan.”

      “Yes, and I understand you’re not happy about it. Look, I’m not happy about it. But it was either her or me, and I couldn’t let it be me. This whole black spot was illegitimate and outlawed by the Club long ago. Fagan knew that, but she still insisted on playing it out because of some stupid sense of duty. I didn’t want to kill her, Kevin. It’s the truth.”

      They’d already had this conversation once already, last night, before Ember had taken a walk of shame out of the Boulder Post Office. Kevin apparently didn’t feel like he’d received closure from it.

      His eyes darted back and forth over her face for a moment. Ember could feel it coming. Something was about to happen. Rather than clench her fists or widen her stance, she tried to remain still and calm and not reveal that she knew.

      Instead of a reply, he lunged forward. His right hand shot out, catching Ember by surprise, despite her anticipation of an attack. The jab smacked her on her chin. Ember stumbled back, amazed at the big guy’s speed. Her head thrummed with the aftereffects of the solid punch.

      “Stop,” she said as she raised her hands. “You don’t want to do this.”

      “You don’t know shit about me and what I want,” he said as he lunged again.

      This time Ember was ready for it. When Kevin spun and tried to build momentum for a backhand, Ember ducked down and shot a left at his kidneys. With one knuckle extended, she swung into his rock-hard torso, throwing everything she could into it. The punch connected, but Ember had forgotten all about the bullet wound on her lower neck, so the pain of exertion nearly made her black out. A couple of those stitches might have popped loose, but she couldn’t tell for sure.

      She pulled back, jumping a step out of his reach, and she pulled her left hand to her body so she wouldn’t be tempted to use it again and do more damage to her tender neck.

      Kevin paused, wincing. The punch had finally registered. But he didn’t seem deterred from striking again, so he heaved a breath and then leaped at her. Eyes wide, teeth bared, nostrils flaring. He seemed like he had no intention of quitting this battle any time soon.

      Ember pulled one leg back and put her arms out as Kevin lowered his head and rushed to close the slim space between them. Ember used his momentum against him. She grabbed onto his shoulders and scooted out of the way of his trajectory, then she added a push to make him flip. As his motion continued, he spun in the air and landed flat on his back. Martial arts had taught her to always use inertia and momentum as your allies. The biggest giants could be brought to their knees with only a flick of the wrist, if timed properly.

      He smacked the ground, eyes jumping open as the air rushed out of his lungs. Perfect. She’d bought herself a couple seconds to work with.

      Ember whipped one of her Enforcers out and then landed on Kevin. She used her knees to pin down his arms. She didn’t have the strength to keep him down for long. In another second, he would regain his breath and then toss her aside.

      She placed the gun under his chin. That earned his attention real quick and halted any plans he’d had.

      “Enough,” she said, panting. “I didn’t want to kill Fagan and I have no desire to kill you, either. Please don’t make me do this. I like you, Kevin. I’ve already killed one person I like this week, and I don’t want to have to do it again.”

      For the first time in several seconds, Kevin appeared capable of rational thought. He breathed, chest rising and falling underneath Ember. “This is your fault. All of this is your fault, Ember.”

      She kept her Enforcer pointed at his head, but she pushed her legs to rise, then she eased a step to the right, off his frame. She made sure to keep the pistol out of reach of his meaty arms. “I’d like to make it right if I can, but I’m not sure how.”

      “I don’t think you can make it right,” he said as he scooted back, away from her.

      “Maybe not. But when all of this is over, I hope you’ll know I tried.”

      Kevin grunted as he rose to his feet. He glanced at her trigger finger and then walked out of the alley.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          SERENA

        

      

    

    
      Serena Rojas swept her black hair out of her eyes as she squinted down at the sudoku puzzle. She had already used the 4, but it seemed like another 4 would work perfectly in this square. But, she couldn’t re-use the 4, so what was she supposed to do? Which one was wrong? Stupid sudoku. She hated it, and didn’t know why she repeatedly tried to pick it up time after time, as if this go-around, she might actually enjoy it.

      At the Bacon Social House restaurant in Denver, Serena sipped her coffee and nibbled at her sandwich while working on the puzzle. With a sigh, she dropped the newspaper and studied her coffee mug. This was a flavored blend, with hazelnut and vanilla or something like that. Not too shabby. The flavored coffee was like eating an organic banana; the regular version was fine, but sometimes, you want to feel like you’re treating yourself. Serena didn’t get to treat herself too often.

      She realized she wasn’t going to finish her sandwich, and she’d had enough caffeine for the day, so she placed some bills under the coffee mug and then retrieved her purse to leave.

      The pulsing coffee-buzz in her head and body made her feel hyper-aware, as if an extra layer existed over the real world. Her heart thumped, but she also felt calm. Any more caffeine and she would possibly puke her guts out. Serena knew her limits.

      On the way out toward the front door, something felt off. Her senses became attuned to all the conversations around her, hinting that an attack was imminent. Part of her wanted to blame the extra cup of coffee, but she knew better. The same thing had happened a few days ago when the FBI agent Isabel Yang had been killed by a sniper during their meeting with Layne Parrish.

      Serena had felt it, a split second before it had happened. But, she’d been too introspective in the moment, too distracted by all this back and forth about whether or not she would complete her mission and kill Ember.

      This mission in Denver, loaned out by her boss to Marcus Lonsdale, was the weirdest one she had ever taken as an operative for the US government. All of the secrecy and unreliable information had led Serena to a confusing endpoint where she had no idea who spoke the truth and who wanted to use her for malicious ends.

      As a result, Serena had dropped the ball, and now Isabel was dead. Not that she and Isabel were friends, but Serena respected her as a member of law enforcement. She respected her as someone who had gotten the best of her outside the house in Lyons on Halloween. She had respected Isabel as a woman playing a man’s game in a male-dominated profession. Serena knew that role well. And Serena sympathized with her as someone else who had been duped by Marcus Lonsdale, the architect of a lot of suffering lately.

      That’s why, the moment the bullet entered Isabel’s temple, Serena burst into action and chased after the sniper. The man fled down from the roof, running flat-out toward the wooden fence on the edge of the condo property. And while Layne  chose to run straight at him, Serena rushed around the side of the condo, in case Layne’s pursuit made the man change course.

      He had changed course, then he’d tried to double back before Layne and Serena had him cornered in the slim alley leading off to the hotel to the south. And that’s where he had pulled the pistol and taken himself out, rather than allow himself to be captured.

      Everything had happened so fast, Serena hadn’t even seen the decision cross the man’s face. No hint. Without hesitation, he ate a bullet without so much as a frown to telegraph his intentions.

      Serena wasn’t used to failure like this. She hated being put in this position. Since taking over Layne Parrish’s spot on the operational team, she had always strived for perfection, and her record reflected as much.

      That’s why now, walking out of the restaurant, that feeling of dread still walked with her. It’s why she kept one hand in her purse, with her fingers around the grip of a pistol.

      And then, she saw him. Across the lot, sitting on the hood of a black BMW.  As if her unease had conjured him out of thin air to fulfill the prophecy that something bad might happen today.

      The BMW wore Colorado plates, which told Serena this was a rental.

      Marcus smiled, handsome and rugged with a few days of stubble on his square jaw. He took a hand out of the jacket pocket of his wool coat and waved at her. His fingers curled in the air, giving a hint of a claw in his motion. Or, maybe Serena had imagined as much.

      “Have a minute?” he called across the parking lot, thirty feet away.

      Serena conducted a threat assessment and decided he had no ill intentions. Not physically, at least. He had no backup, no visible weapon, no hint of menace in his eyes.

      Above all, Serena did not want to reveal she knew the truth about Marcus, and how he had likely killed not only Isabel, but Ember’s friend Gabe Jackson.

      She crossed the lot and nodded at Marcus. “I didn’t know you were in Colorado. I thought we were going to debrief in Washington next week.”

      “Unrelated business,” he said. He slipped off the hood and took out his keys. “Want to talk in the car? It’s already warmed up.”

      Serena took a close look at the tinted windows, squinting to see inside. Only a quick glance, though.

      “I get that you and your kind are cautious,” Marcus said, “but, come on. Just give me five minutes to catch up.”

      She relented and approached the passenger side, still keeping her purse close. She slid into the  seat and tossed a look behind her to make sure she wasn’t seconds away from receiving a piano wire around her throat. It wasn’t likely, but it was possible. Always possible.

      Marcus slid into the car with a grunt, keyed the ignition, and then put on the heater. He waved his hands in front of the vent. “Give it a minute.”

      “You said it was already warmed up.”

      “Yeah, but it’s cold as balls in Denver. I always hated wintertime here.”

      “You’ve spent time in Denver?”

      “My ex-wife. She’s got family in pockets all over Colorado. I try not to think about her, but here I am, in the humble land of her origin, so not much chance of pretending she doesn’t exist, right?”

      Serena shifted in her seat. “I suppose.”

      “Anyway, how goes the hunt? I haven’t heard anything from you lately.”

      “I’ve been calling your office and no one has passed you my messages, as I suspected.” She turned in her seat toward him and narrowed her eyes. “I need to ask you a question. It’s personal, but it’s important to operations here.”

      “Personal, huh?” he said as he grinned and cast a surreptitious look up and down her body. He wouldn’t get much from it, since Serena had opted for loose jeans and a heavy coat today. Still, his visual survey made her feel icky.

      “You had an affair with Allison Campbell, AKA Ember Clarke.”

      “How did you know that?”

      “I’m good at my job.”

      Marcus’ grin vanished, and he cleared his throat. “You said you had a question. I’m not hearing one yet, so I hope that’s the next thing out of your mouth.”

      “Is this affair the reason I’m here, hunting her?”

      His lips swished back and forth for a couple of seconds as he studied Serena. “If you’re asking me if I have a personal stake in your mission, then, no. Is she the reason my marriage ended? Yes. But, if you think I sent you to delete her because I’m still in love with her or something like that, then you’ve underestimated me. It’s a lot more complicated than a case of simple revenge.”

      Serena tried to keep her face even, not showing a reaction. It was a well-spoken line, carefully crafted and properly rehearsed. Also, to Serena, it stank of bullshit. He most definitely had a personal stake in Ember’s downfall.

      “I see,” she said, and she met his eyes directly so he wouldn’t be focused on what her hands were doing. “Never been one to question orders, but the secrecy involved in this is unusual. I’d like to think I’m getting everything I need to accomplish my task.”

      “Reading you loud and clear, Serena. But your boss lent you to me because I needed someone who can handle ambiguity and secrecy without batting an eyelash. A no-questions-asked type. I’ve been told that person is you. Was I wrong?”

      “Not at all, Mr. Lonsdale.” Serena finished what she was doing with her right hand, and she gripped the door handle. “I’ll keep in touch and let you know when I’ve found her. I won’t bother you with anything trivial.”

      “Good. You do that. One more thing: I’m only going to be in town for a couple more days. Three or four at the most. I’d like to have this all handled while I’m still here, because I’m going to be incognito for a while after that.”

      “Understood.”

      She exited the car and strutted away as she lifted her phone from her purse and turned on the app. In a few seconds, it beeped as it contacted the tracker she had nestled underneath his passenger seat.

      Marcus drove away, and she watched the dot spark to life as it crawled along her little screen. Now, she only needed to tell Ember, and then they’d be in business.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Ember checked the status of her stitches in the rearview as she drove. Her neck ached, but as far as she could tell, the fight with Kevin in the alley hadn’t done any significant damage to the bullet wound. What hurt more were her hips and butt, after a strenuous session with Zach early this morning. The soreness hadn’t come on until about an hour ago. Maybe their combined peril stoked the passion, or maybe they were simply compatible. Whatever the reason, any time they were alone together these days ended up with them both sweaty and spent.

      In her lap, her phone sat with the screen up, a maps app with a blue dot blinking. The dot was traveling south of downtown Denver, around Centennial, headed toward Parker. Denver wasn’t one city, it was two-dozen cities and towns clustered in the flatlands an hour east of the mountains. Maybe that was why the founder of the DAC had seen fit to make the Branches take on geographical names like Boulder and Parker. Maybe choosing six locations among the multitudes gave the assassins a sense of belonging and community.

      Whatever his reasons, keeping a highly illegal organization like this running for more than five decades must have taken careful planning and foresight. Yes, there had been a few amendments to the original bylaws, a few course corrections. But the founder’s vision was mostly intact.

      Maybe, without Ember, a functioning organism like the DAC could have continued indefinitely. But she had no doubts that if it came crashing down, she had played some part in it.

      And she didn’t know how she felt about the Club’s demise. She both loved and hated the Denver Assassins Club, for reasons too numerous to pack into one coherent thought.

      The dot slowed at the edge of Centennial. Ember figured Marcus must have exited the highway, so she zoomed in on the app to guess which exit. With gritted teeth, she sped up to pass a meandering car and narrow the distance.

      She had been resting with Zach at the motel after their time this morning, discussing ways to take care of their Thomas and Helmut problem when the call had come in. Serena had met with Marcus face to face and had nestled a bug inside his car. Serena had been sparse on the details of why she’d been in such close proximity to him, but Serena could be like that. She spoke in short, crisp sentences, never offering more information than she was asked. At least, that’s how she was with Ember.

      Now, Ember exited I-25 at East County Line Road, into a land of wide streets and clusters of strip malls. The dot had stopped moving a couple of minutes ago, about a half mile up. Only about three miles away from the Parker Branch Post Office. This must have been pure coincidence, because there was no reason for Marcus to know anything about Parker. At least, Ember assumed so. Back when Ember was acting solely as an FBI agent, she had given her handler reports about the DAC, which she’d assumed had landed on Marcus’ desk. Names, locations, dates of important movements. It was certainly possible that Marcus Lonsdale knew where the Parker Post Office was, but there was still no reason for him to go there.

      As Ember approached the dot, she saw a rug store at the end of a strip mall on the right side of the road. The dot looked to be behind it. She turned into the parking lot and creeped up toward the store, keeping a careful watch for an idling car in the area. Or anything else strange. No sense in taking things for granted these days.

      Ember donned her black baseball cap and tucked her hair up inside it. She was in a rental car, freshly chosen this morning, so she had no worries about Marcus spotting her vehicle. As far as she knew, no one had seen it and no one was following her today.

      Next, she took her two pistols and inserted them into the back of her pants, grunting against the pain in her neck as she moved. Her car came to a stop, and she gripped the steering wheel, one foot hovering above the gas pedal.

      Ember sat and waited, car running, nose pointed at the alley behind the strip mall. What could he be doing back there? She wanted to pull out one of her guns, but decided to wait.

      Two more minutes passed. The dot blinked. No cars came or went. Her phone buzzed, and she looked down to see Layne Parrish calling. With pursed lips, she hit the button to silence the call. He could wait a bit while this current situation played out.

      Ember shoved her phone in her pocket and left her car. With one hand on the grip of an Enforcer, she rounded the back of the strip mall. Part of her wanted to put a bullet into Marcus at the sight of him. But, if she did that, no justice for Isabel. No justice for Gabe. Not until Ember could get proof tying Marcus to one or both of those murders.

      Ember peered beyond the edge of the building. There were no cars back here. Only a dumpster, with ice on the lid and frozen garbage inside. This is where the trail had led.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said as she held up the app on her phone, which indicated the tracker was about ten feet away. He’d ditched it, no more than five minutes ago. The last time she had used a tracker app to chase a target — only one week ago — the same thing had happened. She’d hoped it would turn out better this time.

      Five weeks of constant danger had left Ember tired. Tired and sloppy.

      She readied one of her pistols and walked back to the front of the parking lot, searching around for Marcus’ car. Her senses stayed alert, waiting to see if this had been a trap set for her. Her intuition told her it wasn’t.

      And now he’d had a few minutes to put some distance behind him.

      He could be anywhere. And, in four days, he was leaving Denver. With it, Ember’s chance to get justice would probably vanish along with him. Serena had said Marcus planned to “go incognito for a while,” which could actually mean he intended to disappear forever.

      Sighing, Ember took her phone from her pocket and called Layne back.

      “Afternoon,” he said.

      “Yes, it is. What’s up, big guy?”

      “It wasn’t easy, but I got you a name.”

      Ember drew in a breath, feeling hopeful for the first time in hours. Layne had somehow been able to find a name from the credit card receipt to locate the sniper who had shot Isabel.

      “You’re the best. I don’t even want to know how you did it.”

      “No big secret,” he said. “I have a tech guy back on the east coast and I offered him a case of Sawtooth Ale to work his computer magic for me. The name of your sniper is Omar White. The last name is most likely an alias. That’s my guess, at least. I don’t have anything on his current whereabouts or movements, but it seems like he’s a local, based on his most recent movements. I’ll keep working on it.”

      “Thanks, Layne. This is great stuff.”

      “You doing okay?”

      The unexpected personal question caught her off guard. Rather than blurt out an answer as instinct told her to do, Ember actually considered her reply. “I don’t know.”

      “A lot going on. I’m sorry for all this stuff you’ve had to go through. Your recruit, your FBI handler. It’s a lot.”

      “You’re sweet, Layne. I appreciate it. It’s not only those two deaths, though. My mentor in the DAC tried to kill me a couple days ago. ”

      “Sounds like she didn’t succeed.”

      “No, but only because she made a critical error. If the tea she served me hadn’t still been scalding hot, I’d be dead right now. I’d be gone, and you and Serena would be off influencing elections in Azerbaijan or whatever else it is you people do, with the Club far from your minds.”

      Layne emitted a polite chuckle. “That’s not really how I spend my time these days. I much prefer to influence tea parties and screen time with my daughter. The likelihood of getting shot is much, much lower at those tea parties.”

      “I’ll bet. Never been to Azerbaijan.”

      “I have. Impressive mountains, but the airports are a mess.” After an awkward pause, Layne said, “I hope you get him. I didn’t know Isabel well, but she deserves better than this.”

      Ember agreed, said her goodbyes, and then ended the call. And, as she looked back toward the highway, an idea struck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      With the bug from Marcus’ car now useless, Ember had to turn her attention elsewhere. She had a name for the sniper, a local. And she was south of Denver, already close to the Parker Post Office where the DAC archives had been kept and maintained for decades.

      This gave her an idea. Parker had a unique ripple in their operations, in that they allowed “dark members” who went by a number only, and their names were kept a secret, known only to those higher up in the Branch. This was a practice frowned on by many not in Parker, and other Branches used it as an excuse to perpetuate the belief that Parker received special treatment from the Board.

      What if Marcus had been actually been reading all those FBI reports Ember submitted, and he knew about the dark members? Could he have used someone in the DAC? Hiring an untraceable assassin to kill Isabel would have been exactly within Marcus’s style.

      She didn’t know what she would learn at Parker, but there had to be more pieces of the puzzle than the random bits of unconnected info she already had.

      So, Ember made the short trip from her current location to the Parker Post Office, an office building by a set of train tracks amidst the manicured neighborhoods in the Denver suburb of Parker. The building was billed as a mixed-use office with lots of available interior space, but with rents so outrageous that no business would dare stake a claim inside of it.

      When Ember put on her turn signal to enter the parking lot, she gazed at the building and her jaw dropped. Half the windows had been busted out. A grenade or RPG or some sort of explosive had taken out a wall on the second floor. There was now a five-foot hole in the exterior, covered in plastic. A car in the parking lot had apparently been set on fire, as it was charred black, with flat tires and missing the back window. Glass and hunks of concrete were everywhere like ground zero.

      “Holy shit,” she muttered. “What the hell happened here?”

      Ember parked and readied her pistols. Guns weren’t allowed on Post Office premises, but this seemed like a special occasion. And it didn’t seem like this was a Post Office any longer. A quick scan of the parking lot revealed no threats. Any damage to this building was old news. There were no active fires, no smoke, no bullets slicing the air. Whatever had happened here had been fast and hard, leaving little to the imagination.

      She exited the car with her weapons drawn to see the front door of the building sitting open, with snow tracked inside. Never before had she seen a Post Office in such a state of disarray, with no regard for security. Anyone in the world could walk in off the street and look around.

      Ember approached carefully, with her fingers on the slide rails of each gun, but ready to aim and fire if need be. She walked into the front door of the Parker Post Office to see the waiting room. A few chairs, a reception desk, a clock on the wall. Most of their buildings had something like this; the manicured part for the public to see, just in case any civilians should come wandering.

      A single person sat in one of those chairs. A woman Ember recognized as a Parker member, but whose name she couldn’t recall. She was lanky and angular, with with mousy brown hair and broad shoulders.

      The woman was sitting in the chair, her chin resting on the closed knuckles of one hand. She flicked her eyes to Ember, then down at the pistols. She didn’t seem disturbed at the sight of an armed person in a Post Office. Not even a raised eyebrow at this possible intruder.

      “What happened here?” Ember asked.

      “Do you have a nest egg?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “A nest egg,” the blasé woman said. “Retirement accounts. 401K, IRA, real estate, gold hidden in your mattress? If not, you’re screwed. You can’t go back in time and decide to save forty percent. Because it’s not true if you think Uncle Sam has been keeping some to drizzle out to you during your old age. Nope, we’re on our own, and I hope you’ve been ready and waiting for this day, because it’s here. Whether we like it or not, it’s here.”

      Ember followed the logic, but she didn’t quite understand the intent. “Why are you telling me this?”

      The woman sighed, studied Ember for a moment more, and then got up from her chair. Without a word, she moseyed across the room and exited through a door to the side. The sound of broken glass shuffling under the woman’s feet quieted, and Ember was left alone.

      “Okay,” she said. “That was weird.”

      Her eyes drifted up to a security camera attached to the corner. It appeared to be on, since a little green LED glowed atop the camera. She gave it a wave. The camera continued to stare, silent and motionless.

      Ember thought about turning around and walking out the way she had come. Clearly, she wouldn’t find the help she needed here. In addition, whoever had caused all this havoc might be planning a return trip to add more.

      As Ember pondered an exit, a different door clicked and then opened. There stood the man Ember had seen a couple weeks ago in the basement of this building, guarding the archives. The older black man who had given her a hard time about signing in and not making him late for lasagna night with his wife.

      “Hello, Historian.”

      He smiled, a meager and thin curling of the lips that also carried a lot of melancholy. “My name is Randall. You don’t need to call me that other name any longer. The sands are running out as we speak.”

      “Oh, okay. Randall, what the hell is going on here?”

      “War, Ember Clarke. That’s what’s going on. Hell. We had a run-in with Golden. If you ask them, they’ll say we attacked first. But it’s just not true. They came at us, hard. We lost quite a few in the shootout, we lost more when we sent ours to retaliate in kind, and our people never returned.”

      “There’s a burned-out car in the lot. Did that happen when Golden attacked, too?”

      “Afraid so.”

      “I’m so sorry, Randall. This is a big pile of shit. There’s no two ways about it.”

      He gave a murmur, slow and despondent. “That’s one way of putting it. Another would be something more like this: you know the story about the woman who finds the injured snake and nurses it back to health, then the snake bites her and she can’t believe it?”

      “Yes, I’m familiar with the story. Are the archives okay?”

      “For now, yes. But we don’t have the manpower to defend them if someone comes. I can’t imagine why they would, though. There’s no point in erasing history.”

      “You’d be surprised.”

      “I’m often surprised,” Randall said. “Some people said you killed Fagan.”

      “I did, yes.”

      “And here I thought that old crone would outlast us all. Shit, she’s owed me money since 1998, so looks like I’m going to have to let that one go.”

      “Probably so.”

      “I know it’s a strange feeling, killing another assassin. Sorta feels like fighting with your brother or sister, eh?”

      “I suppose,” Ember said, with a gnawing in her chest making her eyes water a little. She didn’t want to talk about Fagan any longer. She wanted to keep it feeling like a dream she had yet to wake from.

      Randall paused, his jaw clicking back and forth. “Why are you here, Ember?”

      “I hate to come at you with a favor to ask when you’re clearly not in a good way.”

      “It’s okay. Let’s hear about what you need.”

      Ember took the picture from her pocket and held it out. “Is this person a Parker member? His name is probably Omar White. I know you’re not supposed to divulge the identity of dark members, but I thought… with things being the way they are…”

      “It’s okay. I’m happy to help, but I have to tell you, I’ve never seen him before. Never heard the name. He’s not Parker Branch, and not DAC, as far as I know.”

      “Shit,” she muttered as she stuffed the picture back.

      Maybe the hunch had been wrong. If so, Omar must have been an outside contractor. That didn’t make finding him impossible, but it added another layer of complication.

      “What’s he to you?”

      “He killed a friend of mine, and I think I know who hired him, but I need to find out more about Omar so I can prove it.”

      Randall sighed, a frown across his face. “Good luck. I’m leaving Denver in a day or two, so if I don’t see you, safe travels.”

      “Safe travels to you too, Randall. Thanks for protecting our archives.”

      He shrugged and looked around at the room, in a state of disarray. His eyes were glassy and dim. “Fat lot of good it’s done for us.”

      Randall gave her a wave and turned back around, then disappeared into the door he had come from.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Omar White worked at a lawnmower repair shop in Broomfield named A1 Lawnmower Repair. As the sun set on a frigid November day, Ember Clarke sat in the parking lot across from the building and studied it. The shop was small, made with haphazardly placed red brick outside and a roof with patchwork shingles. It looked like the sort of family owned business where it seemed the family wasn’t doing so good.

      Either that, or a place designed to lose money for tax reasons, to cover up something else somewhere else.

      Ember suspected the latter option, because this lawnmower shop was owned by Tyson Darby. He was the same man who owned Pink Door, the Five Points strip club where Ember had found the first of Bam’s bombs last week. This guy was some sort of Denver criminal boss, based on everything Ember had learned about him. And, because Ember had never heard of him before last week, he was either small-time or he was skilled at flying under the radar. A low profile in the Denver criminal world was a smart idea, since everyone knew the Belcamino family were the top dogs of organized crime in this city.

      But Tyson did appear to have some tenuous ties to the Denver Assassins Club.

      Coincidence? Possibly. If so, Ember had hit nothing but dead ends trying to link Omar to Marcus Lonsdale. Ember had lost her target when he found the bug Serena had stashed in his car. If Ember wanted, she could probably find him and tail him again, but she now didn’t see the point. Marcus wasn’t dumb enough to do something self-incriminating out in the open.

      And, if Ember followed him before she had proof of Marcus’ wrongdoing, staying in close quarters might mean Ember would be too tempted to put an impulsive bullet in him. Yes, that would feel good. And no, it wasn’t the right move.

      Marcus was leaving town in a few days, according to Serena. Ember needed speed and accuracy. It had to be right. She owed as much to both Gabe and Isabel.

      Ember waited a couple minutes until she was sure the lawnmower building was empty, then she left her car. She had parked under the awning of a tattoo place named The Slinky Grape. With a name like that, there had to be more to the story. Some other time, though.

      Ember crossed the street and made a lap around the building. Behind it was a chain-link fence and a graveyard of what Ember had to assume were lawnmower parts. Not that she’d ever seen the guts of one of those machines up close, but it made sense for the location. Open space and some kind of grain silo building behind it, leading to train tracks next to the highway. This area of town was grimy and industrial enough for most civilians to turn their heads and noses as they drove past. Hiding in plain sight.

      Since the front of the building butted up to a semi-major street, Ember decided to break into the back door. A place like this wouldn’t likely have an alarm. Or maybe that was what Tyson wanted the world to think. She hopped the fence and crouched down, looking for external cameras or any sort of motion-sensing equipment. Nothing of the sort stood out to her, and she kept her eyes alert and moving as she crossed through the junked lawnmowers and other hunks of metal littering the back yard.

      Picking the back door lock was easy, and Ember pulled it back to find a giant metal shelf in front of her, blocking her entrance. Before touching it, she waited, ears turned inside to listen for a beeping or any other indicator she had triggered an alarm. She closed her eyes to mute the car noise from the nearby street and breathed for a few seconds.

      As far as she could tell, there was no alarm. She gave the tall metal shelf in front of her a shove and it screeched along the floor. With a few inches of leeway, she slinked inside and then had to make a decision: push it back in place, covering her tracks but sealing off her best option for an exit? Or, leave it be, meaning that if anyone were to waltz in here, they would know something was wrong immediately, but giving her quick access to escape?

      She decided to push the shelf back into place.

      Ember then gave the one-room shop a once-over. It was a maze of rusted metal shelves stacked high with various coils and bolts and other doodads. Musty, smelling of oil and dust. She had to breathe through her mouth to keep from sneezing.

      She first checked out the counter with the cash register. This place didn’t even appear to have a credit card reader. Definitely the oldest of old schools. Behind the counter were a series of cardboard file boxes, and Ember dropped to her knees to sort through them. She found a couple boxes full of receipts stapled to printed pages, with notes written in the margins. But, at the third box, she found what looked like personnel records. Customer and employee files. She flipped back to the W section and found Omar’s name. Her lips moved wordlessly as she scanned what looked like a standard job application.

      She leaned against the counter and settled in to read it.
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        * * *

      

      Two minutes later, the front door opened.

      Ember ducked down behind the counter. It was large enough to hide her body at first glance, but not if anyone stood close to it. The space underneath the desk was filled with those file folders. Ember didn’t want to risk the noise of pushing them out of the way. So, she hunkered in place and listened, with one hand snaking back toward her knife. She’d already decided against using her guns. With all the metal surfaces in this small space, each bullet would probably ricochet two or three times.

      Two voices filtered in and became clearer when the door shut behind them. One voice was heavy and dark, with a touch of east coast accent. The other voice was more even and measured, no accent detectable.

      “Where did you leave it?” asked the dark voice. “Because if we drove all the way out here to come up empty-handed, I’m not going to be happy.”

      “I’m not sure. On a shelf, I think,” said the lighter voice.

      “I can’t believe what a dumbass you are.”

      “Keep talking about my ass.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Let’s make it quick. I don’t like being here without him.”

      Ember stayed low, listening to the men’s footsteps shuffle along the dusty floor. They were looking for something. She tried to measure the sound of the footsteps to figure out where they were in the room, but it was too much of a challenge. With all this junk everywhere, she couldn’t gauge the distance of the echoes.

      “Got it,” said the light voice. “Aww, shit. The battery died. That’s why the locator app thing didn’t work. I shoulda known.”

      “Figures,” said the other guy. “You know if he was here, and you came back hunting around for your phone, dicking around in his place of business unsupervised, he’d have your head.”

      “Good to know Tyson isn’t here, then.”

      “That’s another thing. If anyone hears you calling him ‘Tyson’, that’s your ass, too. It’s Mr. Darby. You keep playing with fire, you know what’s going to happen.”

      “Another good reason he’s not here, I guess. I don’t even know where he is.”

      “He’s on an airplane right now, but he wants us all at Pink Door first thing in the morning.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because I didn’t lose my phone, dumbass, so I got the text.”

      “Oh, right. Well, I’m good here. Let’s go. This place feels like my grandparents’ basement.”

      “Did you touch anything? Anything at all?”

      “Come on, are you kidding me? Are you trying to convince me that if a single lawnmower blade was out of place, somehow, he would sense it like a jedi and just know we'd been here? Come on. This place is like the dumpiest dump I’ve  ever seen. I could throw down a cot and an oil lamp in one corner and no one would find me for weeks.”

      The other guy grumbled, and soon came more shuffling of feet. A couple seconds later, the door shut behind them, and Ember waited. And waited.

