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      Agent Denarius Mingo's partner was a dick.

      No, Mingo corrected himself, Agent Elkins isn't a dick. At least not just a dick.

      Agent Elkins was, in fact, a complete and total hardon. And like a six-foot-two, man-shaped, engorged male member, Agent Elkins approached every situation with a singular energy and focus that left no room for any other considerations, including, but not limited to, personal safety, procedure, planning, and critical thought.

      Just like a hardon, Mingo thought. A big, white hardon.

      He was also almost certainly a racist, though he was careful to hide it around Mingo. But he leaned on the "De" in Mingo's first name just a little too hard for it to be an accident. And he was from Alabama. Mingo hadn't ever met a white boy from Alabama who wasn't a racist. Granted, he'd only ever met two: a Klan member CI from Deatsville, and a meth dealer from Birmingham who'd taken three in the chest from Mingo and had spent his last few breaths shouting racial epithets at him over and over as he bled out. Who but a racist chooses that for his last words?

      Still, he could do worse for a partner. Because one thing you could say about Elkins, he wasn't shy. No matter what they knew, thought, or suspected was behind a door, Elkins was always first through it. Always. And carrying a Remington 870 that he could pump a half-dozen slugs out of in just a couple of seconds, he made quite an entrance. Mingo preferred the precision his Glock offered, but he had a great appreciation for the shock and awe provided by his hardon of a partner.

      He might be a big, racist dick. But he's my big, racist dick.

      "Ready, Deeeee-narius?"

      Elkins always used Mingo's first name when they were busting in on black suspects. Couldn't be an accident.

      Want to put your hood on first, Agent Elkins? he thought, but didn't say out loud. Don't want to sour the relationship right before a gunfight.

      Besides, Mingo was always hyped up before a raid and was afraid his voice might come out high and squeaky. And that would not do in front of either Elkins or the half-dozen guys in the SWAT team that local PD had loaned them. Poised to move in behind the two agents, they were all geared up in their black combat gear, subs at port arms, muzzle control military-tight, safeties on—for now.

      Mingo just nodded. A man of few words. Which was funny, since he'd been captain of his debate team at Tulane. He'd also been honors society all four years, as well as a two-sport athlete. But he'd been smart, not a genius. Not think tank material. And he'd been a good athlete, not great. He wasn't ever going pro.

      No, it was a Bachelors in Criminology and a three-year stint as a sheriff's deputy before getting a gig with the DEA. It was the federal agency he felt gave him the best opportunity to travel. He'd grown up middle-income in Detroit—which was dirt poor anywhere else in the US—and had always dreamed of seeing the world. Unfortunately, it seemed the DEA felt his skill set (read: skin color) was better suited to the inner-city drug scene than more exotic international locales. So here he was about to bust down a motel room door not five miles from where he grew up.

      Elkins held one finger up, then two. On three, he slapped his hand back onto the stock of his shotgun and put his shoulder into the door. The manager had offered them a key, and SWAT had a door-knocker in their van, but Elkins had taken one look at the motel doors and told them he'd take care of it himself.

      Not only did Elkins like to be first through the door, whenever possible, he also liked to go through the door.

      The door was made of some kind of thin, cheap material that might have been wood in a former life but was nothing but dust and shrapnel now. Elkins's momentum pulled him into the room and right, and Mingo ducked in low and left. It was dim, the overhead light off, the window by the door fully curtained, the only light provided by whatever sunlight could squeeze past SWAT who were crowding through the destroyed doorway. But it was plenty light enough for him to see that things here were very wrong.

      There were two people in the room, one lying on the nearer of two beds and the other sitting awkwardly on the floor between them. They were both young black males, presumably Lataveon Coles and James "Kid Jimmy" Ferguson, low-level players in the Detroit drug trade. They'd been looking to move up and had set up a sizeable buy with some Russians out of New York. Mingo had thought he could turn them and use them to climb up the ladder of the Russian mob. Russians weren’t Mingo’s regular beat, but a good organized crime bust might get him the hell out of Detroit. Not that a couple of black kids could rise very high with the Russians, but they could set up a meet for a white undercover agent later down the line.

      That plan was all gone now, just like most of the blood in the two kids' bodies. Someone had cut their throats so deep their heads had damn near come off. And it hadn’t happened that long ago; the room still smelled like mildew and old cigarette smoke, not rotting meat.

      Movement!

      The door to the bathroom flew open, and Mingo was momentarily blinded by bright light coming from the smaller room. The swinging door caught the nearest SWAT guy in the face shield. He got knocked back into his compatriots, but they kept trigger control and didn't spray randomly around the small room. Still, their aim was hopelessly spoiled as a shirtless man came tearing out of the doorway, blood covering the right half of his torso, the left smeared with it, as if he'd been in the middle of toweling it off when the cops showed up. Ignoring SWAT, he charged straight at Mingo, probably because Mingo was between him and the door.

      Mingo didn’t see a weapon, but whether there was one or not, it was too late. He was on autopilot now and decision-making had been replaced by training, instinct, and long hours at the range. He heard three sharp cracks from his Glock before he even realized he'd fired it and then the boom of Elkins's shotgun. The shirtless man twitched with each center mass hit from the Glock (nice grouping some far away part of Mingo's brain registered), then flew back into the bathroom doorway when the slug from the 870 caught him high in the chest. Mingo figured he was dead before he hit the tiles.

      SWAT was back online and the point man gave the brand-new corpse a quick glance to see if there were any weapons to kick away, then stepped over it into the bathroom.

      "Clear!" he shouted a moment later.

      "You think?" Mingo snapped back.

      Elkins stepped past SWAT into the bathroom. Looked at the body.

      "No rosettes," he said, meaning the red patterns that showed on people infected with REP-LE when the virus was bringing them back to life. Which would be all well and good except the virus also gave them an insatiable craving for human flesh. He stepped back into the bedroom and used his shotgun to lift up the skirts of the beds.  “Clear,” he said, sounding far more professional than Mingo had.

      Mingo stared down at the bodies of their potential CIs plus one. "Shit," he suggested.

      "Shit," Elkins agreed.

      The SWAT lead looked around the room. Nodded to his team. "We're going to exfil. Call the meat wagon for you boys."

      "Thank y'all for the assist," Elkins said amiably.

      SWAT lead nodded and pulled out his cell while his men filed out, then followed.

      "Some assist," Mingo muttered after they left.

      Elkins shrugged. "Rather have them yankees get hit in the face by a door than me."

      Mingo couldn't really disagree, but he was still zinging on adrenaline and angry their targets were dead and their probable killer, too. So, he was taking it out on SWAT, who, even if he wasn't ready to admit it yet, hadn't really done anything wrong.

      "Exfil," he muttered. "Like they're in the military."

      "Well, I'm sure they want to be," Elkins said. "Get to wear them even prettier uniforms."

      Mingo was suddenly tired as his adrenal glands finally realized the fight was over and stopped pumping him full of action juice. He wished he could sit on one of the beds but the whole crappy room had suddenly become a crime scene. A crime scene the techs would want as undisturbed as possible.

      "Let's work the scene," he said to Elkins, even though the older agent was officially in charge. But he’d never been big on taking the lead once the action was over. "Carefully," Mingo added.

      Elkins looked at him silently for a long moment, then folded his shotgun into the crook of his arm. "Not my first crime scene, kid."

      By Mingo's estimation Elkins was maybe five years older than him. He thought "kid" was what Elkins said because he knew better than to call him "boy." He tried to return Elkins’s hard stare but the big man had already turned and was tracing SWAT's footsteps toward the bathroom for another peek inside.

      Holstering his sidearm, Mingo stood to begin his survey of the room and its contents. It was a cheap motel room, though not so cheap that it was used only by prostitutes and dealers. Don’t want to set up a drug deal in a place that Vice might raid at any moment. It was also not a brand motel with money for security cameras and staff who looked carefully at IDs. Perfect for a mid-level meet. The theme for the room seemed to be beige and brown with just a touch of poorly lit. The furniture was plain and sparse: a low table set flush with the wall between the two beds, one wooden chair looking out of place with no desk to go with it, and a long dresser across from the beds with a small flatscreen TV on it. The body between the beds had a cordless phone base and a blocky lamp in its lap, most likely pulled off the table when he went to the floor. The lamp was still on, though its dim glow didn’t illuminate anything but the dust under the bedside table.

      Signs of a struggle. Unsurprising. He didn't think two young males who looked to be in decent enough shape would have let their throats get cut without at least a little bit of resistance. He looked at the body lying on the bed. Though this one…

      He leaned in close, careful to not touch anything. He was glad of the beige bedding, as even in the poor light he could clearly see the bed was soaked with blood.

      "I think this guy was killed first," he said, "and didn't see it coming." Straightening, he pointed at the body on the floor. "This guy buys it not much later. Just long enough to panic and flail around a bit. Probably knew the guy. Let him in. Given the general lack of seating options, I'd guess Coles and Ferguson were chilling in their beds while their killer sat in the chair." He frowned, thinking about the implications. "Looks like our intel was a little out of date and this was supposed to be the buy. Or maybe the Russians wanted another meet before doing a deal." He scratched his chin, smelling the cordite on his fingers. "I'd also guess that he'd always planned to kill them." He pointed at the body in the bed, though with his back to the bathroom, he had no idea if Elkins was watching. "If things had gotten heated before going sideways, I don't think this guy would've still been lying down."

      He could see it in his mind, the two young men on the beds, the shirtless man—though Mingo supposed he'd had a shirt on at that point—sitting in the chair, the three of them having a bit of a palaver, maybe laughing at something the seated man said. Then the shirtless man is up and across the room in a flash. He'd certainly been fast and athletic out of the bathroom, though he'd fared far worse against armed federal agents than he had versus a couple of dopey young dealers. Slices the one kid's throat. Strong, military stroke, jabbing in behind the carotid then ripping out towards him. Hard to do from the front. Sturdy blade, but razor sharp. Then the other kid on the floor. Slightly different angle. Probably grabs him by his dreads to help expose the throat. The cut's a little more ragged this time. But he'd had a stationary target the first time and could set up his approach, visualize his moves before springing into action. This time his target was squirming and fighting back. Still, there was only the one cut, and it was mortal.

      Yeah, it all fits.

      "What do you think, Elkins?" he said, turning back toward the bathroom. "The body you got look Russian to you?"

      Elkins stood in the bathroom doorway, silhouetted by the brighter light behind him, but with enough still hitting him from the front to show an expression of pure hopelessness hanging from his face. The shirtless man they had shot a combined four times stood behind him holding a long knife to his throat. A knife that was probably sturdy and razor sharp.

      How is this asshole still alive? He didn't have body armor. He didn't even have a damn shirt!

      He immediately thought of the Dahlgren Medical disaster, more popularly called the “Almost Apocalypse,” where crazed, near invulnerable infected people had savaged everyone and everything near them. Even though regular army ended up handling most of the fighting, like all US law enforcement, Mingo had received training in handling the infected. The training mostly involved practicing headshots, something antithetical to every piece of gun training he’d ever received. But it had been over two years since there had been any outbreaks, and he’d reverted to his old training; it hadn’t occurred to him to put a bullet in the charging man’s brain.

      Besides, the infected were all crazed cannibals. They don’t take hostages. Something weird was happening, but he had no idea what or why.

      These thoughts scorched through his mind while outwardly he tried to project the calmness and control of a great hostage negotiator. He was not a great hostage negotiator. Or, at least, he suspected he wasn't. He'd never been in a hostage situation before.

      Time to learn, I guess.

      He put his left-hand palm out in a “hold on” gesture, while his right hand went automatically to his holstered Glock. He didn't draw it.

      "Let's all take a breath here," he said, thinking it was a stupid thing to say but also glad his voice didn't crack or squeak.

      The shirtless man didn't seem impressed. Or inclined to talk. He gave Elkins a poke in the back and they both took a step forward, closer to Mingo who stayed put. Now that the shirtless man was out of silhouette and not charging him like a maniac, Mingo got a better look at him: Caucasian, older—fifties or maybe even sixties judging by the deep smile lines around his eyes and his gray, close-cropped hair—but in great shape. He was a big man, as he didn't have to reach up to hold the knife to Elkins's throat, and may even have been crouching a bit to hide what he could of himself behind the agent. The arm holding the knife was dotted with tattoos: Cyrillic letters on the knuckles, ornate rings around the fingers, a three-pointed crown on the web between the thumb and pointer finger.

      Russian.

      Then the shirtless man jammed his knife into the side of Elkins's throat and pushed it out forward in the swift, practiced manner Mingo had envisioned. He thought he could hear the squeal of metal against bone as the blade scraped on the spine. Blood sprayed over Mingo, thick and hot, as the Russian shoved Elkins forward. Mingo didn’t have time to do anything but raise his hands before his former partner fell into him. The Russian was by him in a flash and out the wrecked hotel room door where he launched himself over the railing without stopping.

      Mingo tried vainly to staunch the bleeding, but the Russian’s knife had taken too much with it when it exited Elkins’s neck and blood was spurting everywhere. He couldn’t even see where to apply pressure. When the bleeding stopped seconds later, it had nothing to do with any first aid Mingo applied; there was just no blood left in poor Elkins. Mingo shoved the now dead man off of him and rushed to the door and looked down to the parking lot below where the killer should have been lying broken after the four-story drop. He wasn’t surprised that there was no sign of him there.

      If three bullets and a shotgun don’t do the job, why would a little fall slow him down?

      Looking up, he saw the man sprinting out of the lot, people on the sidewalk gawping at this half-naked, blood-covered man. Mingo tried to pull his Glock, but his hands were slick with blood and besides, he couldn’t discharge his firearm in a public area at a fleeing subject. There were cars and pedestrians and bystanders. There were procedures and paperwork and penalties. He wasn’t some city cop who could seemingly kill people willy-nilly with only a riot or two for consequences.

      I’m D-E-fucking-A, he thought fiercely, and we don’t shoot civilians.

      Couldn’t chase him, either, as he couldn’t survive a four-story drop and by the time he got down all the stairs and out of the lot, the guy was going to be long gone.

      He pulled his radio to call it in, watching as the Russian ran around the corner and out of sight.

      Doesn’t even have the decency to limp.

      He turned back to the motel room and set his mind to describing the subject, setting a perimeter, calling for backup—all the things that had been drilled into him to do in this situation. He even called an ambulance, though he knew it would help Elkins about as much as the two dead dealers.

      Then he went back inside and stared sadly down at his dead dick of a partner until help arrived.
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      The Minneapolis morning show interview was going well. Ellie hadn’t expected otherwise. When she’d first started doing interviews, she’d worried obsessively for days before the cameras rolled. And not about what other authors doing a press tour for their bestselling book might worry about: Will I sound like an idiot? Will I look good on TV? Will they discover I don’t know how to write? No, what Ellie mostly worried about was whether some keen journalist would see the giant, gaping holes in her narrative that Quinn Keegan—hitman, murderer, friend—had occupied before she chopped him out of the story. At his request.

      But that was three years ago. And what she’d discovered in those first interviews was that the new breed of journalist who interviewed her didn’t want the truth, didn’t want the story. They just wanted popularity, views, clicks. All the modern markers of success that helped vault those few anchors/reporters/media personalities into the upper stratospheres of celebrity, and more importantly, wealth. And you didn’t get those by digging deep, getting the gold beneath the dirt, the backstory behind the headline, the truth behind the façade. You got them by grabbing the biggest story of the last fifteen minutes and attaching your name to it.

      The morning show host at least asked her a few challenging questions, but Ellie knew they were coming and had prepped for them.

      “The video. What do you say to the people who claim it was edited?”

      Ellie smiled warmly, both to the host and the camera. “Of course, it’s edited. First, so we could get the attention of the people in charge.” She let her smile turn to a grin. “I don’t know if you’ve talked to many politicians, but they’ve got the attention span of a puppy. I wasn’t going to convince them how dire the situation was with hours of unedited footage.” Ellie held her hands out and shrugged. “After that, I had to turn over the raw footage to the government. They redacted certain parts for reasons of national security. The rest you’ve seen.”

      What they’d taken out, mostly, was anything that hinted at the existence of the successful virus—the one that gave its users near immortality. She wasn’t sure why. As far as she knew, all of Kirchner’s research had blown up with him. Dr. Anders Kirchner had been the mastermind behind the plan to kill billions of people by releasing the modified varicella virus into enough cities to destroy most of the world. And by keeping the virus that made you immortal without giving you an insanity-inducing craving for human flesh for himself and a few others.

      With all the death, his is one I don’t feel bad about.

      She’d balked at leaving that part out, but had been assured by a couple of dark-suited government employees that if she violated the Official Secrets Act, there was no place on earth remote enough to hide from them.

      I’ve already kept Quinn out, she’d thought at the time, what’s another little violation of my journalistic ethics?

      She was starting to think those ethics may have gotten blown up along with Kirchner and his research.

      “The people who say it’s all fake?”

      “I’ll let the families of the over 700,000 dead worldwide speak to that.” She moved her hand to her eyepatch when she spoke. It was an unconscious habit that her publicist Melissa had told her to keep. “It lets people know you’ve paid a cost, too, but without having to say it out loud. People want their heroes stoic, not self-aggrandizing.”

      “What about the other accusations? And the lawsuit?”

      The accusations that I straight up murdered a bunch of people? Oh, those are true. She’d had to. But that didn’t make it better in her mind; she couldn’t imagine it’d be any different in other people’s minds.

      She held up a hand. “The lawsuit is exactly why I can’t talk about those things. But I will say this: I did the best I could. It was a terrible time and I did the best I could.”

      And that was it. The morning show personality didn’t press her, hone in on the inconsistencies in her story, ask for clarifications, badger her till she either answered truthfully or tore off her lapel mic and stomped off. Instead, she moved on to inanities: was she dating anyone? No. Seeing a therapist? Yes. Planning a third book? Maybe.

      Though it was much easier not to have to answer hard questions, on a professional level, Ellie was deeply disappointed.

      “Where are all the real reporters?” she said to her dinner date that night, Investigative Reporter John Lyman. It wasn’t really a date. John wasn’t a suitor; he was a mentor. A friend. The one person she’d trusted with the story of Kirchner and the virus. The whole story. And even if they had been interested in each other in that way, she didn’t know if he went on “dates.” He only ever talked about work which, of course, suited her just fine. It was all she wanted to talk about, too.

      “Only two I know are at this bar.” He held up a finger to the bartender for another whiskey. Ellie thought he was drinking more since the Almost Apocalypse of three years ago. But then who isn’t?

      “Probably for the best,” Ellie said, considering and then deciding against a second drink for herself.

      He nodded. “Don’t want them digging into our tale of terror.”

      John had helped her get the truth out to those who needed to know in time to avert total disaster. But he didn’t give them the whole truth. He’d cut Quinn from his story, too, making Ellie and him—and Quinn—the only people in the world who knew the full story of how the apocalypse was averted. The edited story had made her rich. The full story would probably put her in prison. There was still a lawsuit pending for the killing of a security guard, though a criminal court had cleared her of all charges. Tough to lock up the woman who was world famous for saving billions of lives.

      Quinn, though. Quinn would get the chair, for sure. Which wouldn’t work on him.

      The hostess interrupted her thoughts. Their table was ready.

      

      They stayed away from the subject for most of dinner, instead talking about old colleagues, news stories the station had covered, how Ellie liked New York.

      “It’s kind of everything—big, dirty, scary, amazing. Been there a year now and I still don’t think I’m used to it.” She moved out there to be closer to the people she worked with: her editors, her promotion team, her agent. Also, she’d always kind of wanted to live in the same city as the New York Fucking Times. “I do miss Minnesota though.”

      “Staying with your Dad?”

      “No, he’s up north. After I finish up all my stuff here, I’m going to drive up and see him.”

      “That’s nice.” John paused and stared into his whiskey for a moment. Ellie thought it was number four. Didn’t seem to be affecting him though. “You ever see him?”

      “Every once in a while,” she said. “He’ll fly into New York, or we’ll meet somewhere when I’m traveling. Or sometimes…” She noticed the haunted look on John’s face. “Oh. Him.” He meant Quinn.

      “Yeah. Him.”

      A lot of lies that she could tell him shot through her mind, lies that would ensure he kept his mouth shut about all the things he knew. But she quickly decided the simple truth was best. I owe him that. He’d helped her when she needed it and covered for her when he could have outed her.

      “No. Haven’t seen or heard from him since the explosion.”

      “Huh. Guy like that…good chance he’s dead by now.”

      Ellie shook her head even though John still looked into his whiskey. “He’s not dead.”

      John finally looked up. “How do you know?”

      Ellie searched for any sign of the hard-nosed and insightful Investigative Reporter John Lyman she’d known three years ago, but his voice sounded as haunted as his eyes.

      Instead of telling him, she said, “John, I know you’re not any good at it, but you’ve just got to let it go.”

      He chuckled bitterly. “Yeah, letting things go isn’t exactly what I do.”

      “But John,” Ellie said, trying to word the next bit very carefully, “whatever he threatened you with to get you to bury his part in everything…he’ll do it if you cross him. I don’t think there’s anything he won’t do, if pressed.”

      John looked at her incisively. “Yet you sound like you respect him. Maybe even like him?”

      A part of her was glad to see Haunted John disappear so quickly and Investigative Reporter John take the reins again. I just wish he wasn’t aiming his considerable intellect at me.

      “Well, he saved billions of people,” she said flippantly. “Got to give him some credit for that.”

      “I suppose.”

      “You suppose?” She raised an eyebrow. “Billions. Of people.”

      “I get it. You don’t want to talk about him. But—”

      “Billions!”

      “Okay,” he laughed. “I’ll drop it. See? I can learn.”

      I hope so, she thought, struggling to keep the smile on her face. I really don’t want Quinn to kill you.

      

      They managed to talk about other things after that, though Ellie could sense it was a struggle for him. But they’d both been in the talking head business long enough that anyone observing wouldn’t have noticed any strain to the conversation. But Ellie was glad when the check came and he walked her to the curb to get a rideshare back to her hotel. Which, of course, made her sad. John was a mentor and a friend and the fact that there was any tension between them distressed her.

      A little tension is better than a lot of dead, she told herself. Which is exactly what he’d be if he starts looking into Quinn.

      She took the elevator up to the fifteenth floor. She still didn’t like elevators. Never know what the doors are going to open up on. She took the stairs whenever possible, but fifteen floors was a bit much for her. She was in excellent shape—she’d gone right from physical therapy to hiring a trainer with the first of her book money—but she also had titanium rods in her legs from the explosion at Kirchner’s hideout. In theory, they should be stronger than bone, but any time you replace a part of the body with something else, the other bits around the something else tend to get pissy about things.

      She could run fast, but not far; bench press a lot but squat very little; and in her MMA classes she mostly punched and grappled. Kicking was right out.

      Her finger was on the close door button when the elevator stopped, though she told herself there was no chance of infected cannibals on the other side of the doors.

      Tell that to my finger!

      Her therapist had told her that a few little rituals were all right to ease the tension of these situations, as long as they didn’t turn into obsessive behavior. Ellie was still trying to figure out where the line was between those two, but it didn’t matter now as the elevator door was open and the coast was clear.

      She walked out of the elevator, down the hall, and entered her suite. Hung her coat up in the closet. Put her purse next to the TV. Slipped out of her pumps and plopped down on the bed. Picked up the remote.

      Hello TV and good night brain.

      But before she found the power button, someone knocked on the door.

      Suddenly, her heart was racing and her mouth was dry. She sat straight up in bed, her hand somehow going to her chest as if she was clutching fucking pearls.

      Calm the hell down, Ellie, she scolded herself. There’s plenty of reasons for someone to come knocking on your hotel room door. Not that she could think of one right now, but she was sure there must be some. She also didn’t have any calming rituals for late night strangers knocking on her door.

      Padding up to the door, she checked to see that she’d done both the bolt and the stopper when she’d come in. She had.

      You’re safe, El. No one can get in this room. It’s probably just an overzealous fan. You can call security if they don’t leave. Same if it’s one of the crazies who’s convinced all the infected and the people they killed were crisis actors, or lizard folk, or Soros clones, or whatever the current horseshit theory the internet is shoveling around. Just don’t open the door.

      She also had a pistol in her purse. But she wanted desperately to keep that as a very last resort. The faces of the people she’d killed still filed past her closed eyes every night before she fell asleep. She didn’t want to add any more to the parade.

      Just don’t open the door, she thought again, and nothing bad can happen.

      But when she looked through the peephole, she saw someone whose whole life was bad things happening. And she changed her mind about opening the door.

      Might as well. She knew that no matter what she did, if he wanted to get in then it was happening. And she figured if he was here to kill her, he would hardly have knocked.

      So, she opened the door and there he was, all five foot nine of him, compact and calm and a thousand times more dangerous than he looked. When he saw her, a smile played on his lips that she knew would never reach his eyes.

      “Hey, Quinn,” she said. “Been a while.”
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      She looked as great as Quinn remembered.

      Better, he thought. She’d been beautiful before, but soft. Now she was lean and muscled, sleek like a panther. She even smelled nice, lavender or gardenia or some other flowery shit. And the eyepatch made her look like a sexy pirate. Makes me glad I came back.

      He hadn’t thought he ever would. He’d told himself there was no reason to. That there was nothing she could do for him. That he was better off on his own. But deep down, he knew the real reason why he hadn’t seen her in three years.

      Being near him would put her in danger.

      Of course, that was obvious. People tended to end up dead around Quinn. Usually because he killed them. He’d even tried to kill her once—before they became friends. So, the fact that she was better off without him wasn’t the weird part. The weird part was that he cared.

      Even now, he was considering leaving, not dragging her into this. There were other people he could use, people who might even be better suited to the job than Ellie. But he couldn’t trust them. Not like he could trust Ellie. She’d had three years to tell someone about him and never had.

      “Don’t put your face to the door,” he said by way of hello. “Get it blown off that way.”

      Her face went through a lot of emotions, though he didn’t recognize any of them. That didn’t worry him. He’d never been great at reading that kind of thing. Especially with women.

      “Hold a book up to it,” he went on, “or a magazine. Guy’ll see the shadow and think you’re standing there. Hold it up twice if you got a pro after you. They might be wise to the trick.”

      “Three years,” she said. “Three years and that’s what you have to say to me?”

      He shrugged as he moved past her into the room. “Might save your life.” He looked around the suite. Place is bigger than some apartments I lived in. “Nice digs.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Must be doing all right.”

      “Um…yeah. Best-selling books. Movie rights. It adds up.”

      “Huh.” He sat down on one of the several soft chairs in the room. “Congrats.”

      She walked slowly to a chair across from him and sat down. “You didn’t know? I’ve been on the news like a thousand times.”

      “Haven’t watched a lot of TV. Been busy.” Killing people takes time. He didn’t say that part out loud. She’d seen him kill people. Even killed some herself. But old habits die hard. You don’t talk about the business to people who ain’t in the business. Mick the Jew had told him that on his first day—and most of the days after, too. It was kind of the prime directive of their little federation. Ellie was a good egg. Could probably do the job if she wanted to—she had that kind of toughness. But she wasn’t actually in the business.

      “Busy killing people?” she said.

      She was awfully direct though.

      He shrugged. “I cleaned up most of the Dahlgren mess.” That was as close as he was going to get to telling her he’d killed most of the scientists involved in the REP-LE project that had almost ended the world. But not before torturing them to find out where their friends were. “Guys I couldn’t find are hid deeper than I can get to.”

      “So, you want my help to find them? So you can kill them?”

      He couldn’t tell if her tone was eager or accusing. She might be bored living the high life. He could understand that. Being on the brink of death was like a drug to some people. They keep coming back for more. Until it finally gets them killed. Or she might’ve spent the last three years regretting the things she’d done and now he’d shown up as a perfect repository for her recriminatory rage. It didn’t matter.

      “That’s not why I’m here.”

      She tilted her head a tiny bit. Interested? Annoyed? “Then why are you here, Quinn?”

      “I need help finding a guy.”

      “So you can kill him?”

      “Yeah.”

      She burst out laughing, leaving Quinn wondering what he’d said that was so funny. When her laugh finally wore down, she stood. “You want a drink, Quinn?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Whiskey?”

      “Irish, if you got it.”

      She went and rummaged around in the minibar and came back with two small bottles, looked like Jameson for him, gin for her. Couple of glasses.

      “You can afford the hotel minibar?” he said.

      Grinning, she said, “Told you I was doing well. Ice?”

      “Bite your tongue, girl.” He took the Jameson from her, cracked it open, and inhaled the fumes. Smelled like Southie and church and a long day of work ended. “Ice dulls the pain.”

      “Wouldn’t want that.” She got ice from the minifridge—they got a freezer in here? Don’t have to leave the room for ice? Man, this place is class—and dumped her gin over it. “Real dry martini,” she said, then sat down. Took a sip. “So, who do you need me to find?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You’ll do it?”

      “Of course, Quinn. You saved my life.”

      “Couple of times.” He sipped his whiskey. “Tried to kill you once, too.” I swear Jameson is fucking truth juice.

      “Now, why’d you have to remind me of that?” But she smiled when she said it. It made her look younger than she was.

      Or maybe she is that young. Shit that happened probably aged her a bit. Quinn would’ve liked to think that the first time he’d killed someone it had aged him, changed him somehow. But him killing someone had always seemed like a foregone conclusion. World I grew up in, be weirder if I hadn’t ended up killing someone.

      “’Cause that’s who I want you to find for me.”

      “Oh?”

      “Tato.” Even though he was trying to find and kill the guy, he still felt weird saying the old Russian’s name out loud. Guy was like Baba fucking Yaga or Koschai the Deathless to his people—speak his name and he shall appear and all that shit. “The man who told me to kill you.”

      “Oh.” She sat motionless for a few moments, taking it all in. “You can’t find him on your own? Like the DMRC people?”

      I could torture the Russians all day and not get any answers from them. Not like the DMRC scientists who spilled everything almost before he even showed them a blade.

      “No.”

      She looked like she wanted to ask why not, then realized she might not like the answer. “Well then,” she said, “I’d best get started.”

      

      He fed her details while she pecked away on her laptop. There wasn’t that much. Tato wasn’t even his real name; it was old Ukrainian for “Daddy” or some shit. But Quinn gave her his son Victor’s name and she tracked him from there. It took a while, but eventually she had a name.

      “Yuriy Petrovych Husyev.”

      He’d spent enough time around enough Russians to recognize her pronunciation was terrible. “That’s his name?”

      “Yep. Ukrainian national. Legally immigrated to this country in ’92, shortly after the Soviet Union fell apart.” She peered at the screen. “Owns a couple nightclubs in New York.”

      Quinn shook his head. “He’s not there.” One of the clubs wasn’t there anymore either. He’d been sure Tato had been inside, but hadn’t seen a way in to get him. They’d beefed up their security after he’d killed Victor in Stasya’s. So, Quinn burned the place down and watched for the old man to run out of the flames. He never did. And since the police reported the three people killed in the blaze were all women, Quinn knew he’d escaped. Tato went to ground after that, and Quinn had been unable to get any hint of his location.

      Ellie eyed her laptop a little more, then sighed. “Quinn,” she said, “it’s late and I’m tired.” She shut her laptop. “And I can already tell it’s going to take more than one night to track this guy down. If I even can.”

      Quinn stood. Reached in his coat pocket and grabbed a burner there. “All right.” He tossed the phone to her. “Only one number in there. Give me a call when you know something.”

      She looked at the phone. Looked back at Quinn. “I’m going up to visit my Dad tomorrow and traveling for this book tour for another couple weeks. What if we need to meet?”

      He shrugged. “I’ll come to you. You’re not hard to find.” He walked to the door. Looked back at her and grinned. “Ellie Apocalypse.”

      She smiled back. “You have heard of me.”

      “Shit. Everyone has.”

      “And no one’s heard of you.”

      He nodded. “Let’s keep it that way.”

      He opened the door. Checked the hallway. And was gone.
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      Mingo was buried in paperwork. Not that there was any actual paper involved here in the 21st-century DEA, but it didn’t change the single and salient fact that Mingo hated paperwork.

      Glad they secured my weapon. Might be tempted to shoot myself.

      They’d taken his weapon at the scene. Not because he was in any trouble; it was just standard procedure when an agent discharges their firearm. He was sure to be cleared of any wrongdoing.

      Though if I keep telling the truth about what happened, they might send me for a psych eval.

      He was already tired of the sympathetic yet disbelieving, maybe a little condescending, looks he got when he told people what happened; first the Division Trauma Team at the scene, then his own superiors at the office, and finally the Office of Inspections investigators in an “interview” room.

      Funny how it’s an interrogation room right up until it’s one of us in the box.

      Mingo sighed and typed his story into the assigned text box on the incident report, telling the truth once more.

      Would it be more believable if I said I fired three rounds at point blank range and missed?

      Silly question, he knew. It would be way more believable. Everyone he’d talked to had the same infected training he’d had. Assistant Special Agent in Charge Stevens had even fought them in Chicago. They all knew the infected didn’t take hostages. Didn’t wield knives. Trauma and PTSD did weird things to the mind, as his agency-assigned therapist was sure to tell him several times over the next few weeks. He was already starting to disbelieve his own recollections, and was suddenly glad for the paperwork.

      Get it all down before my own mind betrays me.

      He typed a little faster, now, almost smiling. Then he thought of Elkins, slit throat like an obscene red smile below his slack face.

      “God damn it,” he said, feeling a tear working its way into his eye, much to his shame.

      Mingo had last cried when his mother died. He’d been seventeen at the time. His father, a retired army NCO, had put a supportive arm around his shoulders.

      “I don’t want you to feel bad about crying, son,” he’d said, pointing to Mingo’s two older brothers, standing stoic in their dress uniforms, cheeks bone dry. “You always were the most feminine of the boys.”