      Eventually, she put Omar White’s job application in her pocket and slinked over to the front door to leave.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          WELLNER

        

      

    

    
      DAY FOUR

      

      David Wellner adjusted his eyeglasses as he paced left to right, from one side of his office to the other. It wasn’t a large room, so it took him less than a full second to complete the route. He was now a couple of days dry from the bourbon prison, which was good, because he could finally think clearly and string coherent thoughts together. But stringing coherent thoughts together turned out also to be not so good, because Wellner saw nothing except pain and suffering in every direction.

      Much of it, he had caused himself. His actions, his inactions, none of it had been on a path toward peace and prosperity.

      He had made an appeal. Half a dozen messages full of impassioned pleas for the Branches to broadcast for their members. He had spoken with important individual members at various Branches. For every solicitation he sent out and every commitment to rein in the violence and come to the negotiating table, there were two or three more attacks. Assassins were dying over nothing, multiple times per day now. They didn’t even know why they were at war. At least, that was the impression Wellner got. They were fed up, angsty, ready to fight, all full of anger and with access to high-powered weapons.

      And Wellner had no idea what to do about it.

      He rounded his desk and sat in his chair, with eyes on the drawer containing his revolver. It was loaded, ready to go. No safety to get in the way.

      He didn’t know if Jules was in the building yet, but if he saw her face, he didn’t think he would be able to stop himself. He had so little power left, but he knew one thing he could do: clean house.

      Wellner didn’t know where this would all end, but he knew where it had begun. Jules Dunard had been massaging her insurrection for months now. A few weeks ago it had stepped up, beginning with a little chat at the monthly dinner at her house. Pulling Historian Kunjal aside to whisper in his ear, with both her and Kunjal making eyes at Wellner while they spoke in the shadows. Of course, they would later claim it was all about the black spot and the secrets they had unearthed regarding its sordid history. But Wellner still suspected a conspiracy.

      Would killing Jules stop the civil war tearing apart the Denver Assassins Club? Probably not on its own. But maybe it would show the remaining members how seriously Wellner was taking all of this. How he was willing to rip up the status quo in the name of Club fidelity.

      Maybe her death would grab attention and persuade the rest of the Branches to stop the killing long enough to listen to his pitch for peace. He could use it as a calling card for his ability to get things done and to command the respect of those with sway.

      He opened the drawer and looked down at the pistol below. Cold and silent, loaded and ready to go.

      Before he could grip it, his door flung open. There stood Naomi, gorgeous and elegant in black leggings and a blue sweater. Her curves popped from every angle. Her full lips looked wet and plump, as always.

      But her face seemed riddled with panic. She stood there, brow creased, hands clasped together across her waist. She seemed on the verge of crying, screaming, or both.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “David, there are people here. Branch members. A lot of them, right outside the building.”

      “I don’t understand. Branch members here for what?”

      Naomi opened her mouth to answer, but a loud noise interrupted her, followed by a gentle shake of the building. It felt to Wellner like the aftershock of an earthquake. The building had vibrated, jiggled a few inches left and then right. A cluster of stacked papers collapsed from the top of a nearby desk and skittered across the floor.

      “What the hell was that?” he asked.

      “I was going to tell you. One of them has a grenade launcher.”

      “You’re joking.”

      She gave a grim shake of the head. “What are we going to do? There must be twenty of them out there, ready to storm the building. Please, David. We need to do something... right now. I’m freaking out.”

      He stood and realized he was gripping the revolver in his right hand. Naomi frowned at it, but didn’t say anything, so Wellner didn’t explain himself.

      He wandered over to the window and looked down at the chaos outside. There were indeed twenty or twenty-five assassins out there. Some had their faces covered, some with no pretense to hide their identities. Wellner recognized members from Parker, Golden, Boulder, and Westminster. In a way, it was nice to see them all standing together, instead of fighting with each other. Finally, after a couple weeks of brutal war, they had found a cause to rally behind.

      Except that cause seemed to be destroying the Holdings building and killing everyone inside it.

      A crew of five security guards filtered out of the building, hands resting atop holstered weapons. Wellner took a breath. The guards wouldn’t stand a chance. They were hired guns, and even though he’d made sure they were well-trained, he’d never expected them to have to face off against a swarm of ruthless assassins.

      The five formed a line, twenty feet away from the crowd, some of whom also lined up opposite. For a few seconds, they argued back and forth. Wellner couldn’t hear the words, but he had no trouble reading the body language. The guards were tense but maintaining a collective calm as they pointed fingers and barked commands. The assassins opposite them looked like they had no intention of dispersing as they had been ordered. They held their weapons down, but ready to point and fire. Soon, more of the assassins joined the line, hopelessly outnumbering the guards.

      “This isn’t good,” Wellner said. “The guards should abort.” He grabbed Naomi by the elbow. “Patch into the Security feed. Tell them to come back inside the building. We need them in here, protecting us, not on the front lines. This isn’t going to end w—“

      Before he could finish the sentence, the first shot came. One of the assassins had whipped out a 9mm and put a bullet between the eyes of one of the security guards. Within two seconds, all of them were firing. The guards attempted to gain cover, hunkering down, but it didn’t last. Within a minute, every single security guard had died. The ranks of the assassins seemed to have barely taken a hit.

      The line broke up. One face looked up at him, scowling. Wellner stepped back from the window, gasping breaths. He felt lightheaded. Woozy. Dehydrated.

      “What do we do?” Naomi said again, her voice rising.

      “How many security guards do we have on duty?”

      She shook her head. “It’s still early. Most of them haven’t come on shift yet.”

      And the ones who were here probably would find a way to slip out a side door and run for their lives. There was no sense in taking on an army of trained assassins. Anyone with a brain would see no path to victory in this situation.

      “This is bad,” Wellner said, absent-minded and soft. His heart thumped. His hands were sweaty. The gun felt heavy in his hand.

      He looked out through his open office door. The door to his waiting room was also open, and he saw both Kunjal and Jules pass by in the hallway. Jules had mentioned to him that as soon as Kunjal had returned, she would schedule a Review Board meeting to unseat Wellner from power. Today was that day apparently, which meant Jules could call all of them upstairs for an emergency meeting at any time. She would present her evidence and then strip away the only thing he cared about. This office.

      And he knew it wouldn’t take much.

      She might insist on the Board meeting, even with all this chaos outside.

      That couldn’t happen. He took a step forward and found his legs to be weak. He needed to sit down.

      No. This had to happen now. He would power through it and make it happen. If he did nothing else right today, he would succeed at this one thing.

      “What are you doing?” Naomi asked.

      “I’m going to go kill that bitch so I can end this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          ZACH

        

      

    

    
      Zach Bennett angled his body to squeeze between a Toyota and a Honda that had parked a little too close together. Not that he was afraid of setting off a car alarm if he brushed up against one, but they were both covered in muck from the last snowfall and he wanted to avoid getting too dirty.

      Now that he had abandoned his apartment and was living out of a suitcase in various motel rooms across the greater Denver area, he tried to put off laundry day for as long as possible. Just the thought of lugging a basket into a sad motel laundry room with a roll of quarters banging around in the pocket of his sweatpants made him long for real roots once again. For a place to call his own again. A couple weeks of sleeping in strange beds didn’t help, either.

      But he knew it was worth it. Better being alive and doing laundry in a motel than dead in smelly clothes.

      Zach had had a chance to leave Denver last week. He had sat in Ember’s car, in the airport’s drop-off lane at the departures terminal, and he could have walked in and bought a ticket to anywhere. He could have been done with it all. Ember had admitted her real name to him—Allison Campbell—and all about the Assassins Club she'd joined in Denver. It would have been the perfect time to flee and to say goodbye to her as well.

      But Zach knew two things that would keep him in Colorado, at least for the time being.

      One, he was not done with Firedrake and Thomas Milligan. He didn’t think they were done with him, either. With the sort of bottomless resource pit a company like Firedrake had, Zach didn’t have any reason to think they wouldn’t be able to find him in Alaska or Jamaica or Bali. Besides, what would he do in Jamaica, a college dropout with not much real-world work experience? Get a job at a restaurant somewhere, or drive a taxi in Kingston? He didn’t even like reggae music.

      No, he couldn’t run from Firedrake forever.

      And the second thing keeping Zach anchored in Colorado: Ember Clarke herself. Zach now realized that in the short span of six weeks, he had fallen in love with her. Doing so had not been his intention, but his heart had taken these actions without his brain’s consent.

      He’d only realized this a few days ago. And not in the sort of romantic comedy movie way where he saw her bathed in a golden light and all his doubts vanished with a single look.

      It had come to him as a series of scientific conclusions. Zach had learned she had lied to him about her previous occupation, her current occupation, and even her name. He still didn’t know for certain that she had stopped lying to him. And yet, he wanted her. Learning the truth about Ember didn’t change how much he wanted to be with her. It didn’t stop him from missing her any time she wasn’t around. It hadn’t changed the feeling that if they were separated for any considerable length of time, he would not be okay. Maybe he would never be okay again.

      Zach looked up to Row D as a plane thundered overhead. Denver International Airport had two main outdoor parking lots—east and west—as well as covered garage parking structures on each side. Hunting for this one car in all that space might seem like a ludicrous mission, but Zach was feeling reasonably confident about his educated guess. He had followed the target to the airport, then the target headed toward the east parking lot, somewhere in Section 1, then Zach had lost him because of a traffic jam.

      But the car had to be here somewhere.

      Being both the hunter and the hunted at the same time was a strange feeling for Zach. But, then again, he had been through a lot of strange feelings since Ember had walked into his life. He was almost used to it now.

      He pushed on to Row E and caught a whiff of a blue bumper. His heart pulsed in his chest. He quickened his pace, while also keeping his eyes wide and ears honed. He didn’t want to run into the target, only observe.

      Zach turned around the edge of the row of cars and saw exactly what he was looking for. A blue Jaguar. The target was nowhere in sight, though. The car was clean and shiny, not a scratch on it.

      What was Helmut doing at the airport long term parking? Had he gone somewhere?

      Zach took his phone out of his pocket and dialed. He tried to calm his racing heart as he waited for her to answer.

      “Hey, sexy,” Ember said.

      “Good morning. Last night was amazing.”

      “Yes, it was. That’s why I was surprised to wake up alone today. Where did you go?”

      “Sorry I didn’t say goodbye. You looked so peaceful, so I thought I would let you sleep in a little. Plus, I had to get out early to work on a project.”

      “A project?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay,” Ember said in a measured and questioning tone. “Where are you?”

      “I’m at the airport.”

      “I see. What are you doing there, at a place where you know they could be actively looking for you?”

      “Right. I can see how you might be a tiny bit worried. But, for the past couple days, I’ve been doing something, and I don’t think you’ll like it, but I’m headed somewhere with this.”

      Ember sighed. “Are you going to tell me, or do I have to guess?”

      “I’ve been tailing Helmut, trying to find out what his and Thomas’ plan is. He’s parked in the area people usually park for long term. What do you think that means?”

      “Whatever it means, you’re swimming with sharks. These people are dangerous, Zach.”

      “I know.”

      “So why are you doing it?”

      Zach pursed his lips. “I’m not sure, exactly. But, either way, I may be onto something. This just feels weird. And I could use your help. How soon can you get to the airport?”

      “I’m not that far from there, actually. Maybe twenty minutes?”

      Zach held his phone out and opened the maps app so he could share his current location with her. “Come meet me. Let’s find out what they’re up to.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          NAOMI

        

      

    

    
      The secretary scowled at the gun in David Wellner’s hand, gripped in his palm, slightly vibrating. His finger was on the trigger.

      “I’m going to go kill that bitch,” he said.

      Naomi knew who he meant. He was going to leave his office and waiting room, make the short trip down the hall, and put a bullet into Jules Dunard. Wellner had been building up to this for weeks as she’d watched his mental state deteriorate further and further. His slide into paranoid insanity hadn’t been a gradual one… it had bubbled up one day and the slope had increased each week. Wellner was unstable. Naomi knew as much. But she considered part of her job to be reining him in, keeping him on the right side of logic and focused on the goals in front of him.

      She took a step back, blocking the exit to his office.

      This move made his head dip, and he glowered at her. “What are you doing?”

      “David. Pull your head out of your ass. We don’t have time for this.” She pointed toward the window. “There are twenty angry Club members outside right now, and they all want to burst in here and turn this place into mayhem. For all we know, they plan to capture us and trade us for ransom. We can stop that from happening, but only if you let go of your Jules obsession right now and focus on what’s important. Focus on what’s in front of you. Dealing with Jules can wait for another time.”

      His shoulders slumped, finger still on the trigger. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this. None of this.”

      As his posture continued to retreat, she took a step closer to him. She maintained eye contact, keeping her gaze firm and focused. “I know. Nothing is how it’s supposed to be right now.”

      “Ember should’ve died. That’s what he wanted. He wanted me to make sure she died and there was nothing that could trace back to him. I tried to do what he asked me to do. I really did. But then she saved my life and I couldn’t go through with it. I thought I could manage her. I thought I could play both sides and keep Ember and Marcus happy, but it was too much. Too much.”

      Naomi held out her hand. “Give me the gun.”

      “I can't do that. Jules has to die, and the Board has to be dissolved. Nothing will be right until that happens. I know it’s messy, but I’ve given it a lot of thought and this is definitely the only way any of us make it through to the other side.”

      Another explosion rocked the building. She and Wellner had to widen their stances as the aftereffects made the room rumble.

      When they’d settled, he looked past her, his eyebrows raising and a strange mix of hope and confusion cut through the panic on his face. “Wait a second. Is that Marcus in the hallway? What’s he doing here? Marcus! Hey!”

      Naomi turned around and didn’t see anyone out in the hall. She could hear the commotion and the people trying to grab things from their offices on their way to the elevator. Everyone else knew what would happen here. If there were any security team members still living, they had probably already extracted themselves from the building.

      She took another step toward Wellner and put a hand on his arm. “David, look at me. Don’t worry about anything else right now. Please stay focused on me.”

      He finally did look at her. Eyes bloodshot and wet, full of dread. “I’m so confused. I’m about to lose it all, aren’t I? He’s going to screw me over when this is done, isn’t he?”

      “Give me the gun.”

      “I don’t know… I don’t know what to do.”

      She turned up her palm. “Give me the gun. We’ll find a different way out of this.”

      With a dejected look and a tear streaming down his cheek, Wellner put the revolver in her hand. Naomi opened the cylinder and tilted the gun so the bullets would fall out, clinking and clattering at their feet. Wellner watched the bullets skitter across the floor as Naomi leaned over to place the gun on a nearby file cabinet.

      And, all at once, she knew what she had to do. Naomi had watched Wellner dancing in a patch of poison ivy for weeks now, trying to keep him from exposure. But now, she realized that patch of poison ivy was on a cliff, and there wasn’t anything she could do to make Wellner keep his feet still.

      There was only one way out.

      While he stayed distracted, Naomi reached into her back pocket and drew the blade. She flicked her wrist to open it. He hadn’t noticed what her hands were doing. His eyes were still on hers, pleading, desperate, looking for someone to tell him that everything would be okay.

      With a sigh, Naomi jabbed the knife into Wellner’s chest.

      For a split second, he had no reaction. Only eyes on Naomi, then a slight curl of his lips to suggest confusion. Then, like a joke’s punchline taking a couple seconds to settle in, his face changed. He gasped, looking down at the handle of the knife sticking out of him. His eyes jumped wide as he took a step back. Streams of red darkened his white dress shirt. They cascaded down and then curved when they met his protruding belly.

      He stumbled back a few more steps and put his hands around the knife, but he seemed unable to pull it out. His breaths came faster now. His mouth turned into a grimace as he tried to grip the hilt, which was now covered in blood.

      “How… how could you do this?” he said, the words sputtering and thin.

      “Jules was never trying to kill you, David. That was always in your head.”

      “Her? You work for her?”

      Naomi gritted her teeth as she could now hear gunfire from somewhere not too far away. “No, dammit. I don’t work for her. You know who I work for. He sent me here to keep an eye on you months ago. It was never supposed to be like this. Everything that’s happened here? You brought it all on yourself. I mean, he predicted it, but I thought you deserved the benefit of the doubt.”

      Wellner looked past her. “Marcus.”

      Now she turned and there he was. Marcus, hovering in the doorway behind Naomi.  A little rush blossomed in her stomach at the sight of him. That happened every single time, and today’s adverse conditions and total bedlam didn’t prevent the reaction.

      He was holding a bulletproof vest in each hand. A deep frown darkened his face as Marcus shook his head at Wellner. “Sorry, David. None of this had to happen, but the train’s been running without brakes for a while now. Even you had to have seen it coming.”

      Marcus gave Naomi a kiss before lifting a vest and setting it over her head. He held her eye contact as he fastened the velcro on the sides and tightened it. His hand “accidentally” brushed against the swell of her breast. She giggled. Marcus grinned at her, causing her face to flush.

      “We have to go,” he said. “It’s not safe here.”

      Wellner slid down to his knees, his shirt now darkened with a wide triangle of red. “How could you do this?”

      Naomi sighed at the dying man. “I’m sorry about this. None of it needed to happen. But you made your bed, David. I tried to help you as much as I could, but my hands were tied.”

      As the life fled out of him, he made one last attempt to pull out the knife, but his hands, slick with red, failed to grab it. Wellner fell silent, his eyes shutting and his mouth dropping open.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      When Zach and Ember crossed paths on the second floor of the terminal, he lifted his hand and opened his palm toward her. As if he were going for a low-high-five.

      Ember opened her hand, they brushed together, and the electricity of his touch made her both happy and sad at the same time. Happy for obvious reasons, and sad because she wanted much more of that touch.

      Six weeks ago, she had thought Zach was cute and sexy, but she had never intended to let her heart get into it, because she figured she would be dead soon. Having six assassins come to kill you, one after another, could do that. She had agreed to keep an eye on Zach Bennett as a favor to Zach’s older brother, Ben. She had done so because Ember had been there to witness his initial recruitment by Thomas Milligan, and Ember hadn’t known what to think of it at the time. Thomas and his people had seemed suspicious, but it had been all theoretical for Ember at that point. She'd told Ben about it and he asked her for this favor.

      Ember never intended for Zach to take up residence inside her thoughts and feelings the way he had. And she hadn’t expected to have been proven right about Thomas and Helmut.

      And now, as she and Zach were effectively living together in motel rooms around Denver, she had something to lose: her heart. She didn’t want to forfeit her life before she had a chance to see where things would go with her strapping scientist boy.

      They touched hands and then continued on their paths. Ember was headed toward the A gates section, in a separate wing of the airport. Zach was on course to cross over to the main B and C gates, near the central security area under the giant canvas domes. Neither of them had boarding passes, so they couldn’t venture into the TSA lines. But Ember was starting to think they wouldn’t need to see the gate areas. She had a feeling they would find what they needed here.

      She reseated her earpiece. “You got anything?”

      “Not yet,” Zach said. She turned and saw him now, about a hundred feet behind her. He made a cute spy. Maybe not a skilled one, but he sure looked good doing it.

      “Above all,” she said, “we cannot let them see us. That’s more important than finding Helmut. Got it?”

      “I got it. If we do see him, what do you think we’re going to find out?”

      Ember paused as she reached the security line for the A gates. The TSA agent scanning IDs gave her a quizzical look, so she turned around and started patrolling back in the other direction. “I have some ideas, but I’m not certain. That’s why we do the work, so we can be certain. You might have spotted Helmut as he was leaving for a flight to Fresno to see relatives.”

      “Do you think that’s what he’s doing, parking in the long-term area? Maybe he went back to Firedrake headquarters.”

      Ember paused at the edge of the railing overlooking the vast courtyard of the interior of the Denver Airport, with the enormous canvas domes overhead meant to replicate snowy mountain peaks. Giant video monitors overhead flashed ads for concerts at Red Rocks and for the University of Colorado.

      “No, I don’t think that’s what he’s doing. I think he’s here. I think he’s meeting someone.”

      “Who?”

      “No idea. But let’s stay sharp. Don’t assume everyone walking around here is just a random citizen.”

      She caught a glimpse of someone standing by the arrivals and departures board. A squat man, barrel-chested and with a wiry beard. White guy, sunken eyes, with gray threaded through his thick, black hair. At first, Ember didn’t know why this person stood out to her, but then she remembered. This man was a trainer of new recruits for Highlands Branch. One of the lecturers who specialized in Club law and taught it to classes of starry-eyed and ambitious new Branch members. Ember couldn’t recall his name, but they had met at an inter-Branch joint training event last year.

      The man had a large bag over his shoulder, and he was holding a boarding pass in one hand. He caught Ember staring at him, and he lifted a couple fingers of one hand at her, in a hint of a wave. A sort of wistful and guilty look on his face. She returned the wave, low-key and designed not to attract attention.

      Ember understood. This assassin had a plan to get out. He had a design to escape Denver while he still had his life, before the civil war could claim him. A year ago, if Ember had seen a DAC member trying to flee a difficult situation, she would have felt differently about it. But now, she applauded his sense of self-preservation, and she did not begrudge this man wanting to leave before the whole house came down on top of him.

      The fleeing assassin gave her a dip of the head and then he turned away, marching toward the security line.

      “Wait a second,” Zach said. “Where are you right now?”

      “Overlooking the security entrance, closer to the A gates.”

      “Come back over here to the north side of the courtyard. I think I see him. He’s facing the other way, but I’m pretty sure that’s him. He hasn’t looked toward me at all.”

      Ember spun around and plotted a course through the ambling airport denizens. She put one hand in her jeans pocket to grip the hilt of her knife. “Stay back.”

      “Don’t worry,” Zach said. “He’s below. I’m out of sight.”

      Ember spotted Zach, standing next to the railing, his eyes intently down. She sidled up next to him, a little winded from rushing across to join him. She gave his butt a quick squeeze as she looked down to follow the path of his gaze.

      “Those are arrivals,” he said.

      “Yep.”

      “Which means —“

      “Yep.”

      They stood in silence for a few seconds. A slew of carry-on luggers were coming up the escalators. Beyond a short divider, a few dozen others waited to pick up their friends and relatives coming from flights. And the beefy Helmut with the stubble atop his head stood facing away, seemingly oblivious to the fact that he was currently under observation.

      Ember thought Zach had done an excellent job spotting him. Zach wasn’t terrible at this spy stuff. He was definitely rough around the edges, but he could be trained up in certain areas. Also, she didn’t know why she was analyzing and critiquing his espionage talents.

      “If he turns, we turn,” she said. “Don’t give him a chance.”

      “Got it.”

      A few more seconds they waited, and then Ember discovered the reason Helmut was here. Four guys in suits, all variations of the same charcoal color, came up the escalator. One right after the other, each one basically a carbon copy of the last. All four were muscular, trimmed, with short-cropped hair. They definitely looked military, or ex-military, or probably members of a private security force.

      Helmut raised his hand toward them, and the Charcoal Suit Goon in the lead nodded and waved the other three men toward Helmut. They crowded around each other, speaking close in tight formation.

      “Who are these guys?” Zach asked.

      “Backup. He’s called in reinforcements. Helmut parking in long-term must mean they’re all leaving in a different car, probably a van. My best guess is that your recruitment phase is over. Now they’ve moved on to the cutting their losses phase, and these guys are here to help them kill the both of us.”

      “That’s not good.”

      Ember shook her head. “Nope.”

      “But this could be good.”

      She pulled back away from the railing so they wouldn’t be spotted, and she met his eyes. “How do you figure that?”

      He gave a wry smile. “Because now we see the scope of what we’re up against, and they don’t know we know, so we have a chance to set a trap.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          MARCUS

        

      

    

    
      Marcus had a keycard and an all-access visitor’s badge just for this occasion, but no one had asked to see it lately. In this Denver building they called the “Holdings” building, everyone was too busy worrying about the angry mob outside to care about Marcus. He had flashed it to Security in the parking garage, then never again as he had ridden the elevator up to this floor and strutted into Wellner’s office.

      After his exit from the elevator to the floor, the commotion grew even worse. Apparently, a cluster of about twenty assassins from various Branches had gathered outside to demand their pound of flesh. They were armed and ready to bring this building down. If they had an intended goal, they hadn’t stated it. Marcus doubted they even knew what they wanted. But they looked angry enough to burn the world just to have a little of their righteous anger sated.

      It didn’t matter to Marcus, because he had a simple plan for his visit to the headquarters of the DAC government today: to tell Wellner that his services were no longer required, and to inform Naomi she could stop pretending to be his secretary.

      Of course, he hadn’t expected to find Wellner dying already, with Naomi hovering above the man as he bled out from a knife wound. She was such an enigma. Very young, but ruthless and efficient. She had been working as Marcus’ eyes and ears inside the DAC government for months now, and Wellner hadn’t suspected a thing. With a kind face and looks good enough to distract a horny bastard like Wellner, planting a spy inside the inner workings of the DAC had been too easy. She had played the role to perfection, and the best part was that Marcus didn’t have to pay her bonus in a monetary format — she was interested in the more primal sort of reward.

      And Naomi could do a sort of cyclone thing with her hips that made Marcus want to pop right away, like an overstimulated fourteen-year-old. He didn’t know if that talent alone was worth keeping her around, but he did often think about it, in the last few seconds before he fell asleep each night.

      Marcus slid the bulletproof vest over her head so they could escape, and she said a few final words of goodbye to Wellner as his breaths slowed and then stopped. Marcus wasn’t surprised. It wasn’t uncommon for planted people to develop kinships while undercover. Shit, she had even aided Wellner in an insane operation last week to murder the DAC Vice President. Marcus hadn’t had an opinion about that, so he had let it all play out, waiting to see if Wellner would succeed, or if Jules Dunard would catch him and retaliate. Neither outcome had happened.

      “We have to go,” Marcus said. The natives were restless outside, and they had already taken a couple of chunks out of the building and killed the guards, which meant the police would be crawling all over this place within minutes. Even if they didn’t find a way to breach the exterior so they could storm the building, law enforcement would be here soon to take an accounting of the action. Marcus didn’t have a solid reason to explain to local cops why a highly respected FBI Supervisory Special Agent was alone in a building of assassins with no sanctioned order to be there. In a situation like this, the uniformed cops would arrest everyone, and then sort it out at the station afterward.

      “I just need to grab my purse,” Naomi said as she stood and wiped a tear from her eye. Was she actually crying over schlubby loser David Wellner? Maybe they’d been shacking up. Maybe she had only been giving him some extra attention in the evenings, and she had somehow developed romantic feelings for him.

      Marcus didn’t care. If Naomi thought blowing her boss gave her an edge into gaining his trust, that was fine with him. He expected his operatives to do whatever it took. Probably best to make Naomi get an STD test soon, though, because Marcus detested condoms and he wasn’t about to start wearing them now.

      He grabbed her arm as she walked past him, then he pulled her in for a kiss. He shoved his tongue in her mouth and she reached behind him to grab his butt, making his blood flow south. They would definitely need to go back to the mansion in the mountains after this. Part of him wanted to ravage her on Wellner’s desk right now, but that was a foolish idea. Exciting, but foolish.

      He let her go and then his eyes landed on the desktop computer sitting on top of Wellner’s desk.

      Yes.

      An idea so grand and so amazing occurred to him in that instant, fully formed and ready to go, that he had to bark a laugh. He couldn’t believe he’d never thought of it before. It was the kind of bold maneuver he couldn’t have done when Wellner was alive.

      But now, with that hunk of dead weight out of the picture, Marcus had a way to bring about his endgame. And it was so simple, so elegant, and seemingly foolproof.

      Ember Clarke had been terribly elusive. She had been sent to Denver to die, but had somehow avoided that fate for long enough to make simply murdering her untenable. Isabel Yang had been unable to control her. Serena Rojas, the assassin Marcus had hired to kill Ember, had also failed at her task. Marcus had a strong suspicion that Serena had been turned, anyway. Based on what Marcus had been told about her skills, Serena didn’t fail unless she wanted to fail.

      But now, right in front of him, was the solution. Instead of flinging snowballs, all he had to do was trigger an avalanche. One mouse click to get rid of Ember for good.

      “Naomi,” he said, calling to her in the other room. “Do you know the password to Wellner’s computer?”

      She poked her head back in the room, sliding her purse up onto her shoulder. “Yes. Why? I thought we needed to go.”

      “Yeah. We do. This will only take a second. It’ll look better if I do it logged in from here.“ He stepped aside to allow her a path to behind the desk, then he waved a hand at it. “Please. This will take ten seconds, then we’re out the door.”

      Frowning, she rounded the desk to sit. Her fingernails clacked on the keyboard for a few seconds, and then she raised her eyebrows at him. “What do you want to access?”

      “The admin side of the global message board. There’s a way to send out an urgent announcement to everyone, right? Like, a way so that every single member of the DAC will see this, popping up on their phones, making their eyeballs pay attention?”

      Naomi’s eyes searched the air for a second, then she licked her lips and clicked through a few menus. Once she'd finished, Marcus had a seat and began considering his magnum opus. He couldn’t help but smile as he composed a draft inside his head.

      “What are you doing?” Naomi asked, hovering behind him with her hands on the top of the chair. Marcus could smell her perfume from here.

      “I’m outing Ember Clarke as a member of the FBI. Once the whole of the Club knows her real name and knows she’s been lying to them for three years, I won’t have to worry about having her killed. A whole army of pissed-off assassins will do it for me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      She paced back and forth in the motel room while Zach sat in the wooden chair next to the bathroom. Neither of them had spoken in at least sixty seconds, but the room felt thick with activity. Motion and sound. So far, they had been unable to come up with a foolproof plan to ambush Thomas, Helmut, and their newly arrived backup team.

      She stopped and faced him. “When Thomas surprised you at your advisor’s office last week, did you have any hint you were being followed?”

      He hesitated for a second, a guilty look on his face. Zach hadn’t told her about the campus ambush until a couple days ago. She didn’t blame him for keeping it a secret, because it had been a dumb move. Zach had banked on Thomas and Helmut not taking any action against him in public. People were assassinated or kidnapped in public all the time. With the entire population of the United States having their faces pointed downward at phones twenty-four hours a day, even public murders could occur with no eyewitnesses.

      “Nothing made me think I was being followed. No hint at all.”

      “How early before your meeting did you arrive? Where did you park?”

      “About ten minutes before. There’s a brick parking garage across the street. I was there, on the second floor. You know, trying to be as careful as I could be, and I was sure I hadn’t seen anyone. I went down the stairs and across the street and into the building. From parking to entering my advisor’s office took about three minutes.”

      She could see the frustration and guilt on his face, so she crossed the room and sat on the bed next to him. Her fingers laced inside his, giving his hand a squeeze. “I know, baby. I know you’re doing the best you can, and you’re actually not bad at this.”

      “'Not bad,' huh? That’s high praise coming from my professional assassin-slash-FBI-agent girlfriend.”

      Ember gave him a quick kiss. “You’d better believe it. The thing is, these people are professionals. Not Thomas Milligan, probably. He’s just an ambitious corporate asshole who thought he could parlay your talent with viral mutation into more power for himself. But Helmut knows what he’s doing. And this crew of guards he imported? We need to take them seriously, too.”

      “Seems like it. But we’re doing okay, aren’t we? How many different motels have we been in over the last three weeks? Five or six? They only found us once.”

      Ember had no trouble recalling the panic of Helmut showing up at the last motel room, the night after she and Zach had slept together for the first time. “Well, they only took a swing at us once. We don’t know how many times they found us. Maybe they had reasons not to attack the other times.”

      “Yeah, maybe so. I didn’t think about that. Why wouldn’t they come for us if they’d found us?”

      “It’s a strategy. Shooting up a motel room is a tricky operation to pull off cleanly. Huge potential for multiple witnesses, huge potential to leave DNA behind. The fact that they did decide to come at us last week is very telling. They’re either getting desperate or feeling over-confident. Or, it could be that their timeline for their goal is about to expire and we’re a loose end they can no longer keep around.”

      “I don’t know anything about that stuff. That’s your area.”

      “I could train you.”

      He grinned. “You’d make me an assassin? I’m not sure if that’s the right career path for me.”

      “No, not an assassin. I’m not one myself any longer, actually. At least, I’m no longer a contractor for the DAC. So it seems like I’ll be looking for a new line of work, too.”

      Zach flashed a morose smile. “Firedrake is hiring.”

      “Yeah, probably not the job I’m looking for. Any future employment is still contingent on me surviving whatever is coming at us next from these corporate assholes.”

      Ember knew exactly what was coming next, but she didn’t need to spell it all out for Zach. First of all, she had to avoid dying at Marcus Lonsdale’s hands. Then, she had to invent a way to link one of Marcus’ crimes back to him, like the hired killing of Isabel Yang, or the murder of Gabe Jackson. Pinning Gabe’s death on Marcus would be hard. Probably too hard. There was an open police investigation into Gabe’s murder, with the motel room sealed and surveilled. If Ember wanted to glean evidence, she would have to mingle with the police in the midst of an active investigation. Too many complications. Isabel was a fed, so her murder had not gone public. Most likely, Marcus had exerted pressure to keep it under wraps, which meant Ember had the freedom to poke around without alerting law enforcement.

      But Ember only had a couple days left to do that, because apparently Marcus was leaving Denver soon, and he was likely to disappear for a while after. Probably, he would vanish right after dropping off a report to his boss about how Allison Campbell had gone rogue and become a killing machine out in Denver, and then Ember would find herself facing federal prison time for many of the DAC’s activities. Without a way to point the finger at Marcus, Ember couldn’t stop that train.

      This whole mess with Helmut and Thomas Milligan was yet one more complication she had to deal with. Plus, there were people like her former Branchmate Kevin who were angry about Fagan’s death. Just because Ember had turned in her token wouldn’t mean they had forgotten about that.

      With the Club in such disarray, she didn’t know if anything would come from Kevin’s revenge fantasies. It seemed like most Club members had bigger worries on their collective plates at the moment.

      Not too different from a normal day for Ember Clarke, but definitely on the more complex side. Her brain buzzed, and she needed to clear her head so she and Zach could attack their problems from a fresh angle.

      She stopped pacing and pulled back the bedspread, exposing this bed’s gray sheets underneath, for a moment wondering if they should acquire a handheld black light for closer inspection. Probably better not to know.

      She flashed her eyes at Zach and then toward the bed. With a wink, she leaned over and patted the bed sheet a couple times to drive her point home. “You wanna?”

      Zach stood and immediately lifted his shirt up over his head. Despite all their anxiety and tension, she could see it all melt away from Zach’s face with the prospect of getting laid. “I definitely wanna.”

      Ember grinned at him as she unbuttoned her jeans and slid into the sheets, beckoning Zach to join her with a flick of the wrist.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          MARCUS

        

      

    

    
      He finished typing the message to expose Allison/Ember to the entire remaining membership of the Denver Assassins Club. A rush of blood went to his crotch as he clicked the button to send it to everyone.

      He’d planned to drive Naomi up to the mansion he was renting in the mountains, but that might be too far. They might just need to get a room at the closest motel so he could have his way with her as soon as possible. Naomi wouldn’t mind. She was always down for sweaty fun, especially since he wasn’t in town often.

      Within seconds, secured email notifications would race across the internet from one SSL-encrypted tunnel to another, pinging phones and laptops and sparking the fire that would send a hundred trained assassins after her. Or eighty, or fifty, or however many were left.

      His only regret was that he probably wouldn’t be able to watch her die. No, that would happen in secret.

      Five or ten of them would band together to track and capture Ember, then they would torture and kill her in a dark basement somewhere in Denver’s underbelly. It’s not as if the killer or killers would post pictures on social media to let Marcus know.

      He sighed. Oh well, at least that was one task he could cross off. He’d delegated it to a highly skilled group of underlings (who had no actual idea they were his underlings), so he would have to assume it would get done. No guarantees, of course, with a target of Ember’s caliber, but the likelihood of success was higher than if he’d tried to take her on himself.

      Marcus still had a few more things to do in Denver before he could leave for his vacation. A couple more bits and pieces to clean up so when the storm arrived, his name would be nowhere near it.

      A desire for a cigarette hit him, that familiar pulse of yearning in his chest that felt much like a rush of fear. He reached into his pocket and took out the pack, but there was only a single, broken cigarette left. He could have sworn he had at least four left in the pack.

      “Shit,” he muttered. Naomi vaped, so she wouldn’t be of much help to him. He couldn’t stand ingesting nicotine out of those little devices; they looked like breathalyzer tubes to him.

      “Oh, no,” Naomi said, her voice dripping with terror.

      Marcus pivoted in the chair toward her as she stood by the window, staring at the chaos outside. Hands like claws, her fingertips strained white by pushing against the glass window. Her brow was knitted, lips pursed, ample chest pumping up and down as she sucked rapid breaths.

      “What?”

      “Not good. Not good. Come see this.”

      Marcus crossed the room to look down with her. There were still about twenty disgruntled Club members outside. Building security had gone out to take the fight to them, to keep them away from the building. That had happened several minutes ago, and they had not returned for a second helping.

      But when Marcus followed Naomi’s pointed finger, he realized it wouldn’t matter. Six or seven of these assassins had broken off from the main cluster, and they were now unloading crates from the back of a truck. Marcus had a strong suspicion about the contents.

      “The crates?” Marcus asked. “Is that what you’re talking about?”

      “I think I know what’s in them.”

      A moment later, an assassin cracked open the top of one, revealing three rocket launchers inside. They had four of those crates. Twelve rocket launchers? They could bring the whole structure down if they fired all of those at the same time. This building was seven or eight stories tall. That would be a lethal mess of concrete collapsing, if they stuck around to watch the fireworks.

      “Son of a bitch,” Marcus said, and Naomi pulled closer to him to grab his hand.

      “What do we do?” she asked.

      He shook his hand free. “No time. We have to go, now. They’ll be ready to fire those things in about thirty seconds.”

      They both rushed out of the office. Marcus had hoped to pilfer a memento, like Wellner’s glasses or something. But there was no time for that now. Maybe he could come back to the rubble later and grab something useful.

      They fled out into the hallway. Naomi first turned toward the elevator, but Marcus grabbed her hand. “No! Stairs. Stairs are safer. These stairwells are built like tanks.”

      “That way then.” She pointed back in the other direction, down the hall. They dodged between various people running around this floor like wind-up toys. Administrators, security people, various government officials. None of them seemed too concerned with what Marcus and Naomi were doing, because they were all having their own individual freak-outs.

      Marcus didn’t recognize most of the people in the hall, because he used Wellner as a layer between him and them. But he did recognize Jules Dunard, and she gave him a raised eyebrow as he and Naomi tore through the crowd to reach the stairs. Marcus didn’t bother to acknowledge that stuffy bitch. He stayed focused on Naomi and reaching the stairs.

      For a brief second after, however, he considered grabbing Jules’ hand and pulling her into the stairwell with him. If there DAC were to survive, they would need a familiar face to lead them. Someone they trusted. But, on the other hand, the DAC was probably kaput, so saving Jules wouldn’t matter.

      If she lived, then so be it. He didn’t want to waste any more time.

      He flung back the door to the concrete stairwell and rushed inside, Naomi clinging to his hand for dear life, trailing him close. They thundered down the steps, taking them two at a time, hands locked so they wouldn’t trip each other. Behind him, the secretary spy babbled and whined, and Marcus had to tune her out so he could focus on hauling maximum ass.

      One flight, then another. There were other people in the stairwell, some running up, some running down. No one seemed to know what to do. His internal clock told him about twenty seconds had passed. Maybe five more seconds before they had their RPGs locked and loaded. Then, would they fire, or would they demand someone come out and take them seriously? Hard to anticipate their next move.

      Marcus and Naomi reached the second floor landing. One more flight of stairs to go. His heels ached in his shiny dress shoes, because he hadn’t expected to run for his life today. She still babbled, still cried, still was like an unwanted dog barking in his ears.

      First-floor landing. A green EXIT sign lit up the darkened space. Marcus didn’t know if this door led directly outside, or somewhere else. No time to discuss it. They had to make their way out, and might have only a second or two left to do it.

      Marcus took one step toward the door when he heard the explosion. Like a thousand firecrackers going off at once. The building tilted. It jittered. Naomi screamed as the world turned sideways. She had been holding his hand, but she jerked away from him as chunks of concrete dislodged from the walls and ceiling. They seemed to hover in midair for a second, as if confused which way gravity wanted them to go.

      Marcus leaped toward the door and grabbed hold of it. He spun around to see a hunk of stair concrete as big as a motorcycle smack Naomi in the chest and take her to the ground. Her mouth opened to scream in surprise, but no sound came out.

      Or perhaps it did. It was unbelievably loud in here, and he couldn’t even think straight.

      A fluorescent light fixture came off the wall and crashed next to her, the exposed wires at the end crackling with the last bits of electricity from the battery inside trying to keep it powered. Marcus thought he could taste smoke in the air, and a mist of powdered concrete hovered in front of his eyes.

      Naomi wailed and tried to break free, but there was no way. She was pinned to the ground with a mass of concrete on her chest. Blood came out of the corner of her mouth. She struggled to hold her head up, straining her neck muscles. Eyes wide, mouth open, sucking in shallow breaths and appearing unable to fill her lungs.

      “Help me,” she wheezed, looking up at Marcus. Pleading, desperate, her eyelids dimming.

      He checked around the stairwell. He could hardly see anything in the dark, with only the electric sparks from the destroyed light providing any view. But his feet were surrounded by stray hunks of concrete. Rubble on the floor thicker than dirty clothes in his college dorm room. Plus, he could definitely smell smoke now. Somewhere above his head, a fire was now raging, and the smoke was coming through the stairwell. In another ten seconds, he might succumb to smoke inhalation and die on the floor next to Naomi.

      “Sorry, babe,” Marcus said, then he pushed through the exit door, out to the rear of the building.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a young, brown-skinned man in tennis shoes fleeing, with a cluster of yellow legal pads under his arm. The sprinter raced out into the street, away from the area with the attackers. He looked back at Marcus and cocked a furry eyebrow, but said nothing. He soon disappeared in the opposite direction from the scrum.

      Marcus took a few steps away from the building. He coughed, and now he could feel the dust from pulverized concrete and drywall in his lungs. He looked up at the building, half of which was now simply gone. It no longer existed. He could literally see into a cubicle farm on the third or fourth floor as fires sprouted all over. A lifeless hand dangled out of a cubicle, over the edge of the building.

      And then he heard sirens coming from nearby, so that was his cue to get the hell out of here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Ember laid on the bed next to Zach. Sweat cooled on her exposed skin, giving her a little shudder. She pulled the sheets over her body to warm up. Next to her, Zach drummed his fingertips, panting, still with a hint of a satisfied smile across his lips. But they weren’t only basking in the afterglow. They were trying to figure out how to survive the next few days.

      Sex helped with the anxiety, but it wasn’t much of a survival tactic.

      So far, they had discussed half a dozen ideas to remove themselves from this Firedrake mess, but all of their plans had holes. Earlier, Ember had even tried to access the passenger names of Helmut’s new arrivals to investigate their credit card history, but had come up short. These guys knew how to cover their tracks.

      “Do you think,” Zach said, stroking an imaginary goatee, “that if we just continue to motel-surf for another five or ten years, they’ll eventually give up? I mean, there has to be a limit.”

      “You’d think so, but I’m not sure if that’s a workable solution to our problems.”

      “I see.”

      “Sorry, baby, we have to take a little more of an active role in solving this.”

      Zach lifted his boxer shorts from atop the bedspread and slid them on. “Maybe we can dig a big hole, then put sticks on it, and draw them a treasure map that leads them to it. Then they go over the hole, boom. Tiger pit.”

      “That’s a brilliant idea. We should start writing these down.”

      “Seems we’re both out of a job, now, huh?”

      “Looks that way,” she said as she leaned out of bed to retrieve her underwear from the floor.

      “Yeah. I guess I’ll have to go online and update my resume soon, and then start working through those social media contacts. If we don’t die, I mean. Ugh. It sounds awful. The job hunting part, maybe even more than the getting shot or stabbed to death part. Not that I have any desire to be shot or stabbed.”

      Ember giggled. She loved seeing him like this, relaxed and talkative. Vigorous sex did wonders for both of their stress levels.

      She was about to respond with a joke, but stopped herself. A thought so powerful jumped up inside Ember’s brain, her jaw dropped.

      She grabbed her underwear and looked back at Zach. He raised an eyebrow at her, but said nothing.

      She bounded out the bed and stood up, quickly slipping on her skivvies. “Wait a second. I’ve got it. I can’t believe I didn’t think of this before.”

      “You got what?”

      “I know exactly what to do to set a trap for Thomas and Helmut. It’s thin, but I think they’re eager enough that it might work.”

      She pulled up her phone to open the notes app so she could transcribe her thoughts, when half a dozen text message notifications popped up on her phone. The first one was from Kevin, the disgruntled Boulder member who had attacked her outside the convenience store yesterday morning.

      
        
        FBI? If this is true, you’re going to die bitch. In the worst way, Allison. Slowly and in more pain than you ever thought possible. How could you betray us like this?

      

      

      The words seemed to jump out of the screen toward her. A cold chill started in Ember’s spine and wormed across her entire body. She checked a few of the other messages and found they were all like this. Some accusatory, some pure rage, some full of terribly imaginative ways to kill a person.

      She had been outed. And, by the looks of it, in a very grand fashion.

      Marcus. This had to be him. This was his last play to get someone else to handle the task of killing her. Somehow, he had accessed the Club message board and created a global announcement. Or, he had manipulated someone else into doing it.

      But how could he have done that?

      “What is it?” Zach asked.

      “It’s not good, that’s what it is. Like, imagine the worst thing you can imagine happening, and that’s pretty close to what I’ve got in my hand.”

      “What happened?”

      “I’ve been exposed. Everyone in the DAC knows my birth name. They know about the Bureau. A message went out, probably to everyone at once.”

      Zach sat up. “Oh my God. How many of your people is that? How many saw it?”

      “I don’t know how many are left, exactly. A hundred? Maybe less. Enough that it’s probably not smart for me to do stuff like walk around out in public or use a credit card.”

      “What are we going to do?”

      Ember’s gallows humor made her want to reply, Probably die. But she held her tongue. She had no idea. All she could do was look at Zach and shrug.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Ember parked the rental car at the shooting range across the street after the sun had set. She glanced at her phone, reading over the text message she’d sent to her parents. They hadn’t responded, but she hoped they would take her warning to heart and leave San Diego for a while. With her birth name now public to the DAC, someone might come after them. Probably not, but better to be prepared.

      The rental car was a precaution, to make her a little less noticeable. Tomorrow, she would trade this in for a different car, and do the same every day until she was out of danger.

      A little joke floated through her head about how the rental car companies might not like her picking a new car every day for the rest of her life. It wasn’t a great joke, but she could work on it. With a little care, it might turn into something. Unless, of course, someone killed her before she had a chance to workshop it properly.

      It also wasn’t lost on her that aside from Zach, there was really no one on the planet she could even share it with.

      Ember couldn’t help but gawk at the neon-drenched strip joint named Pink Door. That was by design. On a street where everything was bland and drab and full of red brick and earth-toned stone, this garish topless dancing bar stood out.

      Ember opened her purse and removed her identical twin guns, plus the job application for Omar White. Despite spending all day dealing with Zach’s employment complications, Ember still had another task to accomplish. There had to be a way to tie Omar White to Marcus Lonsdale, therefore proving her boss at the FBI had hired this man to kill Isabel Yang. Maybe even Gabe, too, although the evidence was thinner there.

      If Ember could link Marcus to Isabel’s death, that would be enough. Of course, Gabe deserved better, but Ember knew full well how the wheels of justice worked. You were often lucky to tie even a single crime to your suspect and had to accept that as the best it would get.

      So far, all roads had led here, to Tyson Darby, the owner of the lawnmower repair shop in Broomfield, as well as this bar twenty miles away in Denver. Ember had never met the man, but she had seen him from across the room last week, when she had been here to locate the first of the bombs the psycho Bam had hidden around Denver.

      Tyson had been in the back of the bar, at a circular booth with low lights and a cadre of well-dressed thugs sitting around him. Exchange the black lights and glass-top tables for regular bulbs and checkered tablecloths, and the scene could have played out in a New Jersey pizzeria.

      Before Ember left her car, she became very still, eyes open wide, studying the dark street. Only a couple hours ago, Ember had been outed as a member of the FBI to sixty or eighty assassins in the Denver area. Maybe more than an eighty, but the latest rumor indicated fewer. The rest had either died in inter-Branch squabbles or had fled the insanity before that could happen.

      Local law enforcement was chasing their own tail trying to make sense of the situation, she’d heard. Police weren’t sure why all of a sudden otherwise normal, upstanding citizens had taken to the streets to kill and maim others. It wasn’t political or religious, as far as they could tell, and she’d even heard rumors that the governor intended to dispatch state troopers and SWAT teams to patrol the streets in downtown Denver to maintain order.

      She wondered if they might all try this again, somewhere else. There was no reason a bunch of assassins couldn’t settle in Boston or New York to form a BAC or NYAC. Whatever they did, it wasn’t Ember’s problem any longer. She had reached that elusive status of being a retired assassin.

      But, she wouldn’t consider it a successful retirement until she had survived the next few days.

      Ember breathed for a full minute, making her eyes focus to check for movement on the street. In that span, only a couple of cars drove by. The pink front door of the Pink Door opened once, and a bouncer leaned out and spat into the parking lot. At the homeless shelter across the street, the lighted sign above flickered. No homeless hanging out in front tonight. Too cold.

      When she was satisfied there was no one hiding here, she readied her pistols and left her rental car. A sea of crunchy snow remnants lined the street, and she crushed through them, heading toward the muted music and blinking lights.

      Her plan was simple: walk in and march over toward Tyson Darby’s table in the back. If anyone got in her way, she would break that person’s fingers, then she would stand before Tyson and ask him if he had brokered the deal between Omar White and Marcus Lonsdale to kill a federal agent. She would ask nicely the first time. Not as nicely if she had to repeat herself.

      Ember pulled back the door and the whump whump of the bass beat jumped up around her ears, making her nose vibrate and itch. She stood in the anteroom, with one person in line ahead of her. After a short wait, she paid the admission price to the man behind the cutout wall and then strutted inside. Sensory overload hit her as the lights, sounds, and smells of the strip club enveloped her like a blanket.

      She realized her heart was thumping, her head buzzed like air and her feet felt like they were clad in concrete shoes. Adrenaline made her hyper-sensitive, and she’d only realized it now.

      A young woman with shiny brown skin and dyed platinum blonde hair slinked over toward Ember, carrying a tray with a candle in a jar and a box of matches. “Good evening, sweet thing,” the girl said, almost shouting against the constant barrage of music. “Would you like to light my candle?”

      Ember snickered. “I’m not even sure what it is you’re asking me to do, but I’m pretty sure it’s not on my menu tonight.”

      The girl maintained her smile, leaning in closer to Ember. She lowered her voice. “I remember your face, honey, so I’m pretty sure they remember it, too. You should turn around and walk out of here, while you still can.”

      Without breaking the act, the girl smooched Ember on the cheek and then walked away. Ember considered this last statement for a few seconds as she scanned the room for threats. A goon near the bar took notice and walked a couple steps toward her. He was still at least a hundred feet away, on the other side of this vast room.

      The man stood and stared, but he didn’t make any motion to intercept her. His suit coat stayed buttoned, with both of the guy’s hands in sight. She kept watch on him out of her peripheral, in case anything changed.

      Ember pushed past a group of college guys blocking her vision. She laid eyes on the back table… and it was empty. No Tyson.

      No local crime lord sitting there, eating onion rings and checking boxes off his crime lord checklist.

      As she stood there, head cocked, brow furrowed, a trio of men in dark clothing marched toward her. The two on the wings were both bulky, hired muscle. That much was clear. But the one in the middle was short and pudgy, with little round glasses and a thinning hairline. He looked like David Wellner, but better-dressed. Definitely not hired muscle, more like Management.

      “Can we help you?” the management guy asked. She could barely hear him over the music, but he didn’t seem like the type to raise his voice. The trio had stopped within two feet of Ember, cutting her off from view of the back table. Even without the boss, they didn’t want her nearing the man’s domain.

      “Where’s Tyson?” she asked.

      “Mr. Darby is out of town.”

      “Bullshit.”

      The management guy gave her a snide grin. “Listen, ma’am. Tyson Darby is an upstanding member of the community and a multiple-business owner. He has done nothing wrong and if you’re here on a fishing expedition, you’re going home empty-handed. You are quite clearly a cop—”

      “I’m no cop. I’m just looking for Tyson.”

      “And I’ve told you, Mr. Darby is not available. In his absence, I am authorized to speak on behalf of his business enterprises. As it stands, I have nothing to say to you.”

      “Tell me about Omar White.”

      The management guy frowned at her. Ember knew she was jumping straight to the finish line, but she lacked the patience to play a game of diplomacy. She wanted to take this frumpy assistant-whatever guy and tie him to a chair. He wouldn’t be so smug then.

      “I’m afraid I don’t know anyone named Omar White. If you want to come back with a warrant, maybe we could talk. But, if you think you’re going to do this same interrogation song and dance with Mr. Darby, you are sorely mistaken.”

      Ember’s hand snaked back toward her pistols. The two guys on the outside responded to this by widening their stances. She had no designs on shooting up the place, but she’d wanted to see how they would react to a perceived threat. To their credit, they didn’t act impulsively. Tyson’s men were well-behaved and calm.

      “I don’t have a warrant, because I’m not a cop.”

      “Then, if you don’t intend to drink and enjoy the club, I suggest you leave. We do not allow loitering at Pink Door.”

      “No,” she said. She didn’t even know why she was engineering this standoff. But it felt good to let out a little of the anger. It felt good to up the stakes. The danger was like ice in her veins.

      The management guy let out a sneer, breaking his spotless facade. “Listen to me. Walk out of here, now. I’m not going to tell you again.”

      Before she knew what had happened, Ember had an Enforcer in each hand. She raised them, keeping one pointed at each of the goons flanking the manager guy. A few of the nearby patrons backed up, creating an open perimeter around the guns.

      All three of Tyson’s men put their hands up, but Ember knew the goons had no intention of surrendering. Ember could see a couple more out of her peripheral, mobilizing and approaching with care. This situation was becoming a mess, and Ember wished she hadn’t provoked it. A little late now for second-guessing, though.

      “Ma’am,” the manager guy said, once again a picture of tranquility. “Please put away your weapons. We do not allow guns inside the Pink Door.”

      “Where is Tyson?” she asked again, slowly and deliberately. She had an itch to unload her magazines on these three. But she also wasn’t sure why she felt this way. Catharsis? Was this some twisted game her subconscious mind was playing with her? A way to funnel everything that had happened over the past six weeks through the barrels of her Enforcers and into the faces and bodies of these men?

      “I told you, he’s not here.” His voice was clipped, his anger boiling just beneath the surface.

      Now Ember noticed at least half of the room was aware of this standoff. Club-goers looked on in horror, even while music still pumped from the speakers. Some of them were frozen in their seats, some hiding under tables, a few had run for the door. A stripper on one of the satellite stages jumped down and stomped her high heels as she scurried out of the room.

      Ember looked down at her guns. She hadn’t intended to draw them. It had happened almost automatically. What had been her goal? Would she shoot up the place, possibly harming civilians?

      She didn’t know how she had arrived at this juncture.

      This was a mistake, fueled by adrenaline and a compulsive need to burn off excess energy. All of this had been in her head. An imaginary conflict.

      “Is there anything else we can help you with?” the guy asked, his expression still neutral.

      Ember swallowed and put her guns back in her waistband. The two goons on the edges lowered their hands, and the other guards halted their approach. But none of them took their eyes off her.

      Ember stood opposite at least ten of Tyson’s guards, in various spots across the interior of the club. If she had started firing, she wouldn’t have made it more than five seconds. There were too many of them.

      “I see,” she said, still feeling angry, but mostly now at herself. “I made a mistake.”

      The manager took a step forward. “So it would seem. You can leave now and please do not come back.”

      As the adrenaline spike began to fade, she considered replying, but decided she'd overstayed her welcome. Instead, she flipped a middle finger at the management guy and then spun on her heels to leave.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      DAY FIVE

      

      The top level of the covered parking structure at Denver International Airport was not actually covered, a fact that amused Ember. Amusing since you paid extra for “covered” parking up here in the open air, where your car was subjected to snow and wind and rain, just like the cheaper outdoor long-term parking areas that surrounded the airport.

      This top-level garage parking was at the same height as the canvas mountaintop-looking domes atop the airport, with a walking bridge connecting parking and the terminal. This early in the morning, however, there was no foot traffic to speak of. They might get ten more minutes of this before the early travelers started to populate the area.

      Ember and Zach sat in his car. He had his phone in one hand, his keys in the other, staring ahead.

      “You sure this is going to work?” he asked, looking nervous.

      “No, but it’s the best option we have right now.”

      Zach winced. “Here’s the problem. If I post this picture, then it takes Thomas and Helmut’s guys fifteen or twenty minutes to get here, why would I still be in the area? Wouldn’t I take the picture and then move on, you know… going on ahead, into the airport?”

      He had a point. Ember had devised this idea yesterday while brainstorming with Zach. He would park in the garage and then take a picture of the row and section, just as any normal person would so they could remember where they had left the car at airport parking. But then, the trick would be that Zach would “accidentally” post that picture to social media. They had to assume that Thomas or his people would be watching Zach’s social media channels, waiting for him to give them a clue how to find him.

      “Also,” Zach said, “this parking level isn’t that big. There are, maybe, fifteen other cars here. Would I really need to take a picture to remember my parking spot? I don’t know if it’s that realistic. I think they’ll be suspicious of this.”

      “Baby,” Ember said, patting him on the thigh. “You’re over-thinking this. I’ll bet you there’s a good chance Helmut and Thomas — plus the four new Firedrake guys — are already here at the airport. They have to assume you’ll be looking to flee, so this is the most likely place to snatch you. And, even if it does take them a while to get here, don’t worry about it. You’ll sit right there with your laptop in your lap, head down, working on something.”

      He sucked in a hitching breath, knee bumping up and down. “Okay. It feels weird, but okay.”

      “It doesn’t matter if the plan doesn’t hold up to logical scrutiny. They want to find you, and they want to do it fast. Even if this social media picture thing feels fishy to them, they’ll still check it out. It’s too golden of an opportunity for them to miss out because they think it might be a trap.”

      “I guess. You know this stuff a lot better than I do. I’m just nervous. I wish I hadn’t eaten that whole burrito for breakfast.”

      She gave his knee a good squeeze and slid her fingers a little up his thigh. “Don’t worry. We got this. We are not going to let anything happen to you. Take deep breaths, don’t puke, and before you know it, we’ll be all done.”

      “Okay.”

      “Let’s go, while it’s still early. We need to do this before we start seeing civilian foot traffic in the garage.”

      She kissed him before they left the car. Ember nodded to her two companions, standing over by a truck caked with dirt.

      “You trust those guys?” Zach said, nodding at Layne and Serena.

      “Well enough to invite them to a fight.” When he frowned at her, she decided to amend her statement. “They’re on our side. I’m not worried about them at all, so you don’t need to be, either. Everyone here has a job to do, so let’s do ours.”

      Zach turned around and snapped a picture of the sign reading Section R Row 5 and then continued to tap on his phone. Layne and Serena approached, and everyone shook hands.

      “We’re doing this?” Serena asked.

      “We’re doing this,” Ember said.

      “Alright, man,” Layne said. “Let’s get into position.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Five minutes had already passed. Zach sat in his car, head down, working on his laptop. Ember was the closest to him, hunkered down between the hood of his car and the concrete divider at the edge of the parking lot. The tac vest weighed her down, but no way would she roll into this situation without one.

      She breathed, trying to shake off the events of last night at Pink Door. It had been reckless and sloppy. Ember couldn’t afford any distractions now.

      There was only one way for vehicles to access the roof, and a walking bridge from the terminal for pedestrians. Her position shielded her from both. At this early hour, they’d received no foot traffic on the bridge. If this became a situation where they had to account for witnesses, then the whole game would change.

      Zach’s window was cracked so Ember could feed him status updates from her observational spot. She figured this would be for the best, to help Zach resist the urge to crane his neck around every few seconds. That would tip off Firedrake to the ruse, for sure.

      Layne and Serena were at strategic points nearby, each about a hundred feet away. Layne had put himself between a Toyota and a Subaru. Serena hid behind a construction barricade opposite Layne. They were both hidden, but within Ember’s eyesight, forming a triangle of area coverage. Layne and Serena had an effortless nonverbal communication between them. Ember admired that.

      Five more minutes passed without incident. Not a single airport-goer had come walking this way, and no cars. The sun had barely risen, and Ember hadn’t seen a plane land since they’d been here. Perhaps more importantly, Ember had seen no one from the DAC. She had continued to receive the threatening texts and voicemails from fellow Club members angry about discovering her true identity. But none of them had found her yet.

      As had happened over the last few weeks during any length of time Ember was alone with her thoughts, she dwelled. Not only on her failures last night, but on people. She dwelled on the faces of Charlie, Gabe, Isabel, and now Fagan. She kept picturing Fagan standing in front of her chore whiteboard in the Boulder Post Office, cracking dry jokes about separating out recycling while dabbing loose spit from the edge of her burned lips. Fagan, who had so much knowledge and wisdom to pass on, Fagan, who had been one of the longest-tenured members of Boulder Branch. One of the oldest in the entire Club. And, with one pull of a pistol’s trigger, Fagan’s light had gone out. Ember had been the one responsible for depriving the world of that woman. A woman Ember had idolized for three solid years in the DAC.

      Nothing could bring her back. But Ember suspected that Fagan would want her to succeed. It seemed like a strange supposition, given that Fagan had tried to kill her four days ago. Ember believed it, though. Fagan would want Ember to get out from underneath all of this mess.

      She wondered if those four faces would fade over time, the way she sometimes had trouble recalling the details of her little brother’s face. It seemed inevitable.

      She flashed eyes at Serena and Layne to make sure they were both alert and ready. Of course they were. She didn’t have any need to doubt the professionalism of her two colleagues, even though she’d only known what they could do for a short time.

      In the silence between planes taking off, Ember heard the echo of footsteps.

      She felt a pulse of nervous energy shoot through her as four men in suits crossed the pedestrian bridge. They had come on foot, which reinforced her suspicion they had already been at the airport. Perhaps the attached hotel.

      But no Thomas Milligan. No Helmut. She resisted the urge to pop up to look to see if those two were trailing.

      The four new arrivals stopped once they were within sight of Zach’s car. All four drew weapons. Definitely the same four Helmut had greeted at the airport.

      “Here we go,” Ember muttered, pistols in her hands. Then, a little louder, to Zach: “Don’t react to my voice. But, be ready to duck down and pull the vest over you.”

      She could see Zach’s hand inching toward the kevlar vest in the passenger seat.