      “God damn it,” Mingo said again, and wiped his face. Maybe I’d feel better if they’d actually caught the guy. Local PD had locked the area down as best they could, and the DEA response team had tucked the corners in when they arrived, but the guy was a ghost. This fucking town, he thought. Only in Detroit can a blood-covered maniac fade into the background.

      He finished up the incident report, hit the submit button, and marched to the door of his boss’s office, Special Agent in Charge McCullough. He could feel the eyes of his coworkers on him as he crossed the wide office area they called the Pit. Part stigma, part awe. He’d been in two gunfights now. And he’d lost a partner. Was it bad luck? Was he a cowboy?

      Elkins was the damn cowboy, he thought. But it wasn’t what got him killed.

      It made no sense how Elkins’s killer had gotten back up, unless he was one of the infected. But if he was infected, he wouldn’t have taken Elkins hostage. The two things he knew about the guy didn’t make sense together. It could be one or the other, but not both. He decided to drop it for now. He’d written up his reports. He was done with that part. Now, he just had to figure out who the guy was and find him.

      Might go differently if I treat him like he’s infected and put one in his brain. Maybe cut his damn head off. Wonder what that’d look like on a report? He decided the better plan was to make sure he had the guy handcuffed. Whether he’s dead or not.

      He knocked on SAC McCullough’s door. There was no answer, but ASAC Stevens stuck his head out of his office next door.

      “What can I do you for, Agent Mingo?” he said.

      “Forms all filled out. After action counseling scheduled.”

      “You should head home then.”

      “I’ll stick around a while yet. See if I can dig up some Feebs who know the New York Russians better than me. This guy was Russian and connected. I might be able to ID him with some help.”

      Stevens shook his head. “You should go home and clear your head for a day or two.”

      “Is that official? Am I on mandatory leave?”

      Stevens shook his head again. A good head-shake was a key skill for an Assistant Special Agent in Charge. Can’t have the SAC telling his people “no” all the time. Better to delegate.

      “No one’s taking you off this, Mingo.”

      “Good. I’d like to be point.”

      “You ran a good op to get to that hotel room,” Stevens said, looking sympathetic. A good sympathetic expression was another key ASAC skill. I’m going to say no, but clearly, I feel bad about it. “But with an agent dead, Admin’s not going to want a junior agent on it. They’ll bring in their own SSA to run the investigation.”

      Mingo nodded. He’d known they wouldn’t give him the reins of the investigation. Wasn’t even sure he wanted them. Felt like I should ask, though.

      “Long as I’m on the team.”

      “You’re on the team.” Stevens turned to go back in his office, then looked back at him. “Before you talk to the FBI, try the OCDETF guys out of Washington. They’re all up on Russian activities. Less likely to steal our case, too.”

      “Will do, sir.”

      Stevens nodded. It looked uncomfortable. “It’s a bad day, Mingo. A damn bad day.”

      Mingo didn’t disagree. With nothing left to say, it seemed, Stevens went back into his office and Mingo returned to his desk. He took Stevens’s advice and dialed up the Organized Crime Drug Enforcement Task Force in D.C. Took a couple minutes to get to someone useful, one Special Agent Masterson, sounded like a woman.

      “That’s weird,” she said, after he described the killer.

      “Which part?” He hadn’t told her about the guy getting back up with three bullets and a slug in him, just described him and said he’d killed his partner. Kind of left all the weird out this time.

      “Don’t get a lot of Russians out your way.”

      “Maybe he’s a diversity hire.” She chuckled politely, a light warbling affair, and he went on. “But you agree he’s Russian.”

      “The ink you saw is very distinctive. He’s definitely bratva.”

      Bratva, “brotherhood,” was what the Russian mob called themselves. There were actually hundreds of individual gangs that worked, feuded, and fought together. They were all bratva.

      “Might even be able to tell you what brotherhood he’s part of,” Masterson continued.

      “That’d be great.” It was certainly more than he’d hoped for.

      “Only it doesn’t make sense.”

      “What doesn’t make sense?” I went to a meet between Detroit dealers and Russian mobsters and a Russian mobster showed up and killed everybody. He couldn’t think of anything that made more sense.

      “If bratva were making a push into new territory, I would’ve heard about it.”

      She sounded confident. I suppose she’d have to be to survive in the big dick-swinging world of federal law enforcement. He was sympathetic.

      “They said you’re the Russia guy.”

      “I’m the Russia guy,” she agreed. “Where’d you run into this Ivan?”

      “At a buy. Or it was supposed to be.”

      “Where’d you get the intel from? Which side?”

      He thought he saw where she was going with this. “The local side. You think the buy was bogus. That maybe he wasn’t part of the mob?”

      “Nah,” she said, a little twang to her voice, like a leftover accent from somewhere down south. “He’s definitely a member. I just don’t think he was there on bratva business.”

      “Huh.”

      “Listen, I’m going to run the identifying marks you gave me. See what pops up. You’ve got me intrigued. I’ll be in touch.”

      “Thanks, Masterson.”

      They hung up and Mingo was left wondering how much weirder things were going to get.

      A mobster who’s not a mobster, and who furthermore won’t stay dead? How much weirder can it get?

      He wasn’t sure he wanted to know. But he knew he was going to do his damnedest to find out anyway.
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      Quinn Keegan, Ellie thought. Quinn fucking Keegan.

      She didn’t know how she should feel about his return.

      Scared? Excited? Morally compromised?

      Deciding she was probably all three, she got up and refilled her drink.

      “Quinn Keegan,” she said out loud to the empty room.

      She wasn’t actually tired. She’d just told Quinn that to get him to leave. She needed to process what his return meant. To her and to the world at large. She had the feeling it would affect both.

      After all, the last time she’d hung out with Quinn they’d stopped the apocalypse.

      A drink and a half later and she was still no closer to knowing how to feel about things. She decided to work instead. Taking her laptop to bed with her, she did some more research on Yuriy Petrovych Husyev. Tato. Working through his financials, she saw that he owned a lot more than a couple nightclubs in New York. Shell companies, offshore bank accounts, interests in shipping companies, Tato’s portfolio looked like a mobster’s wet dream. She wasn’t surprised that he hadn’t been indicted, however. She was just looking for ownership, not wrongdoing. Just looking like a mobster wasn’t illegal. Besides, the Russians were the modern masters of the carrot and the stick when dealing with pesky things like law enforcement, prosecutors, witnesses…

      You want a tax-free million dollars or do you want your whole family killed?

      It wasn’t that hard a decision for most folks. It was also likely that he gave the Feds an occasional juicy bust of his competitors. They look good, make a little cash, his territory expands, no one’s family feeds the fishes. A win-win all around.

      What Ellie wasn’t finding was any clue as to where he might be hiding from Quinn. And now her eyes were starting to shut of their own accord. She closed her laptop and her eyes. Sleep came quickly.

      

      The next morning, Ellie drove her rented car north to visit her dad. It took about twenty minutes to leave the city behind and enter the flats of Minnesota. She let her mind wander down the cornrows as she drove, hoping to get out of her head for a minute or two. But unsurprisingly, all she could think about was Quinn.

      Why’s he hunting Tato? Is it just revenge for trying to blow up a building with us in it?

      She didn’t think Quinn would appreciate her attempting to discover his motivations, but she was a reporter, damn it, and asking why was an essential part of the job. But as the landscape turned from small towns and fields to the sparse pines and marshes of northern Minnesota, she was no closer to answers.

      Her dad’s cabin sat on the shores of Big Sandy Lake just a few miles north of McGregor, MN. He was down by the shore with a fishing rod in hand when she pulled up and got out, her lower legs with their metal shins sore from the long drive. He turned and waved her down.

      “Hey, kiddo. How’s things?” He gave her a one-armed hug, other hand still holding his fishing rod. He smelled of witch hazel aftershave and fresh dirt from digging up nightcrawlers.

      “Things are fine, Dad.” It was a customary greeting for them, but rituals are good. “How’s things with you?”

      “Be better if the fish were biting.” He smiled and reeled in. “Long drive. Get you a snack?”

      He didn’t wait for an answer, just headed for the cabin. Ellie followed, trying hard not to leap from footprint to footprint like she was six years old again.

      Inside, over ham and cheese sandwiches, they talked about trivialities for a while, just catching up. Then he sprang it on her.

      “You seeing anyone?”

      “Dad…” she said, her tone a warning that she knew he’d ignore.

      “I’m just asking. You know, for your mother.”

      He always misses her more when he’s at the cabin. “Just because she was always up in my business doesn’t mean you have to take over for her now that she’s gone.”

      He frowned. “So, that’s a no then?”

      “It’s a ‘that’s none of your business, Dad.’”

      “Gotcha.” He nodded. “No boyfriend.”

      Ellie sighed. He’s not wrong. “You been watching Fiddler on the Roof Again?”

      “You know I’ve got friends with some eligible young sons. Handsome. Make a good living. I could make some calls.” He grinned and whistled the tune to “Matchmaker, Matchmaker.”

      “I’m changing the subject,” Ellie said, though she couldn’t help smiling.

      “Whatever suits you, kiddo.” He stood and went to the fridge. “Beer?”

      “Wouldn’t say no.”

      He came back with a couple of Stellas, sat down across from her again. “What’s on your mind? Trouble coming up with an idea for the third book?”

      Yesterday, that probably would’ve been exactly what was on her mind. She, like many an author before her, worried that the last book had used her up and when faced with the first blank page of the next project, no words would spring forth.

      “Not exactly,” she said. I’m afraid Quinn is going to drag me into another something I can’t write the whole truth about.

      Her father took a sip of his beer. “What then?”

      Ellie hadn’t planned on talking about Quinn. But she’d gone to her dad with problems her whole life. And even when she got too old to let him fix them for her—which he always wanted to do—she invariably heeded his advice. Or tried to, anyway. Got to be careful how I phrase this. Like anything involving Quinn, there was a danger in saying too much.

      “I’ve got a friend,” she began, “who needs my help finding someone. But he either doesn’t know or won’t tell me much about the guy I’m looking for. I’ve hit a wall. And without more info, I don’t think I can get around it.”

      Her father put his beer down. Looked at her for a moment then dropped his eyes to the table. “Drop it,” he said softly.

      That was unexpected. “What?”

      “Let it go. Walk away.” He grabbed his beer again, but didn’t drink. “Let this ‘friend’ handle his own trouble.”

      Ellie couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “When have you ever told me to let something go?” she said. “What about ‘chase down every lead; talk to every source; and if you get your teeth in a story, be a pit bull. No! Be a crocodile.’ What happened to that advice?”

      He took a sip of his beer this time. “That was before they blew you up, kiddo,” he said softly.

      “Dad,” she said, reaching across the table to touch his hand where it gripped his beer strong enough to whiten his knuckles. He looked down at her hand as if surprised to see it there. “I’m fine.”

      “I’m not.” He spoke softly still, but fierce. “I want to kill everyone who hurt you.”

      “They’re all already dead.”

      He looked up then and held her eyes with his. “No, they’re not.” And instead of sadness in them, she saw the intelligent gleam of a master reporter at work.

      Oh, shit. She knew what he was doing. She ought to. He was the one who’d taught her the method. When interviewing hostile or uncooperative sources, he liked to throw out the occasional suspicion or accusation just to see how they reacted. No matter how practiced a liar someone was, there are too many signals the body gives off—widening pupils, flaring nostrils, subtle changes in posture—that happen at a subconscious level and can’t be controlled. A schooled observer can tell a lot in the five-eighths of a second after a person receives alarming or surprising news.

      And Edward P. Buchman was a very schooled observer.

      “Yes, Dad, they are,” she said as forcefully as she could. But she knew she’d already given away the game.

      He leaned back in his chair and a took a long pull of his beer. “You couldn’t lie to me when you were a kid. What makes you think you can lie to me now?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “You think I didn’t see the holes in Almost Apocalypse? I taught you how to write, El. I know when you’re leaving something out.”

      “Dad, I—”

      “And the holes in your story are just big enough to fit a person in.”

      Ellie didn’t try to interrupt this time. She knew he was just getting started.

      “You come up here with energy and excitement practically sparking off you. I hoped it was a boyfriend. A girlfriend. Anything!” He slammed his beer down on the table. “Anything but this. Tell me—and don’t you dare lie—is this ‘friend’ you’re helping now the same one who’s missing from your books?”

      Ellie nodded. “Yes, he is.”

      “Goddamnit,” he muttered. He sat silent for a time.

      Not fuming, Ellie thought. Her father’s anger was towering, but not long-lived. He was thinking hard, though.

      “Did he hurt you?” he finally said.

      “No.” But only because he was out of bullets.

      “So, he is a friend.”

      “Yes.”

      “Is he trustworthy?”

      Um… “In his own way.”

      “In his own way?” He frowned. “Well, that’s an answer, I suppose.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      He ignored that. “Does he have a hold on you? Some kind of leverage? Because I can get you out from under just about anything.”

      “No, Dad. Nothing like that. He saved my life. Twice.”

      “Huh.” More thinking. “You weren’t thrown clear of the explosion like you said you were.” It wasn’t a question.

      “He carried me out. That was the second time he saved me.”

      “Huh,” he said again. “Goddamnit, El.”

      When it looked like he wasn’t going to speak again, Ellie said, “I can’t tell you any more, Dad. I really can’t.”

      “I could find out.”

      She figured he probably could. She hadn’t given him much, but it was more than enough for someone of his skills to unravel the whole thing. But it would take time, and it would take ruffling some feathers, kicking up some dust. And there were people out there who wouldn’t like that. Quinn, for instance.

      “And I’m begging you not to. I didn’t lie about everything in my book. Not the stakes and not the power of the people behind it.”

      “Some of whom are still alive.”

      I have got to stop talking. “Dad, I am safe. And part of the reason I’m safe is that I left those holes in my book and kept my mouth shut about…certain other details. But if you go digging shit up that they want hidden, you’re going to get us both killed.”

      Her dad finished his beer. Got up and got another one. Didn’t offer to get her one, but she was only half done with hers, anyway.

      “Okay, El,” he finally said, and she knew he wouldn’t ask her any more questions about Quinn and his role in the DMRC disaster. He’d squared it away in his mind, put his concerns in a box and packed it away. He might take it out on another day and examine its contents, make sure he’d made the right decision. But for now, she was in the clear.

      She clinked her beer bottle against his. “Okay, Dad.”

      He nodded. “Now, here’s how you solve your friend’s problem. And,” he smiled, “he’s not going to like it.”
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      Even through the binoculars, Quinn could see the family resemblance.

      Got to be her dad.

      The old man was tall and thin—but not old, cancer thin. More like he lived an active lifestyle and didn’t always have time to eat thin. Like work fed him more than not. Quinn had known button men like that, addicted to the work. But he didn’t think Ellie’s dad would be like them, all twitchy and fever-eyed. No, Quinn figured he’d be smart and soft-spoken, hide how obsessed he was behind honest smiles and concerned eyes.

      Quinn watched as they embraced and left the lakeshore for the house. He’d followed Ellie from her hotel this morning, almost disappointed that she hadn’t spotted him.

      She remember anything I taught her?

      Probably not, he decided, as she hopped in the rental that got delivered to her without looking in the backseat. Drove straight to the highway without stopping suddenly or circling the block. Never checked her rearview except to change lanes.

      If I was here to kill her, I could’ve taken her out as soon as it got remote. She’d never see it coming.

      And it got remote quick north of the city. Ten minutes tops, and they were into the cornfields. Couple hours of corn, couple hours of swamp, and she was pulling into a cabin driveway and Quinn was driving past before pulling over and doubling back on foot through the woods. Saw Ellie walk up to the house with her father. Watched them through the big front window as they drank beer and talked. Seemed innocent enough. It was about what Quinn had expected. But he hadn’t lived as long as he had without checking up on people, even those he trusted with his whole heart. Maybe even especially those ones.

      He watched Ellie and her dad talk for a little while before dropping his binoculars to hang loose around his neck. Then he tromped back through the woods to his car. He’d seen all he needed to. Ellie was doing exactly what she’d said she was going to do and Quinn was glad. She hadn’t called the cops and she hadn’t gone anywhere but where she’d said she was going to go.

      Quinn knew that he should watch her for longer. Make completely sure. And old Quinn would’ve done just that. Actually, old Quinn would’ve let her die in the DMRC. But he’d changed that night, changed into someone he was still getting used to, even three years later. And this new Quinn was apparently a little more trusting, at least where Ellie was concerned. And besides, he was hungry, and he suspected he had himself a long drive before he was going to find anything decent to eat.

      And forget about seafood, he thought miserably. He hadn’t measured it exactly, but he was pretty sure he was as far from the ocean as you could get on the entire continent. He hopped in the driver’s seat of his stolen shitbox, stomach already rumbling.

      He was about an hour’s worth of swamp closer to the city when he realized that he was being followed.

      When did I pick up a tail?

      It had to be at the dad’s place. He was sure he’d been clean leaving the city. Though with Ellie not taking any precautions, he couldn’t either. He’d been straight onto the highway, as well. But there were enough route changes once they were out in the country that he was sure he’d have spotted someone on the way up.

      He checked his rearview a lot.

      But once he’d confirmed Ellie was trustworthy, he thought maybe he’d dropped his guard a bit. Started heading back to civilization—such as it was, out here in flyover country—without taking a lot of protective measures himself. Who was going to be looking for him way out here anyway? And these guys were good. Real good. But with him and them being just about the only cars on the road, being real good wasn’t enough to keep from being spotted.

      Who the fuck are these guys? Quinn thought, watching them in the rearview. They had to be watching Ellie. But were they guarding her? Or stalking her?

      They stayed well back, nearly a mile, he guessed, disappearing any time there was the slightest change in elevation before reappearing a few seconds later, just on the edge of losing him. He thought about shaking them but it would involve way too much speeding. The last thing he needed was to get pulled over by some hick cop while driving a stolen car. Sure, he could kill the cop, but that just led to more cops. Eventually, one would shoot him in the head.

      Can’t lose them till the city.

      He was glad he’d filled up before heading back. He didn’t want to stop and give the guys tailing him a chance to jump him. If I stop, it’ll be to ambush them, not the other way around. But he wasn’t sure he wanted to do that, either. He could definitely get some questions answered if he took one of them alive, but like a confrontation with a country cop, it might be more trouble than it’s worth. He didn’t know who they were, how they were armed, and most importantly, how much help they had. Better to find out a little more about them. Then ambush them.

      And to do that, he needed more privacy.

      The hours passed tensely, Quinn checking his rearview obsessively and wishing he’d bought more snacks when he’d got gas. Since being infected, he found that he not only felt like a teenager, he ate like one, too. I’ll get something in the city after ditching my tail.

      He came into the city on 35W, which somehow ran north-south despite having a W attached to its name. Took a couple exits to get downtown. His tail closed in a bit now that there was traffic. Mid-sized sedan, storm-cloud gray. Two passengers, looked like men but Quinn couldn’t be sure.

      Minneapolis wasn’t a big city, and its downtown area reflected that. Probably fit the whole thing in Southie with room left over. But it was big enough for Quinn’s purposes. He took 7th Street and pulled over in front of the downtown Marriott which was housed in a tall building called, appropriately, the City Center. He got out, leaving the car running. Left his binoculars on the seat, too. It needed to look like he was just running in for a second. If he carried too much gear with him, it’d ruin the illusion. He was sad about the binoculars, though. They were a nice pair.

      A red-coated valet appeared and Quinn handed him a twenty.

      “Just leave it there. I’ll be right back,” he said, trying to drown his Boston accent in mid-western blandness. Couldn’t quite bring himself to say “dontcha know,” though.

      The valet grinned as the twenty disappeared into his pocket. He didn’t ask Quinn for the keys since he didn’t have to move the car. Which was good, because Quinn didn’t have any keys, just a screwdriver sticking out of the ignition.

      Quinn ducked into the hotel. Took the elevator to the second floor.

      In the winter, the weather was so bad in Minnesota that they’d built hamster trails through most of downtown, raised and enclosed walkways from building to building. A person could go blocks on end without ever stepping outside or waiting on a light to cross the street.

      Cold could kill you before the light changed.

      Quinn slipped a ball-cap out of his coat pocket and put it on. Took his jacket off and folded it over his arm. Profile changed to discourage distance recognition, he entered the walkway, phone in his hand. He pointed it back up Seventh without looking that way, set to record video. People were prey animals once. They can still feel eyes on them. He was pretty sure they hadn’t evolved to feel electronic eyes, yet. He crossed the street, smooth but quick, nothing irregular in his stride, just a guy heading from one side of the street to the other, maybe doing some shopping on this early autumn evening.

      He didn’t feel any eyes on him. But I’ve never been prey. Especially not now.

      Still, it felt like a clean escape. He scooted through the next building quick, past shops stepped way down from the ones across the street, as though Seventh Street was a hard border between different economies, like the Berlin Wall or the freeway between Southie and the South End. Outside then, where a bus was just pulling up. Quinn hopped on, not caring where it went. Looked out the window for a bit to see if there was any sign of pursuers. When he didn’t spot any, he took a look at the shaky video he’d taken from the skyway. It didn’t tell him any more than he’d seen in person. Just a gray car with two passengers pulled over in a taxi stand down the end of the block.

      After putting a mile worth of stops between him and where he hoped his watchers were still waiting for him to return to his car, he got off the bus at a busy intersection and searched the schedule posted to the shelter wall for how to get to St. Paul.

      Nice they put the cities side by side like that. Twenty minutes and a couple of transfers and he’d disappear into a whole different town and more importantly, a whole different judicial system. He felt like that last bit was important, because something about the car and the two men up front put him in mind of the government. Not anything specific, just the plainness of the car, the stiffness of the two riders. Gangsters would be in something flashy or something rundown and stolen, like Quinn’s car he’d left with the valet. Probably bring more than just two guys, since they’d know more about Quinn than the government did.

      Lot to think about. He suddenly missed Ellie. She’d have an idea about who those guys are. He thought about heading right back up north to talk to her, but that’d be stupid. They wouldn’t have left her alone to follow me. There’ll still be guys watching her. If he went to her now, they’d just pick him up again. Going to have to figure out how to meet her while she’s on her tour. Without being spotted again. He sat back in his uncomfortable seat and watched the city buildings quickly lower, then disappear, before reversing course and growing into downtown St. Paul.

      I’ll lay low in St. Paul a couple of days. Make some plans. Mick the Jew had told him that was what the Italians did back in Capone’s day. Things got hot in Chicago, they’d come to St. Paul and wait it out. No reason an Irish guy can’t do it now.
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      “I don’t know why you got a job where there’s white boys with guns everywhere you turn.”

      Mingo held the phone away from his ear for a second. Rubbed the bridge of his nose where the headache he always got when he talked to his grandmother was forming.

      “Gran, we’ve talked about this.”

      “Should’ve joined the army like your brothers. Like your father. Lot of good black men in the army.”

      Mingo sighed. Saw an agent waving to him from the other side of the Pit. Simmons, that’s his name. It took Mingo a second to recognize him as he was wearing a suit instead of his usual uniform of cargo shorts and a black T-shirt with “DEA” emblazoned on the chest.

      “I’ve got to go, Gran. The thing’s starting.”

      ‘Oh, all right. I love you, baby boy.”

      “You, too, Gran.”

      The thing was Elkins’s funeral and it was awful, like all funerals are, though not all funerals got a full cop parade and a speech by the mayor. But after that, it was just like every other funeral Mingo attended: trying not to fidget while the preacher talked and awkward interactions with the bereaved.

      What do you say to your partner’s widow? Mingo thought, looking down at the tidy brunette who he should’ve known much better than he did. She was married to my damn partner, after all. But in the last three years, I’ve probably exchanged more words with Simmons than her, and I couldn’t even remember his name.

      “I’m sorry for…” Your loss suddenly seemed way too trite, but he couldn’t think of anything else, and so stood there hopelessly tongue-tied. What else is there? Sorry I couldn’t stop your husband from bleeding out all over me? Sorry I didn’t shoot the crazy Russian cocksucker who slit his throat? Sorry I didn’t like him that much so maybe I wasn’t watching carefully enough? Sorry I got him killed?  “For everything,” he finally finished. Lamely.

      But Elkins’s wife, who appeared the opposite of her husband in every way—Carol, her name is Carol, goddamnit—opened her arms for an embrace and Mingo fell into it gladly. At least if I cry, no one will see. He hated to snot all over Carol’s nice black dress, though, so he bravely held back his tears. Real fucking hero.

      “He really liked you, you know,” she whispered into his ear.

      As if I could feel any worse right now. “I know,” he lied. “I liked him, too,” he lied again.

      Carol held him a second longer, then pushed him back upright. Looked him in the eyes. “No, you didn’t,” she said, but gave him a sad smile. “But he was a hard man to like.” She patted him on the arm. “Now, go pay your respects. Then get drunk with the other agents. It’s what he would’ve wanted.”

      Mingo nodded but she’d already turned to the next person up to tell her how sorry they were. I hope they do a better job than I did.

      He waited in line for the casket, then stood by it for a minute, hoping it looked like he was thinking deep and respectful thoughts. But mostly he thought about what Carol had said.

      “You were a hard man to like,” he finally said softly. “But I’ll find your killer. And I’ll put him in the ground.”

      “You’re fucking A right,” came a voice behind him, accompanied by a friendly arm on his shoulders. He turned and looked at Simmons, white, college boy face lined a little with age, giving him a touch of managerial seriousness, but not nearly enough to pull off the air of authority that SAC McCullough—who had the same kind of look—managed. Doesn’t help that he says things like, “You’re fucking A right. “When we’re done with this maudlin shit,” Simmons went on, “we’re all heading over to Cookie’s to have a few drinks.” It looked like he’d started on that plan already, his voice slurring ever so slightly, his just-past-regulation-length hair starting to slip out of its hair gel prison. “Maybe cause some trouble.”

      “It’s what he would’ve wanted,” Mingo said.

      “You’re fucking A again,” Simmons said. Then he turned to the coffin. “Goddamnit, Elkins,” he said, sounding slightly more sober. “Why’d you have to go and get fucking killed?”

      The coffin had no answer to that and neither did Mingo. He left Simmons to it and went outside. Sat on the steps, wishing he smoked so he’d have something to do other than being miserable and trying not to cry in front of anyone.

      

      Cookie’s Bar and Grill tried to be an upscale joint, but being in Detroit made it hard. Being filled with drunk, mourning federal agents who were drinking on SAC McCullough’s dime made it impossible. But on the good side, the place was three stories tall and the roof was open for drinking. Most of the guys were up there, probably throwing empties at passersby by this point in the evening, Mingo figured. That left him and a few of the more sober-minded agents the other floors to drown their sorrows in a less demonstrative way. Mingo stood at the bar, nursing a drink and trying not to meet anyone’s eyes. He was trying to calculate what the least amount of time he could stay without seeming rude was when he felt a hand on his shoulder.

      “What’s your name, sweetheart?” She just topped five feet with some help from her heels, but she had everything packed nicely into a tight, red dress, couple of frills on the shoulders.

      “Mingo,” he said, proud his voice didn’t slur. He’d had a few more drinks than he’d intended.

      “That’s a nice name your mama gave you.” She slid into a stool next to him. He waved for the bartender. Pointed to her. Gave a ‘no’ wave for himself.

      “My mama didn’t give me that name.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s my last name. My daddy gave it to me.”

      She cocked her head. Gave him an uncertain smile. “Then what’s your first name?”

      “Denarius,” he said. Only it came out like Elkins would’ve said it, the D long as the Alabama/Mississippi state line.

      “That’s a nice name, too” the girl said. “Why don’t you go by that?”

      He chuckled. “Because I work with a bunch of white boys with guns.”

      His phone buzzed him before he could judge the girl’s reaction to that. He looked at the number. Masterson. “I’ve got to take this,” he said, standing. “Don’t go anywhere.”

      She smiled as the bartender arrived. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ve got a drink coming.”

      He stepped outside where it was quiet. Found a spot where he didn’t feel pinned by a streetlight but could still see through the window into the bar. Answered the phone. “Masterson. Got anything for me?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “I do.”

      Holy shit. “Give it to me.”

      “It’s thin.”

      “It can be a sliver for all I care. We’ve got nada out here.” The girl’s drink arrived. She took a sip. Looked out the window and saw him looking in. Tipped her drink at him and smiled. He smiled back.

      “All I’ve got is a name,” Masterson said. “And a story. Might not even be your guy. But it might be.”

      “Like I said, we’ve got nothing.”

      “All right. You want the story first or the name?”

      “Story lead to the name?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then give me the story first.” Mingo liked things in sequence. If he understood the sequence, he could remember the details. Even uncover some more if they’re there. Besides, he wanted to hear Masterson’s reasoning. See how she came to this name and if he agreed with her logic. Make sure he didn’t waste time chasing someone not involved in Elkins’s death.

      “All right.” She paused, like she was making sure she had everything lined up before telling it. Mingo liked that. He did the same thing when giving a report. “I checked your guy’s tats. Narrowed it down to just a few bratvas. But only one of them, the Luganskaya bratva—which is a Ukrainian outfit, actually, though they don’t really differentiate between the two even now—stood out to me.”

      “Stood out how?”

      “It stood out because it’s gone.”

      A man sidled up to the girl at the bar. White guy, frat boy good looks. Mingo thought he might recognize him from around the office, but couldn’t be sure. Didn’t matter. Girl gave him the cold shoulder pretty quick. He turned his attention back to his phone. “Is that weird? Crime’s a violent business. I’d think gangs disappear all the time.”

      “Not like this. These guys fight a lot, sure. But they don’t wipe each other out. Usually take out leadership and leave the infrastructure intact. Limited labor pool and all that.”

      “Makes sense. But not this time?”

      “Nah. This bratva was taken out root and branch.”

      “How so?”

      There was another pause. Mingo thought he heard papers shuffling. “Another anomaly. Three years ago, there was a gun fight at Stasya’s, a Luganskaya-owned nightclub. One of the casualties was the boss’s son. We thought it was the start of a gang war.”

      “Take out the leadership and all that.”

      “But there was nothing more for six months. Then a fire at another Luganskaya property.”

      “More leadership killed?”

      “None of the bodies were bratva.”

      “Doesn’t mean it wasn’t an attempt though.” A new guy stood next to the girl now. He was tall and black and wore a tight shirt that showed off impressive musculature. Uh oh.

      “What we thought, too. And when Luganskaya’s boss went missing after that, we figured he’d been hit.”

      “Couldn’t have been hiding?” The guy at the bar clearly had more game than Mingo had ever had, talking non-stop, hand lightly on her arm, other hand waving the bartender over to order her a new drink. Something top shelf, I imagine.

      “As a rule, these guys don’t hide. And there’s one more weird thing. A couple months after the fire, Luganskaya soldiers start dying.”

      “Rival gang finishing up?”

      “Nah. Like I said, they recruit those guys, not kill them. And anyway, if they were killing them, they did it in a weird way.”

      “Weird, how?”

      “You’ve got to understand, when the bratvas kill someone, they don’t just kill them. They do it big and they do it showy. They kill them in a way that lets everyone know who did it and why. Every bullet a message, they say. These guys were just…killed. Quietly. Efficiently.”

      Guy at the bar was efficient. Looked like the girl was ready to hop right in his lap.

      “Any idea why?”

      “Nope.”

      “Interesting. But how does this get me a name?”

      “The crown tattoo on your guy’s hand indicates a high-level player. We’ve got eyes on the top guys in the other likely bratvas. And none of them have been out your way recently.”

      “You aren’t watching Luganskaya?”

      “Nothing to watch. We thought everyone was dead.”

      “But now you think they’re not.”

      “We got bodies for every one of them but the boss.”

      “And his name?”

      “Yuriy Petrovych Husyev, boss of the now defunct Luganskaya bratva. Goes by ‘Tato.’ I’ll send you what I’ve got on him.”

      Yuriy Petrovych Husyev. It was good to have a name. Tato.

      “Why do you think he’s out here? And why is he hitting two mid-level Detroit dealers?”

      “Well, that’s another weird thing. It’s kind of like how the bratvas take over a territory they’re not sure about. New city maybe, or non-Russian crooks. Hit the mid-level guys. The guys supplying the street dealers, or running the indoor whores, or collecting from the bookies. Something that has an impact, but not too big. See how the brass reacts. If they’re weak, they hit the top guys next and move in.”

      “Keep the low-level infrastructure intact.”

      “Yeah. If you hit the top guys first it’s definitely going to be war. This way, if it doesn’t look good, they can usually back out without anyone feeling like they have to go into full scale conflict.”

      “So, what’s different about this one?”

      “They usually take out a bunch of mid-level guys all at the same time. Shock and awe.”

      His phone pinged an exclamation point as Masterson’s email hit his inbox.

      “Not just two in a shitty motel room.”

      “Exactly.”

      “All right. That everything?”

      “All I got.”

      “Thanks, Masterson.”

      “Might be nothing.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “Appreciate your confidence.”

      “Well, you’re the Russian guy.”

      “Goddamn right,” she said and hung up.

      Mingo watched through the window as muscle guy led the girl to a table in back. Then he turned away, clicking through to Masterson’s email as he walked toward his car.

      Fuck it, he thought, though he didn’t specify what it was or why he was fucking it. I’ve got reading to do.
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      After her father went to bed, Ellie sat up late doing research. On Quinn.

      “Research your mysterious friend,” her father had told her, “and his connection to the person you’re looking for. If you can’t get hold of your quarry, find out what he means to the hunter.”

      He’d said more, but that was the gist of the thing. Find the connection between Quinn and Tato. He gave her names and numbers of some of his contacts—some government, some nearly as shady as Quinn—that he hadn’t told her about in the past. Probably because a weather girl doesn’t need the names of CIA spooks and gun-running snitches. It was too late to call any of them, so she started online.

      It was beyond thin. Most of what came up with an initial search of his name were social media profiles. She tried to imagine Quinn tweeting and failed. He does not do social media. The rare few listings that weren’t social links were limited to a couple of high school athletes and several women. That was all right, she hadn’t expected anything from a simple search. But you start at the beginning and work it through to the end. That way you don’t miss anything.

      Public criminal records for Massachusetts and New York next, which she felt was more promising. But nothing there. Nothing in court records, either. Come to think of it, Quinn never seems too worried about fingerprints. He must not be in the system. She thought he might’ve mentioned juvie at some time, but those records would be long sealed or expunged by now. She widened her crime search to the eastern seaboard, but still nothing. Guy’s a damn ghost.

      She hit the specialty databases next, stuff accessed with her IRE membership, datasets from NICAR and the government. Nothing. If she was doing a real investigation, she’d set up interviews with people who might know him. Pound the streets of his old stomping grounds trying dig up some stuff. But much like looking for Tato, it’d be too dangerous to attract attention to her search.

      Then, searching the OCCRP Aleph platform, she found a single mention tucked into an FOIA request a reporter had filed to the FBI in August of 2004. Quinn’s name appeared in a list titled “Known Associates.”

      “Associates of whom?” she asked her beer.

      Clicking through to the parent file, she found the name of the man Quinn was known to associate with: Sean Murphy. Armed with that name and the Aleph documents, she searched news archives and court records and got the whole picture pretty quickly.

      In the summer of 2003, an FBI investigation into Sean Murphy, suspected head of the Boston Irish mob, culminated with raids, seizures, and the arrest of Mr. Murphy as well as 42 other individuals. Prior to the arrests, at least another dozen suspected mobsters were killed as Murphy attempted to weed out the snitches in his organization. There was no hint of Quinn in the arrest records, just the one mention of him in the reporter’s file saying he was a known associate, nothing else.

      Ellie wondered for a moment if Quinn had been one of the feds’ guys on the inside. But the defense got a list of confidential informants at trial and Quinn wasn’t on it. So, either he was off the books or hadn’t worked with the FBI. Ellie figured it was more likely Quinn had been one of the guys doing the weeding than that he’d squealed on his employers.

      When she finally shut her laptop and went to sleep, she knew a lot about the arrests, the trial, and the Irish mob which, after the 2003 arrests and trials, mostly ceased to exist in Boston. What she didn’t know, was how it connected to Tato, the DMRC, or Quinn’s current quest to track the old Russian down. And she was no closer to knowing where the man was, either.

      

      She drove back to Minneapolis in the morning, returned the car, and caught a rideshare to the airport for an afternoon flight to Chicago. She had three signings, two speeches, and a TV appearance over the next two days there. She’d considered keeping the car and driving there, spend the time clearing her mind. But she’d woken up feeling like she might be closer to discovering something useful with her research into Quinn than she’d been last night, and even the drive down to the Cities felt like too long away from her laptop. Adding another seven hours of non-research time would be torturous. So, she got to the airport early and once she was through security, got back online, determined to figure out what was going on between Quinn and Tato.

      She knew Quinn had worked for Tato. Or at least took orders from him. What had he said? “He’s the one who told me to kill you.” Which Quinn had tried to do. Luckily, he’d been out of bullets, and by the time he’d caught up with her again, things had changed. Tato had decided Quinn was a liability and was going to blow him up in the DMRC along with Ellie and all the evidence of the conspiracy that had nearly wrecked the world.

      Is that why Quinn is trying to find him? To kill him for revenge?

      That made sense. She knew Quinn wasn’t averse to revenge killing. But still, he’d been presumed dead in the explosion at the DMRC and had disappeared. And with his special “condition,” he had no need to hunt Tato down. He could just wait for him to die of old age. Maybe not quite as satisfying as putting a bullet in the man’s brain, but certainly safer. And Quinn did value his own safety a great deal.

      So again, she was left wondering why Quinn was coming out of hiding to go after Tato? And why now?

      Ellie turned her attention back to what she did know: Quinn worked for Murphy and the Irish mob until the feds showed up. It wasn’t a lot, but with what he’d said the other day (He told me to kill you), it led to an easy presumption: after the mob dissolved, Quinn went to work for nightclub-owner, Tato. Who was clearly a mobster, not just an owner of nightclubs. Unfortunately, she could find no hard evidence of Quinn knowing Tato, let alone working for him. In fact, she couldn’t find any evidence of Quinn being in New York at all after Boston. She couldn’t find any evidence of him existing anywhere after Boston. After some more fruitless searching, she decided that actually made sense.

      He’d been careful enough in Boston to not get swept up by the FBI and only appear on one investigative reporter’s list of known associates. He was probably twice as careful in New York. He made himself a ghost.

      So, Quinn killed people for Tato. Ended up in the DMRC nightmare with Ellie. Faked his death in the DMRC explosion. Made John Lyman erase him from all the video evidence and disappeared. Then he reappears three years later, looking for Tato to kill him. It didn’t make a lot of sense.

      Why not kill him earlier? Why not wait and let him die? Why kill him at all?

      She didn’t have the answers to those questions, so she did what she was taught to do: she made a timeline. Marked down the dates of the arrests in Boston. Marked the time she’d been at the DMRC with Quinn. The attack on Kirchner’s compound with Dr. Amy.

      Pretty thin timeline.

      She went back to her research on Tato. Put down the date he’d arrived in the country. When he’d bought his nightclubs. She discovered one of them had burned down. Marked down that date. Still, nothing jumped out at her as weird.

      Got to go deeper. She considered that for a moment. Thought about Quinn being on the list of Murphy’s known associates. Who are Tato’s known associates?

      She got back into Tato’s financials—companies, properties, minority interests, majority ownership. Made lists of the names she found there—co-owners, managers, lawyers, creditors, lien holders, employees—then looked for connections, names appearing on more than one list. When she found a few, she fed them into a search engine.

      Bingo.Arrest records. Court records. Newspaper stories. Here’s Tato’s associates.

      She noted the names on her timeline. Then she dug into their history, putting their important dates down on the timeline.

      Yuri Boruk. Came over from Odessa, June 7th, 1993. Minority owner of Stasya’s Lounge. Manager at The Monsoon. Co-signer on mortgages for two other possible Tato properties. Arrested for assault with a deadly weapon, July 1st, 1996. Charges dropped. Arrested for disturbing the peace, June 14th, 1998. Charges dropped. Fell off the roof of a tenement building in Brighton Beach, September 15th, 2020.

      Dmitri Karmazin. Came from Odessa April 30th, 1999. Minority owner, B & B Shipping. Listed on the board of two other shell companies. Three arrests for simple assault, one for assault with a deadly weapon, and another for aggravated assault. Died October 27th, 2020  from a knife wound. Assailant never found.

      There were more like this: associates of Tato’s with records for assault, kidnapping, theft, and more, yet most of the charges were dropped. Only two went to court, and both were acquitted. But the weirdest thing was all of them were dead. Most of them from a knife wound. And the deaths were all fairly recent.

      Who’s killing Tato’s friends? Her first thought was, of course, Quinn. But would he use a knife so much? Maybe if he was out of bullets. She remembered him killing a lot of infected with a knife when his guns were empty. But there was no way he was out of bullets every time he ran into these guys.

      She carefully noted down the dates of arrests and deaths of the associates on her timeline, then sat back and looked at the result. It was shaping up. Into what, she wasn’t sure. The arrival of Tato and most of his guys was first, then the collapse of the Irish mob in Boston. Bunch of arrests spread out between then and her arrival at the DMRC and the Almost Apocalypse. A little empty space, then she and Quinn take down Kirchner, then a long break as the world fought off Kirchner’s plague and got adjusted to the new normal. Then the nightclub fire and a couple weeks later Tato’s associates started dropping. Just a few at first, then a rash of them, then it got spotty while the rest probably tried and failed to avoid their fate. And after that, nothing until Quinn knocked on her hotel room door.

      What does it all mean?

      She stared at the timeline. Looked back over her list of associates. Tato’s financials. She wondered if it was time to call some of her father’s contacts, but she didn’t know enough yet to know which one to call.

      I’m missing something. It took her a few more minutes of staring before it hit her. The financials haven’t changed in a while. And Tato’s portfolio was generally pretty active. Got to keep the shell game going or someone might figure out where your money actually came from. She checked the date of the last significant move her research showed her, a sale of one shipping company to another that she deemed a purely cosmetic move, as ownership of both companies could be traced back to Tato and more than likely no actual assets had changed hands. It had happened a month before the nightclub fire. Tato hadn’t touched his companies since. More than seven months without a move? That hadn’t happened since he’d first started building his criminal empire. If he went into hiding, it makes sense that he wouldn’t touch his known assets. Quinn’s smart enough to watch them. Or have me watch them. But wouldn’t someone else take over? Who was running Tato’s operation with him in hiding? One of the men who was killed not so long after? That would make sense. Maybe they never got to make any moves. But then she remembered Tato’s son, Victor, the man who she’d tracked down to find out Tato’s real name. He was the logical one to take over.

      He’d managed one of the clubs, she thought. Was it the one that burned down? She checked her notes. No, he managed Stasya’s. She had a sudden idea and looked closer at the financials, especially when moves were made, money shifted, properties and entities sold. Victor signed off on about a third of the transactions.

      Victor was definitely the heir-apparent. Ellie checked the departures board. She still had a half-hour before her flight began boarding. Where’s Victor in all this? Shouldn’t he be managing the business? He may have gone into hiding with his father, but then there still should’ve been someone running the show. She examined her timeline again.

      The nightclub fire, she thought, tapping it with her finger. That has to be what set Tato running. What happened there?

      She looked up news stories about the fire. Definitely arson, but no one charged. Three women killed. Ellie got their names and looked them up, but they seemed like citizens. No connection to Tato’s mob or any other. But one of the articles mentioned an earlier incident at another of the “Russian-owned” nightclubs. Earlier that year, police had been called to Stasya’s after multiple witnesses reported a crazed gunman shooting up the place. But police found no evidence of any shooting and the whole thing was dropped. The date of the story sparked something in Ellie’s mind, so she plugged it into her timeline. It landed right between the DMRC explosion and their attack on Kirchner’s lair.

      Right when Quinn told me he “went to New York to talk to some of his associates.” She sighed. Packed her laptop away and stood. I’m guessing the talk didn’t go well.

      Quinn might not be the best suspect for the knife-murder of a bunch of Russian mobsters, but Ellie could definitely see him shooting up Tato’s club. She walked toward her gate.

      She had a theory now, and she thought it a pretty good one. It didn’t explain everything—she still had no idea who’d killed the rest of Tato’s crew—but she thought she knew why Quinn was trying so hard to kill Tato.

      Quinn killed Victor at Stasya’s that night. And Tato won’t rest until he’s avenged.

      And if that was true, it led her to another theory, one that explained why Quinn didn’t disappear and wait Tato out. Why Tato didn’t worry about leaving so much money behind.

      He’s got plenty of time to make more money.

      Because she now thought that when Tato agreed to clean up the DMRC mess, he didn’t do it for money. He did it for a dose of the unmutated REP-LE virus.

      Tato, like Quinn, was functionally immortal.
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      Quinn was good at laying low. Didn’t mean he liked it.

      I’m practically a god and I’m still staying in shit motel rooms.

      But shit motel rooms took cash and didn’t look at IDs too closely. Of course, they could look at Quinn’s—it was a quality piece of fiction—but he felt safer not running it through anybody’s system more than he had to.

      At least these days even shit motel rooms have cable TV.

      The first night, he watched the news. Nothing on him. He didn’t expect there to be anything, but he always checked. Nothing on Ellie, either. He cleaned his guns. A Glock nine for his main piece and an unusually small .45 Mick the Jew had turned him onto years ago. “Lot of power for a gun goes in an ankle holster,” the old man had told him. “Even fits between your ass cheeks if you know they’re gonna pat you down good.”

      Quinn was glad he hadn’t had to store it there yet.

      Day two he walked to breakfast at a little joint three blocks from his motel. Eggs, hash, and coffee. Food of the gods. Still nothing on the news. Caught a bus to the library to doublecheck Ellie’s schedule for the next week. Hadn’t changed. Tried to do research on the guys who’d followed him, but he didn’t know where to start.

      Google “guys in suits in a gray sedan?” Maybe, “Top ten reasons the government is tracking you.” He almost smiled at his next thought. Two guys followed an Irish button man. What happened next will amaze you!!!

      He left the library. Scoped his motel before going back to his room. He didn’t see anything out of the ordinary but decided to change locations anyway. Left the place still paid up for the week. He wasn’t worried about the money. When you were willing to do whatever was necessary, there were always ways to make ends meet.

      He liked his new motel better. Neighborhood was real dicey; guys in suits and nice cars would stand out. Might get carjacked before they even get here. If they did come for him, there was a three-story drop out the window that they wouldn’t know to cover. Broken ankle won’t bother me for long. Be gone before they get back downstairs.

      He put a chair in front of the door, opened the window, and almost slept good that night.

      The morning of day three, one of his phones woke him with an annoyingly jaunty ringtone.

      Ellie, he thought and picked up.

      “Quinn?” she said eventually.

      “Yeah.”

      “We should meet.”

      “I’ll come to you,” he said. “You still doing that thing in Chicago tomorrow?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’ll see you there.”

      He was on the road to Chicago in less than five minutes. Seven hours later he was shopping in a pharmacy across the street from the bookstore where Ellie was doing a signing. He hadn’t seen her, but there were plenty of signs proclaiming her presence, and a line of people out the door waiting to shuffle in and see her. Besides, he wasn’t looking for her. Not yet. He was looking for gray men in gray cars. He didn’t spot any.

      Doesn’t mean they’re not here. They were good, after all. And a crowded city block on a Saturday afternoon was much easier to blend into than a remote county road in northern Minnesota. Quinn bought a laxative and a Fleet’s enema and left the pharmacy. He’d learned store clerks don’t look at you real close when you buy butt stuff. He walked easily uptown for a few blocks, moving with the flow of pedestrians. Went into a grocery store and pretended to look at the magazines for a few seconds while he checked for a tail. Seemed clear. Back out on the street, he meandered for a full ten blocks, then quick turned and went back the way he’d come. He didn’t see anyone stop abruptly or switch directions themselves. The faces of the people he now passed didn’t match any of the faces he’d seen near the bookstore or out the grocery window. He ducked down an empty ally. Tucked himself behind a dumpster and stayed there a full twenty minutes, ignoring the stench of piss and dirty diapers. No one entered the alley from either end.

      I’m clean. Still, he decided not to return to his car. I’ll boost another one tonight. That would insure he stayed clean.

      He resumed walking, spending a little less time looking for tails and a little more time thinking. He hadn’t spotted anyone watching the bookstore, but he was almost sure there was someone there. If they were watching her up north, there’s no reason they won’t be watching her now. In fact, they had even more reason to watch her now. They’ll want to discover the identity of the mystery man who spied on her in the woods. But he hadn’t seen them anywhere. Got to work this from the other end. He thought about the bookstore, where it sat on the block, what the good lines of sight were to the entrance, the fire exits, the loading dock. Where would I watch from? There were a few good candidates. There was the bookstore itself. Can’t lose her if you’re standing a few feet away. But these guys were definitely too careful for that. Whatever they had going on, they were trying to keep it secret. They wouldn’t be doing close surveillance. The high-rise next door. It offered good sight lines to all the exits. But it’d take too long to get from any good vantage point to the street if she left in a hurry. That could be fixed by having another team on the ground, which was possible. But the guys who’d followed him had plenty of time to call for backup. If there were more of them, would they have called ahead and boxed me in? Or were they more curious than concerned at that point? He felt like a strange man surveilling their target would be very concerning.  If they had more men, they would have sent them. It was most likely a small operation. Maximum of four men. Two to cover Ellie while the other two followed me. That meant they probably wouldn’t have a team in close proximity. Because for twenty-four-hour surveillance, they’d be twelve hours on and twelve off. Probably had to wake the other two guys when I showed up. Might not have spotted them if they were well-rested. They were that good. So, where would I set up if I had no backup? Say just me and Mick the Jew staking out a target. He pictured the block in his mind once more and the answer jumped out at him.

      The parking garage across the street.

      It was six stories of concrete accessible by a single entrance for cars and a single, smoked glass door for pedestrians. It was high enough for good coverage of the exits, and having a car solved the problem of hitting the street quick enough.

      Put one guy on foot at the entrance. Stay in communication with the driver. Extra coverage if she leaves on foot. Driver picks him up on the way out if she gets in a cab or rideshare.

      Quinn thought about the setup. I like it. Thought about his chances of figuring out who these guys were through the internet or Ellie. I don’t like it. Considered whether there would be a better time than now to do his own brand of research. They’re separated. Unsuspecting. There were a lot of things that could go wrong with an ambush of two relatively unknown but definitely professional targets. Smart play would be to wait.

      But Quinn didn’t want to wait. If they were just following him, he might’ve bided his time. Wait till he knew more. But he didn’t like that they were spying on Ellie. They might be protecting her, but Ellie hadn’t mentioned having a security detail. Even if they are protecting her, it’s for their own reasons, not hers. And those reasons could change. He frowned. What if I do nothing and they hurt her? He was forced to admit that would make him feel bad. He didn’t really know why. But he knew it would.

      Fuck it. I’m going to kill them. But only one of them, at first.

      The second wouldn’t die till he told Quinn why they were watching his friend. And if it actually was to keep her safe, well, there would still be two left alive to do that.

      

      He decided to start with the guy on the ground. If he tried for the guy in the car first, there were too many avenues of escape for the guy on the ground. If he took the guy on the ground first, all those avenues were open for Quinn if something went wrong or there were more enemies than he guessed, and the guy in the car still had only the one way out. He was pretty confident he had only the two guys to deal with and was also pretty confident he could deal with them. But taking precautions was still the right thing to do, especially since he knew the real safest play was to leave them alone altogether.

      He approached from the north. The bookstore was across the street to the south, so the car would be parked on that end and he’d be blocked from view for his entire approach. The guy on the ground was a bit of a wild card. He should be covering the other approaches in case of just this kind of attack. But with just the two observers, they may have decided it was better to have all four eyes on Ellie.

      Pulling a bandana from his pocket that he’d bought in a kitschy tourist shop on the walk over, he tied it around his head like a do-rag. Lengthened his stride and leaned back a little, letting himself sway as he walked—no, strolled—forward. Just a cool guy rolling down the block. Probably just got done smoking a joint. Nothing at all like the guy y’all saw up north.

      He came around the corner ten feet away from the door to the parking ramp stairs. He’d marked two possibles when he’d scouted the site from the other side: a homeless guy on the pavement who leaned against the parking structure and a shadowy figure in the stairwell barely seen behind the semi-smoked glass. He’d wished he could get closer to confirm, but he didn’t dare alert the two to his presence. He’d hoped one or the other would be gone when he got there, but if they weren’t he’d just have to pick one and go with it.

      And what if you’re wrong? You going to kill them both anyway?

      It was Ellie’s voice in his head and it threw him. Not much, but enough that when he came around the corner, he forgot his walk. And instead of the relaxed stoner he was supposed to be, he moved with a deadly purpose. Which doesn’t seem like much, but when a trained observer is on high alert, it’s the kind of thing that stands out like a zit on a beauty queen.

      Homeless guy looks passed out. Quinn couldn’t imagine someone in that position being any danger, so he moved on the door to the parking garage. Got to take him quick, he thought. And quiet. He pulled a flick blade out of his pocket. Held it low by his leg. He’d rather use a gun, but his normal rule of no one pays attention to a single gunshot didn’t apply. Too many people on the street. And the guy upstairs will know a gun when he hears one.

      He was at the door and had his hand on the handle when he realized something important.

      The hands!

      Everything about the guy on the pavement said hardcore homeless. His clothes were stained and old, his hair unkempt. Even from ten feet away, the smell of sweat and cheap liquor tickled Quinn’s nostrils. Guy like that ought to have dirty hands. And they were. But it wasn’t the ground-in grime that years on the streets got you. It was just surface dirt, the kind that could be rubbed on before taking up a sentry position and washed off just as easily after the job was done.

      Quinn looked back to see the homeless guy coming to his feet, a long pistol in his right hand that was already nearly leveled at him.

      Oh, shit.

      The knife dropped forgotten from his hand. His other hand was already on the door so he yanked it open, putting the smoked glass between him and the shooter. It wouldn’t stop a bullet, but it was the closest thing to cover he could think of. He heard a sharp tick and the glass shattered, spraying him with shards. Then he was falling backwards as three more ticks sounded.

      Weird sounding gun, he thought before realizing the gun wasn’t long, it had a suppressor attached to the barrel. That wasn’t important now, but he thought it might be later. If I live through this. Right now, the important thing was to fire back. Unfortunately, he was lying on his back—right on top of the small-of-the-back holster his Glock was in. Pulling his legs in, he grabbed at his ankle holster with both hands. Two more suppressed shots and he shouted “Fuck!” louder than either of them as one got him in the foot. Blood, shoe leather, and what looked like most of his big toe sailed past his face. But he had his gun out.

      The .45 roared its deafening response to the tick-tick-tick of the other gun. Quinn fired two shots blind, then sat up to aim. Most guys duck when the lead starts coming back at them and he figured he’d have a split-second to get an actual shot in. But when he peered over the single sight of the small gun, he saw that the man in the homeless disguise was laid back out on the pavement, not faking it this time. One of the blind shots had hit him in the leg, and the .45 left such a big hole that the blood loss and trauma was too much for him and he’d died in the time it took Quinn to do a single ab crunch.

      “Silence that, shit bag,” Quinn said. He didn’t usually talk to corpses, but his toe hurt from getting shot off and his hand hurt from firing the gun that ought to be the size of a handbag and made of all pads and polymers to diffuse its massive kick but instead was palm-sized and gleaming steel, and also his plan had gone hopelessly off the rails before he even had a chance to implement it.

      But I was right. They’re here. Then he thought, Aw, shit, as he heard an engine roar and screeching tires from up above in the parking garage. Move, Quinn!

      He struggled to his feet in the blood and broken glass then limp-ran to the ramp’s exit. People were starting to scream behind him but he ignored them, setting his feet as well as he could on his injured toe, pointing his pistol out in front of him. Tires screeched again, closer this time.

      At least three more squeals, he thought, thinking of the number of turns from the roof to the bottom. He’ll have been on the roof.

      He forced himself to breathe easy, calm himself, all the while listening to the engine roar pull closer, the squealing tires screaming every few seconds. Then a gray sedan like the one that had followed him from Ellie’s father’s place skidded around the corner in the garage. The driver spotted him and jammed his foot down on the accelerator. The car jumped forward and Quinn put three shots into the radiator, hoping the big bullets would hit something vital and kill the engine. They didn’t, so he aimed the next three at the driver before jumping clear. The car slewed into the street to honks and more screaming. Quinn pulled the trigger twice more before seeing that the slide had locked back. Empty. Switching the .45 to his left hand, he pulled his Glock and sprinted toward where the car had rolled to a stop in the middle of the four-lane street.

      He came in low, expecting to take some fire, but he heard only shouts and distant sirens. When he got to the car, he saw why. He hadn’t hit this guy as cleanly as the other one, but it was enough. Arterial spray coated the interior and blood spewed from the guy’s mouth as he gawped at Quinn like a goldfish that’d fallen out of its bowl.

      “Who the fuck are you guys?” Quinn asked.

      For an answer, the guy raised his arm, hopelessly trying to bring his gun to bear.

      “For fuck’s sake,” Quinn said and shot him in the face.

      Then he looked around at the crowd of running, screaming, and worst of all, pointing, people. “For fuck’s sake,” he said again.

      He had to get out before the cops showed. But he had no idea how.
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      The new SSA came in guns blazing, taking over ASAC Stevens’s office and filling it with four laptops, a giant whiteboard, filing cabinets, boxes of papers the cabinets couldn’t hold, two thin folding tables, and a bunch of high tech looking pieces of equipment Mingo didn’t know the function of. While his three men—indistinguishable, white twenty-somethings in dark suits and red power ties—set up his new office, SAC McCullough brought him to the Pit.

      “Listen up, gentlemen,” McCullough said. He always called them gentlemen even though there were two female agents in the office. “This is Supervising Special Agent Fettis. He’ll be heading up the investigation into the murder of Special Agent Elkins.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Fettis said. He was a big white man, not unlike Elkins, but without the drawl or the twice-broken nose. He had close-cropped blond hair that was just starting to go gray at the temples. Eyes the color of storm clouds. Pointy chin he probably should’ve covered with a beard. “I looked at your numbers on the flight here. You’re all good agents. You close cases. You lock up dealers. You do good Drug Enforcement Agency work.” He smiled around at the room. Mingo didn’t think it reached his eyes. “I respect that. But that’s not what I do. I catch killers. Specifically, I catch killers who kill DEA agents. Who kill you.” When he looked around the room this time, he wasn’t smiling. And neither was anyone else.

      Maybe not so like Elkins after all.

      “And I’m damn good at it,” Fettis went on. “What I’m no good at is explaining things. Explaining takes time. Takes energy. Both of which I will be expending solely on catching the son of a bitch who killed your partner.” He looked directly at Mingo as he said that.

      Clearly he looked over more than just our numbers, Mingo thought. Got a peek at our personnel files, too.

      “You want to know about me or my methods?” Fettis said. “Look me up. Got info on the case?” He pointed to Stevens’s office. “My door is always open. Otherwise, do what I say, when I say it, and we’ll have this guy in cuffs or in the ground by the end of the week.”

      He turned and marched into Stevens’ office. True to his word, he left the door open.

      Simmons appeared at Mingo’s shoulder. “Real team-builder, that one.”

      Fettis stepped back out of the office door and for a second, Mingo thought he’d heard Simmons’s crack. But he searched out Mingo in the Pit with his eyes and said loudly, “Special Agent Mingo,” then waved him forward with two fingers.

      “Guess I’ll find out,” Mingo said quietly to Simmons.

      “Good luck, buddy.”

      Fettis watched him approach with a look on his face Mingo couldn’t read. Is it his interrogation look? God help him if it’s his welcoming look. Because it was not welcoming. His eyes were cold steel, thin lips a straight line. He waved Mingo into the office and into a seat in front of Stevens’s desk. His three assistants took various positions around the room: lounged in Stevens’s desk chair, standing by the white board, sitting on the other chair next to Mingo. They were armed with different technologies, all of which seemed aimed at Mingo: a podcast mic the lounger placed on the desk, a laptop for the sitter, a simple spiral notebook and pen for whiteboard guy. Fettis sat on the edge of the desk, looking down at Mingo.

      “Tell me what happened,” he said.

      And so Mingo did. He was certain Fettis had read his report, but there were a thousand reasons to want to listen to it from the proverbial horse’s mouth. Fettis watched Mingo as he talked and Mingo watched him right back, noting the complete lack of expression change during the more unbelievable portions of his story.

      Guy’s a cold fish, he thought. And, I could learn a thing or two from him.

      When he finished, the room was quiet except for the last few keystrokes as laptop guy finished up his transcription.

      “There’s more,” Mingo said.

      “Go on.”

      “I’ve got a name. Might be our guy.” Mingo was amazed. I tell him I’ve got something might close the case before he’s even unpacked and he still shows nothing. No surprise. Joy. Disbelief. Suspicion. Nothing.

      “Tell me.”

      So, again, Mingo told him, detailing everything Masterson had discovered.

      Fettis sat for a moment, digesting the new information. “It’s a bit thin. Where’d you get it from?”

      Mingo thought about taking offense at the inference that he hadn’t come up with this all on his own. But, of course, I didn’t come up with it on my own. He also wondered briefly if he’d ever get anywhere in his professional life if he kept giving credit where credit was due. Guys who get ahead seem to grab the glory wherever it’s laying around. No matter who left it there.

      “Masterson out of the OCDETF came up with most of it.”

      Fettis nodded to laptop guy who typed for a few seconds, waited a few more, then nodded back to Fettis.

      “She’s their Russian guy,” Mingo said. “Real sharp.”

      Fettis looked back at Mingo. “Still kind of thin. Guy’s A New York mobster. What’s he doing out here?” Then his eyes narrowed. It was the first reaction his face had shown and Mingo felt momentarily triumphant. Which was ridiculous, especially since he realized almost instantly that the narrowed eyes were because Fettis had seen something on his face. “You’ve got a theory.” It wasn’t a question.

      Mingo did have a theory. He’d come up with it late last night after reading through Masterson’s email a couple of times. It had seemed brilliant then. It seemed a little less so the next morning as his hangover informed him how drunk he’d been when he came up with it. Faced with having to tell it to this stone-faced man, it seemed downright ridiculous.

      “Well, I…you see…”

      “Time and energy, Agent Mingo,” Fettis said simply.

      “Yes, sir.” He collected himself. “With his crew all dead in New York, I think Tato—um, Mr. Husyev—is trying to set himself up here.”

      “By killing two street dealers?”

      “Well, they were a little higher up than that.” Mingo realized he’d begun to slouch under Fettis’s stare and sat himself up a little straighter. “But it follows the MO the bratvas use to take over a new territory.”

      “I thought you said…” He looked over at notebook guy who flipped back a few pages.

      “‘They like to keep the infrastructure intact,’” notebook guy said, reading Mingo’s words off the page. “‘But they’ve got no use for the mid-level guys—they’re going to replace them anyway. So, killing a bunch of them is a test balloon for a bigger op.’”

      “Two sound like ‘a bunch of them’ to you, Agent Mingo?”

      “No, sir,” Mingo said. “But it’s about right if there’s only one of you.”

      “Explain.”

      “Tato’s whole crew is dead. Clearly, he’s next. He splits town. Maybe his money’s compromised. Maybe he’s afraid to get to it. But he still needs to earn, right? So, he figures to set up shop here. He’s an old dog. Maybe only knows the one trick. So, he starts hitting middle management in the Detroit drug trade.”

      “He thinks he can take it over by himself?”

      “I figure not dying when he’s shot four times might figure into his calculations.”

      “Huh.” Fettis sat a moment in thought, then turned to notebook guy and shook his head just once. Notebook guy closed his notebook. Laptop guy did the same with his computer. Podcast guy hit a button on his phone that Mingo assumed shut the mic off. “This has the potential to go far beyond a single Russian mobster killing a DEA officer. Until I know how far, I want to keep a tight lid on all information.” He stood and motioned Mingo to do the same. “Tell no one what you know and definitely not what you assume. Nothing can be done about your public reports, but they’re currently unsupported by anything else. The ‘discrepancies’ in them can be dismissed as ordinary shooter’s stress. You will report to me and me only. Understood?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He reached out his hand and Mingo shook it. “Stay close. I may have an assignment for you soon.”

      Mingo didn’t have to be told the meeting was over. He turned and returned to the Pit, ignoring the curious glances thrown his way. Simmons, who seemed to believe they were best buds now, sidled over immediately.

      “What was that about?”

      Mingo shrugged. “Verbal report of the incident.”

      Simmons looked back at Fettis’s temporary office. “He really get back up after Elkins unloaded that big Remington into his chest?”

      Normally, Mingo would’ve told him to read the report. That every word in it was true. That his mama taught him not to lie, even if Simmons’s hadn’t. But after meeting with Fettis, he decided to take a different tack. If this thing is big, then how big? Who’s involved? And what kind of conspiracy is it? He knew he was seeing just the smallest piece of it. But like a tiny thread sticking out of a giant quilt, he felt like if he pulled on it hard enough, he could get the whole thing to unravel. But not if I alert the people holding the quilt that I’m onto them. They’ll snatch it away quick as anything and I’ll be left holding nothing but a bit of thread and a basket full of questions.

      “I don’t know anymore, Simmons,” he said. “It was a fucking mess in that motel room.”

      “I hear you,” Simmons said. “How about that Birmingham shitbag? That go down like the reports said?”

      It seemed suddenly clear that Simmons wasn’t a part of some massive criminal conspiracy trying to figure out how much Mingo knew about them. He’s just a desk jockey wants to cozy up to the office cowboy. Let some of the reflected glory shine on him. Mingo smiled up at him. Well, that’s a story I can tell.

      “Oh, there’s so much more than what’s in those reports.”

      “Oh, yeah? Like what?”

      “Well, first off, Mr. Shitbag was banging his girlfriend when Elkins and I busted in on him…”

      Mingo proceeded to tell Simmons a highly imaginative and entertaining version of the shooting, all the while keeping an eye on Fettis’s door and wondering how much more the man knew than he’d let on. He’d shown almost nothing during the interview, but that in itself was a tell. Man doesn’t get that good at showing nothing without a lot of practice. And getting a lot of practice meant he’d had a lot of opportunity. He’s a man accustomed to secrets and secrecy. Does he have some now? Or is it just habit?

      Mingo had no idea. But he discovered he was eager to find out.
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      Ellie heard the first two gunshots and knew exactly what they were.

      It’s not a sound I’ll ever forget.

      The bookstore crowd looked around uncomfortably, probably wondering what that sound was that had caused the celebrity they’d come to see to stop reading. But then there was a flurry of gunshots and everybody knew.

      They sound close, Ellie thought, already moving. A lot of people lie down when shots are fired, and some of the crowd were doing exactly that. Ellie knew that was how you got eaten.

      She jumped off the little stage she’d been on and tried to head for the emergency door at the back of the door. She’d clocked all the exits when she’d entered the place—a habit that was nearly automatic now—and the emergency door was closest and more importantly, led away from the gunshots. But her bookstore liaison, a small, young woman who was surprisingly strong for her size, grabbed her by the arm as she rushed past.

      “What’s happening?” she yelled at Ellie. She looked more disappointed than scared and Ellie had a moment’s sympathy for her.

      Getting me here was probably a feather in her cap, and now it’s all falling apart.