      Serena left her position and skulked toward the four, since she was behind them. Layne didn’t look like he could come out of hiding yet without revealing himself. Ember watched Serena move. She was as silent as air, as small and quick as a fox. Her shoes made no sounds as they padded across the damp surface of the open-air garage. Quite an impressive sight to witness.

      Serena came up behind the four of them as they were walking toward the car. She held up two pistols and pulled the triggers at the same time. Up until that second, none of them had any idea that an assassin was standing three feet away. She shot one in the back, and he dropped immediately. The other round didn’t hit straight on, and it winged him in the upper arm.

      So, Serena was skilled, but she wasn’t perfect.

      Ember jumped up. She slapped the hood of the car, and Zach dove, taking cover, scrambling for the vest. Ember raised her pistols and opened fire. She pelted one of them with bullets, and he staggered back toward Serena.

      Serena took the cue and blasted him in the head. Two left. Both of the remaining goons seemed still a little confused by the multi-directional attack.

      Layne came out of his hiding spot at a sprint, with a hulking hand cannon of a pistol barking bullets at the two remaining Firedrake men. His first shots missed, but Layne wouldn’t need much time to readjust. The initial attack had lasted less than two full seconds.

      The goons wised up to their inferior position and split up, each diving in opposite directions. One of them raised his gun and spit shots at Layne as Layne tumbled. He hit the ground and rolled past the edge of a motorcycle, barely big enough to shield his hulking frame. Ember didn’t think he’d been shot, only taking cover, and that was confirmed when he popped back up and continued firing, killing one of the last two.

      The final standing goon was so concerned with bullets coming at him from Ember, he didn’t see Serena prowling behind him. Ember halted her gunfire so she wouldn’t hit her colleague.

      Serena grabbed the man by his hair, pulling his head back and exposing his neck. She dragged a knife across his throat at the same time Layne put a few closing bullets in the ones on the ground.

      As the echoes of the shots died down, an eerie quiet filled the air. No planes were roaring overhead at the moment. Ember looked into Zach’s car and saw him there, hands on top of his head, vest covering most of his back. The rear window had apparently been shot out at some point, with glass littering the backseat. She tapped on the window, and he looked up. He gave her a thumbs up. A smile on his face that looked close to genuine. For a normal guy who had limited experience with lethal situations, he was adjusting to a life of peril at an extraordinarily fast rate.

      Ember took a step out into the open area to check on her colleagues. Layne was on his belly, still aiming his gun. Serena stood behind the man she’d killed, knife in hand.

      Three of the goons were motionless. The fourth was on his back, blood pouring out of his mouth. His arms and legs were wiggling, but Ember could tell by looking at his eyes that he only had seconds left to live. No need to finish him off.

      Where were Helmut and Thomas? The whole point of this had been to draw them out. For all Ember knew, they were watching it go down from a safe distance and were now calling the police to have Ember and Zach arrested. It was always easier to get to someone if they were already locked up in jail. Maybe that had been part of their plan all along.

      Maybe Thomas and Helmut were fine with throwing expendable underlings at them in the meantime.

      “Everyone okay?” she asked.

      Layne grimaced as he rose to his feet. “Caught one in the vest, but i’ll be okay.”

      With everyone mobile, no time to stand around. If the cops didn’t show up soon, some civilian looking to exit the airport would stumble on them.

      “We gotta move!” she shouted. “Pack it up!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          THOMAS

        

      

    

    
      They were late. Unlike the four men Helmut had brought to Denver to assist with the mission to kill Zach and Ember, Thomas and his number one assistant had not stayed at the airport hotel. They had reserved rooms at the Mountain View, which was nicer and more quiet than the hotel literally at the airport. Also, Thomas liked having a little distance between him and the men. It helped establish the pecking order and remind them he wasn’t one of them.

      With his empire crumbling before him, Thomas wanted to do everything possible to maintain his position. Firedrake was on its last legs. Thomas had bet everything on Zach to complete the failsafe project. He had passed on other opportunities to make a name for himself within the Draconis family.

      He could have climbed aboard the Yellowstone project but had opted not to do so, because Zach had seemed—at least, at the time—like a much more secure bet.

      This was his bed. He had no choice but to sleep in it.

      All Thomas could do now was to implement damage control. To erase Zach, his meddling bitch girlfriend Ember, and then to start from scratch. Maybe not even at Firedrake. All possibilities were open before him, good and bad.

      One of the men had seen Zach’s social post about ten minutes ago. Something about it seemed hinky to Thomas; why would Zach post a picture of his current whereabouts online? It had to be an accident. But would someone as intelligent as Zach make that mistake, even if he were harried and in a panic?

      It could be a trap, but Thomas didn’t see that they had the option of not going. If they had a chance to catch Zach, they had to take it. He and Ember were too slippery to give up an opportunity like this.

      And Thomas’ reservations didn’t matter, because Helmut had mobilized his men, and Thomas had scrambled to join Helmut to rendezvous with them there. Thomas had been barely out of bed, sitting on the floor with his legs crossed. Dressed, but in no mood to race out and engage with the day before having his morning meditation. Breathing deep, in the nose and out the mouth, he focused on a particular stretch of beach outside of Trinidad named Houda Point Beach. He pictured waves lapping the sand and the boulders half-submerged at the water’s edge, always wet and shiny from the sea water.

      But Helmut had knocked, frantic, holding up his phone as soon as Thomas had opened the door. “It’s him,” Helmut said in his muddled voice. His phone displayed a grainy picture of Zach’s car, taken from above. “This pic is confirmation from our guys’ hotel room. He’s in the parking lot. Garage, top level, west side.”

      “We have to hurry,” Thomas said as he jogged around the room to collect his shoes.

      “The men are already mobilized. I didn’t think there was a need to wait. We should be there almost at the same time.”

      Thomas agreed and snatched the rest of his clothes to finish dressing in the car ride over. But he and Helmut had not met up with the men before their intercept, because of a nasty car accident on Peña Boulevard.

      A semi had spun out on the slush and ice in the street, keeling over on its side and blocking an entire lane of traffic. The four closest cars behind it had smashed into the truck’s top, which was now on its side.

      Chaos and mayhem everywhere. Traffic formed in an instant behind the wrecked cars, pushing back along this six-lane road.

      Thomas and Helmut had come along only thirty seconds later, and Helmut had been prescient enough to divert into the ditch next to the road to avoid any further pileup. When the cars in front of him suddenly stopped because their world had become an orchestra of brake lights, they didn’t have much choice.

      “What do we do, sir?” Helmut said. Since biting his tongue last week, Helmut’s voice had improved significantly in the last couple of days. He still spoke like someone with a speech impediment, but Thomas could understand him now, at least.

      There were cars everywhere. Traffic lined the street with the early morning flight commuters trying to reach the airport. Horns honked, and curse words flew like shrapnel from rolled-down windows.

      Thomas pointed across the street to the lane traveling in the other direction. “Go back through and around! We can’t be late.”

      Helmut diverted left, back across the street, headed for the median to pass the accident. First, he had to navigate the traffic jam, which was quickly filling with even more cars. Helmut drove perpendicular to the traffic, trying to weave through them to the median on the other side. He plotted a narrow course and made it to the sloped concrete median, then drove onto it and raced forward, past the mangled semi truck.

      The whole escapade had taken no more than two or three minutes for them to breach the stoppage, but it had been long enough. Along the way, Thomas used Helmut’s phone to call each of the men, but none of the four answered.

      When they arrived at the top level of the parking garage, with the nose of the car barely poking out from the edge of the concrete pillar so the occupants of the top level wouldn’t see them, Thomas witnessed pandemonium far worse than the accident.

      These men couldn’t accept phone calls because they had been brutally slaughtered.

      Helmut put the car in park, engine running, teeth gritted, growling something under his breath in a language Thomas didn’t know. For several seconds they both sat, staring.

      Thomas opened his door. The four elite soldiers Helmut had arranged to join them in Denver were all dead on the pavement, pools of blood around them. One had his throat slit. It looked like a massacre, one they hadn’t seen coming at all.

      “Sir,” Helmut said, and then stopped, apparently not knowing what to say after.

      Thomas gripped the open car door, pressing his thumbs into the window until they ached. “She has help. I don’t care how rough-and-tumble she is, she didn’t do this by herself.”

      “Maybe so. We need to go. We can’t stay here.”

      Thomas slid back in the car, his ire like boiling water poised to eject the lid off the pot. “The other day, you told me you could get ten. Ten men. This wouldn’t have happened if you had done that.”

      “I did the best I could on short notice, sir. Most of the rest were unavailable.” When Thomas said nothing, Helmut cleared his throat. “Sir? What do you want to do?”

      “We need more. Send for more men. I don’t care if they’re in the middle of other projects, or on vacation, or out on golf courses. This is priority number one. I want them here.”

      Helmut nodded as he put the car into reverse and backed around toward the garage exit. “How many more?”

      Thomas gawked at him, eyebrow raised, as if it were a stupid question. “Get them all here, Helmut. Every single one of them. And I want them here before dark this evening. I want them here today.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      The assassin drove into the Marriott's service entrance, about four miles from the airport. Serena and Layne were in one car, idling near a dumpster. Ember checked the angles to the street before pulling up next to the car. Since Helmut and Thomas hadn’t made it to the battle of the parking garage, they were probably hunting right now for the perpetrators.

      Taking an extra moment to study the scene never hurt. Not only because of the dozens of other assassins around the greater Denver metro who were looking to put an end to Ember Clarke.

      The area behind the hotel seemed free of danger. She put a hand on Zach’s knee and gave it a squeeze. “You coming? This concerns you, too.”

      “I’ll wait here.”

      “You sure?”

      He breathed for a couple of seconds, lips pursed. “I should have helped this morning.”

      “You had a job to do, and you did it. It was exactly what you were supposed to do.”

      “But if I’d helped, it would have been four on four. Sitting in the car with a bulletproof vest over my head didn’t make me feel like one of the team, it made me feel like some corporate jerk who hired a security firm to take him through a bad part of town.”

      Ember knew he was venting and not to take any of this personally. She said nothing, only gave his leg a gentle caress.

      “You go on,” he said. “I need to empty my head for a little bit.”

      Gunshots, blood, life and death situations. Zach wasn’t used to these sorts of scenarios, because no untrained civilian was. Ember could understand how difficult it must be for him.

      “I hear you,” she said. “What we did up there on top of the parking garage will help. Maybe you didn’t jump off a skyscraper and take out a helicopter with an RPG, but you’re a part of the team. A real part.”

      He didn’t reply, so she leaned over to kiss him and then opened the car door. She hovered there a second, and he waved her off.

      “Go on,” he said. “I’m fine. Just need a couple more minutes to make my heart stop racing.”

      Ember gave him a nod and then turned away from the car. Serena and Layne both also left their cars, and they convened by the dumpster, each of them with swiveling heads, checking around for threats. Fortunately, there was no rancid stink coming from the trash.

      “That went about as good as could be expected,” Layne said.

      “The boss wasn’t there,” Ember said. “I don’t know where he was, but he wasn’t there. Thomas Milligan and Helmut. It’s not over, but we made it more painful for them.”

      “We’re happy to help,” Layne said.

      “Thank you both for coming.”

      Layne nodded, but Serena gave her a pained look.

      “What’s that all about?” Ember asked the other assassin.

      “I have some bad news. Tomorrow night, I have to fly to London, so this is it for me. I have to bow out of helping you get Marcus. Unlike Layne, I still have a boss, and she wants me in the UK for the foreseeable future.”

      “I see,” Ember said.

      “As far as we know, Marcus thinks I’m still working for him. So, if we need to meet with him, it has to be soon.”

      Ember glanced at Layne, who showed no change in his face. Maybe Layne already knew about this, or maybe this was his standard reaction. This outdoor catalog model had one of the most impenetrable poker faces Ember had ever seen. Almost as good as Serena’s.

      “I understand,” Ember said. “I appreciate what you’ve done so far. We should arrange one more meeting with you and Marcus, to see if we can at least get an idea of how much longer he’ll be in town.”

      Serena crossed her arms. “Of course, I’ll work on setting up a meeting as soon as I can. Also, Layne and I talked about it, and he’s agreed to stay on and help you see this through.”

      “I’ll take whatever I can get,” Ember said, and Layne responded with a single dip of the head as acknowledgment.

      “Couple things to pass on before we all split up,” Layne said. “I used some juice in Washington to look into Tyson Darby and Omar White. As far as I can tell, Omar was a simple foot soldier who worked for Tyson. Tyson deals in all the usual local angles, like guns and drugs and a network of gambling cells. A friend of mine has had a couple of run-ins with him before. There’s been nothing to suggest Omar or Tyson has or had any ties to the DAC, or personally to Marcus Lonsdale. At least, nothing I’ve been able to dig up. Sorry, Ember, but I don’t think you’re going to find a way to use Tyson to link the two of them.”

      “I see. Thanks for your help.”

      Ember wasn’t convinced about Tyson, though. Marcus had used Omar to kill Isabel Yang. Omar worked for Tyson. Therefore, there had to be some sort of paper trail or spider web that connected all three of them together. But, if Layne was right, Ember would only waste more time if she continued to look into it.

      In a manner of days, Marcus would leave town. Once he had finished whatever business he had here, the man would flee. Maybe he would go somewhere no one could ever find him.

      “What do you need from me?” Layne asked.

      “The boss. The one who didn’t show up at the parking garage now. We need to find a way to take him out.”

      “Roger that,” Layne said. “Send me his info and I’ll make a plan.”

      “There’s one more thing,” Serena said. “Before I go, I managed to arrange some help for you.”

      “Friend of yours?”

      Serena and Layne both shook their heads. “This person is only an acquaintance, but I think you’ll appreciate it.”

      “Like I said, I’ll take whatever help I can get.”

      Serena and Layne shared a look, and Ember wondered if there was something romantic between them. Only for a second, then it passed. Ember liked the idea of beautiful people getting together, and these two were definitely in the upper echelon of hotness. Both of them looked like they would be equally comfortable crawling through a boot camp muck obstacle course or strutting down a runway in Milan. Most people couldn’t pull off either of those looks with any style.

      Serena reached out to Ember and gave her a firm shake. “Good luck, Ember. I hope you nail Marcus. I really do.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’ll get a phone call soon from my contact.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          ZACH

        

      

    

    
      Sweat dribbled down his forehead. His feet pushed hard, growing harder by the minute. His hands gripped the foam-covered bike handles. Zach had been pedaling for half an hour and he hadn’t moved from his spot. His heart bumped steadily, somewhere around 140 beats per minute. He knew how to get his heart there and keep it there, for optimal metabolic benefit.

      His eyes were glued to the TV screen in the fitness center of this motel. On a late-morning talk show, the host was interviewing a man who claimed to be in love with his best friend’s girlfriend. But, the man didn’t yet know that his best friend was ironically in love with him, and the best friend planned to confront the man about this when he came out. Based on the previews before the last commercial break, someone would take a punch to the nose in the upcoming segment. The studio audience chanted the host’s name as if he were a Roman emperor deciding the fate of gladiators.

      Zach wasn’t emotionally invested in the story, but he liked having something mindless to focus on while he exercised. And he was pushing himself at a breakneck pace, his hamstrings and quads already burning after going top speed for most of the half hour. Still, it didn’t feel like enough. He wanted to sweat more. He wanted to push harder.

      Only a couple hours before, Zach had watched Ember and her two colleagues kill four men on the top floor of an airport parking garage. Zach had seen people die before. He had seen violence. What bothered him about the conflict this morning was how little it all bothered him, after he’d settled down while watching Ember debrief with her spy buddies. Once the adrenaline had dissipated, he’d felt fine. He’d felt no lingering aftereffects of trauma. He’d felt no guilt in playing a part in the death of four men who might have families and might be good people who’d made a bad career choice.

      But wasn’t it black and white? They were coming to kill him and Ember. It was either them or him. It had to be done, hadn’t it?

      Maybe Zach was supposed to feel guilty about it, and maybe he wasn’t. The only bit of guilt he now felt was for staying in the car as bait while the action occurred around him. He wished he could have helped.

      Of course, that was ludicrous. No way Zach could have handled his own out there among the professionals, and he would have become a liability in seconds.

      Ember had promised him he’d done his part, but he wasn’t so sure. Of course, she would say something like that. But he wished he knew how to handle himself in a fight. He wished he knew how to do many of the amazing things Ember knew how to do, like all that spy stuff. Just the fact that Zach thought of Ember’s abilities only as “spy stuff” told him he had a long way to go.

      Smashing Helmut’s nose in the motel room doorway last week had been a good start. He didn’t know where that drive and impulse had come from, in the moment. He’d acted without any thought about the consequences.

      Zach slowed his pace on the stationary bike to cool his heart down. Thirty minutes of hard riding was enough, and he didn’t want his legs to be so sore later he couldn’t walk. Running? He could pound a trail for an hour and not feel much fatigue later. But the bike worked different muscles. He had to be careful not to overdo it.

      Zach stepped off the bike and grabbed a towel from the stack on the complimentary bottled water and granola bar table. He patted down the sweat on his neck and face as he walked over to the window overlooking the parking lot. Cars came and went. Trunks opened, and suitcases rolled along the snowy ground. Any one of those people out there could be one of Thomas’ men coming to kill him.

      Ember knew how to handle these situations. There had to be a way Zach could contribute to ending the struggle, but how?

      He needed a new plan. The ambush at the parking garage was supposed to eliminate Thomas and Helmut, but they hadn’t shown. Maybe they could set a second trap. At Zach’s apartment, maybe? Maybe at his advisor’s office on campus at CSU? They had found him there last week, so maybe that could work again. Except this time, Ember would be waiting nearby with a sniper rifle.

      Zach imagined standing across from Thomas and Helmut as long-distance bullets cascaded down on them. That thought didn’t bother him, either. Was any of this normal? Zach didn’t have much experience in the realm of fending off people intent on murdering him. Maybe the visualization of your enemies dying from bullets to the brain was supposed to feel like this.

      Zach finished drying the sweat from his head and neck, and then he tossed the towel into the hamper in the corner of the room. He eyed himself in the mirror one last time. An old and tired person looked back, worn out and weary. Thinking this made him smile. It wasn’t exactly the look he wanted as he embarked on a new romantic relationship with someone, in these crucial early stages where every day together felt like a week. She didn’t seem to mind the bags under his eyes, though.

      As he left, the chill in the air invaded every inch of his exposed and damp skin, so he quickened his pace across the room for a shower. As he pivoted, he caught something out of the corner of his eye. A white guy, lanky and with big hands, hanging out by the motel office. Standing there with a Bluetooth device jutting out of his ear, he was staring off into space, cold breath pluming from his lips.

      Something was off about this guy. Zach could feel it. Did he have someone on the other end of that earpiece? Were more of Thomas’ underlings waiting nearby for a signal to come attack?

      Zach had no weapons on him, nothing to defend himself. If they were busted at this motel, what could he do? Ember was out running afternoon errands. His phone was back in the room.

      The guy turned to Zach, looking at him head on. He had a kind expression, but his eyes were like lasers sizzling the space between them.

      Zach froze. He balled his fists, unsure what to do. His feet seemed frozen in place.

      Those laser eyes still looking at him.

      But then the guy tapped a finger against his temple like a casual salute. He then looked away, eyes down on his phone. A moment later, a car pulled up, and the man smiled as he waved at the driver. He opened the rear passenger door and climbed in, then a few seconds later, the car drove off. Not an assassin coming to kill him.

      “Shit,” Zach muttered as his racing heart made his throat close up. “I need to get better at this stuff.”

      Because, if he didn’t, Zach might not spot a real threat before it was too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Snow churned under the car’s tires as it exited the highway and turned into a neighborhood street. Ember flicked the headlights on as the sun set.

      Her hands ached on the steering wheel. Knowing she was both running out of time and unaware how much time remained was a terrible rock-and-hard-place to make plans.

      “I was thinking,” Zach said from the passenger seat of her car, “it doesn’t have to be complicated. We don’t need to have a fifteen-point plan to draw them out.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “Well, Thomas and Helmut found me once on campus. Seems like they would have eyes there again, you know? If I went to my advisor’s office, spent some time hanging around outside. They’ll come. All we have to do is be ready. There’s a parking garage across the street. Great place for a sniper to hang out and set up shop.”

      Ember grinned. “‘Set up shop,’ huh?”

      “Yeah, I dunno. Something like that. Whatever you guys call it. If I’m there, and we can bring them there, I don’t see why we wouldn’t be able to get them out into the open and exposed.”

      “Okay, so let’s think this through. What happens when this sniper takes a position at the parking garage and a couple of students stumble on her? Does she kill the civilians? Because, if she doesn’t, those civilians will call the cops to report suspicious activity and then squad cars will be on the scene within minutes, ruining the ambush. And what happens if the person looking out for you isn’t quick enough when Thomas shows up, and they snatch you? We could drop a GPS tracker in your pocket, but then what happens when they strip you naked and burn your clothes to get rid of anything like that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Also, you have to consider the fact that we’ve fooled them before, so they’ll be looking for the hint of deception around every corner from now on. We have to be better prepared and more clever than last time. We caught them unaware once. Next time, we need either a totally unique plan, or for the stars to align and lady luck to bless us real good.”

      Zach’s face fell, his eyes pointed forward, and he gave a limp shrug. “I’m just trying to help.”

      Ember reached over and gave his hand a squeeze. “I know. And I love how eager you are to pitch your ideas for an ambush. I love that you want to take an active role in all of this. But we need to be extra-careful now. We missed our chance to cut off the head of the snake this morning, and that means it’ll come back, stronger than before. We have to be ready for that.”

      Zach said nothing, but Ember could tell he was considering her words. He glanced down at his phone, nearing the blue dot along the road in the suburb of Lakewood. “There,” he said, pointing at a one-story ranch home with faded green siding and a one-car garage so tiny it looked like it might struggle to fit a compact car.

      Ember pulled along the curb and fished her phone out of her pocket after it chimed in her pocket.

      “Yes?” she said, then she listened as the voice on the other end spoke. Zach peered at her with a question in his eyes, but he didn’t say anything.

      “Yes, I know who you are. I appreciate the call… no, that sounds perfect. Yes… yes, we can work on it when you arrive. Thanks again.”

      Zack shifted in his seat. “What was that?”

      “You know that super-hot Latina chick from this morning? Serena?”

      Zach shrugged. “Was she hot? I didn’t notice.”

      “Oh, come on,” Ember said, chuckling. “You know I don’t believe that for one second. I’m not the jealous type, so you don’t have to pretend like you’re blind to other women.”

      He gave a sheepish smile. “Okay, okay. Yeah, she’s smoking hot. But you, Ember Clarke, are much hotter. It’s not even close.”

      Ember kissed him. “That is the exact right answer, even though it is pretty close.”

      “Anyway, what about her?”

      “Serena arranged for me to have some help since she has some spy stuff to take care of in London. Help to handle Marcus, not Thomas, I mean. I’m running out of time here to connect Marcus to his crimes.”

      “I have to remember that you have your own thing, too.”

      That “thing” was not only Marcus, but an army of disgruntled DAC members coming after her. She put a light hand on Zach’s cheek to point his face toward hers. “My thing and your thing are equally important to me. We’re going to solve all of our problems. Solving only one means one of us lives while the other one dies.”

      “I know. I’m not worried about playing second fiddle here.”

      She cleared her throat and pointed at the house. “This is the place?”

      “Looks like it. We’re at the dot.”

      “You want to come with me this time?”

      He considered it for a second, then nodded. Ember tilted her head toward the house, and they left the car. She led Zach up the stairs and knocked on the door. The porch light flicked on, making her have to shield her eyes for a moment. A few seconds later, a dark-skinned woman opened the door a crack and spied her with an eye a deep shade of brown.

      “Good evening,” she said in English accented heavily enough to make Ember think it wasn’t her first language. Pakistani, most likely. “Can I help you?”

      Ember pointed at Zach and then back at herself. “We’re friends of Kunjal’s.”

      “We do not want any trouble.”

      “I understand. He called me and told me to find him here. There won’t be any trouble, ma’am. He’s expecting us. I can tell you my name, if you want to check with him, but it’s probably better if you know less about us.”

      The woman chewed on her lower lip and then opened the door wider to allow them in. She lifted a finger down a hall, and Ember scooted Zach off in that direction. Thick carpet and orange paint on the walls. They found Kunjal Anand hunkered down in the second bedroom on the right. A tiny room with a single twin bed and pre-teen posters on the walls. Two of the posters were for boy bands Ember didn’t recognize, and the other two posters were of movies Ember didn’t recognize.

      Kunjal was sitting on the bed, a bruise on one side of his face and a bump on the other. He looked tired, beaten down, on his last ounce of energy. Even his eyebrows seemed to have lost some of their trademark fluffiness.

      “I didn’t really think pre-teen girl movies would be your thing, Kunjal, but I guess I was wrong about you.”

      “This is not my house. I am staying with a friend for safety.” Kunjal flashed eyes at Zach. “Who is this?”

      “This is Zach,” Ember said. “He’s okay.”

      “I didn’t know you would bring him. He’s not DAC.”

      Ember turned up her palms. “Technically, neither am I. Are you?”

      Kunjal considered this for a few seconds, then shook his head. “The Holdings building is gone.”

      The news hit her like a punch to the chin. “Are you serious?”

      “I assumed you didn’t know, since you turned in your token. Angry members of the Club showed up to protest, and it turned violent. Maybe if Security hadn’t gone out to confront them, they would have shouted for a few minutes and then left. I don’t know.”

      “What happened?”

      “A group of them launched explosives all at the same time and brought the building down. There are many injured. Many dead. I managed to get out before the building came down on me.”

      “That’s terrible. I’m so sorry.”

      He nodded and pointed to a stack of yellow legal pads, sitting on a vanity alongside a collection of glittery makeup paraphernalia. “I was able to save my notes for A History of the Denver Assassins Club. Perhaps it no longer matters, though.”

      Ember felt a gnawing in the pit of her stomach. She reached over and took Zach’s hand, who gave her a firm squeeze back.

      “There’s more,” Kunjal said. “President Wellner died at the hands of his secretary, Naomi. She was seen leaving with a man named Marcus. Some of us believe this man is from the FBI. In the chaos, no one even questioned his presence there.”

      Marcus Lonsdale had been at the Holdings building?

      “Do you know this man?” he asked.

      Kunjal gave Ember the eye, and she nodded.

      “He’s FBI,” she said. “It’s true.”

      “I know your name, Allison Campbell. This is one of many lies you have told. I called you because there was something I thought you should know, but I realize I may walk out of this house in handcuffs for my role at the Denver Assassins Club. If you are here to arrest me, can you leave my notes? They might still be useful.”

      She shook her head. “I’m not going to arrest you, Kunjal. I don’t really even work for the FBI any longer. It's complicated. I’m sorry I lied to you. I lied to everyone, and that’s something I’m going to have to deal with.”

      His face softened. “Whatever your name is, I like you. You have been good to me in my short time at the Club.”

      “I appreciate that. What’s this piece of information you need to tell me?”

      “I overheard some conversations yesterday before it all went bad, and I believe I have now pieced together a rough timeline. David Wellner and Marcus Lonsdale were in business together. Marcus referred contracts to the DAC from government files, and he received a cut. In exchange, he helped divert law enforcement’s attention away from the DAC.”

      Ember sat back, sucking in a breath. She let go of Zach’s hand so she could transfer a layer of sweat from her palms to her pants. It made so much sense. And that meant Marcus must have definitely been the one to leak her identity to all the remaining members. A way to convert an army of trained killers to his side, without them even knowing.

      “This is bad?” Zach asked.

      “Yes,” Ember said. “This is bad.”

      Before she could elaborate on her answer, her phone buzzed. She took it out to find Layne’s name on the lock screen. She held up a finger to the two others in the room and took the call.

      “Ember,” Layne said, panting.

      “What’s up?”

      “I found Thomas Milligan. He’s in Fort Collins right now, but he might not be here for long. I have a small window. Very small.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “This man… he planted the child porn in your boyfriend’s apartment?”

      “Probably not personally, but he gave the order. What are you going to do?”

      “No time to wait for backup. I have a window, and I’m going to move on it, now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          MARCUS

        

      

    

    
      Marcus held a newspaper in one hand and a Zippo lighter in the other. He had owned the Zippo for twenty years. Easy, reliable, dependable. He always assumed one of the reasons they could last forever was how simple they were inside. Fewer moving parts meant fewer pieces that could fail. That correlation of simplicity to success translated into many other aspects of life, he’d found.

      There wasn’t a single person at the Parker Post Office to greet him this evening as he and his entourage had arrived. The building was a mess. Windows blown out, papers from the building scattered all over the lot, doors leading into the building left wide open. It was as if everyone had decided to run, all at once.

      The exterior basement door to the Parker Post Office had been shut, however. At least, that probably meant no one had been rooting around down there. Marcus had no trouble opening the basement door, where the historical records of the DAC were kept. He doubted his name appeared on any of the records in this dusty tomb, but he couldn’t be sure. Better to be rid of all of it.

      Time for a fresh start. Time to cut his losses and blow town before things became too complicated. But, before that, he still had a chance to grab these restless natives and use them for his own purposes.

      If he could pull it off, which was no guarantee.

      In the basement, he found a hallway with a desk set up for a security station, but no one sitting at it. He used the flat surface as a staging area to separate the newspaper into its component parts. Out came Sports, Business, Comics, Lifestyle. Each one, he tightened into its own tube to act as a torch, then he lit them one at a time. Sports went into the first room on his right. Lifestyle, the room on his left.

      He swept along the hall until he'd tossed a flaming hunk of paper into each room, and now the fire sprang to life in several spots. His eyebrows started to singe and then smoke infiltrated his lungs, so he backed out of the hallway and into the parking lot to watch it burn through squinted eyes.

      He stood proudly as the flames punched out the remaining first-floor windows and consumed the basement and then ground level. When Wellner had first told Marcus about the DAC’s arcane practice of shunning digital records for manual ones, Marcus had thought it a dumb idea. But now, he felt eternally grateful they’d made his tracks so easy to cover.

      There were few feelings as satisfying as cleaning up. Knowing that anything incriminating had been erased. Marcus had always been careful, and just because there were literal and figurative fires all around him didn’t mean he would stop noting the details now.

      “Pleasure to burn,” he mumbled to himself as the flames reached the second floor. He had to scoot back a few feet as the expanding blaze warmed his face.

      Marcus checked his watch. It might have been better to burn the records during the day, when the flames wouldn’t attract as much attention. But beggars couldn’t be choosers. Marcus had a schedule to keep. In two days, he had plane tickets booked. A nice long vacation far away from America. Far away from DC, and far away from any of this mess. A long vacation to determine if he would be able to come back to America as if nothing had happened, or if he might need to continue traveling to some place with no extradition treaty.

      He did have a couple of tasks to complete before then, however. He had a plan. A plan to set up Ember for a trap by manipulating Serena Rojas and making them think they had the upper hand. Not an easy thing to pull off, because Ember wasn’t dumb. She was a vindictive and heartless manipulator, but at least she wasn’t dumb.

      Marcus heard footsteps approaching from his right, and he looked over to see an elderly black man crossing the parking lot, eyes wide, mouth open, looking at the Parker Post Office engulfed in flames.

      “Who the hell are you?” Marcus said.

      “Randall,” the man said, absent-minded and slack-jawed. “I was in charge of security for those archives that are now up in smoke.” He pointed at the exterior basement door. “For the last five years, that was my workstation.”