      But the gunshots had woken something primal in Ellie, something she hadn’t felt in three years. It frightened her, but it was also a kind of comfort. She was no longer anxious or frightened or indecisive. She couldn’t even conceive of those things at the moment. She was action. She was movement. She had an objective—get out!—and achieving it was the only thing that mattered. She shook her arm loose of the girl and pointed her pistol—an FNX-45 Tactical that was gigantic and gold and held the most bullets in the clip of any .45 in production—in the girl’s face.

      When did I pull that from my purse? The girl screamed and several in the crowd did, as well. Why? I’m not pointing my gun at them.

      People were in full panic now, as there were gunshots outside and now someone was shouting that there was a gun in here, too. Made it more difficult to get to the backdoor as others had the same idea now and there was a scrum. Ellie briefly considered heading for a different exit, but the one she’d picked was still the closest, and the crowd was mostly heading that way. She only had to push a few people and threaten a few others to get there. She hit the bar labeled “Emergency Exit Only — Alarm Will Sound” with her shoulder and burst through onto the street.

      Traffic flowed by normally; either drivers this side of the building hadn’t registered that there was a shooting going on in front or shootings were so common in Chicago that everyone went about their business no matter what. She suspected the former, as the crowd flowing out the door behind her showed no sign of going about their business as usual. Several ran straight out into the street, where the traffic immediately devolved into screeching brakes, honking, and no small number of obscenities flung into the air. Others made an even worse decision to Ellie’s mind: they turned left and headed toward the front of the store.

      Where the shooting is.

      It was also where the town car the event had hired to bring her here supposedly waited to bring her back. But though it would be nice to have a quicker escape than her two feet, Ellie figured the driver would be long gone by now. And even if he was still there, she wasn’t ever going to run toward the shooting. That was just crazy. Which her therapist had assured her she wasn’t.

      Of course, I’m currently running down the street with a loaded pistol in my hand that I just threatened a nineteen-year-old girl with, so shows what she knows.

      The end of the block now, and Ellie considered whether to keep on straight, going for pure distance between her and whatever was happening across the street from the bookstore, or to take a right, putting more solid structures between her and the flying bullets. She decided on straight, because she hadn’t heard any more shots being fired. Now, she just wanted to be away. Far away. Like take a cab to the airport and fly back to New York away. She put her gun back in her purse, which was difficult at a run. But I can’t show up at the airport with a gun in my hand. It was hard enough flying with the thing when she had it locked away in a hard-shell case like she was supposed to.

      She heard squealing tires from behind her again and thought more people had run into traffic. But this time, the roar of a quickly accelerating engine accompanied it, and she risked a look over her shoulder. A black Lincoln swung wide of the pileup next to the bookstore exit, slewing into the oncoming lanes and getting two tires up on the sidewalk before swinging back into the street. It surged forward, gas pedal clearly jammed to the floor as it slid back onto the right side of the road.

      And headed right for Ellie.

      “Well, shit,” she said, reaching in her purse for her gun and cursing herself for putting it away. But then she recognized the car because the license plate started with the numbers “668” which Whitney at the old station had once told her was the “neighbor of the beast.” She’d thought that was the funniest thing ever and had begun noticing it anywhere she saw it.

      The town car that had picked her up at the hotel had that license.

      She stepped back instinctively as it screeched to a halt next to her. She yanked the back door open and leaped inside, settling into the leather seats like a lover’s embrace.

      “You, my friend,” she said gratefully, as the car shot away from the curb, “are definitely getting a five-star review.”

      “Appreciate that,” the man said. “Where to, Ellie?”

      The driver had called me “Miss Buchman.”

      She had moment of pure panic and her hand went back in her purse for her gun. But then she recognized the voice and actually looked at the driver, who grinned into the mirror with what was maybe actual mirth this time.

      He’s always happiest right after killing people.

      “The driver,” she said. “Did you…?”

      He shook his head. “He’s in the trunk.”

      Ellie sat back in relief. I’ve got enough innocent blood on my hands.

      “Thanks, Quinn,” she said, smiling at him. “Whatcha been up to?”

      He definitely smiled at that. “Oh, this and that. Heard you wanted to talk?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So, talk.”
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      Again, Quinn admired her directness while wishing she’d aim it at someone else.

      “Did you kill Tato’s son?” she said.

      “Yeah.” There was no sense lying to her.

      “Why?”

      “I was just going to ask him some questions.” He took a corner at speed and then slowed. I’m far enough away, now. Time to blend in. “It got a little out of hand.”

      “So, you didn’t mean to kill him.”

      “Not then, no.” He could feel her eyes on him, but kept his on the road.

      “So, you were going to kill him?”

      “Oh, definitely.”

      She sighed, sounding exasperated for some reason. “Again, why?”

      “I told you before,” he said. “Guy tries to kill me, I try to kill him right back.”

      “Did you kill Tato’s men, too?”

      “A bunch the night I killed Victor.” He glanced over at her. She was watching him intently. “But you’re not talking about them, are you?”

      “Nope. Tato’s crew was wiped out. I thought you did it. But they were mostly killed with a knife. I didn’t think that was your style.”

      Quinn didn’t think he had a style. Better take a look at my methods and switch things up a bit. Patterns get you caught. “Nope. Wasn’t me.”

      “Okay. But whoever killed them, they must’ve spooked Tato into running. So, I’ve still got no idea where Tato is, but I thought if we could track down whoever scared him, we might get a better idea of at least which way he went. I did a search for murders like Tato’s men—organized crime figures with their throats slashed. Got a couple of hits. Thought we could go check them out. I could talk to the cops while you talk to…other people. Why are you laughing?”

      He couldn’t help himself. She’s solved the thing and doesn’t even know it.

      “It’s not your fault,” he said to her confused face. “You’re not like me.”

      “No,” she agreed. “But what’s that got to do with anything?”

      “No, I mean like me.”

      “Oh.”

      “It changes how you think. Most people don’t look further ahead than a hundred days. I’ve been thinking about a hundred years. Two hundred. Three. Who knows?”

      “I remember how it made the Dahlgren execs think.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m not planning on killing most of the world. Just a few select assholes.”

      “You said ‘you and Tato.’ I suspected that he got the unmutated virus for payment.”

      “Yeah, and when a murderous prick like Tato starts thinking ahead, he starts thinking about all the people who know him in New York and all the awkward questions they’re going to start asking him when his old ass isn’t dead in a couple of decades.”

      “He killed them? His own men?”

      Quinn chuckled. “He’s not sentimental. I thought I could just outlive the prick when he disappeared. But when he started killing his own guys, I knew he had the unmutated virus.” He glanced in the rearview at Ellie. “I don’t want to be looking over my shoulder for the next thousand years.”

      “I guess not.” She looked down at her fingernails. “So, I found him. Or at least, I found a few places he might be.”

      “Look for murders like the ones he did,” Quinn muttered, mostly to himself. Yeah, a style gets you caught. “You fucking did it, Ellie.”

      “Well, he isn’t exactly caught yet.” But she sounded pretty triumphant when she said it. Then she glanced out the window and her face screwed up in confusion. “This isn’t the way to the hotel.”

      “We’re not going to the hotel.”

      Quinn thought the follow up question would be “why not?” But Ellie jumped right to a conclusion. Is it jumping if you’re right?

      “The gunshots. That was you.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Who did you shoot?”

      “A couple guys who were watching you.”

      “Watching? Or coming after me?”

      “Definitely one, maybe the other.”

      “Huh.” She looked out the window for a few seconds. “What’s that mean?”

      “Don’t know. But I figure you better lay low for a few days till we figure that out.”

      She nodded without much hesitation. “Okay.”

      Quinn was glad she acquiesced so easily. He wasn’t sure what he would have done if she’d said no. Kidnap her till we clear this up? He shuddered at the idea of how mad she’d be if he did that. But I have to keep her safe.

      That was such an odd thought that he gave an audible grunt of confusion.

      “What?” Ellie said.

      “Nothing.”

      He could feel her eyes staring questions at him, but didn’t say anything more. Instead, he glued his own eyes to the road and clamped down on his thoughts. There’s no profit in thinking too much, he thought, hearing the voice of his old mentor. I’ll keep that in mind, Mick.

      

      Quinn took them south and east out of Chicago, then got off the highway in Gary. It stank of paper mills and industrial waste. Traffic was light and the streets were dark.

      Good place to drop a body.

      He hated to ditch the Lincoln. It was a smooth ride. But he’d had it long enough, and people were going to start looking for the driver. Car’s probably lojacked, anyway. Best ditch it and the driver and get away.

      He found a good low-rent industrial park where, if he had to guess, they made dirt. Or stink. Either way, they were shut down for the night and didn’t look like the kind of operation that spent a lot of money on security.

      Nothing here to steal.

      “Why are we stopping here?” Ellie asked.

      He opened his door. “Got to ditch the driver.”

      Ellie glanced around at the gloomy surroundings. “Here? Can’t we drop him off closer to a cab stand or something? He’s going to have a hell of a time getting home from here.”

      Well, this is awkward. “He’s uh… He’s not going home.”

      It didn’t take her long to figure it out. “No.”

      “Ellie, he’s seen me.”

      “You can’t just shoot him.”

      “The hell I can’t.”

      “That’s not what I meant!” She snorted an angry breath out her nose. “I thought since you put him in the trunk…”

      “If I popped him on the street, they’d be on this car too quick. I wanted to get clear before switching vehicles.” It was all perfectly logical. If I can just make her see sense. “So, I put him in the trunk till we were clear.” He waved his hand at their desolate surroundings. “We’re clear.”

      She sat silent for a few seconds. “No,” she finally said.

      “Be reasonable,” he said, though he wasn’t sure what that would look like on her. “It’s not like you’re the one pulling the trigger.”

      “No,” she said again, louder this time. Her hand edged toward her purse where he’d seen her stash a rather big pistol.

      Guess I shouldn’t have mentioned ‘pulling the trigger.’ “Ellie,” he said. “Do not pull a gun on me.”

      “Why not? You going to shoot me, too?”

      It struck him that no one had ever asked him that question before. Not that there was ever any mystery what the answer was going to be. Especially if they were pointing a gun at him. But this time, he realized he wasn’t so sure.

      Best to avoid the situation altogether then.

      Quick as a striking snake, he grabbed Ellie’s wrist with one hand and her purse with the other. A twisting yank and he was in possession of it. She slapped him then and he held her off with one hand as he opened the purse with the other and looked inside.

      Yep, one big ass gun.

      He grabbed it out and flipped the purse back to Ellie, using the momentary distraction to escape out of the car.

      Get my eyes clawed out if I stay in there much longer.

      But when he got around the back of the car, Ellie was standing in front of the trunk, a seething portrait of feminine fury.

      “Ellie…” he began.

      “If you do this,” she said, voice surprisingly calm for how mad she looked, “I won’t be able to live with it. When I get my hands on a gun again, I’ll blow my own brains out.”

      “Don’t be dramatic.”

      “I’m not, Quinn. You’re right. I’m not like you. The things I did, they took a toll. I don’t sleep. I don’t like to close my eyes because all I see are the faces of the people I killed. I don’t go more than two days without crying. For no fucking reason. Just standing there, weeping. I can’t do it again. I can’t.”

      “You don’t have to. I’ll do it.”

      He thought that might reassure her, but it just made her madder. “That’s worse! Can you not see how that’s worse?”

      He couldn’t. How is it worse? She says she can’t do it, so I volunteer. Seems one hundred percent better. But he didn’t think that argument was going to sway her.

      “What have you got in mind, Ellie? Because I don’t see any other way.”

      For some reason, that was what finally calmed her down. “Well, Quinn, that’s because you’re not like me. You’re all stick and no carrot.”

      “You think you’ve got a carrot big enough to make the driver forget what happened today? And not tell anybody?” There’s no chance, he thought but didn’t say. Maybe if she talks for a while, she’ll forget about killing herself and let me do what needs doing.

      “Oh, no,” she said, smiling.  “He’s going to talk about this day. He’s going to tell the story of this day a lot. Only, you’re not going to be in it.”

      “I’m not?”

      “Pop the trunk, Quinn. Let me show you.”

      He didn’t know what she planned, and he wasn’t real happy about letting the guy out. Maybe once he’s out I can get between him and her. Let him have it with her out of the way. She’ll get over it quick enough once it’s done. He knew the anticipation of bad things was often worse than the thing itself. She didn’t really mean it when she said she’d kill herself.

      He wanted to believe that. He really did. Because he suddenly didn’t want to live forever in a world where Ellie killed herself—and it was entirely his fault. But deep down he knew she was deadly serious.

      He found the right button on the key fob and pressed it. With a click, the trunk came open.

      “All right, Ellie. Show me what you’ve got.”
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      Mingo spent the next few days looking for any sign of Tato. He went over old reports, figuring now that he knew something about the man, he might see something he’d missed before. Nothing popped. He hit the streets then, hunting down his CIs, trying to glean any hint of the Russian’s location in their half-truths and junkie’s promises. Still nothing.

      He spent a lot of time on the phone with Masterson. At first, just checking in.

      “Got anything for me, Masterson?”

      “Two things.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Doodley and squat.”

      “Uh huh. Uh huh. Can you give me the spelling of Mr. Doodley’s name, please?”

      She had a pleasant laugh, at odds with her sardonic speech. He found he enjoyed making her laugh. Soon, he realized he was calling her even when he knew she didn’t have anything to report.

      “Masterson, how’s your day going?”

      “Like shit on a hot tin roof. You?”

      “’Bout the same.”

      “Really? You got a guy in Detroit won’t stop calling you even though you told him you’d get hold of him as soon as you had anything?”

      He chuckled. She complained about that every time. Then stayed on the line for twenty minutes anyway, talking cases and sports and asking about his family.

      “Guy sounds like a dick,” he said.

      “Nah, he’s all right. His grandma raised him up okay. How’s her hip, by the way?”

      After he hung up, it was back to work finding nothing. He reported his lack of success to Fettis, who, of course, showed no emotion on hearing the news.

      “Keep looking,” he said.

      Mingo kept looking, though now he was grasping at straws. He looked at every murder in the city in the last year and found nothing. Looked at assaults. Thefts. Spread his search out to the suburbs. Nada.

      The guy’s as much a ghost now as when he jumped off the hotel balcony and disappeared.

      “I can’t get a bead on him, Masterson.”

      “Something will break. It always does.”

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      She laughed. “It sure doesn’t.”

      He called from home that night.

      “Mingo? You still at work?”

      “No. Sitting at home.”

      “You have a home?”

      He looked around his apartment. It was sparse. Like he hadn’t fully moved in, despite it being three years since he’d rented the place.

      “More or less.”

      “You catch a break in the case?”

      “No, I—” He realized that he didn’t know why he’d called. Because I wanted to hear her voice. It was silly, he knew. He didn’t actually know much about her. She might be thirty years older than him. Might be married. Might be white. She sounded white. Can’t bring her to meet Gran if she’s white. That thought stopped him. Is that what I’m thinking? That I want to bring her to meet Gran?

      “Mingo? You been drinking?”

      “No.”

      “Well, maybe you should start.”

      “Heh. All right.” He went to the fridge and grabbed a beer. “Have a drink with me, Masterson?”

      “Sure. What’re we having?”

      “Me? A beer. You?”

      “Scotch. Single malt.”

      “Fancy.”

      “What can I say? When I’m not on the clock, I’m kind of fucking fancy.”

      He smiled. Cracked open his beer. “Well, I don’t want to brag, but my beer is imported.”

      “Ooh. From where?”

      “Milwaukee.”

      They shared a good laugh over that. Mingo stood at the tiny kitchen counter with his beer. Put his phone on speaker and put it down.

      “Tell me about yourself, Masterson. How’d you end up the Russian guy at OCDETF? You from D.C. originally?”

      “Nah. Central Florida. Don’t want to brag, but I was the prettiest girl in the trailer park.”

      “Auspicious. How’d that lead to law enforcement?”

      “It didn’t. Led mostly to bad boyfriends.”

      Mingo took a sip of his beer. Imagined Masterson sipping her Scotch. “I hear there’s a lot of those in Florida.”

      “Can confirm. And of course, I thought I was in love with the worst of the lot.”

      “Thought you could fix him? Or just like the bad boys?”

      “Little bit of both, I suppose.” She definitely paused for a sip. “Why, Mingo? You a bad boy?”

      “Sadly, no.” He chuckled. “They do seem to get all the girls.”

      “Anyway, this particular bad boy was first generation Russian. Full-blooded member of the bratvas, I later learned.”

      “So, you became a federal officer specializing in Russian gangs to punish your ex-boyfriend?”

      She gave her warbling laugh again. “I know. Pathetic, right?”

      “No, I think it’s awesome. You’re a hero to all the bad boys’ ex-girlfriends of the world.”

      “Of which there are many.”

      “So many.”

      “I hope I’m a hero to the good guys they eventually end up with, too.”

      “No, doubt,” Mingo said. Sipped his beer. “You end up with one, Masterson?”

      “A good guy?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Nah. I hang around with too many cops.”

      Mingo laughed. “Yeah. Me, too.”

      “Enough about my horrible love life. Tell me about Gran. I’m still worried about her hip.”

      They talked about Gran and her hip. Then Mingo managed to glean some personal information. Masterson was one of three girls. Oldest. Her younger siblings were married with a kid and in college respectively, and she was closer with the youngest than the middle.

      “Mary’s too stuck up about being a suburban wife/mom.”

      She went to a Northeastern women’s college and would neither confirm nor deny that she “experimented.”

      “This is not a secure line.”

      Boston law school. Another bad boyfriend. This one she almost married. Left him for D.C. and a government job.

      By this time, Mingo was halfway through his third beer and had left the kitchen to sit on his bed. He thought Masterson was on scotch number two. He didn’t know where she was drinking it.

      “Well, Mingo, I don’t know about you, but I’ve got an early start in the morning. Still trying to track down a mysterious mobster for this guy in Detroit who just won’t leave me alone.”

      “Yeah. Sorry about that.” He smiled at the phone. “Call you tomorrow?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it.”
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      The guy who looked up at Ellie from the trunk was early twenties, dark eyes, dark hair cut short but not buzzed, kind of swarthy, maybe Italian. Good looking kid, suit had a nice fit, plucked between his eyebrows.

      Might be a little vain, she thought. Which is good. At least she hoped it was good.

      He looked scared. Especially when he saw Quinn looming over her shoulder, gun out. It was pointing at the ground, but that didn’t make the threat any less.

      “Don’t look at him,” Ellie said, aiming for calming but firm. “Look at me. You remember me?”

      He nodded. Cleared his throat. “Yeah,” he said hurriedly. “I don’t know what—”

      “Quiet,” she interrupted. “I want you to take a second and just breathe. I need you calm when I tell you what’s going to happen next. Because it’s very important that you understand what I’m going to tell you.”

      The kid nodded.

      Ellie wished she remembered his name. She knew he’d told it to her when he picked her up. I’ve had a lot on my mind.

      “What’s your name?” she asked after he’d taken a few deep breaths. His eyes still flicked between her and Quinn. I hope this works.

      “Paul,” he said. “Paulie.”

      “Okay, Paulie. First of all, I need you to ignore the man behind me. Ignoring the man behind me is very important. In fact, it’s the single most important thing you can do. Got it?”

      He nodded. Looked like he wanted to say something. Ellie gave him an encouraging nod.

      “I don’t understand what’s happening. If this guy’s with you, why’d he put a gun in my ear and throw me in the trunk?”

      Ellie tried on a reassuring smile. “You don’t need to know or understand any of that. You only need to understand one thing.”

      “What’s that?” He sounded calm now. Almost cocky.

      I may have overcorrected. She thought Quinn felt the same. She sensed more than heard him bring the gun up slightly. Got to bring it home anyway.

      She gave him the pitch. “In about two minutes, you’re either going to be rich and famous or the man you’re ignoring—you’re still ignoring him, right?—that man is going to make you dig a hole and then he’s going to put a bullet in your head and drop you into it. Understand?”

      She didn’t think Quinn had any intention of burying the guy. For sure he didn’t have a shovel on him. But she wanted something a bit more graphic and disturbing than just “you’ll be dead.”

      The stick has to be as big as the carrot for this to work.

      Paulie nodded. No attitude now.

      “Okay,” Ellie said. “You know who I am. So, when I tell you I can make you famous, I mean I have close to sixteen million followers across five different social platforms. And I will tell all of them about how this brave young livery driver saved my life. The press will pick that up. You’ll be on every news station, every morning show, every late night talk show. Paulie the hero saves Ellie Apocalypse.” She watched him as she talked, saw the words hitting home. He wants it. “What do you make a year?”

      “Bout thirty-k,” he answered quickly.

      Probably not lying. “I’ll give you two years’ salary for saving my life. A reward, I’ll tell everyone. You’ll be famous and have some seed money. Smart kid like you ought to be able to turn that into something.”

      She had no idea if he was smart. She hoped so. If he was broke and back to driving town cars in a couple years, he might think about changing his story.

      Got to stop that train before it leaves the station.

      “But,” she said, “and this is very important, Paulie. If you ever stray from the story I’m going to give you, if you ever breathe a single word about the man behind me, two things are going to happen. You listening?”

      He nodded. “Yeah.”

      “First off, no one’s going to believe you. You may have “saved” me, but I saved the whole goddamned world.” She let that sit for a second, then reached her hand back to Quinn. “And the second thing…” Without her needing to ask, Quinn laid her gun back into her outstretched palm. She ratcheted a bullet into the chamber for effect. Pressed the barrel right up to the now terrified Paulie’s forehead. “I’ll kill you my fucking self.”

      She let him look in her eyes for a minute. Let him remember that she’d killed before. Let him remember some of the accusations leveled at her. Let him realize just how far in over his head he was, and how easy she was making it for him to get out from under.

      When she was satisfied he understood, she pulled her gun away from his forehead and tucked it into her purse. Held out a hand to help him out of the trunk.

      “Well,” she said, all light and airy now, “we’re still in need of a ride, Paulie.” She spared a glance at Quinn. His gun was still out, but at least it wasn’t pointing at anyone. He gave her the smallest of smiles. That’ll have to do. “Where do you want to go?” she asked him.

      “Parking garage.” He made his gun disappear. “Looks like we’re going to need a new ride.”

      

      Ellie spent the trip taking pictures of her hero Paulie and posting them to her various socials. Fleshed out the story for the kid. How he heard the gunshots and just knew where Ellie would be. Picked her up and got her clear like an action movie star. When he dropped them off, his phone was already blowing up with offers for interviews. Ellie didn’t warn him again. He hadn’t looked at Quinn the entire ride.

      I think it’s going to work.

      Quinn must’ve thought so, too, because he let the kid drive away unharmed.

      “Where to?” she asked, as Quinn jimmied the lock on an old Honda.

      “Let’s drive,” he said, “and talk.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “You investigated me.” His voice was even flatter than usual.

      “You didn’t leave me much choice.”

      “Hrmph.”

      “You could’ve told me all this earlier. Would’ve saved us some time.”

      “Was hoping you could do your magic without getting you too involved.”

      She peered over at him. “You protecting me or yourself?”

      He shrugged. Kept driving. They were heading vaguely east, leaving Gary through neighborhoods that alternated between low income working class and poverty-stricken, depending on whether the local factory was open or abandoned. Ellie wondered at the razor-thin line between eking out a living and losing all hope.

      “So,” she went on, after determining Quinn wasn’t going to give a more definitive answer to her question, “Tato got the unmutated virus?”

      Quinn nodded. “Yeah.”

      “And he wants you dead for killing his son,”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is that why you killed all his men?”

      He glanced over at that, eyebrow raised. “Told you. I got a few. Tato got the rest.”

      “Oh, yeah. Why’d he do that again?” She remembered all of this, of course. It was another technique her dad had taught her: pretend you missed some information to get a source to tell you their story again. Not only does it allow you to test it for truth—if it’s exactly the same, then it’s usually a lie—but people generally expand on details the second time through.

      “Couple of reasons. I’d got inside his organization. He couldn’t know who I’d turned. Who I’d get to next and squeeze for info.”

      “Still…”

      “But more importantly, he’d probably already been planning it. This thing…” He glanced over at Ellie, checking to see if she was listening, maybe.

      What else would be I doing?

      “I’ve told you before,” Quinn went on, eyes back on the road. “It changes you. Changes how you think. About things. About life.”

      Ellie wondered if Quinn had ever done any thinking about life—his or others’—before. He didn’t seem real comfortable with the idea.

      Quinn gave himself a visible shake. Went on in a more normal tone of voice. Well, normal for him, Ellie thought.

      “Tato’s going to disappear. Remake himself. Can’t have anyone from his old life know who he is.” He shrugged. “So, he killed them.”

      “That’s brutal.”

      Quinn shrugged again. “Considered it myself.” He looked at her with squinted eyes. “Decided not to.”

      Ellie tried not to shiver when he looked at her that way. “Well, that’s good, I guess. But Tato, he killed all his friends?”

      Quinn shook his head. “Guy like Tato doesn’t have friends. He has associates. Employees.” He paused. “And family. But I took that from him.”

      There was something in his voice she hadn’t heard before. Holy shit, she thought, he’s afraid of Tato. That was more than a little worrisome. It’s fucking terrifying is what it is.

      “So, I’ve got to find him,” Quinn said, “before he finds me.”

      “All right,” she said, proud her voice didn’t quaver. The thought of going after someone who scared Quinn made her decidedly uncomfortable. “Then let’s go find the fucker.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      She laid it out for him as they drove.

      “Like I said,” she told him, “I thought someone was killing Tato’s crew and sent him running.”

      “Besides me.”

      “Yeah. The knife thing seemed fetishistic. You’re more of a ‘get the job done guy.’”

      He couldn’t argue. He’d killed plenty of people with a knife, but it wasn’t like he had a preference for it.

      “Been a long time since Tato had to do any work himself,” he said. “But I heard he made his name back in Odessa with a knife.”

      She nodded thoughtfully. “So, I started looking for similar events: knife murders of underworld figures.”

      We should call ourselves ‘underworld figures’ more often, he thought. Sounds elevated. Like we’re dukes of Hell, or something.

      “Were you careful? Tato had plenty of cops on his payroll.” He thought about it for a second. “Probably didn’t kill them, either. I bet he’s just a voice on the phone to them, and you draw a lot more attention killing cops than gangsters.” Ellie shot him a look. “Or so I’ve heard.” Smooth, Quinn, he thought. She definitely bought that.

      “Yeah, I was careful. I use VPNs and a secure browser. Got encryption on everything going out and I’m firewalled hard against anything coming in.”

      He had no idea what any of that meant. But she sounded confident.

      “All right,” he said. “So, you got some places we should look at?”

      “Yeah. Tell me what you’ve been doing since I saw you last and we can thin it down some more.”

      Quinn didn’t want to tell her anything he’d done in the last three years.

      If you tell her what you’ve done, he thought, she’s going to run so fast.

      He tried to tell himself that wasn’t true. That Ellie was different. That the shit they’d been through had forged a connection too strong to be broken by something as flimsy as a few disturbing truths.

      Well, more than a few. Three years of chasing down Dahlgren employees and Tato’s men made for a whole bunch of disturbing truths. And each one with a body attached to it.

      He couldn’t convince himself that she could ignore that much death. Despite everything, Ellie was a citizen. She’d never understand Quinn and the things he’d done to keep himself—and billions of other people—safe. Not that he gave a damn about the billions of other people, but if he thought it would gain him a bit of good grace, he was for sure going to bring it up.

      Maybe if I remind her of that. That everything I did was in service to… I don’t know… fucking mankind or something.

      But then he thought of the look on her face when she’d realized what he’d planned for the driver.

      There’s no way.

      “No,” he said simply.

      “No?”

      “No, I’m not telling you what I’ve done.”

      “Um…okay.”

      “You show me what you’ve got, and I’ll tell you where we should go next.”

      He figured she’d be able to extrapolate where he’d been and what he’d done by what sites they didn’t have to go to. But maybe she’ll be able to compartmentalize it better if I’m not just flat out telling her what I did.

      Better she just thought he’d done the things he had, rather than have him tell her in detail how he’d tortured and killed dozens of people over the last few years. Or how no small number of them were only peripherally involved with Kirchner’s plan, if they even knew about it at all.

      “That’s going to be a little hard.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “My laptop is back at my hotel room. In Chicago.”

      “Huh. Didn’t want to mention that before?”

      “Thought if you told me where you’d been it might jog my memory.”

      “That the only reason? You’ve got research on me on that thing.” He was pissed. If someone gets hold of her computer… And they would. The maids who cleaned the room. The cops, if she’s gone too long. Her father, the award-winning journalist, might end up with it. It was all bad. He was ready to turn the car around and head back, despite the dangers awaiting them in Chicago.

      “No one can get at it.”

      “You sure?”

      She nodded calmly, maybe not realizing how angry he was. “John Lyman hooked me up with some black-market security stuff years ago. Important for any serious journalist, he said. If anyone tries to break into that computer, the hard drive will be as much use to them as a piece of burnt toast.”

      “I guess that all right then. But what about the info?”

      “I can recreate the work.”

      “Okay.”

      “Just got to get a new laptop.”

      “We’ll get you one when we stop.”

      “It’s a plan.”

      “Close enough to one, anyway.”

      

      They drove through the night to Indianapolis.

      “It ain’t near to anywhere,” Quinn said, “but when we figure out where to go, it ain’t far from anywhere, either.”

      Ellie didn’t look like that made a ton of sense to her, but she let it go.

      We needed a destination, Quinn thought, and now we have one.

      There was never any talk of going back to Chicago. Shots had been fired, and they both knew it’d be safer if no one knew where they were. Ellie even dumped her cell phone at a gas station without argument. But first, she called her publicist to let her know she was taking some “me time.”

      “I’m just real shook up from the shooting,” Quinn heard her say as he stood at the pump. “Brought back a lot of old stuff.”

      After a short conversation, Ellie hung up.

      “She buy it?” Quinn asked.

      “She’s used to dealing with over-emotional divas who fall apart at the slightest inconvenience.”

      “Yeah. But did she buy that you’re one of those?”

      Ellie shrugged. “She doesn’t know me that well.”

      In Indianapolis, Quinn got them a shitty room in a shitty part of town. Ellie got a new laptop and spent the day installing security on it. Quinn went out and got some burners. When he got back, she was face down in her laptop asleep. He put a chair under the door handle and stretched out on the bed next to the window. Listened to the sounds of the city for about five minutes before he, too, went under.

      When he woke up, Ellie was propped up on the other bed, peering close at her laptop, biting her bottom lip as she typed and clicked furiously.

      “Got something for me to look at?” he asked.

      “Give me a couple of minutes.”

      Her ‘couple of minutes’ was closer to an hour, but eventually she called Quinn over. “Okay, look at this.”

      He wasn’t sure if it came naturally or he learned it on the job, but Quinn had a good memory. Came in handy in a career where writing stuff down was better known as “creating evidence.” So, he remembered most of where and when and what he’d done for the past three years. He didn’t have the exact dates, but he remembered the month and usually early, middle, or late. He figured that’d be close enough to narrow things down.

      “You can skip those first three,” he said. Ellie’s list of knife murders was organized by date and the first three were right after they’d taken Kirchner down. He’d stayed in Rochester for a couple weeks after that, chasing down Kirchner’s local associates. Then it was up to the Twin Cities to clean out any surviving DMRC employees who knew too much.

      He only stayed a few days. There weren’t a lot of survivors.

      “You killed all three of those guys?”

      He gave her a hard look, but for some reason, she was immune to it.

      “I said I wasn’t going to tell you what I did.”

      “I never said I wouldn’t ask.”

      He sighed. She’s infuriating. He pointed at the first name on the list and its accompanying police report. “Him I killed.” Tied him to a chair and cut off pieces of him till he told me what I wanted to know. That’s the reason I used a knife. “The other two aren’t underworld figures.” Yeah, that does sound cool. “Just junkies. No reason for Tato to kill them.” Or me.

      Ellie looked at him for maybe a single extra beat. Then shrugged. “All right, that’s three names crossed off. Moving on.”

      She almost sounded like she was having fun. Quinn was not.

      He couldn’t stop thinking about how disappointed in him Mick the Jew would be.

      “Why are you telling this crazy broad our business?”

      Ellie scrolled down and he peered at the next name. Remembered a thin man with a small goatee who’d put up a surprisingly fierce resistance. Quinn had gotten nothing off him, as he’d had to kill him in the struggle with one of his own kitchen knives.

      “Skip him,” he said. “And don’t give me that look,” he added, as she blinked up at him.

      She looked like she was going to say something, but turned silently back to the computer instead and kept scrolling.

      She had a pretty long list.
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      The Monday the break in his case came, Mingo had planned on breakfast with Masterson. Well, he’d planned on breakfast with his phone on the counter and Masterson on the line. Seemed like a good way to start the week after a silent weekend. She didn’t work weekends and he hadn’t got the nerve up yet to call her when there wasn’t at least the possibility that she was at work. But she didn’t answer, so he ate breakfast alone. Well, slightly more alone than if she’d answered.

      Still, he drove to work in a remarkably good mood. She didn’t always take his calls—she was a busy federal employee, after all—but he invariably got in touch with her at least once during the day. Some part of him thought it was in poor taste to be happy when his partner had been murdered so recently. Another part of him thought it was ridiculous that he be this enchanted with a woman who he’d never met. He ignored both those parts and concentrated on the part of him that was chirping merrily along with the radio as he drove into work.

      Most of the morning was spent on more dead ends in tracking down Elkins’s murderer, but his mood remained high. He didn’t mind the dead ends so much now, as it meant he’d continue to have a reason to call Masterson. Not that he was delaying the investigation, or giving anything less than one-hundred percent effort in bringing the killer to justice, it was just he enjoyed talking to her, and he didn’t want it to end.

      He was thinking about what she might look like and how old she was and if he cared about either of those things, when his phone rang, bringing him out of his reverie. The call was to his personal cell and from an unknown number. Expecting some kind of scam, he answered, as he delighted in informing them that he was a federal agent. Instead, he heard a familiar voice.

      “That you, Mingo?”

      “Masterson!” What a nice surprise. She never called him. Wait… “You have something for me?”

      “Yeah, I…uh…have an address. Possible location of Mr. Husyev.”

      “Hit me.”

      She rattled off the address and he typed it into his phone. A warehouse in one of the abandoned sections of town.

      Not that far from where Elkins was killed. He felt like that was a promising sign. “Got it.”

      “Mingo?” she said.

      “Yeah?” He waited for her to say something, but she either hung up or lost signal, because the call ended.

      It was a weird way to end the call and of course, he would’ve loved to talk to her more, but he was too excited to worry about it.

      Way to go, Masterson! A fucking address.

      He nearly sprinted to Stevens’s office. Fettis raised an eyebrow as he burst in.

      “You have something.” It wasn’t a question.

      “An address.”

      “From your OCDETF source?”

      Mingo nodded.

      “It certain?”

      Mingo shook his head. “Just a possible, sir.”

      “Can’t send an assault team on a possible.”

      “I know, sir. I’d like to go check it out.”

      “I’ve seen you with Simmons a lot,” Fettis said. “You trust him?”

      Mingo thought about it for a second. “Well enough.”

      Fettis nodded. “Take him. Call me directly if you see anything.”

      “Yes, sir,” Mingo said, barely able to contain himself.

      I’m going to get this motherfucker, he thought. And when I do, I’m going to buy Masterson a giant bottle of champagne.

      “Simmons!” he called across the pit. “Mount up. We’re going for a ride.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      From the number of people Quinn had her skip over, Ellie began to get an idea of the scope of his killings over the last three years.

      It was a lot. And that was only the ones he’d killed with a knife. She was certain there were more that he’d shot. Or poisoned. Or strangled. Or beat to death…

      She tried not to think about it. Kept her face down to the computer. She didn’t want to look up for fear of what he might read in her eyes. Fear? Disgust? She definitely felt some of that, but not nearly as much as she should.

      They were all bad people, she told herself, though she knew that probably wasn’t true. And she was sure Quinn didn’t check if they were. Doesn’t matter to him whether they’re good or bad, only whether they can cause him problems or not.

      And she knew he probably didn’t just kill them. In fact, she was certain of it; in some of the police reports the coroner pointed out the victim was tortured before they died.

      He tortured them for information.

      They say you don’t get good information from torturing someone, but that’s only if you care about what happens with the false leads. Ellie figured Quinn would just kill all the names a person gave him and hope at least one of them was real.

      What does it say about me that he’s my friend? She finally looked up then, but Quinn was looking away, staring at the curtained window as if he could see through the fabric and into the night outside.

      She’d never had a lot of friends. Getting famous hadn’t made that better. She’d got no new friends. Got a lot of acquaintances though. Publicists, agents, editors. Couple of business partners. But no one who knew her like Quinn. Not even John Lyman, who knew most of it. But Quinn knew all of it. And he didn’t judge her the way she knew everyone else would.

      He’s probably my best friend.

      She wasn’t sure what to make of that. But she didn’t think it was anything good.

      “That it?” Quinn said, breaking the silence.

      “Yeah. Got about…” She ran her finger down the screen, counting. “Fifty probables to check out.”

      “Seems like a lot.”

      “It’s not so bad. We can maybe thin it down some more. What do we know about Tato?”

      They went over what they’d learned through her research. Quinn talked about the business dealings he’d had with the man—mostly murder contracts, but a couple of “straight collections.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Guy owes Tato money and doesn’t want to pay, he sends me over to try to convince him.”

      “That work?”

      “Usually.”

      Ellie didn’t ask what happened to the guy if he wasn’t convinced.

      With the background info, Ellie was able to cross off a few more names that didn’t seem like they’d intersect with the old boss’s business, but only a few. They still had more than forty names to check out.

      “Well,” Ellie said, “at least one of us won’t die of old age before this is over.” That earned her an honest chuckle from the taciturn hitman. “I’m going to do a two-factor sort: reverse date and location.”

      “How’s that going to work?”

      “I’m going to aim for the more recent killings first. If he did one of those, he’s more likely to still be there. But I’m also going to account for geographical location. As in, we’re not going to drive to LA for the most recent killing if we’ve got one just six months old right down the road.”

      Quinn nodded, satisfied. “Can’t imagine I’d be any help with that.”

      “You could go get us something to drink.”

      He grinned. “I could do that. Gin?”

      She shook her head. “Wine for research.”

      “Red or white?”

      “White. Anything over twelve dollars a bottle and already cold.”

      “Might be pushing it in this neighborhood.”

      “Do your best.”

      He left without another word. Came back twenty minutes later with a bottle of chardonnay for her and a bottle of Jameson for himself. He sat there sipping it from the bottle while she worked. She drank hers in one of the two plastic cups the motel provided. Fancy.

      She wasn’t even through her second glass when she knew where to go.

      “I’ll figure out our next stops while we drive,” she said, looking up from her laptop. “But I’ve got one that’s both recent and close. We’ll go there first.”

      He screwed the cap on the bottle. “Where to?”

      “Detroit.”

      He stood. “All right.”

      “Right now?”

      “Why not?”

      She couldn’t think of a reason. She gulped the rest of her cup of wine and they headed out the door.

      

      The sun was going down when they got to Detroit a little over four hours later, making the river and the small cluster of skyscrapers that made up downtown glow orange in its light. It was a little tricky finding the crime scene with no GPS, but Quinn bought some maps and they zeroed in on it eventually: a four-story cheap motel that stretched out next to the interstate’s access road, the room doors opening out toward the street.

      “Sure this is the place?” Ellie asked.

      Quinn pointed up at the fourth floor where Ellie now saw yellow crime tape stretched across a doorway that seemed to be missing its door. “Pretty sure,” he said. He pulled into a parking spot near the door marked “Office.” There weren’t many other cars in the lot. “I’ll get us a room.”

      With Quinn gone, Ellie got out and climbed the exterior stairs that wound their way up to the fourth floor. Down the hallway to the corner room, the one with the tape. Looked inside.

      She wasn’t sure what she expected—white tape in the shape of a body on the floor, maybe. But it was just an empty hotel room with a shattered door. She thought about sneaking past the tape and going in but couldn’t think of what she’d see that the cops hadn’t.

      The answers aren’t going to be in there, she thought, meandering back down the hall and down the stairs. But she thought they might be nearby. We’re getting closer.

      She found she was excited by that fact. The shooting in Chicago, while terrifying her, had also awoken something in her.

      I can’t actually miss it, can I?

      She remembered the Dahlgren incident and the ensuing days tracking down and killing Dr. Kirchner as purely terrifying. I got shot. I got infected. I tried to eat Quinn! But she realized now there was some primordial part of her consciousness that felt more alive in those moments than at any other time in her life. She’d been balanced on a razor’s edge for days on end, the entire world’s future in her hands. It’s a drug. More powerful than anything Dahlgren could hope to produce. Not that Dahlgren was making anything these days. Every ounce of their profits and production was going into trying to keep their executives out of jail. With little success.

      Quinn came out of the office and pointed back up the stairs.

      “217,” he said.

      The room was about what she’d expected. “At least it’s not sticky,” she said.

      Quinn smiled, but perfunctorily. Ellie could see his mind was elsewhere. He thinks this is the one.

      She didn’t necessarily disagree. But it was way too early to decide. She laid the police report down next to the TV. Pointed at it. “There’s the report.” She opened up her laptop and logged in, then changed her mind.  “I’m going to shower.” She dreaded putting the same clothes on after. They were starting to stink. “Maybe buy some new clothes after.”

      “Uh huh.” Quinn had the report in his hand now, and stared at it intently.

      She left him to it.

      Time to get clean.
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      Quinn pored over the police report. He wasn’t a fast reader, something that had never bothered him until now.

      Should’ve paid more attention in school, he thought, though it was his mother’s voice he heard. Should’ve made something of yourself. He snorted. Piss off, Ma, I saved the whole world.

      There was something weird in the report, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. He read it again, but still couldn’t figure it out. Decided he’d let Ellie go over it when she got out of the shower. I’ll look at the map. He was better with maps than words.

      He spread the Detroit street map out on the room’s tiny table. Zeroed in on their location. If I killed someone here, where would I go to ground? I’d already have a spot picked out, in case something went wrong. And since the police report included a shootout, something definitely went wrong. He imagined a half-mile circle around the hotel. It couldn’t be too far. He knew that when shit went sideways, you were often covered in blood. Not a good look for someone wanting to hide. But not too close, either. Cops searched the areas close to ground zero real tight. But as things stretched out and expectations lowered, they got a little lazier. It was human nature. He eliminated the interior of his ring, leaving him with a fairly well-defined and not too extensive search area. There was one problem: he didn’t know the neighborhood.

      If I knew the neighborhood, I could practically pinpoint him.

      He grabbed up Ellie’s laptop. Got onto Google maps. Tapped in the address for the motel, then scrolled out to where his imaginary ring would be. That didn’t tell him much until he panned in close enough for individual businesses to show.

      Not here. Too many coffee shops. He was west of the motel and scrolled in an arc toward the north. Car dealerships. Freeway motels like this one. Hit the top of his circle and arced east. At the eastern point he realized he hadn’t seen many business names in a while. An occasional liquor store or church. Promising. He switched to a street view. Jackpot.

      The picture showed him abandoned and burnt-out buildings. Lots overgrown with trees—some growing into the houses. Old residential area, but when he scanned around, there were some industrial buildings, as well.

      It’s perfect.

      He finished his circle, but no other locations fit the bill as well as the east. He decided they’d check it out in the morning. He wanted to go now, get this confrontation with Tato over with. But neighborhoods like that came alive at night, and not in a good way. Quinn preferred to be the only predator on the street. And that meant daylight.

      Ellie came out of the shower, looking just as stunning as when she went in. She had her eyepatch off, and Quinn was fascinated by the scarring, the drooping flesh where he thought a prosthetic might have kept it looking natural. She shot him a look with her good eye and he realized he was staring.

      Rude, Quinn.

      “You got anything?”

      “Maybe.”

      “I remembered why this one stood out,” she said, drying her hair with the towel she wasn’t wearing. Quinn found he was having a hard time concentrating on what she was saying. “The report. It feels like it was written by two different people.”

      That’s what was weird about it! “Why would they do that?”

      “No idea,” she said. But then added, “Maybe something was redacted. Rewritten.”

      This is good, he thought. Weird is good.

      “Get some rest,” he said. “We’re going to have an early start tomorrow.”

      

      Turned out, Ellie wasn’t much of a morning person. So, it was more of a semi-early start. Quinn had Ellie drive while he worked the map. When they got to the area he’d picked out last night, he was shocked by how poor it was. He’d seen poverty before, had grown up in it even, but this was something different.

      It’s devastated.

      The buildings were abandoned, overgrown. Nothing moved. Nothing lived. Even in the poorest parts of Boston, people still lived. Still planted the occasional flower in their yard. Took a little time to turn their hovel into a home.

      Here there was nothing.

      “This is bleak,” Ellie said, ducking a little to look out the window and take in all of an abandoned factory that looked like it was a mile long.

      Yeah, that’s the word for it. “Turn here,” he said.

      They zig-zagged through the neighborhood. Quinn didn’t know exactly what he was looking for, but hoped he’d know it when he saw it. They drove past broken buildings, some still intact except for smashed windows and busted in doors, some with only a few crumbling walls remaining. There were no signs of life: no people walking, no other cars on the road, not even a stray dog.

      “Do people actually live here?” Ellie said.

      “Not well, if they do.”

      Ellie stared out the windshield like they were on the moon.

      Moon might have more activity.

      It was Ellie who spotted it. “Hey, those doors aren’t kicked in.”

      Quinn looked where she was pointing and saw that she was right. “Pull over.”

      It was a long warehouse with three doors, all of which were intact. They hadn’t seen undamaged doors in a while. Their car fit in pretty well with the few rusted out hulks still parked on the cracked concrete, though Quinn suspected that if they left it out after dark it’d be stripped pretty quick. But he didn’t plan on being here after dark.

      I don’t want to see what comes up out of the rubble here when the sun goes down.

      He crossed the street quick, pistol now in hand. Ellie was right behind him, tugging her big gun out of her purse. He tried the door, unsurprised that it was locked.

      “Grab me a rock,” he said and grabbed his key ring out of his pocket. It was all bump keys. He grabbed a likely one and slid it into the lock. Pulled it back a tick and reached out his hand for the rock. Ellie gave him a palm-sized piece of concrete, he gave the key a tap, and they were in.

      

      The place was filled with so much garbage it made a corridor. Quinn didn’t like it.

      No place to run but back the way you came.

      Visibility was bad, too, patchy sunlight and flickering fluorescents creating more shadows than illumination. Quinn moved forward anyway, thinking this might be just the kind of place he’d lay low in if he was a creepy old fuck like Tato. Twisting, turning, gun out and Ellie right behind him, he scurried down the hall formed by scrap metal and a tower of rotting pallets. Kept his eyes and ears open but saw nothing moving in the place but him and Ellie, heard nothing but the drip of unseen water from pipes probably broken for years now.

      Where would I be if I was Tato? The answer came immediately. Second floor.

      The sightlines down here were terrible. But with no ceiling over most of this part, from above they were great. A single shooter could cover most of the area.

      Two shooters could cover all of it.

      Quinn liked it even less now. But he figured he was about halfway to the far side of the warehouse.

      Rather be going forward than back.

      He picked up the pace, now worried about what was above him more than what was in front of him. Two-thirds of the way to the other end of the building, he figured, and things opened up. Good for maneuverability, bad for cover. But there was ceiling overhead now, so he ducked low, hoping the slimmer angle might protect him if someone happened to be here. Which he was starting to doubt. A glimpse behind him, showed Ellie still following, gun out and ducked over like him, though she looked questioning at him.

      No time to talk, he thought. Got to get somewhere safer. He was balancing his want of speed with his need for silence. If there was someone about, he needed to move fast to avoid getting targeted. But if they hadn’t spotted him, then alerting them to his presence would be stupid. It was a conundrum, but not one he was unaccustomed to. His feet found the quietest path almost automatically even while he pressed them to move faster. Then he was up against the far wall of the warehouse and looking at a mostly intact stairway leading upward along the short wall of the warehouse.

      Ellie was at his shoulder and raised an eyebrow. He held a finger to his lips and pointed upstairs. She nodded. Gave him an after you wave of her hand. He grinned and began tiptoeing up the staircase.

      The stairs were metal and open, and he pressed slowly down on each one before putting weight on it. The first two were silent. The third gave the slightest squeak and he let up. Pointed at it for Ellie and shook his head. She nodded acknowledgement. He stepped over it. The stair above it was quiet.

      Eyes up!

      He’d been concentrating so hard on being quiet himself and making sure Ellie did the same, he’d forgotten to watch ahead of him. He snapped his head up but saw nothing at the top of the stairs.

      Concentrate, you idiot.

      Three more stairs, then a squeaker. Bypassed it. Two more, then a stair that had rusted out and fallen away, leaving a space. Luckily, the next stair was solid and silent. He kept moving. Three more stairs and his head cleared the top so he could see the second floor.

      A short hallway littered with broken glass. Intact door at the end of it. Halfway down, a big hallway went off to the left.

      He tested the stairs. Went up the rest of the way. From there the glass was too thick to go forward silently. But they were finally in a spot that appeared protected from snipers, so Quinn took the opportunity to just stop and listen. He didn’t hear anything threatening.

      Am I glad I’m safe? Or sad Tato’s not here?

      Before he could answer that, he heard a new sound. One quite out of place in this part of town.

      A helicopter. And it was getting louder.

      Though it made no sense, Quinn had no doubt of its destination. Because that’s the kind of luck I have. Grabbing Ellie’s arm, he ran across the hall, heading for the door. He didn’t worry about crunching glass as the helicopter was already roaring loud enough to cover the sound. He glanced down the big hall to the left as they shot past. It went down the length of the warehouse until the floor fell away. There were doors on either side, but the walls had mostly rotted and fallen away so that the doors guarded open spaces that merely suggested offices. The door across from them was closer and led to a room with walls that were completely intact.

      A good hiding place to wait out whatever the hell this is. Quinn didn’t think it was for him. It can’t be. I didn’t know I was coming here till this morning. It had to be for Tato. Though I’m sure they’ll have no trouble scooping me up, too. He had no illusions about his fake identities holding up to the kind of scrutiny a task force sent after Tato would bring to bear.

      The chopper was real loud now.

      How fast is it moving to be on us so quick?

      A giant shadow passed by the windows and then men in urban combat gray camos smashed through what glass remained in the office windows. Quinn didn’t have time to count how many. Half-dozen maybe? He caught a glimpse of a black helicopter with ropes hanging from it as he yanked open the hall door and jumped inside, pulling Ellie in behind him.

      The room was small, maybe six by ten, an office space for a junior foreman or something like. If there had been a desk, it was long gone, the only furnishings a rusty file cabinet and a couple of surprisingly clean blankets on the floor. There was a single window to the outside.

      But before Quinn had time to take in more than that, a figure sat up out of the blankets on the floor and Quinn saw a stern Slavic face, thickly lined with age and sorrow, two bright blue eyes staring at him from under thin white eyebrows.

      Tato.
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      As they neared the location, Mingo forced himself to drive sedately. Didn’t want to draw any attention. The neighborhood they were entering was basically a no-go zone for law enforcement. Single-family homes clustered around a compound of factories and warehouses, like much of the city outside of downtown. And also like much of the city, when the factories closed down in the seventies, the neighborhood died. But unlike other areas that had rebounded recently, this neighborhood remained downtrodden, the factories neither opened nor replaced with other businesses, the single-family homes rundown and ramshackle. Vegetation blanketed anything that wasn’t concrete and busted through in some places that were.

      “How come no one hides out in the Belt?” Simmons said. “We could at least look at some art while we shoot this guy. Instead of this shit.” He waved at their surroundings.

      Mingo didn’t answer. He recognized nervous chatter when he heard it.

      They passed an Art Deco building, a relic of a more prosperous time in the city’s history. It was broken down and abandoned now, flotsam of the sinking ship this part of the city had become. But like flotsam, there were still people who clung to it, survivor’s instinct the only thing left after hope was gone.

      And those are the ones who attract all the sharks.

      Desperation was like chum in this part of town, and though he and Simmons were clearly cops, Mingo worried someone in a drug-fueled feeding frenzy might not be slowed by that fact. But as far as he could tell, the neighborhood was quiet, the only sound a distant helicopter that grew near then faded away.

      “What are you thinking about, buddy?” Simmons said and Mingo realized he’d reached the address and pulled over, then sat in thought for longer than was normal.

      “Fish,” he said, and got out.

      They stood across from a three-story warehouse. Steel walls for the first two floors, line of windows across the third floor, every one of them smashed. Three security doors facing them, roughly the same distance apart.

      “That’s weird,” Mingo said.

      “What’s that?”

      “Doors aren’t kicked in.”

      Simmons gazed up through the third-floor windows. “Lights are still working.”

      Mingo followed his gaze. The long fluorescent lights in the ceiling were on, though not all of them, and about half flickered madly. But he felt that was what most places with fluorescent lights looked like.

      Don’t know why they still use the things.

      But he did know. Tube lighting was cheap, and it was hard enough to make a buck in Detroit without spending a ton of money on light bulbs.

      “Quick recon to confirm this is the place,” he said, “then we call for backup.”

      “Roger that,” Simmons said, pulling his pistol and holding it in both hands. “Kind of a rough part of town.”

      “No worse than I grew up in.” It was actually much worse, but Mingo found he was enjoying playing the cowboy for Simmons. He pulled his piece and they started across the street.

      There was no traffic to dodge, the only cars on the street rusted wrecks, maybe one, an old Honda, that looked like it still ran. But they kept their heads on swivels, scanning for trouble: cars appearing around the corner, shadows in the high windows, someone exiting one of the doors. Mingo paid special attention to corners, eaves, and above the doors, all good places for security cameras. But he didn’t spot any.

      Working doors draw enough attention. Security cameras would just be a neon sign saying “I Got Stuff Worth Protecting!”

      That was more than chum. That was a whole cow thrown into a pool full of piranhas.

      They approached the middle door first. Simmons tested the handle. Shook his head. They moved across the berm of broken rock and shattered glass that might have once been pleasantly landscaped to the righthand door. Another head shake. Traversing the whole length of the building to the last door, Mingo thought about what it would mean if it, too, was locked up tight.

      Could kick the door in.

      But aside from the problem of making a shit ton of noise when they were trying to quietly observe, there was also the problem of breaking into a building without a warrant. They could finesse their way through warrantless entry into an abandoned building. But if said building has a set of working and locked doors? Mingo could almost hear the federal prosecutors inventing new and creative curse words to describe that. Now, if they spotted Tato, they could have backup and a warrant here in little to no time. But getting a judge to sign off on a single tip with no corroboration? Maybe Fettis had the kind of juice to get it done. But it would likely take time. Time in which Tato could get wind of their operation and disappear again.

      There’s three other sides to this building, Mingo reminded himself. Might be another way in. Don’t borrow worry. It was something his Gran often said. It was good advice, but usually failed to calm him down. Today looked to be no exception.

      But when Simmons pulled on this door’s handle, it moved. He nodded to Mingo. Mingo nodded back. Swift and silently, Simmons pulled the door open and Mingo stepped inside just as fast.

      He stood on cracked concrete, looking at what should have been two-stories of wide-open warehouse. Instead, it was a maze of junk: old pallets stacked twenty feet high; thick wire shelving long collapsed; shells of old machinery stripped of mechanical parts and left to lie; clapboard, lumber, and moldy ceiling tile from where the third floor had collapsed in places. The pillars holding the rest of the building up were more bent and snapped rod iron than concrete, and made Mingo think there could more collapsing at any moment. But given the age of the detritus that surrounded them and the thickness of the dust on most of it, he figured they had enough time to find Tato and get back out.

      The lights weren’t working down here, but light leaking down from the holes in the ceiling were enough to navigate by. It was murky, but he could see. He pulled his flashlight but left it off for now.

      Simmons came in behind him, holding the door so it closed whisper quiet. Mingo set out, gun before him, stepping carefully around anything he thought might make noise. Distant traffic rumbled through the walls. The drip-drip of unseen liquids echoed in the open spaces above them. When he got next to one of the pallet stacks, he peered between the slats but a pile of scrap metal on the other side blocked him from seeing anything.

      He carried on forward. Came to a T in short order. The left led to the exterior wall after just a few yards. He turned right, instead, toward the meat of the building. It was subtle, but he thought the way might have been cleared in this direction.

      People don’t clear a path unless there’s somewhere to go. But where? He thought if the right side of the building wasn’t in as bad a shape as this side, someone might be able to stay on the third floor. It’s got lights, anyway. Maybe it’s got heat and water, too.

      There were worse places to stay in this neighborhood.

      He twisted and turned through the ersatz corridors the garbage made, trying to aim right, figuring there would be a stairway hugging the right-hand wall. Or at least some sightlines into the upper level.

      If I can just get a glimpse of this fucker.

      He knew he’d recognize the man; his face was burned into his brain.

      You should go back, a traitorous voice told him. Traitorous maybe, but not necessarily wrong. He was nearly at capacity for remembering his way back. And if anything went down, he felt like this place could turn into a tactical nightmare pretty quick.

      Just a few more yards, he promised the voice, though he had no idea if a few more yards would get him anywhere near where he wanted to go. And how come you don’t know that? He suddenly thought, realizing what an idiot he’d been.

      He’d been too excited about catching his man. Ran out of the office like a first-year agent, eager to show everyone how great he was at his job. Show Simmons what a balls-out tough guy he was.

      What I should’ve done was some damn research. Get a building plan. Look at some Google photos of the place, at least. Call CIs in the area and ask if they’ve seen anything going on here.

      There was a lot of stuff he could’ve done. There was still one thing he could do. Crouching down, he pulled out his phone. Simmons raised an eyebrow at him. Mingo held up one finger, telling him to wait a sec, then gave him the signal to overwatch. Simmons nodded and looked outward instead of down at Mingo, which was a lot more useful in potentially hostile territory.

      He pulled up Masterson’s number and called. She answered on the first ring.

      “Masterson,” he whispered. “Where’d you get this info? What am I looking at here? Situation’s kind of tenuous and I’m not sure I should continue.”

      There was a pause, then a woman who was clearly not Masterson said, “Who is this?”

      “Special Agent Denarius Mingo,” Mingo answered automatically. “Where’s Masterson?”

      “She hasn’t been seen in over two days, Special Agent.  Do you have information about her whereabouts?”

      For the second time in as many minutes, Mingo realized what an idiot he was. Fettis had warned him and he hadn’t listened. He’d followed every bread crumb they’d fed him and let them lead him to a nice quiet place where he could be eliminated.

      And he knew exactly who would pull the trigger.

      Dropping the phone, he came to his feet, aiming his pistol at Simmons’s head. The agency didn’t advise headshots, but Simmons was wearing a vest, and at this distance, Mingo figured he was unlikely to miss.

      Hearing the phone drop, Simmons turned around, gun coming up. But he froze when he saw Mingo had the drop on him.

      “What the hell, Mingo?”

      “Right back at you, ‘buddy,’” Mingo said, contempt dripping off the last word. “Who put you up to this? Who gave the order?”

      Simmons still looked shocked.

      Well, he was pretty good at pretending to be my friend. Shouldn’t be surprised that he’s a decent actor.

      “I should’ve known. Funny how you started following me around right after Elkins died. How we were best friends all of a sudden. Keeping an eye on me. Did I get too close? Is that why they suddenly gave the kill order?”

      Simmons opened his mouth to speak—probably to spout some lies, Mingo figured. But before anything came out, Mingo felt wetness on his face as Simmons’s head exploded, spraying him with blood and brains and whatever other viscera had lived in the man’s head just a split second ago. He heard a low cough he recognized as a suppressed rifle shot.

      Oh, he thought, I guess it won’t be Simmons pulling the trigger after all.

      Then he threw himself sideways as more coughs sounded and bullets began to fly. Bounced off a cement pillar. Stumbled. Recovered and took off running, not sure of the direction, arm in front of his face to protect his eyes from the debris that suddenly filled the air.

      Going to be tough to run if I get blinded.

      He ran, diving, dodging, rolling, bullets pinging off the wide variety of surfaces around him. Some hit him as well—one in the back that his vest caught, another a stinging burn across his calf as the bullet just missed entering. Nothing deadly. Yet. Still, the back shot threw him sideways and knocked the breath out of him. But even breathless he couldn’t stop. Because stopping meant all the shooters—he didn’t know how many there were, but there were definitely more than one—all the shooters would get a nice still target to aim at.

      Sharp pain in his shoulder as something slapped his collarbone. Again, his vest stopped the bullet from penetrating, but he thought his collarbone may have snapped.

      Forward! Faster!

      The path opened up, and he was suddenly in an open space, the only cover a few steel support beams.

      This is not good.

      He could see some of the men firing now, one lying on the floor and peering over the broken edge, at least three others leaning out of broken office windows to get a bead on him. They wore gray camo BDUs and fired MP5s in short controlled bursts. There were a few more coughs of silenced fire and then three of them had to reload, which Mingo figured was the only reason he made it across the open space alive. He had ceiling above him now and the shooting stopped. He still couldn’t slow down as he now heard footsteps running above him. It was a race to the door to the outside that he figured was somewhere up ahead and to his right.

      There!

      He gained a burst of speed when he saw the door despite the pain in his calf and the aching numbness in his back and shoulder. There was a stairway, too, a rickety metal thing clinging to the wall, its bottom step near the exit. He was nearly to the door when he saw a flash of movement at the top of the stairs. He turned, raised his gun and fired, just as the man at the top opened up with his sub. Mingo’s shot caught the man in the shoulder and spun him, but not before his three-shot burst hit Mingo in the stomach, sternum, and chest.

      Nice grouping, he thought as the impact knocked him to the ground.

      He tried to get his gun up to shoot again, but his arms weren’t working right.

      Impact biomechanics, he thought, are not on my side.

      The man he’d spun around righted himself, got his gun up to his shoulder, and took careful aim.

      Mingo tried to think of something to say, something to do, that might forestall what he knew was coming. But he had nothing.

      Should’ve joined the army like Gran said.
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      All down the twisting hallways the piles of equipment and trash made, Ellie felt the panic rising. She clamped down on it which, she knew from long hours of therapy, was exactly the wrong thing to do.

      I have to relax. Breathe. Count down from ten. Or one hundred. But those were difficult things to do while the most dangerous man in the world led her on a hunt through an abandoned warehouse. Realizing that Quinn might be the second most dangerous man in the world and that the number one man might be the one they were hunting did not ease her panic at all. Just breathe.

      Then there were helicopters and army men and Quinn shoving her into a small office.

      When the old man appeared as if by magic, Ellie just knew it was Tato. In case there was any doubt, she could tell by the way Quinn leaped forward and jammed his gun under the old man’s chin that this must be the guy. She thought he’d kill him immediately and was confused when he didn’t. But then she realized why.

      The guys in camo. If he shoots him, they’ll hear.

      Tato seemed to realize that, too, because he grinned and slowly moved a single finger up in front of his lips.

      Quinn’s knuckles were white where he held the gun, but his trigger finger stayed relaxed. He pulled the gun away and motioned Tato to turn around.

      What’s he going to do? Tie him up? Make him lie down?

      She didn’t get to find out the answers to any of those questions, because before anyone moved, the door swung open.

      Both Quinn and Tato moved like lightning.

      One of the gray-camoed men was just taking his first step in the door when Tato grabbed his gun—some kind of half rifle/half pistol thing—and yanked on it. The man held fast, which meant he got himself dragged the rest of the way inside. Ellie thought he’d shoot the old man then, but before he had a chance, Quinn wrapped himself around the guy from behind and proceeded to stab him at least twenty times in the side. Tato pulled the gun from the man’s grasp as Quinn held his other hand over the now dying man’s mouth.

      Ellie was having a little trouble following the action, but she knew one thing: That door should not be open. Reaching out with her toe, she pushed it shut.

      Tato now grinned as he pointed his new gun at Quinn who had holstered his pistol to grab his knife and free his other hand to keep the now dead man from shouting.

      Oh, that’s bad.

      But his smile faded quickly as he saw that Ellie had her gun pointed at his head. She remembered pulling it when she’d been following Quinn through the warehouse. She didn’t remember pointing it at Tato.

      Good job, hands, she thought, a little inanely, perhaps, but she realized she was back in the shit now and would need a little time to adjust. But not too long.

      Tato looked like he was near to making a decision about whether Quinn and Ellie were more dangerous than a team of camo-clad Special Forces/SWAT/whatever the hell had come crashing through the windows. Ellie plastered what she hoped was a deadly serious look on her face and shook her head. Her heart raced, but she was glad to see her gun hand didn’t shake.

      Quinn slowly and deliberately pulled his gun again, but didn’t point it at anybody. He looked at Tato for a long, few seconds, which seemed to decide the old man, who finally nodded and lowered his gun.

      I guess we’re all friends now, she thought, before pointing her gun at the ground, too.

      She wanted to ask what the hell was going on, but aside from the fact that silence seemed important, she didn’t think either of the men knew who the military guys were or why they were here. She’d thought at first they were Tato’s men, but since he’d helped kill one, that couldn’t be it.

      Who the hell are these guys?

      She took another look at the corpse. He was wearing gray camo pants and shirt, a gray camo flak jacket with a bunch of equipment and ammo strapped to it, and a gray balaclava that obscured his features. He looked military, but something seemed off. Then she realized what it was.

      No insignia.

      Military guys would have identifying marks on their uniforms. Rank identifiers. Division logo. Something. This guy’s camo was just that: camo.

      So, not military. Not cops for the same reason. Cops liked everyone to know who they were. If they were SWAT or something, their gear would be clearly labeled. Some kind of black ops? She leaned down and stripped the balaclava off. Let’s see what we’re dealing with.

      She thought maybe his ethnicity would tell her something. But he was a white guy, mid-thirties, early-forties, light brown hair shorn military short. Had an earbud in one ear and a thin wire with a nub mic on the end taped to his cheek.

      A radio, she thought. Then, a radio!

      If he was supposed to check in with the other guys, she and Quinn were about to be in big trouble. Tato, too, but she didn’t give a shit about him.

      Reaching down again, she ripped the wire from his cheek. Dug the bud out of his ear, trying not to think about how gross it was to be digging around inside a recently dead man’s ear. Had to blank her mind even harder when she shoved that same earbud into her ear.

      “We set?” she heard a tinny voice say.

      “Roger, one in place,” came the call back.

      “Two in place.”

      “Three in place.”

      “Four in place.”

      There was a pause. “Five?” It was the first voice. “Five reply?”

      Ellie pitched her voice low. “Five in place,” she said into the mic.

      There was another pause, but this time when the first voice came on, they sounded satisfied. “Eyes open then. Weapons hold.”

      Despite her recent assessment of the dead man’s uniform, she thought they sounded military. It did not clear up her confusion.

      Has to be something to do with Quinn and Tato. But what?

      She realized Quinn was staring at her. She looked up and he gave her the eyebrows up palms outstretched “Well?” gesture.

      Without dropping her gun, she held up six fingers. Pointed outside. Then pointed at the dead guy and held up five. Quinn nodded.

      Six guys, five now that this guy was dead.

      But she still had no idea who the other guys were, or why they were here.