      Marcus shifted a hand closer to the 9mm in his concealed carry holster, watching the flames reflected in the man’s midnight eyes. He didn’t seem all that upset about it, more like baffled and confused and unsure if this fire was real or not. “You okay, Randall?”

      “I suppose. For half a decade, I protected those documents. Now, it doesn’t matter much anymore if we have records of our past, does it? The Club is gone. That’s what I’m hearing.”

      Marcus shrugged. “Dust to dust, ashes to ashes, que será to que será.”

      “Who are you?” Randall said, now looking at Marcus for the first time. The old man seemed to have one eyebrow permanently raised.

      “I’m death, my friend. The destroyer of worlds and all that. I’m the one who gives and takes away, and I’ve decided to take this all away, because I can.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Yeah, I know you don’t, Randall. But I’m the one pulling the plug. I’m going to make you all murder each other, and I’m going to make you think it was your idea. That’s how it works. That’s the smart way to do it.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Because I’m tired of these toys and I want new ones. Because you’re all more trouble than you’re worth. There’s no blood left to squeeze from this stone. That’s why, my friend.”

      “Are you a member?”

      At first, Marcus turned up his palms, but then he decided to answer the question. “Not a member, exactly. I’m more like a silent partner. You know your fearless leader, David Wellner?”

      “I do know him.”

      “I was his boss, sort of. We were supposed to be equal partners, but, in practice, it didn’t work out like that. He always struck me as the sort of person who thrived better being managed, rather than being the manager.”

      “I heard he died when the Holdings building collapsed.”

      “Not quite. He was most definitely already dead by the time the building came down. His secretary Naomi stabbed him in the heart and watched him bleed to death in his own office.”

      Randall stared at the fire, still seeming confused. Marcus was starting to wonder if this guy had taken a recent thump to the head. He seemed like he was in shock, or had a concussion, or had eaten a handful of happy pills.

      “Naomi?” Randall said. “I met her once. Such a pretty girl. Did she really stab him?”

      “Uh-huh. She sure did. I watched it happen. Then, I was going to drive her to the nearest motel room and bang her silly to celebrate, but she died when the building collapsed. Karma, I guess.”

      “Why are you telling me all this?” Randall asked, frowning.

      “Sometimes, it helps me to vent. Also, in two more seconds, you won’t be around to remember it.”

      “What?”

      Marcus pulled his gun and put a single bullet in Randall’s forehead. The older man didn’t even know he’d been shot as he fell. That same quizzical expression would stay locked on his face in death.

      A burning window frame broke off and fell to the ground, tumbling within a few feet from Marcus. He barked a laugh and hopped back a full step to keep clear. He continued to back up toward his car, where one of his men opened the passenger door.

      “Sir,” the man said.

      “I know, I know,” Marcus said. “We need to get out of here. I just wanted to watch it burn for a few minutes. Makes my dick plump. Can’t you allow me my simple pleasures?”

      “It’s not that, Mr. Lonsdale.” The assistant held out his phone, showing a picture of a white guy in a suit. He was prim and handsome, a little taller than Marcus. But they did have similar looks; same hairstyles, same preferred cut of a suit. But Marcus knew right away this man wasn’t a fed. Probably a junior executive in Silicon Valley at some cash-rich startup that made reusable drinking straws out of turtle shit or something like that.

      “What am I looking at?” Marcus said.

      “This man is Thomas Milligan. He works for a biotech company in California.”

      “Sure, I guessed as much from the picture. Why should I care?”

      “His Chief of Security is a brawny Eastern European Guy named Helmut.”

      Marcus chuckled. “A little on the nose with that name, but sure. Please stop the foreplay and tell me why I need to know about Thomas and Helmut.”

      “Because last week, Helmut attacked Ember Clarke and her boyfriend Zach Bennett at a motel room in Denver. Thomas’ company is Zach’s employer. Seems like they’ve decided to let him go, and Ember is supposed to go as well. They’ve been trying to kill her for a couple weeks.”

      Marcus reached out and took the phone, studying the picture. He could feel the heat from the building fire on his back. “Interesting. Very interesting. Another player in the mix?” He handed the phone back to his guy. “Actually, now that I think about it… this will fit into the rest of our plans perfectly. Open up a line of dialogue. These yokels are going to help us kill the DAC, and they don’t even know it yet.”

      Marcus smiled, taking one last look at the building. The fire had spread, turning the night sky so bright, Marcus wished he had sunglasses. “It’s a shit show, but maybe we can still make something beautiful come from it.” He turned back to his guy. “Get on the phone and order the rest of the troops to Denver, stat. It’s time we put things in motion for the endgame.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          LAYNE

        

      

    

    
      In the empty parking lot sat a lone trailer. Layne watched it from the bushes across the street. He had seen Thomas Milligan park next to it and then enter alone. Layne doubted anyone lived inside and instead thought of it like a trailer a construction company would use as an on-site office.

      He’d been in there for only a couple of minutes. Long enough for Layne to call Ember to give her the heads up. There was no way to know how long Thomas would stay or what he was doing. Layne had a suspicion, though. With the death of his crew this morning at the airport, it would make sense for him to want to pack up and leave. Maybe return in a few days with reinforcements. In the meantime, erase anything incriminating.

      Any minute now, the target would emerge from that door and leave the area. No time to wait for backup.

      A single street lamp lit up the parking lot, and Layne had no trouble crossing it without being seen, as far as he knew. The trailer had a few windows, but the blinds were drawn on all of them. He could see a shadow moving around inside, paying no attention to the world outside.

      Layne drew a pair of twin knives as he eased up the wooden steps outside the trailer. He kept his eyes on a set of large and pointy icicles hanging down above his head. Then he reached up and tried the door. It was unlocked.

      For a second, he thought about the man inside. A man who had tried to frame Zach Bennett with child pornography. Layne didn’t know Zach well. But anyone who could peddle child porn—or, at the very least, participate in the sharing of it—was a danger to society. Layne Parrish would not abide the degradation of children. Ever. In any manner.

      He flung the door open and leaped inside. There, standing ten feet away, was Thomas Milligan. He had a glass of brown liquid in one hand, the other holding up a document. He was squinting at it. Papers were in disarray all around him. Boxes sat open, some overflowing with contents. Just as Layne had suspected, this was a clean-out.

      Thomas whirled toward the new arrival. “Who the hell are you?”

      Layne didn’t answer. He pushed up the sleeves of his hoodie, exposing the tattoos blanketing his arms. Thomas flicked his eyes down at them.

      Layne raised his knives and took a step to close the distance. Thomas chucked his glass, which missed Layne and splatted dark alcohol on the wall behind him.

      Layne held both of his knives aloft and waited for Thomas to make another move.

      “Who are you?” Thomas asked again, looking more incensed than anxious.

      “I’m a friend of a friend. After everything you’ve done, the two of them deserve to be here to end you. But I saw a chance and I had to take it. Today’s the day you pay for your miniature terrorism. I don’t know you, Thomas Milligan, but I’m very familiar with your kind.”

      “You don’t know shit,” Thomas said. “If you had any idea who I work for, you’d be quaking in your damned boots.”

      “Maybe so. But I’m not wearing boots, and your bosses aren’t here right now to save you.”

      Thomas’ confidence seemed to falter. Layne thought he saw the man’s eyes quivering.

      “My people will back any second now.”

      Layne gripped his knives. “That’s okay. This won’t take very long.”

      In a flash, Thomas pivoted toward a Colt revolver sitting on the desk behind him, but he was too late. Layne raced within two feet, then he jabbed a heel toward Thomas’ left calf, striking it. Layne heard the man’s knee pop.

      Thomas cried out and sank to the floor as his leg gave out.

      Layne swiped one time across his throat.

      He gurgled, both his hands shooting to his neck. Blood squirted out from between his fingers as his eyes bugged out and he scooted back on the floor. His mouth opened, trying to speak, but no words came out. Thomas looked at Layne, pleading. Layne could see the utter terror on his face, knowing his life was rapidly leaving his body.

      “Next stop for you is hell,” Layne said. He crouched, waiting for the man to attack, or crawl toward the door, but he did neither.

      “I don’t enjoy killing people,” Layne continued. “But you are a nasty piece of work. Zach Bennett sends his regards.”

      At the mention of Zach’s name, the man’s eye grew wide, then dimmed. He bled out in ten seconds, but Layne knew there was still a flicker of life deep within his brain. Strange and fascinating how human biology worked. Layne was no sadist, but he found himself curiously watching this despicable example of humanity flicker and die. Milligan’s hands fell away from his neck and his gaze settled on a blank spot on the wall.

      Layne sheathed his knives. No sooner had he done so than headlights of multiple cars shined against the windows. He crinkled one window blind to look out, and he now saw half a dozen cars, all parked around the trailer. They had circled it, leaving him little room for escape.

      Layne checked the ceiling, and he found a roof access hatch there, so he jumped on the desk and screwed it open. Snow from the edges of the open hatch dribbled inside the trailer. Looking down on it, someone might think it had been tracked inside from unstamped shoes. Too late to worry about it now.

      Layne lifted himself through the trapdoor to the top of the trailer, covered in six inches of snow and ice. He scooted along the surface of the roof carefully until he could spy the parking lot, then he pushed himself down in the snow for a bit of cover. The dampness needled at the exposed flesh of his face, neck, and hands, but he gritted his teeth against it.

      There were six cars in the lot, and at least two-dozen men. They were all dressed similarly to the men they had fought at the airport that morning. Mostly suits, a few with dark slacks and regular winter jackets, a few in well-groomed casual clothes. Most of them were white, young. All were male.

      The backup had arrived. A retaliatory thickening of the ranks due to the slaughter of their four men at the airport early this morning.

      What would they do now that the head of the snake had been severed? Would they push on and fight, or would they retreat? Layne stayed put as one of them—a big bruiser with a smashed nose—approached the trailer and gave it a knock.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          HELMUT

        

      

    

    
      Helmut knocked on the trailer door and waited for a response. He knew Thomas was here, because his car was here. The boss had insisted  Helmut bring this caravan of security team members from the airport to Fort Collins as soon as they’d arrived.

      Managing twenty-three men at once was not Helmut’s decision. All of them had been in the middle of other tasks that now had to be postponed, canceled, or rearranged. It was a logistical nightmare.

      Since the deaths of four guards this morning, everything had to be accelerated. The stakes had become grave. And that meant an all hands on deck situation, regardless of whatever other projects these men had going previously. It had taken a bit of verbal gymnastics and maneuvering, but — as always — money talked. When he’d explained that Milligan would be tripling their daily rates, they’d all jumped at the opportunity, putting their current responsibilities on hold.

      Hopefully Thomas would agree with that amount, but they hadn’t discussed rates. Helmut didn’t care — the man wanted a job done, he’d have to pay for it.

      A few seconds elapsed, and Thomas did not come to the door. In a trailer this small, there was no way he hadn’t heard the knock.

      Out for a night stroll? Not likely. Thomas would’ve sent a text if he’d deviated from the plan at all.

      So, Helmut drew his pistol and held it up, with the nose pointing at the night sky. He reached down to the doorknob and found it unlocked. He placed his finger over the trigger.

      Helmut whipped back the door and jumped inside to see Thomas sitting on the floor with his throat slit. Blood had darkened his shirt, pants, and a small area of the floor around him.

      “No,” Helmut said, his jaw setting so hard it ached within seconds. His bloated, injured tongue squiggled around inside his mouth, sore and pulsing.

      Thomas looked so undignified in death, his eyes blank and his lips slightly parted. They had known each other well, and Helmut had even grown to like and appreciate the man, his cunning business sense and his ruthless efficiency. Helmut was no softie, but he almost couldn’t cope with the level of emotion he felt at this moment, seeing the dead man on the floor. Eyes and mouth both lolling open. He felt an urge to push up on Thomas’ chin to close his mouth, but he knew he shouldn’t touch the body.

      Helmut heard something move on the roof above him, then a thud outside in the parking lot.

      He opened the door again to see a figure streaking across the blackness, already halfway to the edge of the parking lot.

      “You!” Helmut shouted at a couple of the men, standing around and talking, oblivious. When they looked his way, he thrust a finger in the direction of the fleeing shadow. “That way! Stop that person!”

      The two soldiers broke into a run, hurrying toward the edge of the parking lot. His assigned men hustled, but the target moved like lightning across the pavement.

      The two guards tried to close the distance. But the shadow had already hopped the hedges and disappeared, with nothing left behind.

      No sign of his face. And Helmut suspected there would be little useful evidence in the gruesome murder scene in the trailer.

      He held his pistol to his chest, pointed in the same direction as his eyes, as he crossed the parking lot. While his men hopped the hedges, Helmut waited.

      A few of the crew were talking, and he gave them an angry shush to quiet them. In the cold air, Helmut closed his eyes and listened. He could hear a slight breeze, the swaying of trees, the footfalls of the men he had sent after the assassin.

      Whoever had done this had been clean. Professional. Helmut must have surprised him, coming back with all these cars.

      He sucked in a hitching breath, trying to keep the tears from welling in his eyes. Could it be possible? Had Thomas actually been killed? Helmut closed his eyes and breathed, trying to focus and not let the emotion overwhelm him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Four minutes later, after sending two other search teams into the night with no success, they all returned. They weren’t scratching their heads in confusion, but they might as well have been. He considered sending more men out into the night to look for this assassin, but doubted if it would be wise to split everyone up right away.

      These new arrivals hadn’t even been briefed yet. Most of them were standing around, looking at phones, paying no attention to Helmut’s anguish.

      He had to be smart. He had to keep the desire for revenge below the surface, for now.

      Helmut didn’t need to open an investigation to know what had happened here. Ember Clarke had done this. Not her specifically, but someone she had hired.

      She had now done something terrible. Something unforgivable.

      He returned to the trailer and sat atop the desk to study the lifeless husk of his boss. That same dumb look of indignity showed on his face. An awful way to go. Would this be how Helmut remembered the face of this man he had admired and collaborated with for all these years?

      “Oh, shit,” said an Asian man with long black hair pulled into a ponytail, standing in the doorway. One of the new security team. “What happened?”

      “Thomas has been murdered,” Helmut said, speaking slowly so the words wouldn’t be muffled.

      “He’s still bleeding. Did this just happen?”

      “I think so. Within the last ten minutes, it would seem. I heard something on the roof, and that guy running away from the trailer… it was likely him.”

      Helmut started thinking about the traffic light on Turnberry Road. Helmut, leading the caravan, had stopped when the light had turned yellow so he wouldn’t have to bisect the train of cars behind him. If he had rushed through that yellow, would he have made it here in time to save Thomas?

      Rage rumbled through his toes and up into his spine. His jaw and fat tongue stung from clenching his teeth.

      The security team member took a couple steps inside the trailer and turned to face Helmut. “I don’t mean to be crass, sir, but what does this mean for us? Are we going back to California?”

      “No,” Helmut said, seething. “No one is going anywhere.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

          MARCUS

        

      

    

    
      DAY SIX

      

      Marcus Lonsdale stood in the parking lot at Chautauqua Park. The jagged Flatiron Mountains above him were drizzled with white and encircled by thin clouds this morning like clingy patches of Santa Claus’ beard. He inhaled deep air and smiled up at the peaks. If only he didn’t associate Colorado with his ex-wife, he might still appreciate it like he used to. But now, that bitch had polluted it all for him. Now, instead of experiencing the simple joy of the mountains, Marcus had to be reminded of all the tense hikes he and his wife had taken in this park, trying to sort out one thing or another. The fights they’d had while sitting next to picturesque waterfalls. The multiple occasions in which she had stormed away from him, sometimes only moments after they’d posted smiling perfect-couple pictures to social media.

      And then there was Allison—or Ember. He couldn’t look at all of this and not think about her. Not think about one sweaty episode they’d shared in his office in DC. Admittedly the best sex he’d ever had, a single frantic event that had stoked fire in his dreams for weeks afterward. But it had happened only once, because of the consequences.

      The consequences that made Marcus promise his wife it would never happen again, and promise to attend marriage counseling, and promise to do all manner of other things. He had chosen his wife over Ember. Or, at least, had tried to.

      Maybe if the decision had been different, they wouldn’t be where they were now. Maybe if he had gone home that night and told his wife he was ditching her for the Hot New Thing at the office, everything would’ve worked out like gangbusters. He and Ember might run the DAC together. None of this mess would have happened, obviously.

      Maybe they would have made a perfect team.

      Or maybe they would have ended up in the same ugly place, no matter what. Marcus hated to travel in historical hypotheticals. The here and now provided enough intrigue, and there was no point in reliving the past. David Wellner and Isabel Yang were gone. Pretty young Naomi was gone. The Denver Assassins Club had been neutered, and would soon eat itself.

      Part of him lamented the loss of a business he had sunk so much time and energy into. Part of him knew most businesses failed, like most marriages failed, like most good ideas failed, without the right commitment and enthusiasm.

      Now, he had to pick up the pieces. Only one thread remaining. If Marcus could eliminate Ember, then all of this went away. But how to rid himself of the most capable foe he’d ever faced?

      Marcus grinned as he saw Serena Rojas cross the parking lot toward him. This early, the gravel parking lot at the base of the trailhead was only half full. He turned and stood against the wooden fence, watching her hips swaying slightly with each step. Not an exaggerated, seductive sort of sway; this was more like a natural sashay due to this woman’s above-average hotness refusing to be contained.

      He gave her a little wave, and she responded with a dip of the head. She was so stoic, so reserved. He wondered if that would reverse itself once her panties came off. Probably. The quiet ones were often wild animals once freed of the cage of their clothes.

      “Morning, Serena,” he said. “Thanks for meeting me so early.”

      “Of course. We should keep this quick, though. I don’t like how exposed this parking lot is.”

      “Sure, sure. Would you like to dip inside my car?”

      “Not necessary. This is fine.”

      Marcus looked at her for a few seconds, smiling. Obviously, he knew Serena had betrayed him and had gone over to Ember’s side. But that didn’t mean Serena had lost her usefulness. The weapon just had to be pointed in the right direction.

      “I’m leaving town tomorrow so I can go on an extended trip overseas.”

      “Copy that,” Serena said. “What does this have to do with me?”

      “I’d like this Allison Campbell mess cleaned up before I go. Do you think you can handle that, or have you reached the limits of your skill?”

      She didn’t seem fazed by his subtle passive aggressive jab. “I’m still working on it. She’s not easy to find.”

      “Right,” Marcus said, furrowing his brow as if he actually believed the words coming out of her mouth. He dug in his pocket and produced a slip of paper. After a touch of feigned hesitation, he extended it toward her. “Memorize this address and then burn that paper.”

      She read it. “What am I looking at?”

      “It’s where I’m staying. House in the mountains, not too far from here. If something goes wrong and I’m dark, that’s where you’ll find me. But only as a last resort, understand? I have a suspicion that Ember knows I’m onto her and she might have retaliation on her mind, hence the remote hideout. I have no reason to think she knows where I am, but I’m still being cautious. And I’ll only be there until tomorrow morning, then I’ll be in the wind for a while. Some… complications have arisen and I need to spend a handful of my saved vacation days.”

      Serena studied the paper for a few seconds, nodded, then shoved it in her pocket. “Understood. Just keep me in the loop.”

      “It probably won’t matter. Allison has been outed to her assassin buddies, and they’ll all be gunning to claim their piece.” He leveled a finger at Serena. “If you don’t get to her first, you forfeit the second half of your payment. Fair?”

      “Fair, sir. I have no problem with a little competition.”

      Marcus grinned. Serena had an unbreakable expression. If he didn’t already know which way her loyalties had twisted, there would be no way he’d poke through her disguise. But it didn’t matter. He had given Serena the address of the mountain mansion, so that meant everything was in motion. Even if they suspected or assumed a trap, it wouldn’t matter. They would still take the bait.

      Serena would lead Ember right to her demise up there, and think she was helping all the while.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Ember sat in her car across the street from A1 Lawnmower Repair in Broomfield. She checked her watch, since she didn’t have much time to dally. Zach’s flight was in a few hours. He was still asleep back at the motel, and she had absconded from the room as quietly as possible to allow him more sleep. Finding out about Thomas’ death had been a big moment for him last night. For Zach, he had learned that the nightmare plaguing his life for the last few months had come to a sudden and final stop. He hadn’t seemed to know how to react, actually. He’d said little and had been asleep in bed by ten o’clock.

      Ember expected they would discuss it again, after he’d had a little time to process all the events. No reason to push him.

      There was still the issue of Helmut — how close had he been to his keeper? Would he go for a revenge kill? Or was he motivated by money alone, and since that well had dried up with the murder of his boss, was Zach actually in the clear?

      For now, she watched Tyson Darby and one associate arrive at the lawnmower shop and unlock the front door. Unlike the crisp and dark suits Tyson wore at Pink Door, here the bulky man with the banana-shaped scar under his eye sported khaki slacks and a voluminous sweater. Little glasses sat on the end of his nose.

      The associate next to him looked like the stereotypical gangster in a pair of sweats, and a matching gray top and pants. It wasn’t an actual track suit, but it was pretty close. No gaudy necklaces sticking out, but she could imagine heavy gold rings on every digit of his hand and a smile that caught a twinkle from the sun due to more than one platinum tooth.

      The two of them tossed clandestine looks around before disappearing inside the little building. She waited a few seconds, considering her next steps.

      Her phone buzzed, and she slipped it from her purse to find Layne’s number on the screen. “Morning, Mr. Parrish.”

      “Morning, Ember.”

      “Yes, it is. What’s up?”

      “I know where Marcus is staying. He still thinks Serena is still on his team and gave her an address up in the mountains.”

      “Is it legit?”

      “I asked her that same question,” Layne said. “Serena said she couldn’t tell for sure about his intentions, but it seemed ‘possibly genuine’ to her. I’ll do some research on the location today and see how to get a tactical advantage.”

      “Good. Let’s get together later and talk strategy. I have a room at a hotel in Lakewood. I’ll send you the address.”

      “Of course,” Layne said.

      “One thing… Last night, when you went at Thomas Milligan, was he the only one in the trailer? Did you see a big Euro-brute there with a smashed nose?”

      “Not in the trailer. The big guy was there with a crew of fresh-meat guards who showed up as I was planning to leave. He sent a couple of them to chase after me, but I hid in a kid’s treehouse across the street until their search died down. I have no reason to think anyone saw my face.”

      Ember gritted her teeth. “How many guards?”

      “I didn’t get a good look, but it was more than a handful. Maybe two dozen.”

      So, Thomas had been handled, but Helmut was still alive. Again, she didn’t know how much of a problem that presented. It wasn’t likely they would pack up and leave just because Thomas was dead. But how hard would they come for her? Would Helmut rally these two-dozen new minions he had in tow to stalk her? She had to assume he would try, since Helmut would probably want his revenge.

      “Thank you. Not just for the update, but for solving our Thomas problem. I know it’s a weight off Zach’s mind. Mine, too.”

      “I’m happy to help. I can get… prickly when there’s harm against kids involved. Ever since I’ve had one of my own… you know, the world is different after that. When you told me about the child porn thing…”

      Layne hadn’t sounded happy, but he always kept a fairly neutral tone, except when he was cracking one of his occasional tame jokes. Ember didn’t think much of it, now that she was getting to know this stone-faced assassin. There were many shades of Layne Parrish, apparently.

      He cleared his throat. “Marcus says he’s leaving town tomorrow. For good, I suspect.”

      “Understood,” Ember said.

      “One other thing: Marcus has two phones. Serena told me she thinks she was able to notice that without him noticing her noticing.”

      “Two phones? It could be an angle worth exploring.”

      “I agree,” Layne said.

      “I’ve got an appointment now. Let’s link up later.”

      They said their goodbyes and Ember sighed as she retrieved her pistols from the steering column. She strongly suspected going after Tyson was a fruitless exercise. Layne had all but confirmed it during their last conversation.

      Still, she had to try. There had to be a way to link Marcus and the sniper Omar White, and Tyson still seemed like her best bet to make that happen.

      Ember crossed the street and unbuttoned the top button of her top to display a dash more skin, in case that might give her an edge. Men were sometimes easily distracted.

      For a second, she thought she saw someone she recognized from the DAC driving by, but a moment later, the car passed without incident and her fear subsided. So far, she hadn’t had to face any assassins looking for revenge. That didn’t mean it wasn’t coming, though.

      Ember pulled back the door to A1 Lawnmower Repair and shuffled inside the cramped and dank space. The air was thick and pungent, full of dust and the stink of oil and metal. A single dim bulb hanging above lit the whole one-room store.

      Tyson was behind the counter, sitting on a stool, glasses perched on the end of his nose. He tapped on an ancient plastic adding machine with one hand, with a slew of paper receipts clutched in the other. Ka-cherg, ka-cherg, ka-cherg.

      The lackey was standing near a shelf closer to the back door, eyes forward. The man did track Ember as she came in, but he said nothing and made no defensive movement.

      Tyson took off his glasses, giving her a look at that curved scar under his eye. He smiled. “Well, good morning. What can I do for you?”

      She reached into her pocket. The lackey broke his statue pose, reaching a hand inside his coat, but Tyson flexed a few fingers of one hand to wave the guy off.

      Ember took the printed picture of Omar White and set it on the counter. Tyson glanced at it, then he grinned up at Ember. He had one of the smarmiest smiles Ember had ever seen, and it made her want to crack him in the nose with a clenched fist.

      “Wait. I know you. You’ve been to my other business, haven’t you?”

      “Do you know this man?” she said, pointing an angry finger at the picture.

      Tyson shrugged. “Hard to say. It isn’t very clear.”

      “I don’t care about you. I’m not here for you, so you can drop the self-important act.”

      Tyson grunted and shifted on the stool, making it creak. “Now you’re hurting my feelings.”

      “The man in the picture is Omar White, and I know you know that. Like I said, I’m not here to take you down. I know you’re way too careful for that.”

      Tyson kept his eyes on her, not looking down at the picture. “Don’t know him, sorry. Do you need lawnmower parts, or is there anything else I can help you with?”

      “He works for you.”

      Tyson shrugged. “If you say so. A lot of people work for me.”

      “I just need to know if you put Omar in contact with a man named Marcus Lonsdale. I need something concrete. Your name doesn’t have to be included.”

      Tyson pursed his lips and sighed, studying Ember. He didn’t appear willing to budge. All paper trails leading out of A1 and Pink Door were airtight, and nothing physical connected Marcus to Tyson to Omar.

      But Ember still had to try. She was banking on the hope that Tyson would have no love for Marcus, since he so often tended to rub people the wrong way. Especially if they were no longer useful to him.

      “Marcus Lonsdale doesn’t care about you. He will chew you up and spit you out without giving a single shit about what happens you or your business. There’s no benefit to you protecting him.”

      “Can’t help you,” Tyson said, and said nothing more. His eyes lowered, and he went back to his bookkeeping task. Ka-cherg.

      If Ember had to, she could put a bullet in the lackey and subdue Tyson. She could take one of those coiled hunks of wire on the nearby shelf and insert an end under Tyson’s fingernails. Torture might make him admit he knew both Omar and Marcus, but to what end?

      Ember already knew she would find no direct evidence, and an admission from local up-and-coming gangster Tyson Darby wasn’t worth much.

      This wasn’t working.

      “Thank you for your time,” she said as she picked up the picture of Omar and backed out of the shop. As the door closed behind her, Ember realized there was a good chance she would never find justice for the killings of Gabe and Isabel. All of this had been for nothing.

      But she wasn’t ready to accept defeat yet. Time for a new plan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

          HELMUT

        

      

    

    
      Helmut had to rent almost the entire third floor of this motel to house all his men. It was an expense he hadn’t wanted to personally shoulder, so he used Thomas’ corporate card.

      No one in Sacramento knew about his death. That was one task the brawny eastern European wasn’t yet willing to undertake.

      He had things to do first.

      Helmut had gathered most of the men in two adjoining rooms in the motel, and he had them working on finding Ember Clarke. They were on laptops, sketching notes and maps on legal pads and whiteboards, trying to pin down her location. Their physical skills were wasted googling and checking social media feeds, but he needed eyeballs, and they each had two to spare at the moment. The flurry of activity and chatter back and forth between the men gave Helmut a sense of purpose, something he desperately needed now.

      Helmut walked from room to room, hands behind his back, saying little. Not only because his swollen tongue still made speech tricky. Also, the pain in his heart made him want to weep, which he couldn’t do in front of his men. The intensity of the feeling still surprised him, but he couldn’t deal with that now. They needed him to be solid. They needed strength and guidance.

      Helmut had known Thomas for several years. They had maintained a working relationship despite multiple company reorganizations, as the companies like to shuffle leadership hierarchies from time to time. Through it all, Helmut and Thomas had stayed together. And, even though Helmut was a couple of years older than Thomas, he had always thought of his boss as a father figure. As a mentor.

      And now, everything would have to change. The mentor was gone, and now Helmut had to figure out how to carry on the legacy, and to make sure the void created by Thomas’ murder didn’t widen and swallow them all.

      He paused by a group of three men working to access Ember’s credit card history. So far, they’d had no luck, and he could tell his hovering presence made them uncomfortable. So, he wandered away after a few moments to stand in the corner of the room and observe everyone at once.

      This whole business had turned from promising to catastrophic. Some unknown assassin had taken out Thomas in his office trailer last night and then vanished into the night without a trace. With one flick of a knife, the whole landscape of Firedrake Biochemical had changed. Soon enough, the failsafe project would be canceled. Draconis or Drache Global or Drago Medesinsk or some other branch of the tree would absorb all of Firedrake’s resources, and Thomas’ name and his deeds would evaporate. Whatever Draconis’ future plans, Helmut and the others at Firedrake would have nothing to do with it. They would receive no credit for the work they had already done. The name “Firedrake” itself would be scrubbed from the records like a failed startup that never achieved full speed.

      Lost to history. This potential erasure hurt almost as much as Thomas’ death.

      And so, Helmut knew he needed to do something to stop it. He needed to wipe out Zach Bennett and Ember Clarke. And he needed to do it fast. Soon, one of these foot soldiers would tip off someone back in California about Thomas’ death, maybe even accidentally. That information would make its way to the higher-ups at Draconis, then this little recruiting experiment in Colorado would end. Helmut would be called home, given a new babysitting assignment, looking after some idiot junior executive.

      Killing Zach and Ember wouldn’t bring back Thomas. Also, it probably wouldn’t save the failsafe project. But it would be something. Maybe it would show the leadership team at Draconis that Firedrake could continue, under Helmut’s careful and experienced guidance.

      The chances were slim, but he had to do it. Besides, hadn’t Helmut walked alongside Thomas Milligan for years? Had he not been privy to many conversations, many business lessons from Thomas? Enough to qualify as an extended mentorship? Perhaps Draconis would take that into account.

      He felt wetness invading the corners of his eyes, so he excused himself from the room and stood on the walkway overlooking the motel courtyard. Snow covered a set of patio furniture down below. He leaned over the railing and inhaled deep breaths, trying to calm himself. Above all, Helmut needed focus now.

      His phone buzzed, and he took it out of his pocket to see an unknown number. Helmut usually didn’t answer such calls, but something told him to take this one. He held it out in front of his face, whistling air through his nose as he debated tapping the button to accept.

      “Hello?”

      “Helmut Semjonov?”

      “Who the hell? How you get this number?”

      The voice on the other end of the line chuckled. “My name is Marcus. You don’t know this, but you and I have a shit-ton of things in common. Particularly, one nasty little bug who’s been plaguing us both.”

      “Is that so?”