      What had he said? “Eyes open then. Weapons hold.” They were looking for someone. Tato? But Tato was here. They weren’t searching the building, which meant they were looking for someone who was going to be coming to this building. Me and Quinn? But how could they know we were coming here? I didn’t know we were coming here till yesterday. And I only knew the city. Quinn figured out this place about an hour ago.

      She considered again that it might be a coincidence, but couldn’t believe it. Before long, the voice sounded in her ear again.

      “Two tangos sighted. Government vehicle.”

      “Thank you, Two. Wait on ID, but that’s probably them. Weapons hold.”

      Looks like whoever they’re waiting for just showed up.

      “Tangos exiting vehicle. Approaching location.” There was a pause, then the same voice continued. “They match target description.”

      “That’s positive ID. Weapons hold, still.”

      “Approaching entrance Beta.”

      “Two and Three, you’re up if they enter there.”

      “Roger.”

      “Roger.”

      Quinn looked at her, obviously wanting to know what she was hearing, but she had no idea how to signal what was happening and she didn’t dare speak.

      “They tried the door and aren’t entering. Entrance Beta is no go.” She thought that was Three.

      “They’re not forcing it?” That was a different voice, not Three or the man Ellie thought of as their leader.

      “They need a fucking warrant,” another voice said, which made everyone chuckle for some reason. “Guess we should’ve unlocked it for them.”

      “Told you we should’ve drove in,” Three said.

      “Sure. And get stuck in traffic and miss our window?”

      “Cut the chatter.” Leader taking back control.

      “Approaching entrance Alpha.”

      “Four and Five get ready.”

      “Roger.”

      “Roger,” Ellie said after only a brief hesitation, remembering to use her low voice now that she was Five.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Entrance Alpha’s a no-go.”

      No laughing this time. “That’s One on point if they come in entrance Gamma. But let them come. We’ll get more guns on them as they get deeper into the building.”

      “Want me to move up to One’s position?”

      “Negative, Two. No movement. Don’t want to spook them.”

      “They’re at Gamma.”

      “One on point. The rest prepare for rapid exfil on my command. We’ll take them on the street if they don’t breach this door.”

      There were a few moments of silence, then Leader whispered almost sub-vocally. “Weapons hold. Let them come.”

      She could feel Quinn’s eyes boring into her, so she tried to sign what was happening. Two fingers. Pointed down. Then five fingers and a finger gun firing down.

      Quinn nodded. He was up on the balls of his feet now. She saw that Tato was, too.

      He looked at Tato and did some signaling himself. He pointed downstairs and made the finger gun like she had. Then he pointed at Tato, her, and then himself. Then he pointed at the door.

      He wants us to exit when the shooting starts. It made no sense for a second, but then she understood. When they’re done shooting, they’ll come looking for Five. Quinn would rather attack them while they’re distracted than get trapped in a room while all five of them are looking our way. He’s telling Tato to go first, then me, then him.

      Tato shook his head. Presented a new plan. Pointed at Quinn, then the door, then himself, then the door again.

      Quinn shook his head angrily. Pointed at Tato, then the door.

      Tato shook his head back, his white Russian complexion darkening in anger.

      I suppose neither of them are used to not getting their way. It’d be stupid to start shooting over who goes out the door first. But she also understood why neither wanted the other behind them.

      She waved a hand in front of their faces. Pointed at Quinn, then Tato, then herself. Stared hard at each man in turn. Everyone has someone who wants to kill them behind them. It’s as fair as I can make it. They thought for a moment, then nodded.

      “Sir,” a whispered voice sounded in her ear. “They’ve stopped. Target Alpha is making a phone call.”

      “Shit. Anyone else got eyes on? Affirmatives only.” It was silent.

      “Sir, it’s getting weird. Main target is pointing his weapon at secondary.”

      There was a pause, but not a long one. “Weapons free. Take the shot.”

      Then the shooting started.
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      Quinn heard the chuff of a single suppressed shot, followed by many more. He checked to see that Ellie still had her gun on Tato, then yanked the door open. A camo-clad man stood with his back to him, gun to his shoulder. Quinn fired two quick shots into his spine and he disappeared down the stairs, his clanging descent a counterpoint to the chuff-chuff-chuff of the suppressed gunfire.

      Quinn’s natural instinct was to peek out the door then, but he was working on curtailing that instinct.

      Stupid to poke your head out when getting hit there is the only thing that’ll kill you.

      He stepped fully out instead, giving the shooters a lot more real estate to aim at than his head. He saw three of them coming down the hallway in a half-crouch, looking down their sights at him. They seemed startled that he’d come from the direction he had, so he managed three quick shots before throwing himself across the hall toward the stairs.

      A bullet caught him in the hip and spun him as he landed and he tumbled down the stairs, thumping painfully on the broken concrete at the bottom. Ignoring the searing pain in his hip and the blurry vision from smacking his head on the ground, he forced himself up.

      Why are there two people down here?

      There was the camo-clad guy he’d shot who was getting up to his feet, and also a black guy in a suit, looked like a cop. Quinn didn’t like cops, but since the black guy was pointing his gun at the camo guy, he decided they were on the same side for now.

      He put a bullet in camo guy’s forehead before the black guy—who looked even more dazed than Quinn felt and was bleeding from a couple of places—managed to pull his trigger. Blood and brains splattered on the wall.

      “Who are—” the black guy began to say, but Quinn ignored him as the three guys he’d shot at a second ago appeared at the top of the stairs. He emptied his piece at them and maybe knocked one down. But they fell anyway from Ellie and Tato opening up on them from behind.

      How many we got left? He remembered Ellie signaling him there were two downstairs and five up. Or was it six? Didn’t really matter. There’s more left.

      “Got a friend with you?” he asked the black guy while he reloaded.The guy looked at him like he didn’t understand what he was saying. “Someone else here with you?”

      “He’s dead.”

      So, one or two upstairs is it.

      He heard more firing from upstairs and went to meet it. Tato and Ellie were in the hallway, two dead bodies in gray camo at their feet. Tato stood in front, Ellie kneeling behind him. They were both sending an impressive amount of lead toward a window about halfway down the hall. When Tato paused to reload, a balaclava-ed head popped up and both Quinn and Ellie fired. One of them must have hit, because there was a red mist and the head disappeared.

      Everything was quiet for a second, then Quinn heard glass breaking. It took another second before he realized what that meant.

      “He’s going out a window!” he shouted and charged down the hallway, eager that no one escape with a possible description of him and Ellie.

      As he ran past Tato, he caught a glimpse of the Russian’s face where a beatific grin was forming.

      What’s he so happy about? Then he knew. I just put myself right in his line of fire.

      He threw himself to the left and the shot that should’ve gone into his brainpan took his right ear off instead.

      There’ll be another one coming though.

      Landing painfully on broken glass and debris, Quinn got his gun up, surprised he wasn’t riddled with more bullets. Then saw why. Ellie had hold of Tato’s gun, and they struggled for control of it. Before Quinn could fire, Tato used his far greater strength to spin her around so she was between him and Quinn.

      Quinn struggled to his feet, woozy from the bullet that had cracked his skull as it removed his ear. He’d recover, he knew, but it would be too late. Despite Ellie’s best efforts, Tato was turning the gun towards her and in less than a moment, he’d send a burst of bullets into her that would tear her insides to pieces.

      Quinn tried to aim but everything was blurry, and for such a big man, Tato was having little trouble crouching behind Ellie for cover.

      Quinn had no shot.
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      Mingo struggled to his feet as the mystery man ran up the stairs. He considered trying to run back out the way he’d come, but didn’t know if he’d make it in the shape he was in. He was also very curious about the guy who, he now realized, had saved his life. His vision was blurred and his hands were shaky. He was sure that he’d have been shot if the guy hadn’t blown the assault team member’s head off.

      Because that was what they were, he realized. An assault team. And he’d bet money they were government trained. They might not work for the government now, but that’s who trained them. He’d worked with enough SWAT and ex-military guys to know the type. Criminals don’t move like that. But who’s the other guy?

      Mingo stumbled up the stairs. At the top, he saw the most famous woman in the world wrestling with the man who’d killed his partner.

      “Tato!” he shouted, bringing his gun up to bear as well as he could. It was a stupid thing to do, alerting a man that dangerous that he’d arrived. Should’ve just shot him.

      Tato looked his way and seeing the pistol pointing at him, tried to swing his gun into position to cut Mingo down. Mingo didn’t see any reason why he wouldn’t. There was no chance he’d hit the guy in this condition, especially since he didn’t dare hit Ellie Apocalypse.

      And why the hell is she here?

      He figured that was a question for another time, though since he was going to be dead shortly, he didn’t think he’d get a chance to ask it. He managed one shot with his pistol that missed before Tato got the barrel of what looked to be a government-issue MP5 pointed his way.

      But with Tato distracted by Mingo, Ellie got an arm free to crack an elbow down on his hand at the back of the gun. He realized his mistake then, but it was too late. With a slap and a twist, Ellie wrenched the gun away from him. Got a shoulder into him, too, pushing him away. With his sight line now unencumbered by a hostage, Mingo tried to get Tato into focus and fired off a few rounds. He thought maybe some hit, because Tato was falling away from him; but then he realized it was him falling away, the kick of his gun overbalancing him while in the throes of the concussion-caused vertigo.

      Mingo sat down hard. Watched Ellie empty the MP5 at Tato. Saw the mystery guy fire a 9 mil at him, too. Blood splashed around and bullets ricocheted and Tato went out the window in a spray of glass. Ellie and the man ran to the window while Mingo got back to his feet. The man aimed carefully and fired two shots out the window before his slide racked back.

      “Shit,” he said. “You get any head shots?”

      “No,” Ellie answered. “What about the last camo guy?”

      “Gone. Shit,” he said again.

      Mingo aimed his gun at the two blurry figures. “All right,” he said in his best cop voice. “Nobody move.”

      Both turned to look at him. Ellie raised her eyebrow. “Really?” she said. “You know who I am, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then let’s sit down and talk about this.”

      “We don’t have time for this shit,” the mystery man said. “We have to move.”

      Mingo thought it was weird they didn’t seem worried about the gun pointed at them.

      “Don’t kill him,” Ellie said and Mingo thought she was talking to him. Then he realized she was talking to the mystery man.

      Hey, I’m the one with the gun!

      “He saved my life,” she added.

      “Bah! You were fine.”

      “Well, he shot Tato.”

      The mystery man turned to him. “Were you here to kill Tato?”

      Mingo wanted to tell him to shut up and he’d ask the questions. But he realized that somewhere along the way he’d stepped into something he didn’t understand. Something big and frightening that he wouldn’t be able to handle alone.

      And these two seem to know a lot more about it than I do. They also seemed not afraid of him shooting them at all. His gun hand wavered. With the way I feel, I’m not too sure I’d hit them anyway.

      “Yeah,” he finally said. “I was going to kill him.”

      The man chuckled. “Then you should’ve shot him in the head.”

      Mingo slowly lowered his gun. “I tried.”

      “They don’t teach you how to shoot in fed school?”

      “How do you know I’m a fed?”

      “From the… I don’t know…” The man waved his hand up and down, encompassing him. “The everything.”

      “Well, I’ve been shot. A couple times. Think I banged my head, too. Probably a concussion.” Mingo realized he was talking a lot to people who might not be trustable. But I have to trust Ellie Apocalypse, right? He was still having trouble believing she was here. Why is she here? “And head shots are hard.”

      The man nodded. Reached into his pocket and pulled out a mag for his Glock. “Don’t I know it.”

      “Quinn,” Ellie said in a warning tone as the man—Quinn, his name must be—reloaded his gun. She dropped the empty MP5 and picked up a pistol that was way too big for her.

      Quinn nodded. “I know. If you don’t want him dead, then I won’t kill him. But remember what you promised with the driver.” He bent down and pried an MP5 from the fingers of a dead man. Hung it over his shoulder by the strap. “Same for this guy.”

      “I remember,” she said. Then she turned to Mingo. “Come on. He’s right. We have to move. That helicopter is probably already heading back here.”

      A helicopter? Nothing made sense right now and Mingo was happy to take Ellie’s hand as she reached out to him. Glad to have someone else in command. Simmons dead.. Assault team ambushed me. Yeah, might as well go with these two.

      He let Ellie lead him back down the stairs and out into the surprisingly bright Detroit afternoon.
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      Ellie shoved the fed into the back seat of the Honda and crawled in next to him. Quinn gave her a look.

      “He needs medical attention,” she said as explanation and Quinn shrugged. Easy for him. He’s already healed from his bullet holes. “What’s your name?” she said.

      “Special Agent Mingo,” the man replied.

      He was younger than she’d first thought, pain and cop-aura making him seem older. He had sharp cheekbones, a square chin, piercing dark eyes. It was hard to tell, shot up and scrunched into the backseat of the small car, but she guessed he had an athlete’s build, though not a heavy lifter. No, he was more lithe than strong. Which had probably served him well while dodging bullets.

      He hadn’t dodged them all, however, and as they pulled away from the curb, Ellie examined the damage. Had a doozy of a bump on the back of his head. Couple scrapes to go with it that had bled pretty good but stopped quickly. Nothing deep. She moved to his torso fearfully as there were a lot of holes in his shirt and jacket.

      No blood, though.

      Unbuttoning his shirt revealed a bulletproof vest, bunch of dents in it, but nothing that had penetrated. He reached down and pulled at some straps. Velcro rasped and the vest fell away. Even in his dark skin the bruises were easily spotted, purple and red, some raised hematomas that looked especially painful.

      “Ouch,” Ellie said.

      “Yeah,” Mingo replied. “Can you take a look at my leg?”

      He lifted his left leg up and Ellie rolled up his trouser leg. There was a long gash across his calf, but it wasn’t bleeding anymore.

      “Looks like it just grazed you,” she said.

      “Stings.”

      “I bet.” She rolled the pants leg back down. Now that it looked like they were safe, she realized she had only this man’s word about who he was. “How about you show me some ID, Agent Mingo.”

      “Of course,” he said politely and reached into his coat pocket. Ellie only flinched a little. His gun’s on his hip. He handed her a wallet which she flipped open. It showed an ID with Mingo’s picture and “Drug Enforcement Agency” emblazoned across it.

      Looks legit, but what do I know about DEA credentials? However, nothing about him rang false. And he certainly hadn’t faked being shot. Speaking of being shot…

      She thought back to the insanity she’d just survived. She’d shut down and mostly reacted in the moment, shooting at whoever was shooting at her or Quinn. She’d been lucky to see Tato aiming his gun at Quinn.

      If I hadn’t… She didn’t like to think about her odds against Tato without Quinn to help. And Special Agent Mingo. That was another reason why she believed Mingo. No matter what Quinn said, if he hadn’t distracted Tato, she wasn’t sure she would have gotten the gun away from him. She shuddered at the thought of the Russian’s strength bearing down on her, barrel of the gun slowly turning toward her midsection…

      He knew how to fight. Despite all her training, this was the first real fight she’d had the opportunity to try it out in. I give myself a C-plus.

      Somehow, she knew what Quinn would say: Did you live? Then it’s a win.

      Pass/fail grading, she thought. I like it.

      But something still bothered her. Was it the camo-wearing guys? She’d fired on them without hesitation. Did I do it because they were assassins? Or just because we’d already killed one of them? She tried to tell herself it was because they were planning to kill Mingo and his partner. But she hadn’t known that at the time. They could have been after a terrorist. A serial killer. Someone too dangerous to take in normally. Like Tato, though the fact that they weren’t searching the place had seemed to disallow that scenario. But even if it didn’t seem that plausible, there had still been the possibility that they were waiting for Tato. And shouldn’t even a touch of doubt be enough to stop me from murdering someone?

      She sighed. Apparently not.

      No matter how she spun it, she knew that she’d killed them because Quinn had already killed one of them. They were going to come after him. And that made them the enemy.

      Quinn’s rubbing off on me. She feared what continued exposure to him would do to her. Will I kill as casually as he does? She realized that was the real reason she’d kept him from killing Mingo. Which was the expedient thing to do. No witnesses. If she could save one life out of this mess—two, she reminded herself, as she’d already stopped the driver’s murder—maybe she could retain her humanity.

      None of this thinking settled her mind. There was still something else.

      Helicopter arrives. Quinn kills one guy. Tato grabs the gun. Standoff between those two while I listen to the radio. The firefight. Quinn goes after the last living enemy while I keep Tato from shooting him in the back.

      The last living enemy.

      Now she remembered. As she rushed to the exterior window that Tato had leapt from, she’d seen movement to her left. And through the shattered glass of a half-dozen offices, she saw a single camo-clad man staring at her before he leapt out his own window. And even behind his mask, Ellie could see his expression of utter disbelief at what he was seeing.

      Ellie Apocalypse.

      “Shit,” she said.

      “What is it?” Quinn peeked in the rearview at her.

      “He saw me. He recognized me.”

      “Who?”

      “The guy who got away.”

      There was a brief silence, marred only by a light squealing of tires as Quinn took a corner at speed.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Shit.”
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      Quinn was not happy. Tato in the wind. Ellie identified. Killed a bunch of feds. Got another fed as an ally? Prisoner? And not enough info about what the fuck is going on. He checked the sky as he drove. Rolled down the window figuring he would hear the chopper before he saw it. Well, I can try to fix the lack of info, at least.

      “Who were those guys?”

      “I don’t know,” the fed said. Mingo, that’s the name he gave Ellie. Might even be real.

      “Bullshit.”

      “I don’t!”

      “They were feds, too, though, right?”

      Mingo hesitated. “They were government, anyway.”

      Quinn nodded though he had no idea if Mingo could see him. “The equipment. The coordination. Not military, though,” he mused. “Couldn’t shoot for shit.”

      “I don’t think they expected you there.”

      “Yeah, what did they expect?”

      “Just me and Simmons, I guess.”

      “Who’s Simmons?” Ellie asked before Quinn could.

      “Another agent. He came with me.”

      This isn’t getting us anywhere. He decided to switch to their more immediate concerns.

      “How big a perimeter are they going to set?”

      There was an extended silence this time. Quinn turned again, heading vaguely north.

      “There won’t be one,” Mingo finally said.

      “Of course, there will,” Quinn said. “You cops love your perimeters.”

      “They weren’t cops.”

      “Cops. Feds. Government assholes. They’re going to set a perimeter.”

      “These guys won’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because they just assassinated a federal agent, and narrowly missed killing another.” He sounded angry, which Quinn felt was a normal reaction. “That can’t be sanctioned.”

      Quinn thought about it. It made sense. Outlaw unit can’t be setting a perimeter. They took a big enough chance with the helicopter and a half-dozen men. They must really want this guy dead. That led to an unpleasant thought. And now Ellie’s in their crosshairs.

      “All right then,” he said, coming to some decisions. “Got to ditch the car. Too likely they’ve marked it. We’re going to hide it and go to ground. They’ll assume we’re running.”

      “Agreed,” Mingo said.

      “Wasn’t asking your fucking permission.” The balls on this guy. He spotted an abandoned house. It wasn’t hard. Whole neighborhood is abandoned houses. But he liked this one because it was especially overgrown with trees and weeds. He rammed the car into the overgrown driveway and slammed on the brakes. “Get out.”

      Ellie popped her door. Mingo looked like he was going to argue till Ellie grabbed his arm and dragged him with her as she exited. There were three trees beside the house, one of them growing a branch in through a second-story window. Quinn wedged the car between two of them, yanked his screwdriver out of the steering column, and scrambled into the backseat to get out. He looked up at the sky and wished it was dark. Not that darkness would probably help, he thought, if the fuckers have infrared or some other high-tech shit. Still, he’d feel better if it was dark. He popped the trunk and grabbed his new MP5 out.

      “Grab some branches,” he said to the others. “Cover the car.” He figured it’d be stripped within a few hours, but best to keep it hidden till then.

      They bent and broke branches, covering the exposed portions of the car as best they could.

      “Good enough,” Quinn said. “Let’s go.”

      “Which way?” Ellie asked.

      “Does it matter?”

      “Are we going after Tato?”

      “No. Even if we found him—which we won’t now—we can’t draw attention to ourselves with another gunfight.”

      “Then I guess it doesn’t matter.”

      He set out in a random direction, ears open for the chopper, eyes open for the man who got away.

      And Tato, he reminded himself. He’d forgotten about Tato for a second back there and nearly got his head blown off. Can’t forget about Tato.

      Somewhere far behind them, he heard the low rumble of a helicopter approaching.
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      Mingo watched Quinn. He was an unimpressive looking guy, white and short, broad shoulders, arrogant chin. Big hands for a smaller man. Until he moved. Then he looked like a predator, steps clean and certain, eyes scanning for prey. Handled his gun like he knew what he was doing, too, though Mingo doubted he’d logged a lot of range time.

      I bet he gets his skill from more practical applications of the weapon. He spared a quick glance at Ellie. And what’s her connection to him? Was he part of the Almost? Like the rest of the world, Mingo had watched the video of her destroying Kirchner’s lair. It had been just her and that doctor woman who died with the long-ass name. Gutierrez-Gustafson. That was it. There had been no one else.

      It made no sense. But until it did, he decided it was better to stick with them than try to leave. He wasn’t sure if he could, anyway. His head wasn’t clearing up. Not that he thought it would.

      Pretty sure concussion protocol involves a lot more sitting quietly in a dark room and a lot less running in and out of abandoned buildings in the worst neighborhood of one of the most crime-ridden cities in the country.

      They saw no one else on the street. Not that they spent a lot of time there. Quinn kept them moving through buildings most of the time, old warehouses and broken-down factories, family homes with smashed windows and doors. There were also wide swaths of land that had been cleared, the promise of future development being a Detroiter’s true drug of choice these days. Quinn avoided those areas. When they had no choice but to move in the open, Quinn set a pace less than a sprint but more than a jog. Mingo thought running would attract more attention than walking, but since their main fear was the chopper, he supposed keeping under a roof was more important. He was also pretty sure that if they did attract the eye of the criminal element in the area, whoever tried to accost them would end up having the worst day of their life. Both Quinn and Ellie had been quick and accurate with their weapons.

      And Tato.

      He’d had him in his sights. And he’d missed.

      Shaking that thought off, he concentrated on keeping up with the panther-like Quinn. He noticed Ellie tended to stay in between him and Quinn.

      Is she protecting him from me or me from him?

      He wasn’t sure she even knew she was doing it. Not that he really knew anything about her. Like most people, he’d seen her interviewed a lot. Watched the famous video. He was beginning to suspect she was very different from the person she appeared to be on TV. What kind of person that was, he didn’t know. But watching her take out a half-dozen professional shooters like she was walking her dog made him reconsider some of the more dire rumors he’d heard about her. Of course, Quinn was the more obviously dangerous one. Clearly a career criminal, possibly a paid assassin, and seemed very good at his job.

      Still, Ellie’s one to watch, too.

      “Here,” Quinn said suddenly. He hustled them inside a two-story brick home with a door that had been boarded up long ago but decayed to the point where even Mingo, the biggest of them, could squeeze right in. Slanting light came through the smashed windows, showing a living room with a rotted rug that might have been green at one point, a moldy TV stand, and a trophy shelf with neither trophies nor shelves left inside it. An open doorway led to an equally destroyed kitchen and a stairway led upstairs.

      “Upstairs,” Quinn said.

      The stairs didn’t look safe, but Quinn hadn’t been asking. And he led the way, which Mingo wasn’t sure whether to interpret as a sign that he trusted his companions or that he was completely disdainful of their ability to hurt him. They creaked upstairs where Quinn had them stand at the top of the stairs while he poked his head into three small rooms. Determining that they were clear, he waved them back downstairs.

      “All right, fed. Let’s talk.”

      This should be fun. “You first.”

      Quinn blinked at him. If he’d been a predator before, he was a cold-blooded one now. “Funny. Who put you on to the warehouse?”

      “Got a tip.”

      “They got a name?”

      “No.” Though Quinn’s expression didn’t change, Mingo could tell he knew he was lying.

      “I don’t know why you’d protect them,” Quinn said. “They set you up.”

      Shit. He’s right. She did set me up. Then he thought about it critically. Well, as critically as he could with his head pounding and his ears still ringing from gunfire. “No, it doesn’t make sense. She fed me a lot of information first. Without her, I’d be nowhere.”

      Quinn seemed to agree. “Makes more sense to let you twist if you don’t know anything. Lot quieter than a helicopter and a kill squad.”

      “Why’d she give you the bad tip then?” Ellie asked.

      Yeah, Mingo? Why did she send you and Simmons to get killed? It made no sense for her to set them up, but she definitely had.

      “God damn it,” he said, as it hit him. There was only one reason for her to work with him for so long and then suddenly set him up. It also explained the blocked number, why she sounded so odd on the phone. Why she’d been missing from work for two days. “She got taken.” He was surprised by how hard that hit him. Get it together, Mingo. She was just a voice on the phone.

      Clearly, he hadn’t kept his emotions off his face, because Ellie said, “I’m so sorry, Mingo.”

      Quinn was more business-like. “Who took her then.”

      Who even knew about her? Were they bugging my phone? That was possible. But the more reasonable explanation was that the only person he’d given her name to had passed the information up the line. “Fettis.”

      “That your girl got taken?” Quinn said.

      Crap. He hadn’t realized he’d spoken out loud. But then he realized it didn’t matter. There’s no one I can turn to. He realized that some part of him had planned to learn as much as he could from these two, then turn it over to his higher ups. It’s what he was trained to do: investigate and report. But Fettis was who he’d report to. I could go to SAC McCullough. It took only a second for him to realize the futility of that. SAC McCullough was the one who brought Fettis in. How far up does this thing go? The fact that whoever was behind this had been able to call in a helicopter and a strike team seemed to indicate it went pretty damn high. If it went high enough, it meant anyone could be in on it. There was no one he could call for help, nowhere to go to tell his story. Except for these two right here.

      “No,” he said. “Fettis is the guy we have to take.”
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      Ellie crouched in the dark house that smelled of old orange peels and rotting wood and listened to Quinn’s plan.

      “So, we’re going to snatch a federal agent?” she asked when he’d laid out the basics. Which is all there seems to be of this plan.

      “He’s no agent,” Quinn said.

      “Oh, he’s definitely an agent,” Mingo said. “He took over our field office. You don’t do that without serious credentials. Juice, too.”

      Ellie looked at Quinn who shrugged. “Doesn’t change the plan,” he said.

      “Maybe it should,” she replied.

      “Feel free.”

      You got me there, she thought. I don’t have any alternatives. She was trying to come up with something. Had been since Mingo had given them a name. But she was buzzy from shedding adrenaline after the shootout and couldn’t hold a thought in her head. She needed rest but didn’t want to sit down on the garbage-strewn floor. Going to have to eventually. She had the feeling they were going to be staying overnight. When this is over, I’m going to sit in the shower for a week.

      She sat down, ignoring the squelching sounds. “So, Mingo, run me through it again.” When you’re stuck, review the materials.

      “Which part?”

      “Fettis and Masterson.” She knew plenty about Tato. She wanted to learn as much as she could about the players she didn’t know.

      “Don’t you want to talk about how the Russian took three to the chest from me, one from my partner, and I don’t know how many from you two and is still walking around?” He glanced over at Quinn, who was looking on blankly. “And didn’t you get hit?”

      “No,” Quinn said flatly.

      Mingo stared pointedly at the bullet holes in Quinn’s clothing, the blood on his face, then shook his head. Turned back to Ellie. “Masterson was my contact at OCDETF.”

      “The DC group that specializes in organized crime,” Ellie said, confirming what he’d told her before.

      “Exactly. She is—was—their Russian guy.”

      He assumes she’s dead. She figured he was probably right.

      “Fettis got called in to investigate my partner’s death,” Mingo went on.

      “That usual? Outside guy getting called in to investigate?”

      “Something high profile like an agent killed? Yeah, nothing strange there.”

      “He get called in by your boss or get assigned by a third party?”

      Mingo shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m not high enough up the food chain for that kind of info.” He looked thoughtful. “SAC McCullough seemed pretty deferential. Gave him his own office for the investigation. Might mean the orders came from up pretty high.”

      She couldn’t argue with that assumption, though she wasn’t ready to accept it as fact yet. “So, Fettis takes over the investigation. Tells you to keep quiet about it, report directly to him.”

      “Yes.”

      “And when Masterson gives you the warehouse, you tell Fettis and he sends you there?”

      “Yes.”

      “But it’s an ambush.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why’d they send you to the warehouse Tato was in?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “And why did they try to kill you?”

      He just shook his head.

      Ellie thought for a minute. “Is Masterson smart?”

      “Seemed like it to me,” Mingo said. “Real smart.”

      “I think I have a piece of it then.” She wasn’t completely sure, but thought if she talked it out, it might come together.

      Quinn focused on her. “Spill it.”

      “They want to get Mingo somewhere isolated. They figure if they give him Tato’s location, he’ll scamper right over there, no question.”

      “But why pick—” Mingo began but Quinn interrupted.

      “Let her finish.”

      “They know about Masterson so they pick her to disseminate the info. Maybe they think he’ll be suspicious if it comes from Fettis.”

      “Maybe they were going to silence her anyway,” Quinn said.

      Ellie nodded. “That makes sense. Kill two birds with one stone.” She regretted the metaphor when she saw Mingo flinch. He liked this Masterson. “So, they grab her. She’s smart. Tough. Probably has to be in the testo-pig environment of law enforcement.” Mingo didn’t offer a counter to her assessment of his field. “She convinces them Mingo is too smart to just go to anyplace. They need to pick a believable spot, somewhere Tato might actually be.”

      Quinn grinned. “But she’d already figured out where he was.”

      “So, she sends them there.”

      “Because Tato being there just might throw a wrench into their plans.”

      “Maybe fuck them up enough that her fed boyfriend can escape.”

      “But why?” Mingo burst in. “Why kill me? I’m a low-level agent in a rotten posting. I’ve got no enemies that can afford a helicopter and an assault squad. I don’t know anything. I…”

      Ellie could see him figure it out. She’d gotten there a little earlier than him but didn’t know what it meant exactly.

      “I know about Tato,” Mingo said.

      “So, those were Tato’s guys trying to kill you?” Quinn said. But he shook his head. “Couldn’t be. He killed them just as hard as we did.”

      “No,” Ellie said. “Not Tato. But someone who knows about Tato.” And if they know about Tato, then they know about the unmutated virus. The one that Quinn has. Which means…

      “They have it,” Quinn said. “They have it, and they’re using it. And they don’t want anyone else to know.”

      “Who?” Ellie asked, then answered her own question. “The government. Or some part of it. You said you didn’t get all the Dahlgren guys. That the government was scooping them up.”

      “Yeah. Looks like they got enough of them to redo the research.”

      “Shit. Think they’ve come to the same conclusions that Kirchner did?”

      Quinn frowned, a rare show of emotion on his normally stone face. “If they haven’t yet, they will soon. And it’ll be worse than Kirchner.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because these guys aren’t a bunch of incompetent country club pricks. These guys are trained.”

      “Who’s trained?” Mingo said. “Who’s Kirchner? Why are they trying to kill me?”

      Ellie sighed. “Grab a seat, Mingo. I’ve got a story tell you.”
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      Quinn wondered if Ellie knew she was signing the fed’s death warrant.

      There’s no way I let him live knowing all this shit.

      She told him pretty much everything about the DMRC and the unmutated virus. She didn’t say outright that Quinn had it, but as soon as the guy recovered from the gunfight and the bump on the head, he’d figure it out.

      “So, they’re trying to wipe out anyone who knows about the live-forever drug,” Mingo said.

      “Yeah,” Quinn said. Which he wouldn’t have cared about if it was just Tato and Mingo they were after. But now they’ll be after Ellie, too. He wondered if the guys watching her had just been waiting for a good time to strike but decided it wasn’t likely. They would’ve taken her at her dad’s cabin. He figured she was probably the only one they weren’t eager to kill, because she was such a public figure. As long as she kept to the script they’d given her, she’d be fine. But he didn’t think they’d hesitate now. Too many bullets under the bridge. She’d been spotted slaughtering their guys in the company of a Russian gangster, a fed they wanted dead, and a murderous person unknown. Yeah, they’ll have a kill order on her now for sure.

      That was all right, Quinn decided. It simplified things.

      Sometimes, he thought, things get so knotted up around you, it’s a waste of time to try to untangle them. Easier to just kill your way clear.

      “Seems we still have a lot of questions,” he said, when Ellie had finished her story. “Tomorrow, we’ll see if this Fettis character has the answers.”

      

      They stayed overnight in the abandoned house. The helicopter soared past a few times, but never landed. There was a lot more traffic than Quinn thought usual for a neighborhood like this; he assumed it was cars patrolling for them. After midnight it quieted down.

      Even if they didn’t set a perimeter, they’re still acting like they had one. And now they assumed their prey was outside of it. I’m still close, fellas. Which is right where I want to be.

      He gave it to the afternoon. They were all hungry and tired, but no one complained. Not even the fed. Quinn had to give him credit for that. Beat up and bruised, but he ain’t moaning about it.

      “All right. Let’s move out.”

      Mingo knew the city, so he led the way. Took them south to a lightly inhabited neighborhood—poor, but regular poor. Not like the neighborhood they’d left behind.

      “I grew up not far from here,” he said.

      Quinn didn’t answer. Didn’t ask, don’t care. Besides, it sounded like he was talking more to himself than anyone else.

      They found a beat up gas station and Quinn bought them sandwiches that looked mostly okay and tee shirts with sport logos on them.

      If there’s a gas station…

      “Stay put. I’m going to get us a ride.”

      It was a smorgasbord; every car was an easily stealable old rust heap. No security systems, no alarms. Half of them already had broken windows covered over with plastic. He tore the plastic off a likely-looking Honda, let himself in, and just like that, he was on the road again.