      “It sure is. It’s time you and I opened a line of dialogue about Ember Clarke.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      For the second time in two weeks, Ember piloted her car to the airport with the express intention of sending her passenger off for a flight. A week ago, Zach had decided to stay, because they still had unfinished business. Now, as far as Zach was concerned, that business had been finished.

      Ember hadn’t told him Helmut was still alive, and still in Colorado. If she told him about that, Zach would want to stay and help, and there wasn’t much he could do in that department. He didn’t know how to handle a gun, he didn’t know how to gain the element of surprise on an unsuspecting target. In the upcoming challenges, Zach would only be in the way.

      He would hate to think of himself as dead weight.

      Making the decision not to tell Zach about Helmut had been a difficult one. After admitting her real name and real occupation, she had promised him she would never lie to him again. She’d meant it when she’d said it, but the circumstances had changed. She had to conceal the full truth to save his life.

      Keeping him hidden was an obstacle, and if he intended to insert himself in events, that made managing variables too difficult. Her charming boyfriend was so insistent on helping and feeling useful. If he stayed, it would only result in his death. Ember felt certain of this.

      If she lost him… she didn’t know what she would do.

      Things were about to get more complicated. Much more complicated and much more lethal. She could feel it in her bones that the end was near. His safety grew with his distance from Denver, and if she had to lie to potentially save his life, that was a piece of guilt she was willing to swallow.

      He looked at the boarding pass on his phone, hand on his backpack. “What do we do in Michigan?”

      “Try to stay warm in the winter. When the weather turns nice, we can go camping up in Sleeping Bear Dunes, we can pick cherries in Traverse City. Did you know you can surf in Michigan?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I had no idea.”

      “How do you feel about all this?”

      Zach puffed up his cheeks for a second and then blew the air out. “It’s weird to think that it’s over. My Firedrake drama, at least. For a while now, it’s felt like a bad relationship I’ve been trapped inside of, thinking I might never be free of it.” He paused to face her. “I have you to thank for pulling me out of it. Seriously. Everything you’ve done for me.”

      “You’re my man. I'll always keep you out of trouble. Maybe next time, though, we do a little research before you accept a job offer?”

      His laugh-snort broke the tension. “Yeah, that’s fair. Also, I can say, without a doubt, since you sat across from me on that patio and I came over to offer you a doughnut, this has been the most interesting six weeks of my life.”

      “Yeah. Mine too.” She leaned over and looped her fingers inside his. “I love you, Zach.”

      “I love you, too.”

      His response had come with no hesitation, which surprised Ember, since those three little words had unintentionally slipped out of her own mouth. They weren’t words she’d used often in her life, even with men she’d dated for extended periods.

      She hadn’t meant to say it. But it came with a giant sense of relief that the mountain of drama had been worth it.

      “You do?” she asked.

      “I do, and I didn’t think that would happen. I didn’t think getting caught up in a ring of intrigue and violence and extortion and that sort of mess would be the second most compelling thing that happened to me over the last month-plus.”

      “Me either,” she said. “I’m going to be done with all this in another day or two. Then I’ll be on my way to meet you, and we’ll never have to deal with this, ever again. You and me against the world from here on out.”

      He paused, staring at the floor mat. “Should I stay?”

      “No baby. You have to go. I have to know you’re okay, far away from here.”

      “Are we going to be on the run? I mean, I don’t know if I’m prepared for that. Is that our life from now on? ”

      Ember pursed her lips for a second and considered selling Zach the positive spin on that possible outcome. Instead, she shrugged. “I don’t know. That depends on what happens here, I think. I still have work to do.”

      He took a breath and cleared his throat, appearing deep in concentration. His little brow wrinkled as he thought, and Ember smiled at his sincere and endearing contemplation face.

      “Hopefully, our future has fewer guns and tactical vests, and more picking out couches and silverware sets.”

      “I want you to train me,” he said.

      The sudden change of topic startled her. “Huh?”

      “I don’t want to be helpless any more. I don’t want to be at someone else’s mercy.”

      “Train you to do what, babe?”

      “How to fight. How to… do spy stuff, I guess. I want to be able to take care of you, and myself, too.”

      She leaned over to kiss him. “‘Spy stuff?’ You’re so cute. Sure, I can teach you how to fight. The other stuff… we’ll have to see how you do.”

      “I can live with that.” He glanced at his phone and frowned. “I should go. The TSA line at DIA is always awful at this time of decade.”

      He pulled her close for another kiss as the cars behind them appeared to grow impatient, waiting for her to relinquish her coveted spot along the main drop-off curb. Zach put his hands on either side of her face as they looked at each other, twelve inches apart. “Come back to me. Okay? I don’t want to do this without you.”

      “I promise,” she said.

      Zach nodded. “I don’t want to get all weepy, so I’m going to just go.”

      She didn’t want him to leave, she wanted him to stay and spend every available second with her. Such a powerful feeling overwhelmed her. It even frightened her a little, because Ember couldn’t remember feeling this way about a guy before. That dagger of hypothetical sadness at the thought of separating for an extended amount of time. It cut into her.

      She bit on her lower lip to add a little physical pain to distract from the emotional pain. “I’ll see you soon. Don’t you go falling in love with some random Michigan hussy before I get a chance to join you there.”

      He paused with the door open, grinning. “No promises. I’ll text you when I land.”

      Then he shut the door and walked away, and Ember felt a sting in the center of her chest, like the stab of a scorpion’s tail. For the first time since they had met, Zach was going away. Minutes after Ember saying those three powerful words for the first time, he would hop on a plane and travel halfway across the country.

      This burdened her. She had to assume he would be safe, far away from Firedrake, far away from Helmut, far away from anyone who could do him harm. Still, she wanted him close for his protection. She wanted to know he was okay at all times.

      These thoughts weighed on Ember so heavily that she didn’t even notice the car tailing her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Today Ember was driving a late model Toyota Camry. She hadn’t touched her own car in several days, not since finding out Marcus had used the general DAC message board to expose her as a (former) employee of the FBI. With a couple weeks of Club members warring, she had no idea how many were left. Sixty? Eighty? Some of those remaining might not even care about her real identity.

      But, she knew plenty of them would be mad enough to devote a few days to hunting and killing her. There was no acceptable number of assassins Ember wanted to have on her trail, no matter how few.

      She had enough to worry about. Problem number one was Marcus Lonsdale. Ember was currently on her way to meet with Layne to talk over the plan. They had to get Marcus and get him soon. If he were able to board a plane and disappear for a month or two, Ember knew she would never find him again. He would have enough time and resources to cover his tracks and make any and all evidence go away. There would be no justice for Gabe and Isabel.

      That couldn’t happen. They had today and maybe tomorrow left, and then he would vanish.

      The second problem was Helmut. Thomas had been killed, and Ember had every reason to think Helmut wanted his revenge. But, honestly, Ember’s best plan to combat Helmut was to avoid him. If she could stay out of his reach for a few days, then Firedrake management would call him back to California for a debriefing. He would receive some form of punishment for letting Thomas die on his watch, then they would reassign him to act as bodyguard for an executive in Madrid or Copenhagen or wherever the company’s home office was located. He would then be out of her life for good.

      As Ember drove away from Denver International Airport, she didn’t feel good about either of her plans. But it was the best she had. As she turned onto the exit ramp down toward I-70, she could feel the absence of Zach in her heart. He would be back there right now, boarding a plane, shuffling along the jetway. Did he have his headphones in? She wondered what he was listening to.

      Ember merged onto I-70 toward the toll road, and she didn’t see the Honda truck cross two lanes of traffic toward her. Not until it was bearing down on her, with the black nose of the hulking beast pointed at her car’s engine.

      In a flash, it came.

      “Shit!” she said as the vehicle entered her peripheral. She jerked the wheel to her right, toward the deep ditch running alongside the interstate. Too late. The truck’s snarling mouth crashed into the Camry, demolishing the front left wheel at fifty miles per hour.

      Ember’s hands came off the steering wheel. She didn’t know she was flying, only that her seatbelt kept her in place as the ceiling became the floor and the floor became the ceiling. Then the ceiling became the side walls, and then she lost track. She heard air whistling. Her eyes wanted to slam shut.

      Metal screeching, her guts turned over as the car went spiraling into the wide ditch, then rolled over at least one more time.

      Her eyes had closed against the turmoil, and when they opened, she found herself looking at the sky below and the ground up top. Cars raced along the ceiling of her vision.

      She was upside down. Her seatbelt pressed against her chest, cutting off her airflow, keeping her rooted to her seat, which was now on the ceiling. Had she bumped her head? For some reason, she couldn’t force her brain to reorient to the reversed landscape.

      Ember gasped. Head now pounding, she could feel wetness on her cheek. Something had cut her. Didn’t feel too serious. She tried to reach out and open the car door, but everything being upside down messed with her spatial awareness. Her eyes fluttered. Her brain told her to sleep. More wetness. The crinkling of broken glass.

      She sucked in a few more breaths, trying to get her bearing. With the seat belt pressing into her and holding her in place, she couldn’t expand her chest. A lack of oxygen made her lightheaded. She thought she could smell smoke. Was that smoke? Was the engine smoking? That was a bad sign. She had to get out of here.

      A figure appeared outside her window. Kevin, the Boulder Branch member who had accosted her at the convenience store a few days ago. Then, he had been pissed about her killing Fagan, and now, probably mad about knowing her true identity. He was wearing brown pantyhose stretched over his face, smushing his hair and nose flat.

      He pulled out a massive pistol, and Ember only now realized he was the one who had driven the truck into her car, knocking her off the road. Her thoughts seemed slow, and she struggled to parse the multitude of sensations crowding her brain.

      But she knew she was in serious danger. If she wasn’t free of this seatbelt and out of this car within seconds, she would die. No doubt about that.

      He aimed the pistol at her, point blank, and pulled the trigger. The bullet shattered the glass, but it somehow missed her. The window must have changed the angle of the shot, deflecting it somewhere inside the car. Also, she’d barely heard the blast of the weighty gun. Her ears were already ringing from the crash. Only now did she even notice she hadn’t heard anything for several seconds.

      Frantic, she found the seat belt button and tried to stab a thumb at it. But, with her full mass bearing down on the seatbelt from above, she couldn’t press the button. It wouldn’t release with all that pressure from her bodyweight.

      Kevin aimed again, now through the open window. Standing two feet away, the barrel of the gun at her head. He pressed the trigger, grinning through the sheer mask.

      Click. But no shot.

      He frowned and looked at the gun. It had jammed.

      Ember jabbed her thumb at the seat belt release again, and it still wouldn’t budge. Kevin ejected the magazine and pulled back the slide to jettison the round in the chamber.

      She had maybe one full second left before he fixed the jam. One more second until there was nothing standing between him and killing his target.

      Her lungs screamed. Her head throbbed.

      Ember put one hand between her chest and the seatbelt, and she shoved with all her might, pushing herself up toward the seat, and creating a half inch of space between her and the belt. She could feel it loosen.

      Now, she jabbed her thumb against the seat belt button and it came unclasped. She fell six inches toward the car’s ceiling, and the shoulder belt caught her arm to keep her from smashing down. She shoved that out of her way as Kevin leveled the gun at her head.

      Her thoughts trickled back and the world made more sense now. Danger. She still couldn’t breathe, still felt like she was wearing that seat belt across her chest, even though it wasn’t any longer.

      She had to move, now. No more mistakes.

      Ember snatched the door handle and gave it a push. The car door opened and smacked Kevin in the knees. His gun went off, but with his body forced backward, his hand had floated up and the shot sailed high above the car.

      He jumped back a step as Ember emerged from the car. Panting, unable to fill her lungs, she leaped toward Kevin, anyway, despite lacking the energy to throw much into her motion. Her shoulder thudded into his stomach, knocking him back another step.

      She planted her feet and straightened her back, despite the drowsiness. She shot out a hand to jab him in the nose.

      He tried to raise the gun and level it at her chest, but Ember swatted it at it, knocking it from his hand. He seemed a little dazed from the accident, too.

      Cars whizzed by on the highway. Cold midday air tickled the back of her neck, but she could also feel the sun doing its work against the dry, light air. Her chest still pulsed, a remnant of the seatbelt that had saved her life moments ago. Had she collapsed a lung? She could worry about that later.

      Kevin bent over to grab the gun, now sitting on the snow embankment next to the road. As he leaned, Ember reared back and kicked him in the chin with all her might. Kevin’s arms flung back as he stumbled, but he didn’t go down.

      The assassin spread his legs wide to balance himself.

      They both went for the gun.

      But she was closer to it.

      Ember snatched the pistol from the snow and pointed it at his chest. He raised both his hands toward her, out in front of his torso. His eyebrows climbed up onto his forehead.

      His face said I surrender, but she could already see him lowering his center of gravity to lunge for her. She didn’t give him a chance.

      Without another thought, she pressed the trigger three times, punching three holes in Kevin’s chest. Ember had barely heard the roar of the gun, although she could feel the recoil throttling her elbow and shoulder.

      He sank back, gasping for air. He tried to speak, but no words came. After swooning on his knees for half a second, his eyes went blank, and he dropped into the snow. All that kinetic energy vanished, and he sank into the white surface as the air wheezed out of his lungs.

      Ember stood, holding the pistol. Head throbbing, chest hurting, still unable to draw a full breath. Stars twinkled at the edges of her vision, and she swayed on her feet.

      Cops would be here any second now. She had to get out of here. Were there any documents in the car identifying her? She couldn’t think straight. Thoughts jumped around inside her head as if on a trampoline.

      “I’m sorry, Kevin,” she said, hoarse against the sound of the nearby traffic. “Maybe it isn’t worth shit, but I mean it. I betrayed all of you and I’m sorry. This isn’t what I wanted.”

      For a moment, she stood there, realizing this wasn’t the first time in recent memory she had apologized to someone she’d killed.

      Ember shoved Kevin’s pistol in her waistband and then returned to the car to retrieve her purse and her guns. Then, she lurched away from the highway to put some distance between her and this crash. Soon, she walked, then jogged, then she ran.

      Running at full speed, chest burning, barely able to keep her feet underneath her, the assassin didn’t look back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      She stood before the hotel bathroom mirror and lifted her shirt. A bruise the size and shape of a seatbelt ran diagonally from her left shoulder to her right oblique. Purple in spots, black or blue in others. It looked like some abstract painter had used her upper torso as a canvas. Ugly as hell.

      Behind her, Layne dropped his car keys on the dresser and leaned against it. Ember watched him in the mirror averting his eyes, since she was showing bare midriff and her bra. Quite the gentleman.

      “You okay?” he asked, eyes down. “I have some old pain pills sitting in a drawer in my condo from a surgery I had a couple years ago. It wouldn’t take me that long to go get them.”

      Ember tapped at the bruise, seemingly darkening before her eyes. She tested pivoting her body left and right. While it hurt, she didn’t seem to have lost any of her range of movement, but turning did make her wheeze. Probably no medicine ball abdominal workouts in her future for a few weeks. “Thanks, but I’ll be fine. I don’t like to take that stuff unless I absolutely have to.”

      “Sure, I get it. I feel the same way.”

      “How about you?” she asked.

      He lifted his shirt, showing off a set of deeply carved abs. A blotchy bruise covered one of the cans in his six-pack. Remnants of the gunfight atop the airport parking garage. “I’m healing nicely. Barely hurts.”

      “My trigger finger works just fine, but we should probably avoid any close-quarters combat for a while.”

      “We may not have that luxury.”

      Ember sighed as she lowered her shirt and checked lifting her hands above her head. Some pain there, but not too much. “Yeah, I know.”

      Behind her, Layne had pulled two chairs over toward the dresser where he had staged a work area with a laptop. Time to discuss the phone-stealing plan.

      Ember slid into one of the chairs, grimacing against the pain in her chest, but trying to hide the expression on her face. Was a part of her trying to impress Layne by downplaying the injury? Maybe so. He did seem a bit like a cool older brother.

      “What have we got?” she asked.

      Layne scrolled along the trackpad until a map appeared on the screen. “Marcus has holed up in this mountain mansion here, based on the info Serena gave us.” He pointed at a spot on the map and zoomed in. It was a satellite image, close enough to the area to see plenty of detail.

      Ember knew the general region, but not well. Past Boulder, up Flagstaff Road, then in the area known as Coal Creek Canyon. Close to the unincorporated community of Pinecliffe. Ember studied the building on the screen. It looked huge, at least ten thousand or fifteen thousand square feet, with multiple satellite buildings. Plus it backed up to a lengthy canyon on the north end, with mountain peaks on the east and west sides. There were towers on the property like duck blinds, with roofs and ladders reaching up to the sitting area inside them. Plus, a tall stone fence ran around the length of the yard, forming a circle.

      “Remote,” Ember said.

      Layne nodded. “There are three ways to reach the mansion. Three separate roads, and each of them has its own dangers.”

      “This sounds just like a game I downloaded onto my phone a couple years ago. But, in that one, I was a knight trying to breach the castle walls.”

      He grinned. “Yeah, it’s sorta like that, actually. They’re not well-maintained, though. One-lane, rough riding. I don’t know how old this satellite image is, but you can see downed trees have completely blocked off this eastern passage.”

      Ember studied the two remaining routes. “So we go up the front way?”

      “I think so. Word is he’s leaving town for good in the late morning, so that suggests he’ll be staying there tonight.”

      “So we go right now?”

      Layne shook his head. “I’m not quite ready to move out. But, I was thinking, our best bet is to go early, before dawn. Hopefully we can catch him sleeping.”

      “Any chance Marcus let Serena know about this place because it’s a trap?”

      Layne chewed on his lower lip and smoothed his blond hair. “Sure, it’s possible. We should expect that not everything is as it seems, at least. And, if it is a trap, I still don’t see a better option than springing it and trying to slide past the worst of it. Even if it’s not actually a trap, I would still expect some resistance.”

      “How many?”

      “Serena didn’t report Marcus telling her exact numbers, but I have a feeling he’s got ten to fifteen armed guards on the premises. Probably planned escape routes, too, if it goes wrong for him. There’s no helicopter in the sat photos, but we can’t see inside these garages. I guarantee he’s got a fast car for a road getaway, plus a snowcat or something like that for bad weather.”

      “I don’t really care if he escapes, as long as we get his phones first. Killing him is not my priority. I’d rather he live, actually. I’d rather he spend a few decades in jail thinking about what he's done.”

      “Understood.”

      “I don’t suppose you have better satellites, drones, night vision goggles, and supplies like that?”

      Layne gave a slow shake of the head.

      “NVGs might be doable,” Ember said. “I have a contact in Lafayette. I’ll drop by there tonight and see about getting us a whole slew of toys to play with.”

      “It’s just you and me, so anything we can do to fortify our position would be welcome.”

      Ember leaned forward to catch Layne’s eye. “I appreciate all your help. When I first learned about you, I didn’t expect we would be embarking on a pre-dawn raid of a heavily fortified compound together a few weeks later. And I’m thankful to Serena, too, for her intel.”

      “We’re happy to help. Once she learned the truth about Marcus, switching sides was a no-brainer. Plus, I know you, and you’re not a bad person, Ember Clarke. I vouched for you.”

      The Ember of a couple months ago would have been tempted to seduce Layne here and now, because why not? They were probably going to die tomorrow. But now, she could only think of her man, who was currently in a taxi in Detroit. Seducing Layne was not an option.

      “Thank you. Not only for this, but for what you did to help me and Zach. That guy Thomas has been a thorn in our side for months now, and I’ll definitely sleep better knowing Zach is safe.”

      Layne nodded, with a hint of a smile on his face. He pointed at the house. “We go in, hopefully under cover of darkness, full stealth. Ideally, we’ll find Marcus’ bedroom, steal his phones, and be on our way before anyone knows we were there.”

      Ember squinted at the mansion. It occurred how poorly she had managed her time this week. All those hours chasing after Omar White, trying to build a connection between him and Marcus. In the end, it would all come down to stealing a phone to make the case instead. A phone they were hoping contained all the evidence they needed. Since Marcus had two, odds were he kept one for public use, and one as a private option. Even careful criminals like Marcus Lonsdale could be sloppy with "private" phones.

      “I have a backup plan I’m putting in motion,” Ember said, “from Serena’s contact she hooked me up with. It shouldn’t interfere with what we’re doing.”

      Layne shrugged. “No problem. If it doesn’t involve me, I don’t need to know about it.”

      Ember grinned a little. That seemed like a perfect phrase for this soft-spoken and handsome assassin Layne to put on his business cards. “If it doesn’t involve me, I don’t need to know about it  - Layne Parrish, Virtuous Spy For Hire.”

      “Okay,” Ember said as she stood, wincing against the pain in her chest. “Time to go round up supplies. Cool if I borrow your car? I have the Thum app on my phone, so I can catch a ride, if you’d rather not.”

      Layne nodded toward the keys on the dresser. “My car has bulletproof protection built into the doors and windows. You can take the child seat out of the back if necessary. I’d rather you didn’t, though, because it’s a pain in the ass to install.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Ember grabbed the keys and flashed a smile at her new operational partner. “I guess we’re doing this.”

      “I guess we are.”

      “See you in a few,” Ember said as she zipped her coat and threw up the hoodie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

          HELMUT

        

      

    

    
      When Helmut saw the need to move, he didn’t waste time. He ordered the two-dozen men with him to pack up at the motel and roll out to the trucks with no delay. From barking the order to putting the first truck into Drive took eleven minutes. Not bad, since a couple of the men were napping at the time. But eleven minutes was a long time when mere seconds could determine the difference between capturing Zach and Ember or missing them.

      Helmut moved his crew south, from Fort Collins down to Boulder. He had done this at the suggestion of Marcus Lonsdale, the mysterious man behind the phone call from earlier. He had sounded legitimate; a man with a desire to expose Ember Clarke, and he’d promised to reveal her location in a subsequent phone call.

      The trucks pulled over in the northeastern part of Boulder, at what looked like an abandoned office building. Helmut had been told this was the Denver Assassins Club “Post Office” for the Boulder region. A place where they would meet to train and socialize and other things. Whatever it had been before, no one came out to greet them now.

      Helmut only cared that it was a place where he and his men could inventory their weapons and assemble loadouts for an assault tomorrow. But where and when, Helmut didn’t yet know.

      After the sun had set, he stood by the men as they arranged gear. Mostly, Helmut waited to the side, having delegated the tasks to prepare the assault. It’s what Thomas would have done, if he were here. Helmut had always admired Thomas’ ability to inspire men simply by being present and standing with proper posture. Something about a slouching man inspired no confidence. But, upright, with hands on hips and a flat smile on the face? Suddenly, such a person would be taken seriously.

      Helmut’s phone rang, and he checked the screen to see an unknown number.

      “Helmut,” he said.

      “No, you’re Helmut. I’m Marcus,” the man said, with a touch of mischief in his voice.

      Helmut gritted his teeth and took a deep breath. He didn’t care for tricksters, but so far, Marcus had been on the level. He knew quite a lot about Ember. Enough to make Helmut think he knew more, and to entice Helmut to proceed deeper into a murky relationship with the man.

      “Tomorrow morning. I just texted you the map.”

      Helmut held his phone away from his ear to check the message. The map coordinates showed an address in the mountains, about an hour from here. He wasn’t familiar with the area, but it looked to be at a much higher elevation than Boulder. That meant more snow, thinner air, and increased complications.

      “What is this?” Helmut asked.

      “That is the house where you will find Ember Clarke, right around seven o’clock tomorrow morning.”

      “Why would you tell me this? What’s in it for you?”

      “This benefits both of us. I wouldn’t bring it to you otherwise.”

      “I need more details,” Helmut said.

      “Look, guy, I’m going to level with you. I’m a federal agent.”

      Helmut gripped the phone. “Excuse me?”

      “Simmer down. I don’t care about you and the shady stuff your company is doing. Skirting testing regulations, paying off local officials, covering up sexual harassment at your offices… whatever it is, I really couldn’t give less of a shit. I mean that to say, I have no interest in arresting you, exposing you, pointing law enforcement in your direction. Not my business. Whatever Ember knows, whatever dirt she has on your company to make you want her dead? I don’t care.”

      “Okay,” Helmut said, his brain racing. Thoughts bounced around like marbles in a blender.

      “You know about the Denver Assassins Club?”

      “Yes,” Helmut said. “I have heard of it.”

      “Here goes, all my cards on the table: I had a connection with the DAC. I was making money from it and keeping it out of the FBI’s sights. Ember knows about me, and she’s working to expose me. I’m her boss, and I’ve convinced her to come up to the mountains to see me. Tomorrow, just after dawn. But, the thing is, it’s all a sham. I’m being ordered to do this because a few suits from the FBI are going to show up here to arrest her. I can’t stop this from happening. They will be here at eight. But, if you and your crew show up first at seven, all I have to do is fire a few ‘missed’ shots over your shoulders as you escape with her. It’ll look better in the report that way.”

      Helmut pursed his lips and drew a long breath to consider. “I see.”

      “I’m saying I’d rather have her end up with you guys than the feds, if I wasn’t making that point clear. Because then there’s no ugly trial where all this shit about me comes out… or you.”

      “Or me? What does that mean?”

      “I assume she knows things about your people you don’t want her to talk about, right? And, if she’s arrested and given a public platform, she might just name your company and expose whatever it is you’re willing to take such extreme lengths to hide.”

      Helmut grunted but said nothing. Not only did Ember potentially know damaging information about Firedrake, but she would know where Zach Bennett had disappeared to. Helmut had a feeling he’d made it onto a plane without him or his people noticing.

      Zach also had to die, too, and soon. No exceptions.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” Marcus said. “So, here’s the deal. There are three roads to get to the house. But snow’s been dumping up here all day, and I’m not sure what will be open. But I will know the answer to that early tomorrow, and I can pass it along to you. Status update around six or half-past six.”

      Helmut’s brow creased, thinking it through. Why would this man want to do this in such a remote location? Perhaps it would help keep all the events secret from local law enforcement. Still, all of this could be done in town, which seemed more like the FBI’s modus operandi. They liked big, public spectacle arrests.

      That alone was weird, but it wasn’t a dealbreaker.

      Despite his misgivings, Helmut didn’t know if he would be able to resist this offer. He had been unable to find Ember and Zach on his own. If there was a twenty percent chance Marcus was telling the truth and Ember would be at a certain place at a certain time, how could he pass it up?

      “Agreed,” Helmut said. “We will be ready.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Her hands touched the tops of the tombstones as she passed. They were like icicles against her bare fingers in the night air. Her feet shuffled through snow, the tips of her shoes punching holes in the crunchy top layer. A cone of steam ejected from her mouth with each breath.

      She didn’t know why she felt compelled to touch each tombstone, like a little kid playing a counting game, or like a drunk person using the world as guide rails in an attempt to keep balance.

      Ember was neither a drunk nor a child. In fact, she didn’t know exactly why she was here, in this cemetery in Boulder. This stop hadn’t been on her late evening agenda.

      She had already made the final visit to the condo over by campus. There hadn’t been much there to take. But she had grabbed a few things like the no-longer-available-for-purchase Rotorua Mud Scrub she guarded like the Hope Diamond, her vibrator, all the extra boxes of ammo and spare mags for her Enforcers, and the only Blu-Ray in her collection: a copy of Romy & Michelle’s High School Reunion. Since she had moved out two weeks ago to stay with Fagan, Ember hadn’t been keeping much at the condo, anyway. Only a bunch of memories from the last three years and a few crappy placeholder pieces of art on the walls. She would leave the latter items for the next owner who would probably pitch them into the dumpster outside.

      Only a few hours to midnight. A few hours after that, Ember and Layne would venture up into the mountains in the area between Boulder and Nederland, where a mansion sat nestled in a small valley. There, Ember would either accomplish her mission and find justice for Gabe and Isabel, or she would die. There didn’t seem to be much room to land between those outcomes.

      But what about justice for Fagan? Justice for Kevin? For Charlie? What about justice for the two graves in this cemetery?

      Ember stood before the graves of Elizabeth Lanscomb and Robert Partridge. Two fake names for two Boulder Branch members who had died when an assassin came to poison Ember at the Post Office five weeks ago. As far as Ember was concerned, that had been the point of no return. At that point, collateral damage had come into the equation, and Ember had become responsible for blood spilled.

      Six weeks of carnage, including the death of her mentor and the death of the President of the Denver Assassins Club. The murder of a Review Board member alone was a shocking development, let alone the President. And even that fact felt like a single fish in a sea of crazy facts during her black spot trial by combat.

      All of this could have been avoided. If, six weeks ago in Rocky Mountain National Park, Ember had moved aside to let Niles have the contract. Or, if she could have finished early and done her exfil before he’d arrived.

      Or maybe not. Maybe Wellner and Marcus would have found some other way to put Ember in the crosshairs. Maybe eventually arriving at a showdown with Marcus had been the only possible outcome of this journey from day one.

      Ember sat in the snow in front of the two graves. Cold ate through the seat of her jeans. She hadn’t even known these two well, but for some reason, their deaths hit her in a way she hadn’t expected. Whereas before, Ember had pictured her six-week sentence to be a matter of facing off against assassins one by one, with the deaths of two Branchmates, it had become personal. The costs skyrocketed. Her actions had resulted in unforgivable consequences.

      The graves were nondescript, sparse, only containing the fake names and fake birth and death dates of the two humans buried underneath.

      Tomorrow, taking on Marcus in the mountains, Ember figured she might not return. She was glad now she’d had a chance to tell Zach she loved him. Earlier this evening, Ember had visited the jeweler and weapons specialist Jack Rothman in Lafayette. She had signed over power of attorney to the jeweler, with his promise he would make sure Zach received all  her earthly possessions after her death. Rothman was a good man; she had no reason not to trust him.

      Of course, a lot of her money was in the possession of the DAC, which she now understood was all controlled by Marcus. Nothing could be done about those funds. But Ember had squirreled away assets and valuables, including her spartan condo. As long as Zach received it all, that would be enough for her. In a financial sense, at least. She hated the thought of never seeing his face again. Never grabbing a handful of his perfect, round butt cheeks again.

      But, in order to push ahead to what would come next, Ember had to pretend it wasn’t over. She had to pretend she would soon reunite with Zach in Michigan, and they would go cherry picking in Traverse City after all this, smiling and holding hands. In this fantasy, they weren’t looking over their shoulders; weren’t worrying about a sniper in a nearby tree waiting for the perfect shot.

      Ember leaned forward and wiped snow from the tops of each of the two graves, then she dabbed a hand at the corners of her eyes. That was another thing she hoped to leave behind… too many tears in the last six weeks.

      Soon, this would all be over. One way or another. She could take some comfort in that.

      Her chest ached from the car crash. Her neck still stung from the bullet wound Fagan had given her, almost a week ago now. A dozen other bumps and bruises marked her body from an array of injuries over the last month and a half.

      Ember pinned all her hopes on summoning the strength needed to see this course of action through to the end.

      Zach waited for her in Michigan. She had to get back to him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

          MARCUS

        

      

    

    
      DAY SEVEN

      

      Sometimes, in the dead of night on the grounds outside this massive house, Marcus could see so many stars in the heavens he couldn’t begin to guess at their number. But early this morning, dense clouds turned the sky to milk and provided almost as much light as daytime. Like a continuous dawn.

      But Marcus didn’t worry about stargazing at this early morning hour. He was too busy arranging his plan to care about the picturesque settings.

      This house had a name: Castle in the Clouds. There were eight bedrooms, ten bathrooms, a screening room with a projector, a full battalion of exercise equipment in a mirrored room, plus an unlimited number of nooks and crannies. Marcus had even heard there was a bowling alley in the basement, but he’d never seen it. Marcus didn’t own this house. Technically, the US government did. It had been seized from one of the richest gangsters in American history, and now it sat dormant most of the year. Marcus used it as a home base whenever he felt like it, since there would be no record of his comings and goings.