      Now comes the hard part, he thought as he picked up Ellie and Mingo and headed downtown. They had to surveil the DEA office and pick up Fettis when he left. How do we surveil a building full of feds? He had no idea. We’ll just have to cruise the neighborhood and see what it looks like. That was dangerous, too. But since it wasn’t the actual DEA after them, they wouldn’t be on the lookout for suspicious activity near them. Any more than usual. Which was probably a lot, Quinn thought miserably.

      “Left here,” Mingo said, and Quinn turned onto Cass Ave. “Office is two blocks up on the left, just after the parking garage.”

      Parking garage? Quinn did like a good parking garage.

      The DEA office was a squat rectangle of a building surrounded by cement roadblocks. Two bands of mirrored windows wrapped around the upper floors and a single green door broke up the blank cement of the ground floor. Quinn nixed the garage next door. Too close.

      There was a parking lot across the street, but it offered no cover. Can’t just sit in our car out in the open waiting for this guy to come out.

      On the other side of the DEA building, the road gave access to a secure parking lot but was blocked after that. A small skyscraper loomed next door, and Quinn thought maybe they could get access there. Set up shop in an abandoned office space.

      “What’s that building?”

      “Homeland Security,” Mingo said.

      Hard pass.

      There was nothing more. Quinn swung out in a circle, checking things a block out. Nothing popped for him until he was on Washington Blvd, traveling back past the big parking lot across from the DEA building.

      “There,” he said, pointing at a building about a dozen stories high with a black awning out front. “What’s that?”

      “Hotel Azure,” Mingo said, his face pressed up against the back window.

      “Sounds posh,” Quinn said. “No way we’re getting in there.”

      “I can,” Ellie said, leaning forward at peering past Quinn at the building. “Pull over.”

      “Can’t use your ID,” Quinn said. He was surprised she didn’t realize that. Thought she was smarter than this. “They’ll be looking for it.”

      “Not going to,” she said. “Pull over, Quinn.”

      Reluctantly, he pulled over and Ellie hopped out. Jogged across the street, flipping off some asshole who honked at her. She disappeared into the Hotel Azure.

      “What now?” Mingo said.

      Quinn didn’t have an answer, so he said nothing. Ten minutes passed, Quinn feeling more anxious with every minute. He didn’t like sitting still when there was heat on him. Or at least, not sitting still and exposed. Should’ve stayed in the abandoned house for a week.

      After another two minutes, Quinn was ready to storm the place. He promised himself he’d give Ellie another five minutes before he went in after her. He checked to make sure his guns were loaded.

      “There she is,” Mingo called out.

      And she was, breezy and beautiful, jogging back across the street like she wasn’t a fugitive hunted by a shadowy government organization. Hopping in the front seat, she pointed to a parking lot next to the hotel.

      “Park there and keep the ticket.” Quinn raised an eyebrow question at her, but she just smiled. “They validate.”
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      They pumped some kind of scent into the hotel lobby that made it smell like Mingo imagined the tropics would, all fresh sea breezes and exotic fruits. Everything was clean and polished and their footsteps rang out on the marble floors like they were announcing their presence to royalty. Mingo felt more out of place in his Pistons tee shirt and bloody loafers than he had anywhere else in his life. Apparently, if you paid as much as Ellie must have to stay here, they don’t care what you look like. The fancy woman behind the check-in desk merely smiled at them as they walked by. Must think we’re “eccentric.”

      As he followed Ellie onto the elevator, he noticed that Quinn stayed behind him instead of leading the way.

      He’s going to kill me. Somehow, it wasn’t the most disturbing thing he’d learned in the last twenty-four hours. At least it made sense. That’s what people like Quinn do. What didn’t make sense was government people gunning for him. We’re supposed to be on the same side!

      The elevator pinged and they piled out into the corridor, Ellie in front and Quinn in back. When they were tucked safely into a well-appointed room, she explained that she had a whole different set of IDs and credit cards.

      “What for?” Mingo asked at the same time that Quinn said, “Smart.”

      “My publicist set me up with them when we thought I might need to travel incognito.” She shrugged. “But my fans have been remarkably well-behaved.”

      “Probably cause they know how many people you’ve killed,” Quinn said.

      “They’ll get onto the ID,” Mingo said, meaning the people hunting them.

      “Right away?” Ellie asked. “How would you work it, if you were hunting us.”

      Mingo thought it through. “Area last seen, of course. But we beat that. I’d look for security cams in the area, but there aren’t any in that neighborhood.”

      “Would they check all of them in the city?” Quinn said.

      Mingo shook his head. “It’d take months to dig through that. They’ll run a search of social sites, see if anyone’s spotted you.”

      Quinn frowned. “Guy you flipped off just now might be a problem if he posts about it.”

      “I don’t know,” Ellie said. “There’s not a lot of candid shots out there. I get pretty invisible when I dress like this.”

      Mingo had to agree. She wasn’t exactly unrecognizable after a couple days of fighting and hiding out—the eyepatch was pretty distinctive—but disheveled Ellie was a far cry from made up, hair poofed, fancy-dressed Ellie Apocalypse.

      “Eye patch stands out,” he said.

      “True.” She paused. “Should we move?”

      Mingo noted that she was not asking him.

      “After socials, what would you do?” Quinn said, looking at him.

      “Known addresses. Known associates,” he said. “But we’d be doing it all at once.”

      “Not if your team was small, though,” Ellie said. “And you have to keep things kind of quiet.”

      Mingo didn’t know how quiet they should consider a helicopter and an assault team. But the search afterward had no local police. No traffic stops. Nothing that would have been set up if they’d gone through channels.

      “I agree,” he said. “We can assume the team has to be kind of small.”

      “Even smaller after we killed a bunch of them.” Quinn sounded delighted at the death of a half-dozen men. Mingo still felt sick to his stomach.

      “They will run financials though.” He thought about it. “But if they don’t have a forensic accountant on the team, it’ll take a bunch of time and finesse to get someone to do the work.”

      Quinn snorted. “They don’t have a forensic accountant.”

      “How do you know?”

      “No one wants to live forever with a forensic fucking accountant.”

      Mingo couldn’t really argue. “Okay then. We should be safe here for a while. What now?”

      “Stay put,” Quinn said. “I’ll be back in a little bit.”

      He didn’t say where he was going and no one asked. When he was out the door, Mingo said, “You didn’t want to ask where he was going?”

      Ellie looked up at him, her face unreadable. “Asking Quinn questions is a pretty futile endeavor. If he wants you to know something, he’ll tell you.”

      “He doesn’t want me to know anything.”

      She sat down on the queen bed by the window. Gazed outside. “You’re not wrong.”

      “He’s going to try to kill me, you know.”

      She nodded, but kept looking out the window.

      “You don’t want to tell me not to worry?” he said. “That his bark is worse than his bite?”

      She gave a mirthless chuckle. Turned to look up at him. “Would you believe me?”

      “No. I think that man might be the devil.”

      “No,” she said, her face looking haunted for a moment. “I met the devil. His name was Kirchner. And Quinn killed him.”

      So he was there! That’s how they fit together. If Quinn killed Kirchner, then he was with Ellie when she took him down. It all kind of made sense. The redacted parts of the video, the pieces of her story that didn’t really match up. There’s a Quinn-sized hole in her narrative.

      He sat down on the other bed, opposite Ellie, who returned to staring out the window.

      Options, he thought, trying to force his mind into a more professional frame. What are my options? And how does this new information affect them?

      Leave. Walk out the door and run for it.  That was certainly the option that held the most appeal. But upon examination, it might be the worst. First of all, Quinn might be waiting outside to gun me down if I rabbit. And even if he’s not, how am I going to take down these mutant assholes by myself? Quinn, at least, seemed to have a plan. But Mingo also knew that part of the plan would be killing him. But not till after.

      Okay, option two: leave but take Ellie Apocalypse with me.

      Again, that option had some appeal. He was out from under Quinn’s reptilian eye, but not completely alone. But he now suspected Ellie’s connection to Quinn was too strong for him to break. AM I going to try to take her by force? And if she resists am I going to shoot the woman who saved the world? It felt like a bad thing to do. He didn’t feel the same way about Quinn, despite now knowing he helped save the world, too.

      Option three: ambush Quinn when he returns.

      He really liked that one, but it had the same problems as one and two. As in, he’d be on his own facing off against Fettis and whoever was running him, and if he had doubts about Ellie leaving with him, he was damn sure she wouldn’t help him kill Quinn.

      So, I’d have to subdue her. Probably cuff her to the bed. Towel in the mouth to keep her quiet. And then try to get the jump on the world’s most dangerous man who is probably expecting me to do something exactly like that. And who, apparently, can’t be killed without shooting him in the head.

      Ugh. There was no way.

      Which leaves me with option four: sit here and wait. It sucked. But it gave him the best chance at staying alive—at least in the short run. And I’ll spend the time trying to figure out how to keep Quinn from killing me.

      Because right now, he couldn’t see any way he came out of this without a bullet in the head.
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      Ellie watched Mingo curiously as he sat there thinking. She remembered how long it took her to adjust when shit got crazy at the DMRC.

      “You get used to it,” she said after a time.

      He looked up. Seemed surprised she’d spoken. “Do you?”

      That made her laugh for some reason. “No. I guess you don’t. But it gets easier to deal with.”

      “Immortal killers. Secret government assassins.” He shook his head. “I feel like I’m going crazy.”

      Ellie remembered being covered in blood in the DMRC and listening to a woman screaming. Then realizing it was her. “I did go crazy for a bit.”

      “You seem fine now.”

      She snorted. “My therapist would disagree.”

      He smiled at that. “You know, I always wanted to meet you.”

      “Well, what do you know, dreams do come true.” That came out harsher than she’d meant it to, but he didn’t seem to notice. He even chuckled a bit.

      “Yeah, sure. But I wanted to thank you. I’m supposed to be trained for this kind of thing, and I feel like I’ve fallen apart a bit. You saved the world all on your own, with no training.” He stopped, and she could see him putting it together. Concussion finally wearing off? “But you weren’t really on your own, were you?”

      “No.”

      That gave him pause. But not too much. “Having met your accomplice,” he said wryly, “I’m even more impressed that you lived.”

      “He saved my life. At least twice. Once when it was me trying to end it.” He also tried to kill me. But she didn’t say that part out loud. He doesn’t need to know that.

      Mingo fell silent again, maybe considering what would make a stone killer save a person’s life. Can’t say I haven’t thought about it a lot myself. The only answer she’d ever come up with was that Quinn did what he did for reasons only he would understand. And that if she ever came to understand those reasons, it probably meant she’d become a very bad person.

      “I don’t think it’s fair what some people say about you,” Mingo said eventually. “You know…”

      “The security guards,” she said flatly.

      “Yeah.”

      “I killed them. They got in my way and I killed them. Without hesitation.” She didn’t know why she was admitting this to a guy she’d basically just met. Maybe being in a firefight together has something to do with it. “I wouldn’t have believed I was capable of something like that. But I am. And…” She turned back to the window. Watched the traffic far below move slowly past. “And I don’t know what to do with that information.”

      He didn’t say anything for a while. When he spoke, she could tell that he’d stood and stepped closer.

      “I killed a man in the line of duty. Had to. He attacked me and I put three in his chest, just like I was trained to. Like you said: without hesitation.”

      “Did it bother you?”

      “Not then. But the more time passed, the more it wore on me.” She heard him take a step closer and then he was standing by the bed, staring out the window with her. “I’m not a religious man, but I’ve come to believe that killing is a sin. And no matter the reason, it leaves a stain on your soul.”

      That’s a good description, she thought. I’ve got a stain on my soul.

      “It’s worse than that, though,” she said, still unsure why she was opening up, but unable to stop. “Because no matter how bad I feel about it, I know that I’d do it again.”

      “Without hesitation.”

      “Yeah. And I didn’t.” She sighed, allowing her mind to drift back to the shooting at the warehouse. “Didn’t even occur to me to hesitate. Quinn went out that door and I was right behind him.”

      “Something I still don’t understand.” Mingo paused, looked like he was gathering his thoughts. “If you guys were there to kill Tato, how come he was fighting with you?”

      “Enemy of my enemy and all that, I guess. Didn’t last long, though.”

      “Yeah, I saw that.”

      He looked like he had more to say, but Quinn chose that moment to come back in. He carried one bag from a big-box store and two smaller bags from a fast-food joint.

      “Dig in,” he said, tossing the food bags on the bed next to Ellie. He pulled a giant pair of binoculars out of the other bag.

      “Oh, thank God,” Ellie said, tearing into one of the bags. Cheeseburger, fries. “You’re a lifesaver, Quinn.”

      He chuckled. “Don’t let that get around.” He motioned Mingo over to the window. Handed him the binoculars. “You’ve got good sightlines here.” Ellie had noticed that when she’d looked out the window. They could see the whole front of the DEA building and most of the side parking lot, including the exit. “When your man comes out, have Ellie call me on the burner.”

      “Where are you going to be?” Mingo said, taking the binoculars and hanging them around his neck.

      “In the car in the hotel parking lot. When I get the call, I’ll go pick him up. Come back here for you two and we’ll take him someplace quiet to talk.”

      Ellie didn’t like the sound of Quinn’s ‘take him someplace quiet to talk.’ But she had no alternative ideas. Ask him nicely which of his friends are trying to kill us? Besides, Quinn didn’t sound like he was open to suggestions. He’s got a plan. We might as well go with it.

      He looked at her for confirmation and she nodded.

      “Good,” he said and went back out the door. He’d been in the room for maybe thirty seconds.

      Mingo stared at the closed door for a long time.

      “Better get to the window,” Ellie finally said.

      He shook himself free of whatever thoughts were haunting him. “Yeah. I guess so.”

      He took up station at the window, peering out and down toward where he used to work. Ellie stood next to him, phone in hand, waiting for the signal to call Quinn.
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      Quinn sat in the stolen car, engine running. Need this to happen fast. They had just the one lead and probably only one shot at it. Ellie’s cover wasn’t going to last more than a day or so, and then it was going to be tough to keep her hidden. There were guys Quinn could talk to, get some fake papers, get out of the country. That was fine for him, but Ellie was a worldwide phenomenon. There was no hiding her for long.

      We’ve been lucky so far. It was hard to admit that, seeing as though they’d been shot at, missed killing Tato, and were now being hunted by a group they knew almost nothing about.I just hope our luck holds out a little bit longer.

      In Quinn’s experience, that wasn’t how luck worked. But there was always a first time.

      His phone rang and he grabbed it up. “He coming?”

      “No,” Ellie said. “Just checking you’re in position.”

      “Yeah. Should be able to see me.”

      “Okay…yeah, I’ve got you.”

      “Good. That it?”

      “I…um…”

      “Spit it out, Ellie.”

      “I’m worried about this, Quinn. You’re going to grab a federal officer off the street in broad daylight?”

      He started to shrug, then stopped. She wouldn’t be able to see the gesture from above. “It’ll be night soon. Probably do it in the dark.”

      “That’s not the most worrying part of this plan.” She sounded exasperated with him. But she usually sounds that way. He was never really sure why.

      He didn’t want to tell her that the most worrying part of the plan came after he got a name from this Fettis guy.

      “Oh, Mingo says he’s coming out. Big guy. Short blonde hair.” Quinn slipped the car into gear and pulled away from the curb. “Wait a sec. He’s getting into a black Mercedes.” Germans make a solid car. Fast, too. Can’t compete on the open road. “Heading north on Cass Ave.”

      Quinn stomped on the gas. He had a little catching up to do. A U-turn and a left and he hit Cass. Turning right, he spotted a black Merc getting onto Michigan Ave. He hustled to make the light right behind the big car, then drifted back into traffic. There were too many eyes around to take him here. He’d have to wait for a better spot.

      Got to be careful following, though. He’s a pro, too. But Fettis didn’t seem too worried about being followed. He’s got to think we’re in the wind. Only a crazy person would stick around this town after that firefight.

      He figured at least he and Ellie qualified as nuts. He wasn’t sure about Mingo.

      Fettis got on the highway.

      “Shit,” Quinn said aloud. He’d hoped Fettis would stay off the highway. “If he’s got a lead foot…” Quinn wasn’t sure how fast his stolen Honda could go. They were already at sixty and it was starting to rattle pretty good. Quinn gripped the steering wheel hard, like he could hold the car together with just his hands.

      At seventy, it felt like the car was going to shake apart beneath him. Luckily, Fettis seemed happy at that speed. He settled into the center lane and Quinn bounced and shook a few cars behind him.

      If I get my ass rattled on this road for more than fifteen minutes, I might actually enjoy torturing this fucker.

      Quinn didn’t normally enjoy torturing people. He didn’t mind it—and he was good at it—but it wasn’t like it was fun. Killing people wasn’t fun, either, but it was occasionally interesting.

      Come to think of it, I don’t remember the last time I had fun. It was a worrying thought, especially since he expected to live a long, long time. When I get out from under this latest threat, I’ve got to get a hobby. He had no idea what, though. What do guys my age do? Golf? The thought of hanging out with the rich douchebags a golf course attracted made him want to puke in his mouth. Get a muscle car? That had some appeal. I’ve never had a nice car. Of course, as soon as he had a real car, he’d need a title and insurance. And shit like that put you in the system. Made you findable. A muscle car always seemed to come with a toupee and a young girlfriend, too, a couple of things he sure didn’t need. He couldn’t immediately think of anything else. Maybe I’ll collect fucking stamps, I don’t know. None of it sounded appealing.

      Fettis signaled an exit and Quinn forced himself to concentrate on the here and now, not some hobby he’d never take up. Down the ramp and into suburbia they went.

      Something felt off.

      Mingo said they brought in this guy from out of town. So why’s he heading into the suburbs. It didn’t look like the kind of neighborhood that had hotels. So where is he staying? A friend’s house? But feds didn’t get flown into town and then sleep on a buddy’s sofa. Where do they stay?

      That was when he realized he was looking at things the wrong way. This guy Fettis wasn’t a fed. Well, he was, but he was also something else. And the something else was why he was staying out here instead of in a downtown hotel near his work.

      So, what is he? Quinn had the answer almost immediately. He’s a spy. A mole. A double agent of some kind. Quinn didn’t know who Fettis worked for, but he knew that whoever it was, he was the one making the decisions. All the way down to where he sleeps, I guess. And where does a spy sleep? Again, the answer came quickly. In a safe house.

      “Shit.”

      Quinn had planned on taking Fettis at his house. There might be security, but it would be light and automated and made for one person to access and administer. There were a number of fundamental flaws in that kind of one-man operation and Quinn knew how to exploit every one of them.

      But a safe house was the opposite. There would be pass codes and guards and security systems and other high tech shit he probably hadn’t even heard of that would make his job hard. Sure, he could wait for a better opportunity. Scout the area around the safe house. Maybe catch Fettis on his way to work in the morning. But scouting around a safe house was as unappealing as surveilling the DEA office had been until they found the Hotel Azure.

      Won’t be a place like that around here. Besides, every second he delayed was another second closer to them getting onto Ellie’s fake ID. What if he has the day off tomorrow and stays in the safe house? Lots of people work from home now. If there was a way to do his job at home, Quinn knew he’d do that in an instant. Worst part of his job was having to go out and talk to people. Staying at home would be a dream. Hard to get the targets to come to me, though. Maybe when I retire, I can get a stay-at-home hobby.

      He shook himself free of the useless thoughts that were distracting him from what he knew he needed to do. And when he needed to do it.

      Guess there’s no time like the present.

      There was a stop sign at the top of the ramp. Fettis slowed and signaled. Quinn kept on the gas and plowed right into him.

      The big Merc slid forward a few feet, the back end a bit crumpled. The front end of the Honda was destroyed. Driver’s door still worked, though. That was all that mattered to Quinn. He jumped from his car and ran forward.

      “Aw, geez!” he shouted in his best Minnesota accent. “You okay in there?” He thought it was the least frightening accent a person could have. No one expects someone of being a killer when they lead with “aw, geez.”

      He came up to the window, left hand forward in a placating manner. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you there.”

      Fettis was disentangling his face from the airbag. His hand was inside his coat, probably reaching for his piece. But when Quinn came up, obviously upset—and speaking that Minnesotan, dontcha know! —his hand came out empty.

      Quinn pulled open the door, still spouting apologies. Fettis started to stand, saying “I think I’m all right,” and Quinn cracked him in the forehead with the butt of the gun he held in his right hand, sitting him right back down.

      Quick, before the man could recover, Quinn reached in and grabbed the gun from the government-issued shoulder harness he wore. Tossed it behind him and shoved the man toward the passenger seat. He was big and resisting so Quinn shoved his own pistol into the man’s ear.

      “Get in that seat or it’s one in the brain and we’re done here.”

      That concentrated his mind, and he managed to lever his bulk past the steering wheel and over the cupholders into the other seat. He used the opportunity to try to pull his holdout piece from an ankle holster strapped to his left leg, but Quinn was ready for that. Cracked him in the head again and relieved him of that gun, too.

      “Ow, shit,” Fettis growled.

      “Shut up,” Quinn said and slid into the driver’s seat. “Turn over.”

      “What?”

      “Push the seat all the back. Lay face down on it.” Fettis didn’t move immediately, so he said, “Or I can kill you now. I honestly don’t give a fuck.”

      Fettis must’ve seen the truth of that in his face and did what he was told quick.

      “Hands behind your back,” Quinn said. “And if you move, I shoot you in the spine.”

      “I don’t know who you are,” Fettis said, “but kidnapping a federal officer is a bad idea. Let’s figure this out before you get yourself in even more trouble.”

      Guy’s got balls. Sounds almost calm. That was good and bad. It made him a more dangerous captive, but at least he hadn’t pissed all over Quinn’s new ride. Quinn grabbed a roll of duct tape from his jacket pocket and wrapped Fettis’s wrists up in it. He didn’t know if it would hold a guy this big for long, but between the tape and the position, he figured he had him pretty well handled.

      Quinn restarted the car, then gave Fettis one last tap on the head. Softer this time, since it was the back of the head and he’d already hit the man twice. If he was too concussed to speak, then this would be a giant waste of time.

      “Don’t make me tell you to shut up again.”

      Then he slipped the car into gear and roared left, charging under the highway and then turning again, heading back the way they’d come.
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      Mingo couldn’t believe he was still here. But try as he might, he couldn’t think of any other place that would be any better.

      Masterson’s dead and it’s my fault.

      He knew it wasn’t actually his fault, but that didn’t stop the guilt.

      Think about something else. Anything else.

      Ellie Apocalypse. I’m sitting in a hotel room with Ellie Apocalypse.

      That was a weird enough thought to pause the self-recrimination. She was disarmingly honest with him. She was also smart and beautiful and damaged in just the kind of way that made him feel like he had when he was a kid and pretended to be a cop so he could rescue people. He wanted to protect her, even though he had to admit, she was unlikely to need or accept it.

      It’s me Quinn’s going to kill when this thing is over. Besides, I get people killed. Masterson. Simmons. Elkins.

      Concentrate on Ellie!

      Knowing what he knew now, he could see that she was very different from how she appeared on TV. More fragile. But maybe stronger, too. The Ellie on TV was someone tough enough to save the world, but compassionate enough to feel bad about how she did it. The Ellie sitting next to him was a person who’d fallen into Hell and hit every demon on the way down. And then climbed over a mountain of bodies to get back out.

      And brought one of the demons with her.

      TV Ellie was also poised and powerful, a princess, a queen, an empress who made a throne of every interview chair she sat in. But here, she’d taken her patch off so it wouldn’t mark her when they left and the scarred skin around the sagging socket gave the lie to the brightness in the other. She winced when she stood, and after a day of fighting and sleeping rough, she moved like a woman twice her age.

      She’s been wounded inside and out.

      He wanted to get her an icepack, but knew there wasn’t one big enough to numb both body and mind. He wanted to put an arm around her and tell her everything would be alright. But they both knew it wouldn’t. He also thought she might think he was hitting on her and punch him. Maybe even shoot him.

      I think I’ve been shot enough for the week.

      He realized he’d been sitting silently for a while now, and he hoped she thought it was a companionable silence. Then the burner rang.

      “Yeah?” she said. Then, “Okay.” She hung up and turned to Mingo. “He’s outside.”

      Mingo sprung up. “Then let’s go.”

      Hallway. Elevator. Lobby. On the street outside, a beat-up black Mercedes sat idling at the curb, Quinn behind the wheel. As they hustled over to it, Mingo saw Fettis lying face down in the passenger seat, bleeding into the leather. His hands were behind his back, secured with duct tape.

      “Is he dead?” He felt stupid as soon as he asked. Why restrain a corpse?

      “Get in back,” Quinn said.

      That’s not an answer, Mingo thought, but did as instructed, getting in behind Quinn. Ellie squeezed under the steeply reclined passenger seat and looked critically at Fettis.

      “This the guy?”

      “Yeah,” Mingo said. “That’s him.”

      Fettis’s head snapped up and he locked eyes with Mingo. “Special Agent,” he said, eyes wide in his blood-spattered face. “You’ve got to help me.”

      Ellie got her door shut and Quinn pulled away from the curb.

      “Like you helped me?” Mingo said.

      “What are you talking about? Are you with these people? I have no idea—”

      There was an audible crack as Quinn’s pistol came down on the bridge of Fettis’s nose. “Shut the fuck up,” he said.

      Mingo froze. Everything in his training told him to pull his piece and apprehend the murderous criminal driving the car. What if I’m wrong about Fettis? He sure sounded scared. Of course, he’d be scared whether he was guilty or not. But he’d sounded authentically confused about why this was happening. It had seemed so clear a few hours ago, the straight line from Fettis to Masterson to the ambush at the warehouse. A few hours ago, when I was still shook up from a massive shootout and pretty seriously concussed? If I’m wrong…

      It barely bore thinking about. He could forget about his career. He was definitely going to jail. And deservedly so.

      “Maybe we should—” he began, but Quinn cut him off.

      “You shut up too, fed.”

      Oh yeah, he thought. I’m unlikely to live to see jail. He cursed himself for not leaving when he had the chance. He still wasn’t sure if it would’ve been better than this. But it couldn’t have been worse, could it?

      But there was no going back. And there was no getting around the fact that wrong or right, he was in it now, and the only way out was through.

      “I was going to say,” he went on, ignoring Quinn, “that this car is almost certainly tracked.”

      “Yeah,” Quinn agreed. “Thought it might be. See any good candidates in the lot there?” He pointed at the parking lot across the street.

      Mingo followed Quinn’s finger. He knew older cars were easier to hotwire. Saw a couple junkers in the lot. “There’s one or two.”

      Quinn pulled the car back over. “Be right back.” He got out but leaned back in. “And shoot him if he moves.”

      But despite that warning, as soon as Quinn was gone, Fettis raised his face from the leather. “You’ve got to help me, Mingo.”

      Ellie’s gun was out now and pointing at Fettis. “Back down, asshole,” she shouted.

      He stared at her for a second, then dismissed her. Raised himself up. He looked a little woozy. Mingo guessed Quinn had hit him in the head more than the one time. “I’m going out the door before he gets back. Either cover me or give me your piece.” He squirmed awkwardly to get his hands on the door handle.

      Ellie grabbed his hair to try to yank him back into place. But he was strong, and even scrunched awkwardly into the front seat, he managed to shed the duct tape from his wrists and reach a hand forward toward her gun. She blocked him with her other arm, so he grabbed that one, instead. They struggled now, and he got his other arm into play, trying for the gun again. She wisely held it out of reach.

      It’d be even wiser to shoot him, he thought.

      She lost her hold on his hair and Mingo saw that if he managed to slither over the seat, he’d overpower her. But she saw it too, and levered the seat up with her knees, trapping him momentarily.

      She risked a glance at him. “A little help?”

      “Special Agent!” Fettis shouted. “Shoot this woman!”

      With what? He thought, but then saw that he had his gun in his hand. He didn’t recall drawing it. Damn concussion.

      “Mingo!” Ellie yelled, clearly trying for volume to break him out of his inaction.

      He thought about shooting Ellie as Fettis instructed. Didn’t like it. Thought about shooting Fettis for Ellie. Didn’t like that, either. Instead, he froze like a raccoon in the headlights of an oncoming car. Then he realized that there was an oncoming car and its lights shone into the Mercedes, silhouetting the still wrestling Ellie and Fettis.

      Then the passenger door flew open and Quinn was there, dragging Fettis out of the car by his belt. Fettis tried to fight him, but he was a far better opponent than Ellie and had the advantage of being on his feet and not squished into the backseat of a car. He beat the big man savagely with the butt of his pistol until he was unconscious on the pavement and in danger of drowning in a puddle of his own blood.

      “Mingo,” Ellie said quietly. He looked over at her. Saw that her gun was now pointing at him. His was aimed toward the floor. “Quinn’s going to want that gun off of you.”

      “I’m sure you’re right.” He gauged his chance of getting his gun up and shooting her before she pulled the trigger. They were pretty damn low. Except…

      “You couldn’t shoot Fettis.” He raised his gun a micrometer.

      She sighed, and he could hear in it a weariness born of brutal experience. “We need him.”

      “Well, shit.” Have I misread things so completely? Is it going to be Ellie who kills me? Not Quinn? It seemed a stupid distinction, but also important. “You said you’d keep him from killing me. This what you meant? That you would kill me instead?”

      She shook her head. “No. I still think I can keep you alive. But not if you step out of this car with a gun in your hand.”

      He hesitated only a second more, then flipped his gun over. Handed it to her butt first, his finger off the trigger.

      Meanwhile, Quinn had dragged Fettis over to the car whose lights shone into the Mercedes and dumped him into the back seat.

      “Ellie,” he said, as she and Mingo emerged from the Mercedes. “You drive. You,” he said to Mingo in a much different tone. “Front seat.” He crawled into the back seat. Shoved Fettis till he was more slumped over than supine.

      For an instant, Mingo thought that the killer hadn’t noticed him freeze in the car. Hadn’t seen him deciding whether he should shoot Ellie or his boss. That he’d given up his gun for nothing. But then Quinn said one last thing.

      “And if I see a gun in your hand again, I’ll shoot your dick off.”

      I guess he saw.
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      Ellie drove. Quinn told Mingo to find a spot.

      “Take us someplace quiet,” he said. “Someplace like the warehouse, but not anywhere near there.” He looked like he thought of something. “Oh, but stop at a gas station first.”

      She drove by two gas stations that Quinn said were too close to where they’d jacked the car, then stopped at the third they saw. He pulled a wad of twenties out of his pocket. Peeled off two and handed them up to Ellie. “I need a bag of ice. And a couple of beers.” He smiled at her. “Get one for yourself, too.”

      I wonder if that’s his “disarming” smile, she thought, because it is not working. “I guess I wouldn’t say no.”

      “Pick up a whole sixer then. Mingo will have one.” He patted the unconscious Fettis on the shoulder. “Might give him one, too.”

      A few minutes later and they were on the road again, beers in hand like a bunch of teenagers on a joyride.

      With a kidnapped DEA agent in the car, I suppose I shouldn’t worry about open containers.

      They drove into the wilds of Detroit. Ellie had lived in the Twin Cities most of her life. She hadn’t seen anything like the wholesale destruction and abandonment of the places they drove through. Block after block of overgrown lots and falling down houses. Shuttered businesses and random piles of dirt. And then, out of nowhere, a house with the lights on. People on the porch, drinking beer and listening to music. Then back to desolation. She noted no pattern to what still stood and what had fallen down; no reason some houses were occupied and others empty. It was maybe that more than the general barrenness that shook her. She had no idea what to expect from one moment to the next. And since a lot of her recent moments involved a significant amount of violence, it was no wonder she was feeling unsettled. Even Quinn looked askance at their surroundings every now and then.

      Even growing up poor in Boston, I wonder if he’s seen anything like this?

      At one point, a car with a broken headlight began following them, but Quinn pointed his gun at them from the back seat and they veered off. The streets were eerily quiet.

      “This is good,” Quinn said, pointing to an abandoned gas station. They’d left the small, overgrown homes behind and crossed into a more industrial though no better inhabited area. “Pull around back.”

      Ellie went past the old pumps and around the building, parking next to the remains of an automated car wash attached to the low building. The entrance looked like a cavern.

      “They should hang a ‘free hugs’ sign over that door,” Quinn said. “Drum up some business.”

      No one laughed. Tough crowd. But the fact was, a joking Quinn was somehow even more unsettling than his usual dour, murderous self.

      Quinn pulled Fettis from the car. He was able to walk a little, and Quinn half pushed him from behind and half kept him from falling, heading toward the gas station. Ellie reached for the car keys to turn the vehicle off, then remembered there weren’t any, just an open steering column with a bunch of stripped wires hanging from it.

      I guess if we run out of gas, Quinn will just steal a new one.

      “Grab the ice,” Quinn said to Mingo, who’d been quiet since she’d pulled her gun on him.

      I hope he’s not planning anything. She wasn’t sure she could shoot him. Does it matter? Despite what she’d told him, She still had no idea how she was going to keep Quinn from killing him.

      It was eerily quiet as she followed Quinn inside. She didn’t see any other cars on the road. The gas station had long ago been stripped of anything of value and smelled strongly of mildew. But there was a metal stool behind the counter and Quinn balanced Fettis on it. He looked to be coming out of his stupor a bit, but Ellie didn’t think he’d try anything with Quinn here.

      And if he does, I’ll be ready this time.

      She wasn’t sure that was true. She’d gotten good at killing—much to her dismay, she had to admit—but controlling a prisoner? Apparently, I need some work on that. That thought did nothing to improve her feelings about herself. Who thinks “I need to work on controlling prisoners?” She was also not particularly happy that she knew exactly who to ask. Quinn hasn’t had a lick of trouble from the guy. But leave him in my care for a second, and all of a sudden there’s chaos and mutiny.