      The main building had multiple satellite structures inside a circular stone fence around the border. The grounds also housed a side garage, the toolshed, the barn, plus a collection of towers that functioned like hunting blinds. This is where Marcus and his men had stationed, keeping a watchful eye on anyone approaching the house.

      A staggering number of variables crowded his mind this morning. First, Marcus had to make sure his guards were in place to protect him. He had twelve stationed around the house. These were his guys, with their loyalty secured by drowning them in tax-free cash payments.

      He wasn’t worried about them. Marcus worried primarily about the other players involved. First, Helmut and his people. He had about twenty foot soldiers in his quiver. The fat-mouthed European had been suspicious on the phone, but Marcus had given him an offer too juicy to refuse. He had believed the lie about FBI agents coming to arrest Ember, and that would give Helmut not only a sense of urgency but also of timing. Marcus felt the most sure about manipulating Helmut. He had agreed to wait for Marcus’ signal to come up the eastern entrance to the grounds around the house.

      Next were the remaining members of the Assassins Club. Marcus didn’t know the exact count, but he figured there were about fifty of them left. Maybe more, maybe less. He didn’t think all of them would come, but he expected quite a few would. Marcus had been feeding info through the message board to various key members at the Branches.

      The problem with managing the DAC members was their lack of central leadership figure to use as a liaison. Marcus wanted them all to arrive at the same time, too, and to come up via the western entrance to the house. That was the plan, but this loose collection of assassins would be the hardest to control.

      Finally, there was Ember. Marcus fully expected Ember and possibly his former contractor Serena Rojas to show up as well, based on the info Marcus had given her at their meeting the other day. And he was working on a way to manipulate them to travel up via the southern entrance to the property. Helmut’s people, DAC, and Ember all had to be kept in separate channels of arrival, or this wouldn’t work.

      The only way this whole plan worked would be if everyone showed up at the same time, so they could all kill each other. In most circumstances, controlling the strings on so many puppets would be an impossible task. But, up here in the mountains, Marcus had one primary advantage: the roads. They were all winding and small, prone to avalanches and obstructions. With a few adept underlings along the various roads, he could close and open these paths at his discretion, forcing cars to divert, to go ahead, or to wait behind seemingly all-natural events like downed trees or snow too deep to drive through. Controlling the arrival time and methods of his guests were the top two priorities.

      Once they were all en route, he could speed one and slow the others, or vice versa.

      Then, he had men stationed at both the east and west perimeters of the fence line, so they could start shooting to make each side think the other was attacking. Once that happened, they could close the roads leading out and keep these combatants trapped inside the fishbowl until they all eliminated each other.

      Then, Marcus would escape from a tunnel under the house to a secret exit into the canyon on the north side of the fence where a gassed-up snowmobile waited for him, buried underneath a camouflage of tree branches.

      So far, everything seemed to be working. He would control the timing of the arrivals by making sure his people stayed in communication. If the DAC arrived much earlier than Helmut’s people, he would keep the western road closed until then. In addition to his security team, he had half a dozen men dedicated to this specific task, as well as to monitoring Ember’s approach. They would trigger a series of smaller avalanches on certain roads to make sure Ember had only one path leading to the house.

      Also, they had to take care in how much manual adjustment they did. None of the people coming to the house were stupid, and they would be suspicious of too many detours and obstructions. A lot needed to go right.

      Marcus swept his binoculars from left to right, squinting through the snow. Heavy weather made seeing anything a challenge as he pulled his gray coat close against the frigid air. He tried to check the sky to estimate how many minutes until sunrise, but he couldn’t read the sun through the thickness of the cloud cover.

      “Sir,” came a crackly voice over a walkie-talkie. One of his men.

      Marcus took a breath, feeling a little lightheaded. The altitude bothered him this morning. He thumbed the button. “Go ahead.”

      “I just received a report that our two main targets are traveling on Black Gulch Road. They’re about twenty minutes out. Lots of snow and ice on the road, so it’s slow going. But it seems like we won’t have to do much adjustment of the route.”

      Marcus breathed a sigh of relief. Of all the variables, Ember had been the least predictable. He had hoped she would wait until the middle of the night or early morning to arrive, and that was turning out to be true. He’d banked on the idea that Ember would need the previous day to prepare and would want to make a pre-dawn strike.

      Also, he’d hoped to be leaving the grounds already, but he still had time. He’d needed to make sure everything was in place for the big finish, to put all the players on the right board at the right time. The details were critical in a puzzle like this one.

      “They’re a little early, but it’s okay. We can still do this. Make sure Stone Road is blocked off when they get there, and that puts them on a path to come up the south entrance. A single downed tree across the road should take care of it.”

      “Copy that. Also, there are two groups traveling along the other two routes. The eastern group is moving faster, and will be here about ten minutes before the western group.”

      Marcus gritted his teeth and pumped a fist in excitement. “Perfect. Let’s get that western road open ASAP, and be a little slower on clearing the eastern side. If we time this right, we’ll slow them down just enough. And make sure the teams out by the roads have clear paths back. We need them at the house as soon as they’re available.”

      “Understood, sir.”

      Marcus slipped the walkie back into his pocket and took one last look around. It might actually work. He descended the ladder on the side of the hunting blind so he could slide into position. In a few minutes, this house and the surrounding grounds would be filled with up to a hundred trained killers, hopefully all neutralizing each other and solving all of Marcus’ problems in one fell swoop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Ember and Layne piloted the car up the road at a snail’s pace. Downed trees, icy patches, the occasional gust of wind stirring up the snow and cutting visibility to zero. She hoped their plan was sound enough to work. It didn’t need to be perfect — no plan was — but it needed to be good enough, or they were all dead. No pressure, or anything.

      That plan was sitting in the backseat of the car now.

      As soon as she could see the lights from the house, Ember touched Layne’s arm. “Stop here.”

      He eased the truck over to the side of the road, short of actually crossing over the open gate toward the edge of the property.

      Ember turned around to their additional passenger. “You okay?”

      The passenger coughed and nodded. “Doing fine, thank you.”

      “Do you know what to do?”

      The backseat person slipped on a tac vest and attached various velcro implements, then held up a blanket. “I’ll be in position. Don’t worry about me.”

      She nodded, knowing this part of their plan was the easiest. Plenty left to go wrong, she thought.

      Ember and Layne exited the vehicle and opened the trunk to collect their gear. Heavy vests with ceramic plates, shotguns, pistols, grenades. They attached as much gear as they could to their bodies and then looked around at their surroundings. In front of them, the gate to the house was open, inviting, dormant. Instead, Ember pointed at the hill to their right, and Layne nodded his consent.

      They ascended the hill, their legs sinking eighteen inches into the snow. They used tree limbs and half-buried shrubs as guide ropes to help them reach above the fence line around the house.

      Once in a spot with flat earth beneath their feet, Ember hunkered down and Layne huddled next to her. The sun was rising to their right, burning through the cloud cover. But, with the constant snowfall, a brightening sky didn’t make it easier to see.

      “Before I forget,” Ember said, calling Layne’s attention to her.

      “Yes?”

      “Back in Denver, there’s a local gangster guy named Tyson Darby. Ever heard of him?”

      Layne nodded. “I have, actually. A friend of mine has butted heads with him more than once.”

      “I was hoping to use him to establish a link between Marcus and Omar White, but it didn’t pan out. Would you mind looking into him? I think he’s up to something nasty.”

      “Sure thing. He’s slippery, I know that for sure.” Layne pointed a finger through the dense snowfall. “What do we have here?”

      The house sat a little ways back on the property, nestled next to an open canyon behind it to the north. The thing was massive, like a movie star’s house. With two main wings, all the windows were dark in the wing to the west. A handful of illuminated rooms glimmered in the east wing.

      Ember pointed to the darkened west wing. “That’s our best bet.”

      “You want to split up? I’ll take east and you take west? We can meet up in the middle and reassess if we don’t find anything.”

      Ember thought about five weeks ago, walking the 29th Street Mall with Gabe to draw out a sniper, starting from opposite ends and meeting each other in the middle. It should have been him here, instead of Layne. Ember was grateful to have the help, but it should have been Gabe.

      “Works for me,” Ember said.

      A set of four towers were spaced out along the property, and although Ember couldn’t see movement, she had to suspect Marcus had men stationed in them. Even if he was inside the actual house sleeping, he would still have guards out at dawn.

      In order to sneak in and steal Marcus’ phones, they had to stay out of sight. If this all went well, not a single shot would be fired.

      “We should keep outside the fence on our approach,” Ember said. “We’ll split up now and go wide from here, then I go over the fence at 2 o’clock and you go over at 10 o’clock. That keeps us close to the house, but away from those towers.”

      Layne nodded as he pointed down below. “See those alternate entrances?”

      There were craggy peaks to the east and west of the house. Below each, there were breaks in the stone fence surrounding the property for gates. Each of these gates also stood open.

      Layne narrowed his eyes. “Why are those gates not closed?”

      “Feels wrong, doesn’t it?”

      Layne grumbled. “Definitely feels wrong.”

      Ember chewed on her lower lip. “Let’s say it’s a trap. Let’s say Marcus is waiting for us. Assuming he has men in those towers, plus men positioned around the house, plus maybe a couple tanks ready to come through those open east and west gates, would that change our plan of attack?”

      “I don’t think so. We still go at the house at an angle, we still meet up in the middle. We just might have to shoot our way through instead of sneaking.”

      “Then it doesn’t matter if it feels wrong. We go for stealth, and if that doesn’t work, we still follow the plan. Deal?”

      Layne slipped on a black cap and folded up the collar of his jacket to cover his pale neck flesh. “Deal. I’ve always liked coaches who go for it on fourth down.”

      “Football,” Ember said, musing. “I kinda get that reference.”

      “How’s your cell reception?”

      She checked. “One bar, but it’s flickering.”

      “That’s what I figured.” He took out two walkie-talkies and set them to the same channel, then handed one to Ember. Without reliable cell reception up here, walkies were their best bet.

      “Since we’re probably about to die here,” Ember said, “I feel like I should tell you something. And don’t take this the wrong way, because I have a boyfriend, but damn, you’re a handsome man, Layne Parrish.”

      He snickered, and she thought maybe she detected a hint of blush coloring his cheeks. “Thank you. You’re not so bad, yourself.”

      “You and Serena doing it?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You and Serena are two of the most beautiful people I’ve ever met. If you’re not doing each other every chance you get, then you’re missing out on a golden opportunity. Just think of the gorgeous babies you’d make.”

      Layne pursed his lips and nodded, but made no reply.

      “You ever get tired of this?” she asked.

      “Tired of what?”

      “Operations. Putting your life on the line.”

      He tilted his head back and forth. “Technically, I’m retired. I’m just not very good at staying retired. There always seems to be a reason to go back, you know?”

      “Not for me. Not anymore.”

      “That’s because you’ve been retired for about five minutes. Still, look at yourself — you’re on an active operation right now.”

      She smiled. Okay, good point Layne. “That’s fair. But not after this. After this, it’s over.”

      “You talking about the FBI?”

      She nodded. “I’ve been living in a dream world out here in Colorado for the last six months or so, ever since I cut off contact with Isabel Yang. Part of me knew it would come to an end at some point.”

      “And now, you’re stuck between, not sure which world to choose?”

      She shook her head and thought of Zach. “Not anymore. I’ve made my choice, and I’m okay with the consequences. It’s time to go.”

      They fist-bumped, and Ember crossed to her right, to take the eastern path around the fence. She wrestled with snow up to her knees—and sometimes deeper—sapping her energy with every step. Each move came with careful consideration of the terrain. She didn’t want to end up drenched in sweat and shaking from the cold.

      In five more minutes of slogging through tree limbs and underbrush concealed by autumn muck, she had moved far enough east to then make her way north past the fence. Still no activity at those gates. No hint of motion in those wooden towers.

      Ember descended the hill and pushed up against the exterior of the stone fence. She walked north along the length of it until she came to the open eastern gate. If there were guards hidden in those towers, they would see her as soon as she stepped out into the open. The snow was heavy and relentless, but there was no way to hide herself while she crossed the fifteen bare feet of no fence line in front of that gate.

      With clenched fists, she rushed past it, scrambling until she arrived safely on the other side. Breaths coming rapidly, she paused, waiting to see if anyone would react to her crossing the open snow in front of the gate. Nothing happened.

      From far away, Ember thought she heard the grumble of truck engines, but she couldn’t be sure. With the snow falling and wind whipping around, she distrusted every sound. Due to the sheer number of distractions, she was actively trying to ignore most stimuli around her.

      Ember pushed along the boundary of the fence, honing her ears for more truck sounds. Maybe they were growing louder, but she couldn’t be sure. Not even sure if they were trucks she was hearing. Too much to focus on. She needed to don virtual blinders to reach her destination.

      Ember approached the point along the fence where she had decided to cross from outside to inside. She found a foothold in a stone jutting out, then she climbed the thick fence. At the top, she kept her body flat and moved as quickly as possible to start her descent.

      She slipped down the other side, landing in a puff of snow. Hands up and ready, feet spread apart, she swiveled her head around, looking for surprises.

      Now, she could see the lights. Headlights. It had been trucks. There were four of them, all rolling through the open eastern gate. And then, across the other side of the property, a collection of cars entered through the western gate. At least ten cars parked within a hundred feet of each other. All these vehicles, and none of them had markings or insignia on their sides. Not uniformed cops, for sure. But, as far as Ember could tell, these were two separate groups. And, quite a coincidence they had arrived at the same time.

      Ember knew it couldn’t be a coincidence at all. More like an orchestrated simultaneous arrival.

      More like a bunch of people with guns, ready to fight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Four

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      She watched as the two hordes parked and began exiting their vehicles. She saw weapons, mostly guns and pistols, brandished by people on both sides.

      Ember looked toward Layne, but couldn’t see him. She imagined if she could see his face it would register the same unreadable expression he liked to wear. Still, she could guess from here what he was thinking. This is a bit more than we bargained for.

      And it was just the sort of chaos someone like Marcus loved to engineer.

      Armed men and women poured out of the trucks and cars, weapons up, each side pointing at the other. Some began shouting across the space, but their voices were lost to the wind. The two groups solidified into two separate forces as they faced off against each other across the open expanse of the house’s front yard.

      She saw that their clothes were mostly plain, jackets and pants or jeans, prepared for the weather, but many also wore tactical gear. Masks, helmets, vests, even a few with NVGs, which were now worthless due to the snowfall.

      Ember recognized some of the people on one side. They were DAC members. Probably forty of them. Some had broken off to gather together, clusters huddling behind the line of cars. She knew they weren’t doing it for warmth — they were making a plan. They were likely trying to figure out who the hell the other guys were.

      Ember turned her eyes toward the second group, the one that was also now forming up behind the trucks they’d fallen from. She scanned their faces, not able to recognize anyone until her eyes fell to the second man in the line.

      A gasp chilled the fillings in her teeth. There, among the empty trucks, she saw Helmut standing in the midst of twenty men.

      Like a slap across the face, Ember understood the plan.

      This isn’t going to end well, she thought. Layne was probably thinking something similar, but it was far too late to do anything about it. They were in it now. She kept herself as solid as a rock, observing without the slightest movement.

      Then she looked up toward one of the towers. She saw something move, something difficult to notice against the backdrop of the sky.

      It moved again, ever so slightly, and she could now make out the tower’s occupant. Inside it, inching forward, a man dressed in all black emerged from a crouched position, holding a sniper rifle.

      Shit.

      She knew exactly what the plan was. What Marcus intended to do here. She was about to be trapped right in the middle of it, too.

      But there was nothing she or Layne could do, not from here. She watched the man in the tower, trying to anticipate his next move. Before she’d landed on a plausible option, the man aimed and took a single shot into the crowd of assassins.

      Then he pivoted and shot one more high-caliber round toward Helmut’s men.

      The effect was instantaneous. Within two seconds the stalemate between the two groups ended, and they started shooting at each other. No one bothered to check the angle of the shots, to notice that the two downed soldiers’ heads had simply ceased to exist, only possible from a massive rifle perched far higher.

      None of that mattered — each side had been set up to believe that the other was attacking them, and both had been ready and eager to start fighting. This was a manufactured battle. No surprise that it had been a trap; Ember had anticipated that. But not of this magnitude. Not in this way. Marcus had arranged for all of this to happen. There would be limitless anarchy and violence and dead bodies littering the snow within seconds.

      A bullet zipped by her head and took out a chunk of the fence. Whether an accidental ricochet, misfire, or intentional shot at her, she couldn’t tell. No one seemed to be actively pointing weapons in her direction, but it didn’t matter. She had no interest in being gunned down out here, and she didn’t want to see Layne eat a bullet, either. She ducked, crouching a bit deeper in the snow.

      If she showed herself, the situation would likely change. Both sides wanted to kill her, and she had no doubt that in spite of the massive battle heating up, she would still be considered the ultimate prize.

      No reason to unite both these forces against her.

      As the bullets flew from one side to the other, there didn’t seem to be much discrimination in target selection. Assassins fell, Helmut’s men dropped. Men and women danced around, fired shots, tossed grenades, and the battle waged on. Only seconds had passed, but time seemed to slow.

      An image of Zach blipped in front of her face. Then another bullet zipped in her direction.

      Insanity. Pure insanity, and it was getting worse with each passing second.

      None of it mattered, however. She still had a mission to accomplish, and a limited window. She didn’t know what else to do besides check the safeties on her guns and sprint toward the mansion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Five

          

          LAYNE

        

      

    

    
      Layne flattened himself against the exterior garage seconds before the shooting started. The moment he’d seen the headlights of the trucks arriving, he knew the deal. He knew exactly how they had been screwed.

      Marcus had arranged all of this, including feeding Serena misinformation to then relay to Ember. He’d even known what time they would arrive. He must have had lookouts on the highways reporting back to Marcus to make the timing work out.

      Layne recalled one hectic spot on the journey here when Ember and Layne had needed to leave the car and shovel snow to clear the road. Had Marcus and his people manually created that roadblock?

      A man in a dark suit ran in Layne’s direction. Most of the fighting was over toward the large open space to the south of the house, in the area where the three fence gates converged. But there were pockets of gunfire erupting from everywhere. The burgeoning daylight above provided some illumination through the clouds, but not enough.

      The man sprinted, a frenzied look on his face. In another ten paces, he would run right into Layne. Snow churned up under his feet as he tried to cross the side yard.

      Layne stayed put for as long as he could, then he popped out and put a bullet in the man’s forehead. He hadn’t even seen Layne. But now that he had fired, others would come. Layne watched a few eyes point in his general direction.

      The hulking mansion stood a hundred yards to his left. Out on the southern grounds in front of the house, there were about sixty combatants shooting at each other. Maybe seventy or eighty, as some were likely hiding out of sight. Limited visibility made picking out details nearly impossible. Not only were they at over eight-thousand feet and in the middle of a snowstorm, but some areas were also drenched in fog, shifting with the winds. Weather-wise, everything had gone wrong.

      Some combatants had taken cover behind open truck doors, some were prone in the snow. Many were spreading out, now attacking the men in the towers. A few ran toward the house. Full on madness out here, with bullets slicing the air in a nonstop barrage.

      A few of them barked orders, trying to control the the uncontrollable. Layne didn’t know how they could tell their own teams from the others in all this mess. He had to assume that had always been Marcus’ design.

      Layne plotted a course toward the house, through the snow and to a side door. It would take him less than two seconds to reach it, but he would be exposed the whole time. And there was also a chance he might run right across a covered swimming pool that had not yet fully frozen and suddenly find himself in the icy water.

      He readied the shotgun and took off. Five steps toward the house, a woman with a machete appeared in his peripheral.

      “I’m not going out like this, not to a bunch of feds!” she shouted as she locked eyes with him.

      Layne didn’t know this woman. No idea who she was. Seemed she assumed he was a cop.

      Still, this woman ran at top speed toward him, machete raised. Not enough time to explain his counter-position, so he readied his weapon.

      She had apparently picked Layne as the next person to receive her vented aggressions.

      Layne lifted the shotgun and blasted, but the shot didn’t hit straight on. It took out a chunk of the woman’s shoulder, but even that didn’t stop her. He’d hoped it would, because there was no reason for this woman to die.

      She kept on coming.

      Layne readied the shotgun again, but the woman was too close.

      She screamed as she raised the blade in her hand. Layne ducked to his right, out of the path of the swipe. As the woman’s motion continued forward, he gave her a shove from behind, pushing her down into the snow. The woman flipped over onto her back, blade raised. She placed one hand on the ground to push herself up, and Layne didn’t wait any longer.

      He aimed the shotgun and hit straight on this time, into the woman’s stomach. She keeled over and stayed there in the snow, droplets of red all around her.

      Layne looked back toward the main fighting arena. At least a dozen were already dead. Red snow everywhere. Bullets polluting the air. Total chaos still reigned in all directions except at the house, which seemed oddly quiet. Serene, even.

      Still, with extensive violence in all directions, Layne didn’t trust the appearance of stillness at the mansion. There were almost certainly more traps waiting for them inside.

      Suddenly, the plan to sneak into this mansion to steal a couple of cell phones as evidence didn’t seem like the most feasible idea any longer. But, since their exfiltration plan was now shot, they might as well push toward the goal.

      He continued on a course to the house, then something caught his eye. A brawny man with a buzzed haircut and a smashed nose. Skulking through the snow, looking for something. This must have been Helmut, the man who had been seconds too late to save Thomas Milligan.

      Except Helmut wasn’t engaging in the battle. He was on the periphery, looking at the vast structure before him. Looking for Ember, most likely.

      Layne ducked down at the corner of the house, letting a set of stairs running up to the front porch shield him from view. He thumbed the button on the walkie talkie. “You there?”

      “I’m behind the house, to the north,” Ember whispered. Her voice sounded scratchy, almost too hard to read. “Currently hidden, but I don’t think that’ll last long.”

      “I’m going to be late. Have to take care of something.”

      “Um, okay. Do what you have to do.”

      Layne turned off the walkie and then set out on a path to tail Helmut, to see where he was going.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Six

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      She’d heard nothing but the sound of bullets traversing the air for two minutes. Firedrake men, DAC, and Marcus’ guards were fighting it out on the grounds to the south of the house. Ember was currently holed up north of the house, sheltered by a row of snow-drenched hedges near the stone fence. She couldn’t believe how it had all come together. She had underestimated Marcus’ powers of organization.

      A woman darted around this side of the house, with a man in pursuit behind her. Ember recognized them both. She didn’t remember the names, but the woman was from Highlands Branch, and the man from Westminster. She was panicked, trying to flee as he pursued. Maybe she was out of ammo.

      The man didn’t stop. He aimed his gun and spit a couple of shots at the woman, dropping her in the snow. She tried to reach out to crawl away, and so he added two more bullets into her back, which made her cease all movement.

      He stood over her prone corpse, leering down at it. “I’ve been waiting years to do that.”

      Ember emerged from her shelter in the hedges, pointing her Enforcers at the man. She thought he might flinch, be he stayed calm and didn’t lift his weapon.

      “What are you all doing here?”

      He kept wearing that same self-satisfied grin, holding a pistol next to his hip. “Looking for you. We were told we could find you here, plus a bunch of feds who want to take down the DAC. I don’t know who half those people are out there, fighting, but it doesn’t matter. Anyone not from my Branch gets a bullet, and that’s it. It’s time to clean house.”

      He whipped his pistol up, but Ember didn’t give him a chance. She peppered his body with bullets, pressing the triggers until her magazines ran empty. He jiggled and then sank into the snow. He wasn't able to return fire before the last breath escaped in a puff from his lips.

      This area of the grounds had been relatively quiet, but the shots would bring others. Ember had to hurry.

      She’d had her eyes on a door leading into the house, but hadn’t been sure the entrance was unguarded. Now, it wouldn’t matter. She had to gain entry before the fight came around this side of the house, to her. If the phones were somewhere in there, her window to retrieve them was evaporating in a hurry.

      Ember took a few steps toward the house, then she noticed something odd. Between this north side of the house and the stone fence was an open area covered in snow. A rectangular area of blank space large enough for an outdoor chess board or whatever else the affluent would do with open space. But now, she noticed the snow wasn’t uniform across it. Leading directly north from the house to the fence was what looked like a lane or some kind of channel. It was ten feet wide, running out from the house. It looked as if six fewer inches of snow had fallen here. But that wouldn’t make any sense. There was no overhead obstruction that could have caused less snowfall here.

      At least, not naturally.

      She walked a few steps over the lowered area, and the ground underneath was at the same level as the ground underneath the higher snow. The dip in the snow hadn’t been caused by the level of the earth in this area being lower.

      So why would it seem like less snow had fallen in this one perfect lane leading out from the house?

      There was only one explanation: this part of the ground was warmer than the ground on either side of it, which melted the snow slowly but noticeably. And Ember had to assume that it meant a basement or tunnel of some sort creating the heat, warmer inside than on the surface up here, originated from somewhere under the house, past the fence, into the canyon beyond.

      Suddenly Marcus’ choice of location for his final showdown made more sense. He didn’t want this place solely because of its remote location, which would give the factions long enough to duke it out before law enforcement arrived on-scene. He wanted it because of its special, super-rich-people-only features and amenities like secret tunnels and getaway canyons.

      Ember raced toward the fence, along the path of her hypothetical tunnel. She wasn’t a hundred percent about this, but running this direction had to be better than running toward the fray and catching a stray bullet to the side of the head.

      She hoisted herself to the top of the fence and looked out into the canyon beyond. The canyon was narrow at the entrance, only thirty or forty feet wide. The walls on either side were short near the entrance, maybe only ten feet tall. But the canyon then had a gradual upslope to it, and the walls grew taller and taller further north. At a certain point the canyon walls stopped growing, and it looked like the canyon floor sloped upward enough to meet the walls again, effectively ending the canyon a couple thousand feet up to the north. Beyond that looked like an open area which would eventually lead back to the highway.

      A perfect route for a quick escape from the mansion’s property.

      Ember searched the area for anything that looked out of place. Gunshots still echoed behind her, back at the mansion. With all the snow, she couldn’t make out anything. But then, a blotch of darkness materialized through amid the white, fifty feet further up the canyon. Next to one of the rocky paths lining the sides was a collection of tree limbs that looked too carefully arranged. Probably covering something.

      She squinted and could make out the outline of a machine. A snowmobile? Hidden beneath all that brush was definitely some kind of small vehicle.

      Now Ember understood exactly how Marcus intended to escape. Unsurprisingly, the small craft had room for only a person or two, perhaps three.

      But she knew Marcus wasn’t planning on having passengers. He wouldn’t give a shit about escaping with any life other than his own.

      Snowmobile north through the canyon, up to the flat area beyond, and then off to some other vehicle, stationed far away and out of view of the house grounds. And if he made his move quickly enough while the battle was still raging, no one would even hear the snowmobile’s engine starting up and hightailing it along the canyon.

      Ember pulled out her phone and checked for reception. She had one measly bar, but she had to hope it would be enough.

      “It’s me,” she said after the call connected. “The little canyon behind the house. You’ll see a snowmobile out there on the west side of it, hidden by trees. That’s where we’ll do it. Be there in five minutes. We’ve got one shot at this.”

      Ember ended the call and then raced toward the house. As she inserted new magazines into her Enforcers, she saw Marcus Lonsdale appear in a back window, staring straight at her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Ember hustled toward the house. More and more the shapeless sea of combatants was beginning to spill around the side of the main house, and she didn’t want to die in the snow while her target smirked inside the mansion, a hundred feet away.

      Ember abandoned the shotgun since the bulky thing only slowed her down. She’d always preferred pistols, anyway. Still, she snatched one of the hand grenades inside her coat once she reached the edge of the porch and she pulled its pin.

      She cooked it for a couple seconds as it sat in her palm. Then she hurled it as hard as she could toward one of the back doors of the mansion.

      Once it had left her grip, she ducked down at the edge of the porch and threw her hands over her head.

      She counted to three, and the explosive went off. Despite all the ear-piercing shooting over the last ten minutes, the grenade blast still managed to make her ears ring. The house gave a gentle shake, rumbling and grumbling against the intensity of the blast.

      When she stood up to check, she was pleasantly surprised to see that the grenade had done the job. The door was almost off its hinges, clinging for dear life like a hunk of toilet paper going for a joyride on a shoe.

      “You still alive?” she asked into the walkie.

      A couple seconds of static came back. If he were still out there fighting, he wouldn’t respond. If he’d been shot and killed, he wouldn’t respond, either.

      “Going inside the house,” she barked into the walkie. No reply again, and Ember didn’t have time to wait. No time.

      She held her Enforcers in front of her and bounded up the steps to the back area. There were statues and other objects at random on the porch, chairs and tables and other things all masked in snow. She did her best not to trip over anything on her way in.

      Now inside the door, she found herself in an enclosed sunroom, with patio furniture, a telescope, and a luxurious rug covering the tile floor. The gunshots and explosions to the south were much less chaotic-sounding from in here. But Ember didn’t want to wait around to see if they got louder as they got closer.

      Through the open door into the main part of the house, Ember watched a pair of dark pants and a dark sweater sprinting away.

      Marcus Lonsdale.

      Besides seeing him through the window a moment ago, Ember had not physically laid eyes on him in quite some time. The last time they’d seen each other, she had assumed it would be the last time, for the rest of her life. And she’d assumed Marcus had been thinking the same thing about her. Apparently not.

      Ember raised her guns and spit a couple of shots. She didn’t even know why she was doing it, because all of this hinged on getting Marcus alive. The plan to sneak into the mansion and steal his phones to scrape them for evidence was dead. The needed element of surprise had been lost.

      Now, with all the mayhem happening, the best possible outcome to this situation would be for Ember to walk out of here alive with Marcus’ hands tied behind his back. Or, if necessary, with a bullet in his thigh or stomach to make him more docile.

      Even that seemed like an insane plan. Still, she had to try.

      Ember raced through the patio room and into the house proper. First she encountered a laundry room, with a washer and dryer and a giant auxiliary freezer. Given the size of this house, Ember expected she would find a Komodo dragon, the last dodo bird alive, or perhaps an actual dinosaur in the freezer, waiting to be eaten at some secret dinner party consisting of fat-cat diplomats and titans of industry.

      Ember pushed through the room and out into a wider foyer area. Several branching hallways led out from this main room. The lights were on, making her blink several times to get her bearings. Canvas art on the walls, busts of famous historical figures on pedestals with accent lights affixed above them. She had to stop and swivel her head around when she realized she didn’t know which way Marcus had fled.

      The front door of the house burst open, sending a flood of powdery snow in from the outside. Also, a hulking beast in a dark wool coat, holding a pair of revolvers in his hands. He looked like Five Points, maybe, or Westminster? Ember didn’t know for sure, but she had a vague memory of being introduced to a thickset man like this at a dinner party last December.

      Without a word, the man lifted the guns and shot at Ember.

      She rolled to her right, taking brief cover behind a pedestal. Small chunks of concrete showered her from above.

      Ember waited for a pause in the shooting, then jumped up and sprinted for one of those hallways. No time to worry about if it would lead to Marcus or not. There wasn’t enough reliable cover in this room to face the giant head-on.

      Once in the hall, she flashed her eyes around to get her bearings. A few closed doors lined the hall, and it terminated in a t-junction thirty feet in front of her. Ember skidded to a stop near the end, then looked left and right. As soon as her head pivoted right, a bullet zipped within inches of her face and blew out a chunk of the wall.

      Ember lifted one pistol and pulled the trigger off toward her right. She glanced in that direction in time to watch a man she had never seen before take a bullet in the chest. He staggered back and bumped into the wall, heaving breaths. Panic on his face, knowing he would die within seconds.

      He slid down, leaving a trail of blood on the wall behind him.

      Normally it would have been a terrible shot, a horrendous thing to do, something completely out of character for her. To kill a man she hadn’t even looked at, hadn’t even assessed. He could have been innocent. A butler, or a plumber ending a late house call.

      But she knew he wasn’t. If she had hesitated, she would likely be the one bleeding out instead. Here, in this maze of luxury, anything unknown was going to get shot. Anything slulking in her peripheral vision would meet the business end of an Enforcer.

      Ember’s ears attuned to sounds back toward the foyer to her right. Voices. Lots of them. Seemed like several of the fighters in the front yard had decided to enter the house now.

      How many were left? She didn’t know and had no desire to find out.

      She lifted another grenade from inside her coat and hurled it back down the hall behind her. Judging by the number of hostile footsteps coming from that direction, she’d had no other choice than to use it.

      Then, she noticed an open door in the hall ahead of her. And, inside that open door, she could see a set of stairs going down. Since she was on the ground floor of the house, stairs going down meant basement.

      The tunnel to the canyon had to be leading out from the basement.

      Ember reasserted the grip on her pistols, checked her magazines, then sprinted forward as the grenade exploded behind her. She could hear shouts and screams as it took out a few in the hall.

      Halfway down the steps she paused to look back. No one came running through the smoke after her. For now, she had stopped those in direct pursuit.

      Down the steps into a wine cellar, with racks of wine blocking her view to the back. A string hanging from a light fixture dangled above her head, swinging back and forth.

      He’d been here seconds ago. Marcus had been here.

      She raced to the bottom of the steps, then she could see it. On the far side of the room, a large door—like something you’d see on a bank vault—in the wall. It was open, leading out to a tunnel lit only by running lights near the bottom.

      And there, she saw Marcus Lonsdale, fleeing for his life. Hands and arms working to run toward a dim light at the other end.

      Could she still catch him? Her chest burned, legs ached, her neck wound pulsed, but she still had to try.

      If she pushed herself with everything left…

      This could work. It might work. She just had to hope everything was in place.

      Ember gritted her teeth and ran after her target.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Eight

          

          LAYNE

        

      

    

    
      Layne stayed low and crept through the snow behind the house. There was no point in engaging with the people shooting in the front yard, or the ones who had broken free of the larger scrum and had now ventured inside the house. Any one of these people would try to kill him, as the bloodlust frenzy of the battle had pulled all of them under its spell. It hadn’t even been all that hard to pull off; put a bunch of determined, gun-toting hotheads in the same place at the same time, then fire a couple shots into the crowd. Adrenaline had taken care of the rest.

      But there was no point in going straight at them. Layne couldn’t take on an entire mob. It wasn’t feasible even if he had enough ammunition, and even more importantly, it didn’t get them to their goals.

      Instead, Layne stayed on his target, Helmut. The brawny European had ignored the fighting, had ignored the house, and was instead creeping through the brush to the north of the fence, toward the open canyon there. The canyon began beyond the fence, starting with short cliffs on either side, at about fifty feet wide at its open mouth. It became more canyon-like up beyond that, with the cliff walls growing taller and the canyon growing wider. A few hundred feet down, Layne could see no further, with a swirl of still-falling snow obscuring his vision. A wall of white.

      Helmut was hunkered down, climbing the western cliff. He had a pistol in one hand, using the other to grab at rocks and tree roots to help him keep his footing.

      Layne stayed low and followed him. He shifted over to the left so he could reach the same canyon rim without having to climb up as Helmut had done. Instead, he used the gradual incline that began before the canyon wall, always keeping his target in sight and himself out of view as he trailed.

      Layne took care not to rush, trying to tune out the disarray nearby. Bullets and shouts from the skirmish back at the mansion echoed all around, bouncing off the canyon walls and turning into a mess of revolving sound. He couldn’t hear anything out here, and he knew Helmut wouldn’t be able to, either.

      Layne kept locked on Helmut, staying fifteen or twenty feet back, matching his pace. He was now atop the canyon wall on the west side, with a twenty-foot drop down below him.

      Then Layne saw them below. First, Marcus came rushing out of a hidden tunnel exit from below the house. Marcus was running flat-out, a gray coat tail whipping around as he ran. A few seconds later, Ember followed.

      Did Ember already have the phones? She hadn’t said anything over the walkie about it. Only some scratchy message about going inside the house a minute ago. Layne had tried to respond to her, but he didn’t think the transmission had worked.

      Had she abandoned the mission completely? For a brief moment, Layne considered heading into the house and searching for the phones himself. But he couldn’t do that. Ember was in pursuit, and that meant she needed help now.

      And Layne still didn’t know exactly what Helmut’s plan was, but out here, from this elevated position, Layne could guess what Helmut wanted.

      As he’d predicted, the big man stopped and perched, sinking down to one knee. He raised a pistol and closed one eye. The barrel of the gun tracked Ember as she ran after Marcus.

      Layne couldn’t wait any longer. He bared his teeth and sprinted along the canyon wall, closing the distance. He hefted his shotgun and pointed it at Helmut’s head, now standing five feet behind him.

      Layne closed one eye and slowed to steady his aim.

      One second. Layne hesitated, only to adjust and ensure he wouldn’t miss.

      Unfortunately, it was too long.

      The giant European whipped around and flung something at him. Layne ducked, but didn’t get out of the way in time. A wet mass of snowball hit him in the face, momentarily blinding him.

      With his eyes forced closed, he felt the shotgun being ripped out of his hands. One moment it had been there, the next, stolen by powerful hands.

      Layne shot out a fist and connected with something, most likely the brute’s stomach. For having a bit of a pudge, Helmut’s torso was surprisingly solid.

      Layne roared and delivered a second fist with as much raw force as possible. The blow wasn’t enough to stop his opponent, though. As he readied his other fist to punch, Layne heard the crack of a bullet, and felt pain sizzle through his stomach. He’d been shot. Two more bullets followed, one in the chest and another one in the stomach.

      He stumbled back, unbelieving. He blinked a few times, still trying to fathom how the guy had gotten the jump on him. Helmut didn’t wait around to gloat over his victory, however. He turned away and skulked back toward his position.

      Layne couldn’t breathe. He sat down in the snow, gasping for breath. Pain and heat radiated from the three bullets to his torso.

      Then Helmut disappeared down into the canyon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Nine

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      As a kid, the assassin remembered watching an old TV show where a frontier sheriff would always shoot with unrivaled precision to wound an enemy in the shoulder. Sometimes, he would even shoot the gun out of some outlaw’s hand. One pull of the trigger would have the bad guys dropping their guns on the ground and crying over the perfect new holes in their palms.

      Ember knew that, in real life, doing such a thing was nearly impossible. That’s why they taught aiming for the chest at the FBI Academy; bigger target equaled a higher chance of success.

      Still, as she ran, she pointed one of her guns and closed an eye to aim, hoping for a spoonful of that old sheriff show luck. She didn’t want to kill Marcus, only disable him. He was fifteen paces ahead of her. They’d come out of the tunnel, into the canyon behind the house. Thirty yards ahead, the snowmobile sat under a cluster of tree branches and inside a pile of snow. If Marcus got there first, he could fire that thing up in seconds and blast along the relatively flat canyon floor to escape.

      Ember couldn’t let that happen. She wasn’t done with him.

      Aiming proved to be more difficult than she’d thought, especially since they were both running at top speed over rocky, snow-covered ground. She wanted to blast him in the lower thigh or calf. Not an easy thing to do.

      Ember relaxed her finger on the trigger and gave it a tap.

      The bullet rocketed through the falling snow and struck Marcus. Not in the leg, but in his lower back. Hard to see exactly where because of his flailing coat behind him.

      He cried out and stumbled, landing on all fours.

      Ember raised both guns, fingers on the triggers. She jogged slower, now within ten paces. But when she moved forward to take the next step, her foot stopped. The toe of her shoe had unintentionally found an iceberg sort of rock — one living mostly below the surface. A rock large enough it could refuse to budge when something tried to kick it out of the way.

      The rock stayed firmly affixed to the ground, but Ember hit it nearly full-speed and completely lost her balance.

      She fell. She tumbled forward, but had the presence of mind to curl into a ball at the last second. Snow whipped around her head and she somersaulted forward and landed on her back. But then, her head smacked immediately after.

      She felt her vision closing in, and then things went black.

      When she opened her eyes, Marcus was standing over her with a deep wince on his face and a Glock in his hand. The barrel of the gun was pointed at her face. His shoulders pumped up and down, his eyes were wide and brimming with fire. Teeth bared, nostrils flared, he looked more like an angry bull than a human.

      He limped as he moved and looked to be in great pain, but — as she’d feared — still standing.

      Probably well enough to put a bullet through her head, too.

      She’d lost.

      Ember scooted back a foot and put her hands on the icy ground. She pushed herself up into a seated position, but didn’t attempt to stand. Panting, head buzzing, she had to work to draw an even breath.

      Marcus stood three feet away, hovering over her. The canyon was fifty feet wide, with low cliff walls on either side, about fifteen feet tall. The snowmobile sat dormant, ten feet behind Marcus.

      He bared his teeth. “You shot me in the ass, you… bitch.”

      “I was aiming for your thigh.”

      “You missed.”

      “I know. But you can eat shit, Marcus. You deserve a hell of a lot worse than that.”

      Marcus shook his head, trying to smile but failing. “It’s not going to work. You’re not going to win this time, Allison.”

      “My name is Ember.”

      “Yeah, I know you believe you’re some souped-up fancy assassin with a new identity now. I don’t really care, though.”

      “Why are you here, Marcus? Why did you go through all this trouble?”

      He winced again, and it threatened to overtake his face. For a moment, she thought he was going to cry.

      “You… broke… my heart.”

      She hadn’t expected that. For a moment, he stood there, panting, and she could actually see the sincerity written in his eyes.

      Ember broke the silence. “That’s it, then? All of this is over some stupid affair? All of this death and destruction over one sweaty mistake we made in your office years ago?”

      Marcus gave a rueful grin and shook his head as his breathing normalized. The emotional pain in his eyes subsided and returned to their steely, arrogant normal. “No, it’s not about that. Not just about that. It’s about money, like it always is — like everything is, Allison. I had a good thing going with the DAC, and you’ve messed that all up. I can’t let that go unpunished. You breaking my heart was just that extra nudge of inspiration I needed to make sure you got what you deserved.”

      “And Isabel Yang was collateral damage? Just another person who got in the way?”

      He shrugged. “Something like that.”

      “I know about Omar White. I know you hired him to kill Isabel.”

      Marcus smirked, but still kept the gun pointed at her. “So what? You can’t prove it. I know you were harassing Tyson Darby this week, trying to find a connection between us.” He took a step closer and angled the pistol down on her. “In another second, it’s not going to matter. Goodbye, Ember.”

      Something shifted on Ember’s left. A patch of snow moved and grew taller, taking the shape of a human. Marcus turned his head in that direction to see.

      The snow stood to full height, then a person emerged. He tossed the white blanket aside amid a powdery aftereffect of snow particles disseminating in the air. He was holding a phone with an external microphone in one hand.

      Jacob Wood, retired FBI Special Agent, former mentor to Isabel Yang, the contact Serena had arranged to help Ember.

      “Jacob?” Marcus said, his head cocked in confusion. Ember hadn’t realized they knew each other.

      Jacob had retired early during Ember’s tenure at the FBI, one of those living legends people whispered about in the hallways and reminisced during nostalgic lunches, but she hadn’t realized that they’d ever worked together.

      Maybe they had history. Maybe that’s why, half a second later, Marcus was still staring.

      She didn’t hesitate. Couldn’t lose the opportunity.

      Ember lunged forward and snatched at one of Marcus’ legs. She wrapped her fingers around his calf and gave it a tug.

      Marcus flew backward, the pistol still in his hand as he thunked down on the hard snow and let out an annoyed grunt.

      He wriggled and writhed, trying to get back up, but she could immediately tell he was in severe pain from landing on the ground on his butt.

      Ember leaped to her feet and planted a boot firmly on the hand holding his gun. Marcus tried to slither free, but he couldn’t move his arm. He winced as Ember applied pressure with her foot. She twisted just enough to feel a slight crunch, and Marcus wailed in agony.

      “Did you get it?” she asked Jacob.

      “I got it,” he said, thumbing a button on the phone to turn off the audio recorder.

      “You — you think you have something?” Marcus said, his voice rising to a fever pitch. She twisted again on his wrist, but he barely winced this time. “You don’t have shit. I haven’t said anything I can’t fight in court. Try me.” He flicked his eyes left and right, landing on Ember and Jacob in turn. “Like always, Allison. You won’t win.”

      Ember glared at him, feeling absolutely no pity, no remorse, no sorrow. This asshole had been the cause of far too much grief over the past few years.

      The gunshots and explosions behind her in the distance began to fade, and she knew the fight was all but finished. No telling which side had won, or if the ones still standing actually counted as survivors instead of winners.

      But her focus was not on the DAC or the Firedrake crew. She leaned over and plucked the gun from his hand, then tossed it aside. “It’s over, Marcus. I can place you at the top of a criminal conspiracy to kill a federal agent. You’ll get the death penalty if you’re lucky, multiple life sentences. I’ll make sure it isn’t a white-collar prison, too.”

      Hot steam exhaust shot out from the three pairs of lips into the frigid air. The people on the canyon floor seemed frozen in time for a split-second.

      Ember glanced over at Jacob, who was frowning at Marcus. Likely wondering how a man with such potential had fallen so far. Had he always been corrupt? Had the greed of power gone to his head over time, or had it been there all along?

      Marcus’ free hand suddenly shot inside his waistband, down toward his crotch. Concealed carry holster.

      Before Ember could react he drew a second pistol. A .38 Special. He clutched it in his gloveless free hand and tried to point it up, toward Ember’s face.

      She reacted quickly, her eyes flicking down to the gun.

      Marcus’ finger closed over the trigger.

      Ember shifted her arm over and pressed the trigger of both her Enforcers, one time each. The bullets entered Marcus’ chest, square in the middle.

      His eyes flashed open as a spot of blood jumped up in the air and landed on his chin. His gun arm lowered, but he still held the weapon.

      The hand holding the compact revolver jiggled upward once more, and Ember anticipated a shot, aiming her Enforcer again at his chest.

      But before he could pull the trigger, his arm went limp and fell to the side.

      He gasped, choking for air and trying to lift his head, the veins on his neck popping out. Eyes flaring, mouth strained as saliva leaked from the corners of his chapped lips.

      Marcus wheezed to draw a breath to say something, but nothing came out. Instead, his eyes turned glassy and his head smacked onto the cold ground.

      She hadn’t intended to kill him — she much rather would have sent him to a long, drawn-out misery of incarceration and eventual electric chair — but she also hadn’t expected him to have a backup pistol. That hadn’t factored into their plan.

      He was supposed to leave the mountains in handcuffs, delivered to the FBI field office in Denver first thing in the morning.

      Didn’t matter now. Marcus was dead. But, if Jacob had gotten his admission of guilt recorded, then Ember supposed it didn’t matter. Marcus wouldn’t face living judgment for his crimes, but there still might be justice for the death of Isabel Yang, at least.

      “Time to go,” she said.

      Ember looked up toward Jacob, to see his eyebrows raise and his mouth drop open, looking past her.

      And then she heard the sound of boots in the snow behind her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty

          

          EMBER

        

      

    

    
      Ember felt the bullet strike her before she’d even heard the shot. It punched a hole through her left bicep. Like a white hot flame, pain raced up into her shoulder, making her stumble to her right. Her feet scrambled to find stability on the slippery ground.

      She spun around to see Helmut standing a few feet down the canyon from her, panting, stooped, moving in her direction. His gun was pointed a little low, toward her feet. He seemed to be wheezing, lurching, face drawn down. Maybe the altitude had gotten to him.

      The big brute stopped and spread his legs out, then he lifted the pistol to take aim again. But his heaving shoulders prevented him from easily finding a clear shot.

      That first bullet had probably been intended for the back of her head.

      Ember turned in his direction, hurrying to raise her weapons and aim through the blanket of falling snow. Left arm aching and numb, she couldn’t hold it up. And the weight of it pulling against her shoulder didn’t feel much better, either.

      Helmut’s finger tensed on the trigger. But then, a figure appeared behind him.

      Layne.

      His jacket was open, and he held one hand on his stomach. Grimace on his face. Layne shot out a foot and kicked Helmut in the back of his right calf, groaning as he did.

      Helmut cried out and sank to his knees. His gun went off, but the shot missed wide and to the right. Disoriented, Helmut swung his gun arm around, trying to locate his target through the densely falling snow.

      Ember lowered her gun as Layne scooted out of the way. She pressed the trigger one time. The shot cracked, the sound echoing off one canyon wall, and then the other. The heavy round sailed easily toward her target, landing a mere nanosecond after it left her barrel.

      A hole appeared in Helmut’s temple, with a streak of blood cascading out. His eyes were crossed, looking up toward the hole. Then, like a grandfather clock pushed over, he stiffened and fell. The solid mass slammed into the ground, face-first.

      “I’m sorry,” Layne said, breathing heavily. “I didn’t know where he was going. Tried to stop him before, but...”

      Ember studied Layne’s wounded stomach, although she couldn’t see any blood. “Are you okay?”

      “A little hard to breathe, but I’m fine. Vest caught all three, but I think I broke some ribs. I’ll have some nice purpling and look like a marbled steak for a bit, but it’s better than taking three shots through the vitals. You?”

      Ember looked down at the hole in the left sleeve of her jacket. She could feel blood rushing out to warm her arm, but she was still able to stand on her own two feet. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Did you get it?” Layne asked Jacob.

      He nodded. “We have Marcus on tape, admitting to hiring Omar White. I don’t know if it’s enough to pin the whole conspiracy on him, but it’s a good start.”

      Ember spun when she heard a commotion behind them. A few hundred feet to the south, a cluster of people came rushing over the stone fence. They must’ve heard the gunshots.

      Ember counted ten of them. Some she recognized as members of the DAC. No surprise that, in a war between DAC, Helmut’s men, and Marcus’ guards, that the assassins would be the ones to outlast everyone else.

      These were career warriors and mercenaries at the top of their game. They had been trained from day one to be ruthless and effective killing machines, to never stop as long as victory remained in sight. Many had begun their time as contract assassins after a stint in the military, some even ex-special forces. This was the way of the Denver Assassins Club, one of the factors that had made it so appealing to Ember three years ago.

      And this group of assassins was headed straight for her and the others.

      “Snowmobile, now!” she said.

      Layne and Jacob lumbered over to the pile of twigs and branches and began pulling them off. Layne winced with every movement of his upper torso. Due to the broken ribs, she could imagine the slicing agony he was in right now. He shouldn’t be moving at all, he should be on his back, making sure those broken bones weren’t tearing apart his insides.

      Ember bent down and searched Marcus. In one of his front pockets, she found a set of keys. Cold, unmarked keys.

      Ember trotted over to the snowmobile, keeping her wounded left arm close to her body.

      “Anyone know how to drive one of these things?” she shouted as she looked back toward the small-but-mighty mob headed their way.

      Layne nodded, but he pointed at his wounded stomach. No way he’d be able to pilot this machine in his current state. His breaths were haggard, wheezing.

      “No time,” she said as the first bullet from the incoming attackers ricocheted off one of the canyon walls.

      Ember slid onto the seat as Jacob and Layne grabbed onto the sides, standing on the skis. She seemed to remember Zach telling her about riding snowmobiles near Steamboat Springs. For his safety, Ember hadn’t wanted Zach Bennett anywhere near this mansion, but now she realized he would have made an excellent getaway driver.

      Layne pointed to the keyhole for the ignition. “Like a car,” he yelled. “Put it in and turn!”

      More bullets whizzed in their direction. A few struck the ground within feet of the snowmobile. Ember had to assume it had a gas tank somewhere, which meant one lucky shot could engulf them all in a gasoline fire.

      She looked at the keys on the keychain. There were four. One was clearly a house key, larger than the others. One was small, probably for a safe or a padlock. That left two nearly identical keys.

      Ember picked one and shoved it in the ignition. It fit.

      She cranked it once. Nothing happened. The instrument panel lights flicked on for a second, then darkened again.

      A bullet hit the ground a foot from the snowmobile, sending a puff of snow into the air. Other shots pinged off the canyon walls, their noise mixing in with the rabble of the rapidly approaching crowd.

      “We’re out of time,” Jacob said, clinging for dear life to the side of the vehicle. Layne stood on the other side, holding onto Jacob’s arms, a deep grimace on his face.

      Ember closed her eyes and took a breath, then she turned the key again. For a split second, nothing happened.

      Then the instrument panel lit up. She turned the key harder.

      The snowmobile grunted and then started up, revving and vibrating.

      Ember hit the gas and took off, hoping her two companions could hold on, and hoping the angry swarm behind them had no chance to catch up.

      Wind whipper her hair. Falling snow melted against her forehead. She bared her teeth against the blinding darkness ahead.

      Snow churned under the treads, and Ember kept her eyes on the curtain of snow up ahead, leading them beyond the canyon to freedom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      A light breeze circled the length of the farm, rippling the cherry trees. The sun was out, warm and bright, as were the mosquitos. But they didn’t care about that last fact. A few bug bites weren’t going to stand in the way of this long-held plan to pick cherries.

      They walked the grounds, each with a red bucket held loosely in one hand. Their other hands were clasped together, fingers interlaced. Holding tight. With the humidity, their hands became sweaty instantly, but they didn’t care. They were together, and these days, they could actually enjoy being together without having to worry about someone shooting at them.

      Her bicep had been sore for quite a while after the escape out of the canyon, but it had eventually healed. The tricky part that night had been the balancing act to keep the other two passengers from falling off the snowmobile, moving fast enough to stay ahead of their pursuers, and hiding from a roving band of assassins looking to kill the three of them. And, eventually, delivering their friend to the hospital to have his broken ribs examined.

      Since Layne had very obviously suffered from gunshots to his vest-clad torso, Ember had fully expected for him and possibly her to be detained at the hospital. But apparently Layne still had powerful connections  — while hospitalized, she’d waited in the room next door and she hadn’t seen even one police officer enter the hallway, much less ask questions of the medical or administrative staff.

      He had been released a day later, sporting a tightly wrapped bandage from his pectorals to his bellybutton. He would be completely fine in another few weeks. Then back to spying, or being retired, or pretending to be retired while he actually went spying, or whatever.

      They came to a stop at the edge of a row of trees. Zach smiled and drew in a breath.

      “I think I can smell the lake from here,” he said.

      “No, you can’t,” she said.

      He feigned shock. “You don’t think so? How do you know I don’t have superhuman smelling ability?”

      “Because I think you would have mentioned it sooner.”

      He shrugged. “Fair point. But you could have used my superhuman snowmobile-piloting abilities in the mountains, though. I definitely have those.”

      “Yes, we could have. But we made it out alive, and I did it with one hand. You ever piloted a snowmobile with a shot-out bicep? Huh?”

      He chuckled and then leaned in to kiss her.

      They continued on and stopped at the first tree. He dove into the branches and picked a cluster of cherries. While he dropped most of them into the bucket, he held one up to feed it to her. She opened her mouth, and he dangled one between her lips. She drew it in. Sweet, plump, triggering her salivary glands. She maintained eye contact as she let the flavor envelop her tongue.

      “Good?” he asked.

      “Good. Very good. This was the perfect day to come out here.”

      “Well, we’ve been talking about it long enough. I’ve been waiting on you.”

      She socked him in the shoulder, and he pulled her close for a kiss. They continued on and picked cherries until their buckets were full, all the way from one lazy end of the farm to the other. Then, with tired legs and packed hearts, they made their way back home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Notes for “A History of the Denver Assassins Club”

          

          Part 6 of 6

        

      

    

    
      
        
        By Kunjal Anand

      

      

      In 2010, a woman with the alias of November Clarke joined the Denver Assassins Club. She did so through all the normal channels. Full background check, probationary period, intensive training and membership test. She ticked all the boxes to become an exemplary member of the DAC. She excelled within Boulder Branch and quickly gained renown among all members of the Club as one of the most elite.

      Not long before her entry, a man named David Wellner had risen to power and been elected President of the Club. Initially, he was universally liked and made several changes for the better. He reduced power levels in individual Branches and centralized more functions under the governing Review Board. At that time, the Review Board held an impeachable respect among all the Branches.

      At first, this transition of power helped to ease day-to-day struggles and made Club members generally feel more included in the process. It seemed like the dawn of a new era of prosperity within the operations of the DAC.

      Then, in 2013, everything changed. That summer, a Five Points assassin with the alias Dalton (whose real name is unavailable to this researcher) sought to overthrow the DAC government. He attempted and failed. Ember Clarke played a large part in stopping him, although she broke several Club laws in the process. Because of her intent and her previously spotless record—including saving President Wellner’s life at one point, a fact not known generally until later—she received only probation and other lesser consequences for her misdeeds.

      Many were outraged that her sentence was so light, and just as many were outraged her sentence was so harsh. The differences in opinion became a schism that only widened over the ensuing months. In a short amount of time, the general morale among the members endured a sharp decline as a result of philosophical disagreements about the merits of her consequences.

      Her actions and the other members’ opinions about said actions were obviously not the only reason for unrest. It had been growing from several angles for quite a while. Slowly percolating, a millimeter below the surface.

      However, in the fall of that year, everything changed. Ember Clarke killed Niles Thisdell, a Five Points DAC member in good standing, over a dispute about a contract. Ember went before the Review Board to receive her punishment. Given that she was already on probation, many expected her to receive a death sentence. However, she did not. She received a black spot trial by combat, a process later revealed to have been outlawed by the DAC in the 1970s. This information about the change in laws was not available at the time Wellner handed down the sentence, but many in the Club still wondered how and why the President was unaware of such a change.

      Ember’s “light” punishment again angered dozens of members across several branches. A popular theory was that she and Wellner had been having an affair, and he was incapable of being impartial with her. While there was no evidence that she and Wellner were ever romantically linked, conspiracy theories flourished among the members.

      The goodwill President Wellner had created up until that point had already begun to erode, and Ember’s punishment created more problems. The infighting and Branch squabbles of the early years returned. Within a few weeks, open war came to the DAC, as well as a slew of revelations.

      Ember Clarke was revealed to be Allison Campbell, an agent with the Federal Bureau of Investigation. While initially sent to Denver to infiltrate the DAC, she never made a formal case against it. Any evidence she collected about the Club was never used. As of this writing, there have been no indictments, and no charges brought against any members.

      President Wellner was assassinated by his secretary in November of 2013. Later, it was revealed that he had been working with a man in the FBI named Marcus Lonsdale, who had made a financial arrangement with Wellner. Marcus Lonsdale had referred contracts to the DAC and provided interference to keep the prying eyes of law enforcement focused in other directions, while Wellner had sent kickbacks to Marcus. No details of this arrangement and partnership had been known to members of the DAC until after the Branch wars had begun.

      Around this same time, the central building housing the DAC operations was destroyed. Many members of the government perished in the explosion. While surviving Board member Vice President Jules Dunard initially stepped up and claimed she would rebuild, within a few days, she disappeared. No one has heard from her since.

      After the fallout, some members attempted to rejoin and unionize. Earlier that year, the DAC had numbered over 200 verified members. By the end of 2013, that number was closer to 40 who still carried tokens.

      As of this writing, Ember Clarke/Allison Campbell has disappeared and no one in the DAC has made a concerted effort to find her, according to evidence available to this researcher. There are rumors that individuals and small groups have actually targeted her, but there is little in the way of proof for those theories.

      The DAC continues only in whispers now, as there is no official seat of power, no official hierarchy, and no longer a centralized message board. If the DAC is still out there, it is no longer alive in a format like any previous incarnation.

      The future is uncertain, but the past is less so. Less so than before, as far as I can tell.

      

      
        
        Kunjal Anand

        February 19th, 2020
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            THAT’S ALL, FOLKS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hey reader!

        Welcome. Thanks for reading all about complicated contract killer Ember Clarke and her zany adventures.

      

        

      
        We hope you had a good time.

      

        

      
        Also, the good times don’t have to stop.

      

      

      

      
        
        Want to get books by Jim Heskett for free and learn more about Ember’s neighbor and former spy Layne Parrish, as well as the mysterious Serena Rojas?

      

        

      
        Get started in the Layne Parrish series with the FREE 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.
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        * * *

      

      OMG THE SERIES IS OVER, WHAT DO WE DO NOW?

      
        
        If you would like to know more about Ember Clarke before Six Assassins, then you’re in luck.

      

        

      
        You’ll love the non-stop Harvey Bennett action thriller prequel THE LETHAL BONES

      

        

      
        Find out how Ember met Zach and experience the first Five Points revolt.
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        * * *

      

      Then to learn more about Firedrake and Draconis and all their evil plans, jump into Nick Thacker’s jaw-dropping  Harvey Bennett series.

      

      Go along for a ride with Zach’s big brother Ben!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For the readers who were so patiently waiting. We promise we wrote them as fast as we could.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        All material copyright 2020 by Jim Heskett and Nick Thacker. No part of this work may be reproduced without permission.

      

        

      
        Published by Bad Tooth Books, an imprint of Turtleshell Press

      

        

      
        Please consider leaving a review once you have finished this book. It makes a difference and it only takes a minute.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHORS

          

        

      

    

    
      JIM HESKETT

      Jim Heskett writes stories about outsiders who fight crime.

      The author was born in the wilds of Oklahoma, raised by a pack of wolves with a station wagon and a membership card to the local public swimming pool. Just like the man in the John Denver song, he moved to Colorado in the summer of his 27th year. He's never looked back. Aside from a wild year traveling the world, he hasn't let the Flatirons mountains out of his sight.

      Jim fell in love with writing at the age of fourteen inside a copy of Stephen King's Carrie. Poetry provided his first outlet for teen angst, then later a smattering of mediocre screenplays, and eventually crime thriller fiction a la Elmore Leonard. In between, he worked a few careers that never quite tickled his creative toes.

      He hasn't ever forgotten about Stephen King.

      You can find him currently huddled over a laptop in an undisclosed location in Colorado, dreaming up ways to kill beloved characters.

      Finally, and perhaps most importantly, he believes the huckle is the king of berries and he refuses to entertain any arguments to the contrary.

      He writes award-winning crime thrillers seasoned with a dash of snark. Sometimes he writes these books with co-authors like Nick Thacker.

      Details and FREE, exclusive books at www.jimheskett.com

      NICK THACKER

      Nick Thacker is a thriller author from Texas who lives in Colorado and Hawaii, because Colorado has mountains, microbreweries, and fantastic weather, and Hawaii also has mountains, microbreweries, and fantastic weather. In his free time, he enjoys reading in a hammock on the beach, skiing, drinking whiskey, and hanging out with his beautiful wife, tortoise, two dogs, and two daughters.

      In addition to his fiction work, Nick is the founder and lead of Sonata & Scribe, the only music studio focused on producing “soundtracks” for books and series. Find out more at SonataAndScribe.com.

      
        
        For more information and a list of Nick’s other work, visit Nick online:

        www.nickthacker.com
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