      Then she remembered what Fettis had shouted in the car.

      “Shoot this woman!”

      She was determined to remember that if the situation came up again. He hadn’t had any moral qualms about killing me.

      Quinn pulled a roll of duct tape out of his jacket pocket and began taping Fettis’s wrists together behind his back again.

      “You have duct tape on you?” Ellie said.

      He looked at her as though that was the craziest question he’d ever heard. “Don’t you?”

      “No, Quinn, I don’t. Normal people don’t carry a roll of duct tape on them wherever they go. What else do you have?”

      “A screwdriver,” he said, wrapping the tape around and around, “For cars. Like you’ve seen. Cash. Pliers. Wire stripper. Ammo. Lighter. Bump keys. Fistload. A knife. You know, the usual.” He took a step back and looked at his handiwork. Nodded to himself, then looked back at Ellie. “You don’t have any of that in your purse?”

      She realized she had more of that than she would have thought. Lighter. Ammo. A knife. She hadn’t had any of it before her night at the DMRC. I m a very different person than I used to be.

      Her therapist had talked about this. And about taking her back to that person she used to be. Problem was, she wasn’t sure she wanted to go back to that. She wasn’t sure she liked this new person she’d become, but new Ellie was certainly better equipped than old Ellie to handle the things that life kept throwing at her.

      “Now what?” she said.

      “Now you and Mingo go wait in the car.”

      She wanted to argue. Tell him that she was pretty sick of being ordered around by him. That they’d been through some shit together, in case he forgot, and she was more than capable of handling herself.

      But he’d sounded almost kindly when he said it. Like it was a favor to her that she not be here for what came next. No, that’s not quite it. He doesn’t want me to see what he’s about to do. And she realized suddenly that he cared what she thought about him. That was such a startling thought that she just nodded her head meekly and headed for the door. She grabbed Mingo’s arm on the way by to take him outside with her but he stood firm.

      “I think we should—”

      She spoke before Quinn had a chance to. “No,” was all she said.

      Mingo looked at her, then at Quinn, whose eyes were still locked on her. She wasn’t sure he remembered Mingo was there. She also thought that was for the best.

      She gave the special agent’s arm a more forceful pull and he let her lead him toward the door. She pushed him out ahead of her.

      “Oh, hey,” Quinn said, before she followed Mingo outside. “Got any hair ties?”

      Ellie cocked her head. “Um…yes?”

      “Give me a couple, will you?”

      “Okay. Scrunchies?”

      “No. Regular ones if you got some.”

      “I think so.” She dug deep in her purse and found some old school hair ties she used when she was working out hard and more concerned with effectiveness over cuteness, a red one and a pink one. “Here.”

      Quinn took them and slipped them in his pocket. “All right.” He looked at the door significantly.

      “I’m going.”

      She couldn’t imagine what the hair ties were for. She didn’t ask, either.

      Outside, the quiet was suddenly less oppressive after the closeness of the gas station, the air somehow fresher though it stank of gasoline. Inside had been stuffy, not with people, Ellie thought, but with what was to come.

      She led Mingo to the still running car.

      “What now?” he asked, though she was sure he knew.

      “We wait.”
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      Quinn looked at Fettis. Watched him silently as he came around. Saw the kind of shit he was in.

      “You look like the kind of guy,” Quinn finally said, “has some training in this kind of thing.” Fettis didn’t answer. Quinn didn’t expect him to. “They probably told you that what’s coming next doesn’t get you good info.” Quinn pulled out his knife. Didn’t show it to him, but he could tell the guy knew it was there. Walked behind the stool. “And the way you do it, they might even be right.” He placed the edge of his knife against the man’s index finger on his right hand. Pressed down a little so he could feel it. “You see, you overcomplicate things.”

      He sawed the finger off. He had to hold it still with his other hand, pulling back against the man’s strong grip. Had to pull so hard when he got to the bone that he broke it. There was a lot of blood and screaming, too, which didn’t help.

      “That’s a gusher,” Quinn said. He wiped his hands on the man’s jacket and got a hair tie out of his pocket. Wound it a bunch of times around the stump till it was as tight as it would go. “It’s still bleeding, but you won’t die from it,” he reassured the man.

      “What do you want to know, you slimy fucker?” Fettis said.

      “Slimy fucker. I like that one.” Quinn came back around front. “No, I’m not going to ask you anything yet. You’d still lie to me.” He wiped the knife on Fettis’s jacket, making a new streak of blood next to his handprints. “So, here’s what’s going to happen.” He closed the knife. Put it in his pocket. Can’t unzip another man’s pants with one hand. He’d tried before and it just couldn’t be done. “I’m going to cut your dick off, and then we’ll talk.”

      “What the fuck?” Fettis began.

      Quinn shut himself off to the rest of what he said as he unzipped him and got his knife back out. It was all bullshit anyway. He knew from experience that people still lied at this point, thinking he was bluffing.

      I hope he knows that this is my least favorite part.

      The cock came off much easier than the finger had. Quinn applied the other hair tie, then stepped back and looked Fettis in the eye. He’d stopped talking, his face bone white, his breathing ragged.

      Hope he doesn’t go into shock. He didn’t think he would though. He looked tough.

      “We’re almost there,” Quinn said, not unkindly. He still had the dick in his hand. He put his knife down on the counter and picked up the finger. Showed them both to Fettis before opening the bag of ice and dropping them inside. “The ice does two things. Keeps your cock and finger fresh, so if you talk quick, a good doctor can probably sew them back on. Might not work that great, but you’ll be whole.”

      He let that sink again. Watched for any fight left in Fettis’s eyes. He thought he saw a tiny spark, so he hit him with the rest.

      “The other thing the ice does is get them nice and hard, so if you lie to me, I can shove them up your ass.”

      Quinn still remembered when he’d come up with this technique. Even Mick the Jew had looked at him as if he wasn’t quite right in the head.

      “You gotta add that last bit?” the old man had asked.

      Quinn shrugged. “For some reason, that’s the thing that breaks them.”

      “Go figure.” Mick shuddered. “Also, you ever consider seeing a shrink?”

      Quinn chuckled. That Mick, always the joker.

      Fettis groaned. And began talking.

      When he was finished, Quinn shot him in the forehead.

      Tortured men start with lies and end with the truth. Quinn started with the truth and ended with a lie.

      He always appreciated the symmetry of that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34

          

        

      

    

    
      When Quinn got back in the car, Mingo asked him a one-word question. “Fettis?”

      Quinn looked at him like he was an idiot. “Dead.”

      Maybe I am an idiot. What did I think was going to happen to the man after I gave his name to this psycho?

      “Drive,” Quinn said.

      “Where?” Ellie said.

      “Don’t know yet.”

      She didn’t argue. Mingo didn’t think anyone wanted to stick around. A man’s been tortured and killed here. Not a place to hang out and have a picnic.

      “I got some names,” Quinn said. “Let me know if any of them pop for you.”

      “Shoot,” Ellie said, then grimaced.

      Probably regretting her choice of words.

      “Clint Mitchell.”

      Mingo shook his head. Ellie said nothing.

      “Yeah, that one sounded like bullshit. We got a little to sift through. But there’s going to be some truth in there.”

      “We should check it online later, anyway,” Ellie said.

      “Smart. Probably nothing though. How about Fontaine?”

      “Nope.”

      “Seeley?”

      “Hmmm,” Ellie said. “I think he’s a politician of some kind.”

      Yeah, he is. Mingo had heard of Senator Seeley. But he wasn’t sure how he fit into things until he heard what Quinn said next.

      “He also went on about ‘company men.’ Any idea what that meant?”

      Then the pieces fell into place. Oh, we are so fucked. But before he could say anything, he was distracted by the next name Quinn said.

      “Masterson.”

      “Masterson?” Mingo blurted out.

      “Yeah, you know him?”

      “Her.”

      “Oh. Fettis seemed to think that name would buy him something.”

      “Probably not. She’s dead.”

      “That’s not what he said.”

      “What?”

      “Said they’ve got him—her—in a DC safe house.”

      It makes no sense. And then it did. They knew she was working with Mingo to find Tato. They needed to find Tato, too. Made sense they would scoop her up. But they needed to set him up, too. So, they get two locations from her, one where she thinks Tato is, and the other, a good place for an ambush that was also believable as a Tato hideout. Only she switched the locations and sent all of us to where Tato was, figuring the cagey old gangster would throw a wrench in the works. Mingo almost smiled. Did he ever. And they’ve kept her alive, because they still want to find Tato, and she’s their best bet at doing that.

      “We’ve got to go get her,” Mingo said.

      “Why?” Quinn said, sounding honestly curious.

      “Because that’s what humans do, you evil fucking robot!” Mingo thought that maybe two beers on top of an empty stomach and a concussion had him making some poor decisions. Like yelling at a murderer who’s holding your gun. But he couldn’t seem to stop himself. He turned, seatbelt digging into his shoulder as he yelled into the backseat at Quinn. “She saved my life and now I need to try to save hers. If you had an ounce of humanity in your little frame, you’d know that.”

      Mingo was suddenly staring down the barrel of Quinn’s 9 mil.

      “Call me short one more time, asshole.”

      Mingo froze. So this is how it ends. He waited for Quinn to pull the trigger. Instead, he heard the strangest sound: Ellie laughing.

      Quinn turned away from him and stared at Ellie. The gun stayed on Mingo however.

      “Something funny?” Quinn said. His tone sounded cold, but Ellie was unimpressed; she kept laughing, barely able to keep her hands on the wheel now.

      “Bleep,” she said.

      “Um…what?” Quinn lowered the gun, turning and looking at Ellie like she was losing her mind.

      “Bloop. Bleep, bloop,” she said. Then she held one arm up and waved it stiffly around. “Bleep. Bloop. I am evil robot Quinn.” She howled with laughter again.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Quinn said and sat back in his seat huffily.

      There was no help for it, Mingo smiled, too. He didn’t dare laugh, because he was pretty sure Quinn would shoot him if he did. But he smiled.

      Eventually, Ellie got hold of herself. “I’m sorry, Quinn,” she said. “That just struck me as funny.”

      Quinn did not smile. “I’m not a fucking robot.” He sounded childlike. Looked like he knew it, too, because his frown deepened.

      “I know, honey, I’m sorry.” Ellie gave a big sigh. “Okay, boys,” she said. “I think the testosterone level has risen too far for you two to be trusted to make any more decisions.”

      Mingo thought Quinn would argue, but for some reason he stayed quiet.

      “We’re going to go rescue Mingo’s friend,” Ellie went on, “because we’re all human, and like he said, that’s humans do. And then when we sort out what Seeley and company men means, we’ll deal with them.”

      Quinn still didn’t say anything, which Mingo decided was agreement. Or at least acceptance. So, he decided to let them know what it meant.

      “I know what it means,” he said. “And you’re not going to like it.”

      “I’m sure you’re right,” Ellie said. “But let us have it.”

      “Seeley is a senator.”

      “You’re right, I don’t like it.”

      “It gets worse. He heads the Senate Intelligence Committee.”

      “And company men?”

      “Company men is slang for intelligence operators, especially those who work for the CIA.”

      “Well, shit.” Ellie stared out the windshield for a moment. “So, the person we’re after is a sitting US senator who’s running a rogue squad of CIA agents?”

      “And, if I understand what you’ve been telling me—which, given my concussion and the insanity I’ve been through in the last few days, I’m not entirely sure I do—he’s probably functionally immortal, as well.”

      Ellie nodded. It was silent in the car for a few moments. Then Quinn spoke up.

      “I’ve never killed a senator before.”

      Funny, Mingo thought, that’s the first time since I’ve met him that he’s sounded excited about something.
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      It was a long ride to D.C. They drove through the night, stopping only for gas and switching drivers and got there by mid-morning. Coming over the Roosevelt Bridge and landing on Constitution Ave was jarring coming from Detroit. Ellie knew that D.C. had plenty of neighborhoods as poor as the ones they’d traveled through last night, but it was hard to believe looking at the manicured grass and stately buildings they drove past now. Everything was pristine and postcard-y to the point that it didn’t even look real.

      “Where we heading first, fearless leader?” Quinn said, dragging her thoughts back into the car.

      She’d been a little surprised that he’d acquiesced to her leadership so easily. But she thought maybe he realized that he’d done the parts he was best at, and it was time for her to take over for a while. She knew when the bullets started flying again, he wouldn’t hesitate to retake the lead.

      And I’ll probably let him, she thought. He’s kind of in his element there.

      “Library,” she said. “Glom onto some free internet.”

      The burner phone didn’t have maps on it, so they had to stop while Quinn bought a map and deciphered them. She wasn’t sure how he did it, but he found them a library nearby. They parked outside and she got her laptop out and logged on from inside the car.

      Don’t want to be seen. Be best if they think we’re still in Detroit. With the state of traffic and security cams and the fact that she was a public figure, she wasn’t hopeful they’d be able to stay hidden for much longer. But everything they could do to keep her invisible helped.

      Now, if I was a super-secret group of guys who were trained by a super-secret group to be super secret about all their super secretiveness, where would I hide my super-secret prisoner? It seemed like an impossible question, but she’d gone after impossible questions before. Work it like a story. Start with background. Work your way forward. Verify the facts. Eventually you have your answer or a bunch of new questions. Then you either write the story or try to answer the new questions.

      Background first. Wikipedia page for the CIA. She could go to the CIA page itself, but she felt like that was a bad idea. Opened a note document and jotted down the command structure. Wonder if the CIA Director or the Director of National Intelligence he reports to are in on it? Something to keep in mind when trying to source things. Wikipedia for the Senate Intelligence Committee now, for the same treatment. She’d go deeper on both if she needed to, but for now she just wanted to know the potential players. Google maps of D.C. and surrounds then. No use knowing the players if you’re unfamiliar with the arena.

      She gave things a brief think. They won’t hold her close. Powerful people don’t like to get the stink of their dirty deeds on their own clothes. Not too far, though either, just for logistics. She drew a mental ring around Capitol Hill, a concentric circle around it a bit farther out. It was way too wide to be useful, but she wrote down the names of the suburbs. Looked them up next, knowing they’d need a low-income neighborhood that wouldn’t call the cops. She found a couple that looked like possibles, but they were majority Black neighborhoods. She looked up the racial makeup of the CIA: 74.5% white and only 7.1% Black.

      They’re not disappearing into any of those places.

      She let that lie and dove back into research. Personal stuff on Senator Seeley now. Family, friends, people of interest. Jotted down a bunch of names, but nothing popped.

      Got to go deeper, she thought. But she realized there was a problem. They won’t keep her alive that long. The longer she and Quinn and Mingo stayed free, the more nervous these guys would get. At some point, they were going to start severing their loose ends. But if they catch us, they can keep Masterson.

      “Huh,” she said.

      “You’ve got something,” Quinn said. “You know where they’re holding her?”

      I didn’t know he could read me that well. “No,” she said. “But I figured something out.”

      “What’s that?”

      “We don’t need to find her. We just need them to find us.”

      “I thought we were trying to keep them from finding us,” Mingo said, sounding confused.

      “Well, not all of us,” Ellie said. “Just me, in fact.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      Quinn did though. He’s quick when it comes to skullduggery. “How do they find you?”

      “I make an appointment.”

      “With who?”

      “Senator Seeley, of course.”

      Quinn grinned like a snake swallowing a rat. “All right.”

      

      Ellie walked into the Capitol Building at two the next afternoon. She hadn’t been sure she’d get in to see the senator.

      I guess everyone wants to meet Ellie Apocalypse.

      And that’s who she was again. Her eyepatch was back in place, her hair teased out to its former glory, her makeup as touched up as she could manage in the truck stop rest room mirror. She didn’t look as good as she knew she could, but she was recognizable once more.

      Then she covered it all up with a big hoodie from the truck stop, pulling the hood up and heading to the Capitol.

      She’d been to the White House in the aftermath of the Almost, but had never been to the Capitol. She was shocked by how gigantic it was. The 365 steps up to it were interminable and she was thankful of her StairMaster experience that allowed her to make it to the top with at least a little wind left.

      Not that I’m running anywhere in the near future.

      She guessed the kid in the suit scanning the steps anxiously was her liaison and stepped up to him, removing her hood and letting her distinctive blonde hair fly free.

      “Take me to the senator,” she said.

      He nodded, eyes wide. I bet he’d be calmer meeting the president. He’s probably prepared for that.

      He walked her right through the Grand Rotunda, the sandstone floors waxed and shiny despite being tromped by thousands of feet a day. Ellie hadn’t visited the Capitol since her parents had taken her and her brother there as children. She’d thought the rotunda beyond huge then, the domed ceiling with its trompe l'oeil images of gods and heroes impossibly far away. She’d been prepared for it to be smaller than in her memory, having grown quite a bit herself since then. But even now, the scale of the place astounded her.

      The whole town was built to impress foreign dignitaries. I shouldn’t be surprised it still overawes me.

      They turned right, past giant oil paintings of important moments in U.S. history, heading for the Senate wing. The décor turned decidedly Italian, tile floors and wood paneling, ceiling overhead arched like in an old cathedral. They walked up a marble staircase with a ridiculously ornate bronze railing. Ellie wanted to ask about the wildlife and naked babies entwined in the bronzework, but reminded herself she wasn’t here to sightsee.

      Things calmed down a little on the second floor, not quite as palatial, though still far too fancy for a regular office building. There were more doors now, wooden and tall, leading to little nooks and crannies for clandestine meetings and last minute work. Ellie recalled they were called “hideaways” from her brief time considering trying for the political beat. This was where the real work was done, deals struck and bills hammered out before anything reached the Senate floor. She found it fascinating to think that laws were enacted here, policies decided on that changed the fate of nations.

      Then she thought of the actual politicians she knew of—and especially the one she was going to meet—and thought maybe they should just bulldoze the whole place and start over.

      “In here, Ms. Buchman,” her liaison said, stopping by a set of tall, thin double doors. They were unlabeled.

      “Thanks,” she said. Then she drew in her breath and stepped inside.

      The room was small but well-appointed with velvet seats and a big oak desk, oils of fox hunts and seascapes on the walls. Senator Seeley sat behind the desk, gray and distinguished, suit and tie impeccable. Up close, his chin was a little weaker than it appeared on TV, his jowls a little looser. Still, he wore the trappings of power well, and knew it.

      “Ellie Apocalypse,” he said in a disarming southern drawl, standing up from behind the desk. “I’m thrilled to finally meet you.”

      She was a bit unsettled by his approach. He has to know I was at the warehouse, doesn’t he? She’d been certain the man who escaped had recognized her. Does he think I don’t know that he knows?

      “Why, Senator Seeley,” she said, all sugary sweet, playing for time until she found her footing in the conversation. “You’re not going to try to charm me, are you?”

      He came around the desk, hand outstretched. She took it automatically, and he grasped her shoulder with his left hand like they were old friends or she was a younger relation. He had a firm grip.

      “Whatever do you mean?”

      “You have a reputation for charming your enemies.”

      “Are we enemies then, Ms. Buchman?” He waved her into a seat in front of the desk. “That would just about break my heart.”

      She sat down, surprised that the chair wasn’t lower than the senator’s so that when he sat, he’d be looking down at her. They were eye to eye when he returned to his seat behind his desk.

      Maybe you don’t need to resort to cheap power tricks when you actually have power.

      “Now,” he said, when she was seated. “What can I do for you?”

      When he said it, it sounded like he meant it. Like he would go out of his way—to the ends of the earth and beyond—just to make her, Ellie Buchman, happy. Despite knowing it was a politician’s trick, she felt a twinge of doubt about her plan. But this conversation isn’t the important part of the plan.

      “You’re very good at this,” she said plainly.

      “Whatever do you mean?”

      “This,” she said, waving around. “The trappings. The eye contact. The tone of voice. Did you learn it? Or were you born this way?"

      He smiled and she swore there was an actual twinkle in his eye. “A little bit of both, I suppose. But none of that gets us closer to whatever problem you have that brought you to me.”

      “Well,” she began, but then stopped. She’d planned on talking to the senator for a while, feel him out. Get the measure of the man before she moved on to phase two of their plan. But she now suspected that she was hopelessly outclassed in the verbal sparring she’d imagined. His whole life is telling lies and reading people, she thought. If they talked for any length of time, she knew he’d learn a lot about her, and she’d learn nothing from him. Fuck this guy. I have a job to do.“I just came to tell you that if you’re behind this, I am going to destroy you.” His gentle half-smile and kind eyes didn’t shift a bit at this declaration.

      “I assure you, I have no earthly idea what you’re talking about.” He still sounded like a kindly southern uncle, despite her hostility.

      She looked him in the eyes as he spoke, summoning all the training and advice her father and John Lyman had given her on reading people, watching for the subtle cues that might tell her whether he was lying.

      She had no clue.

      “Well,” he said, when she didn’t say anything more. “I guess this meeting is over.”

      “Yeah.” She stood and turned to the door.

      “Ms. Buchman, whatever problem you have with me, if you walk out that door, any chance of us settling it amicably disappears.” She looked at him over her shoulder. He still sounded the same, but there was a certain set to his shoulders that told her he was finally telling the unvarnished truth. “Whatever comes next, that’s on you.”

      Though his words were chilling, she didn’t let them sway her. “See you around, Senator.”

      She reached for the door, but it opened before she got there and the liaison stepped in. She wondered if the senator had a button for him under his desk or if he’d been listening at the door.

      “Charlie, show Ms. Buchman out, please.”

      She felt the senator’s eyes on her as she left, like the laser from a sniper scope on the base of her skull. Charlie took her back the way they’d come, depositing her at the front door with little ceremony and even less talking.

      Now we find out how big a liar the senator is, she thought, walking down the interminable stairs.

      They took her at the bottom of the stairs, four men in gray suits, two in front and two behind, all converging on her just as a panel van pulled to the curb. They could’ve been businessmen, lawyers, congressional pages, all bland features and boring haircuts. What they actually were was remarkably efficient, pinning her arms and covering her mouth, tossing her into the van before she could even begin to struggle or scream. She struggled then, but it was too late. One of the men punched her in the stomach, knocking the breath out of her, and another rammed a black bag over her head.

      Recognizing the futility of continuing to fight while blind, and not wanting to get punched again, she subsided, sitting quietly on the cold floor of the van while the engine roared, taking her off to who knew where.
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      “You’re too close,” Mingo said urgently.

      “I’m not too fucking close,” Quinn snapped back while thinking, I’m too fucking close. The thought of Ellie in the hands of a pack of asshole spies had him riled up, had him forgetting his own tradecraft. And it was all on him and his tradecraft, because the find-my-phone tracking Ellie had set up on the burners had stopped working as soon as she went in the van. Either they’d ditched her phone immediately or smashed it or had countermeasures or something. Whatever it was, if Quinn lost the van, Ellie was gone.

      “Give them some space.”

      “Shut up.”

      But he eased back and let a few cars past him, put them between him and the black van he followed. Though they were on a city street, it was four lanes wide and traffic was heavy. He didn’t think they’d been spotted.

      “Easy now, easy now,” Mingo said.

      “I swear to god…” But he realized the agent was as nervous as he was. He remembered Mick the Jew’s advice about working with others.

      “You just gotta let them do whatever the thing is that gets them through it. Long as they do the job, it doesn’t matter what weird shit they do.”

      Easy for him to say, he was as cool as the flip side of the pillow. Quinn had thought himself the same. But here I am snapping at my partner when he probably doesn’t even know he’s talking.

      And Mingo was his partner. Didn’t matter that he was a cop and annoying. When they hit the door of this place to grab Ellie and Masterson, they were going to have to do it together. The guys at the warehouse hadn’t been expecting an ambush. All their focus had been on assassinating Mingo and his partner. Made them easy targets, for the most part. The focus of the guys at the safe house would be facing outward, looking for attack.

      No help for it, Quinn thought. Got to attack anyway. He just hoped they were taking Ellie to the same place as Mingo’s friend like she thought they would.

      “They’re a small operation,” she’d said. “They can’t have that many places available to them.”

      He hoped she was right and they only had one safe house in the D.C. area. Because he didn’t want to do this again. Feeling this nervous sucks.

      He kept himself a better distance as they headed for the outskirts of town. Quinn would have thought they’d go east to the rougher areas, disappear there like Quinn and company had in Detroit. But they were headed northwest, into some of the better neighborhoods.

      Guess government boys don’t have to slum it.

      Houses got huge for a bit, and the traffic thinned out. But before Quinn had to worry about there not being enough cars for concealment, things got urban again. But not for long. This time, when things thinned out again, it was a more reasonable suburb, with houses in the three-to-four-bedroom range, not mansions like before. Unfortunately, the traffic got light again, and this time it didn’t look to be coming back.

      “Shit,” Mingo said, echoing Quinn’s exact sentiments. “They’re going to spot us.”

      He might be annoying, Quinn thought, but he’s not wrong.

      There were no cars between them and the target van. And the shitbox Honda they were in stood out in this neighborhood.

      The van stopped at a four-way stop two blocks ahead. Traffic was clear, but it showed no sign of moving.

      “We’re made,” Mingo said. “Turn here.” He pointed at a road signposted Elm Circle. The van was one block ahead, idling at the stop sign.

      It was the smart play. The guys in the van had spotted them and were waiting at the stop sign to see what they would do. If Quinn turned now, he could pretend they were just heading for a neighborhood near the van.

      Problem was, that’s just what a tail would do. And the government guys would know that.

      If we turn, they’re going to rabbit. And then, not only wouldn’t they lead Quinn and Mingo to their hideout, they might be able to shake their tail. And disappear with Ellie. Unacceptable.

      Quinn didn’t turn.

      “What are you doing?” Mingo said as they closed on the van.

      “Keep it cool,” Quinn said, not snapping at the agent for once.

      “Shit.”

      Quinn put on his right turn signal as he pulled up behind the van. The van stayed put. Quinn hit the horn. Not gently, either. He leaned on it like the Bostonite he was. He noticed Mingo wincing at the brash sound of it.

      “Steady,” he said to the fed. Three more blasts of the horn and Quinn rolled his window down. “Move it, asshole!” he shouted.

      The brake lights on the van went out and it rolled through the stop sign. Quinn turned right, and soon they couldn’t see the van.

      “What the fuck was that?” Mingo said.

      “Ever hear of a follow car honking at their target?”

      “No. Oh.”

      “Exactly. Now shut up, I have to think.”

      He stomped on the gas with the van out of sight. Please don’t be a circle. He knew the suburbs sometimes had circles and courts and other weirdly named roads that didn’t go anywhere, just twisted around till you were so turned around you could never get home, like Charlie on the MTA. If this is one of those... He cursed himself for not checking the name of the road before he came up with this crazy plan.

      But now he saw a road to the left, and he turned up it. Should be parallel with them now, about two blocks away to the left. Unless they turn. He had to hope they didn’t turn. Or this road could be one of those circle courts.

      It was all guesswork and prayer now, but he had to hope it was better than trying to take the van at the stop sign would’ve been, with the agents all ready to fight and one probably assigned to put a bullet in Ellie’s ear at the first sign of trouble.

      Keep the faith, Quinn, he told himself. He sped now, wanting to get ahead of the van. He thought they were close to their destination. If I can get in front, see what house they pull into. It was a good plan. Unless they turn…

      He shoved that thought aside. Poured on more gas. Ten blocks, twelve. He had no idea how far he should get ahead of them

      A little farther.

      Then the decision was made for him. Up ahead, the street he was on curved wide right—away from the street the van was on. Luckily, there was a crossroads before that and Quinn turned left down something called Cherry Tree Lane. Lanes are straight, right? If lanes did indeed run straight, he figured he’d come out at least six or seven blocks ahead of the van.

      If they held to the same speed. If they didn’t turn. He remembered a line from an old TV show: “I’m smelling a lot of ‘if’ coming off this plan.”

      It had been a humorous line in the show. It didn’t strike him as funny anymore.

      A couple of blocks and he turned on the street the van had been on. Or at least he thought it was. Why didn’t I look at the damn street names? It felt like the right distance away. But who knew what streets did in the suburbs? So far, they’d seemed fairly grid-like, but he couldn’t be sure.

      Guesswork and prayer.

      He had little faith in either.

      He was heading back the way they’d come now, and his eyes scanned ahead, looking for the van driving at them, or better yet, pulling into a driveway.

      If it’s still coming. If it hasn’t turned.

      After a couple of blocks, he still didn’t see the van.

      “Fuck!” he shouted and Mingo jumped.

      They turned, he thought dismally. Then, Maybe not. I thought we were close. Maybe they just reached their destination. It was a thin hope, but it was all he had.

      “Keep your eyes peeled,” he said to Mingo. “Look for the van. Garage doors just closing. Security lights triggered. Anything.”

      Mingo grunted in response. But he looked out the window.

      Quinn drove at a medium pace, giving them ample time to examine garages and driveways, peek in windows. He kept his hopes up for as long as possible, but then they reached the four-way stop where he’d honked the horn.

      There was no sign of the van.

      Ellie was gone.
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      “Shit, shit, shit,” Quinn kept repeating, which was not helping Mingo concentrate.

      Got to think. Why don’t we see them? They must have turned. But where?

      “Turn around,” he said to Quinn. He didn’t have a plan, but they’d drifted into the middle of the intersection and were currently just sitting there.

      Quinn swung the car around. “Shit, shit, shit.”

      Fine time for the psychopath to have a breakdown. Where would they go?

      They crawled back up the street. Mingo looking down side streets, hoping for a hint of where they’d gone.

      It’ll be some place quiet. He looked around. They were the only car on the street. This definitely counts as quiet. But then he realized it wasn’t quiet all the time. It’s a work day so people are gone. But they can’t be dragging prisoners in and out of cars at all hours without drawing attention. An attached garage would solve that, he decided, but even that would be suspicious. Neighbors you never see? The suburbs were a nosy place. Anything out of the ordinary would be noticed, cataloged. So, it was odd that they’d picked this area for a safe house.

      Unless there’s a spot in this neighborhood with no neighbors. Somewhere no one would go without a reason to. No random traffic. No prying eyes.

      He had it.

      “Step on it,” he said. “Look for dead end signs.”

      Quinn shot him a quick glance then nodded. “Got it,” he said as the car lurched forward.

      They shot by two side streets quick then Mingo shouted “There!” and pointed at a yellow sign that read “No Outlet.”

      Quinn had already spotted it and banked into the turn hard. The new street was bumpier, and the car rattled down it, Quinn really leaning on the accelerator. The houses thinned out almost immediately, replaced by young forest. No side streets to gauge how far they traveled—though suburban blocks were a random measurement anyway. But Mingo figured they were at highway speeds now, and showing no sign of slowing. He was lifted clear off his seat as they banged through potholes and slewed around curves. He wanted to tell Quinn to slow down. He wanted to urge him to go faster.

      Then up ahead, just pulling into the driveway of a medium-size Tudor was the van.

      Mingo wouldn’t have thought the car would’ve gone any faster, but Quinn gave a guttural grunt and coaxed even more speed out it. Mingo grabbed the handle above the door he’d always called the “Oh-shit-bar” with his right hand and braced his left hand against the dash.

      “Quinn?” The hitman looked absolutely crazed behind the wheel and gave no answer.

      The van parked and the side door slid open and three men hopped out. A fourth stood in the doorway as he dragged Ellie to her feet, who was still inside the van. They wore gray suits and dull ties. Mingo was sure they were armed but didn’t see any hint of shoulder harnesses. Holdout holsters in the small of the back. Ankles, too. Somewhere they won’t break the line of their suits.

      They also wore matching looks of horror as the car was nearly on top of them when they looked up.

      One managed to leap clear, but Quinn rammed into the other two while the last, the one in the van’s doorway tried to spin away to the outside but got his arm caught up in a seatbelt and was hanging by his arm when the crash came. Metal screeched and men screamed and an airbag exploded into Mingo’s face. Even knowing it was coming, the impact and the chaos and the momentary blindness of having an airbag slap him in the nose disoriented him completely. He struggled madly for a second, slapping at the bag and pawing at his seatbelt, his only conscious thought being, Get out! Get out! Get out!

      But then the smallest, sanest part of his brain recognized the belt latch for what it was. Free from that, his brain moved to the door handle and he threw the door open and rolled free of the car.

      It was no less chaotic outside of the vehicle, acrid smoke, men screaming in pain, the pop-pop-pop of gunfire sounding from all around him. He smelled sulfur and gasoline, like he was the attendant at a filling station in Hell.

      Bullets shattered the passenger side window above his head, but he hadn’t been planning on standing anyway. He scuttled sideways, back pressed to the car, and got himself up against the front wheel so there was engine and tire between him and where he thought the bullets were coming from.

      Two different guns, he thought. The slower crack of semi-automatic pistol fire and the extended rattle of small-bore automatics. That’ll be the enemy. And Quinn if he’s using the MP5 from the warehouse. But Mingo thought the automatic fire was coming from farther away, meaning Quinn had lost the sub or hadn’t managed to bring it into play. Too bad, Mingo thought, thinking they could really use a machine gun about now. So the pistols would be Quinn and the agents from the car. Not the two Quinn hit though. Judging by the size of the puddle of blood pooling under the front of the car, they were down. He didn’t know about the other two. And where’s the automatic fire coming from?

      Before he could find an answer to that, he saw the man who’d successfully leapt away before the crash crawl behind the back wheel of the car. He looked like he’d been shot a couple of times already, though whether by Quinn or his own men, Mingo didn’t know. He looked young and scared and didn’t notice Mingo sitting only four feet from him.

      Mingo raised his pistol and shot him in the face.

      Don’t think about it. At least not now. Plenty of time for shock later. He was surprised his hands weren’t shaking. He was pretty sure he should be panicking, but instead felt preternaturally calm. Some kind of fugue state? He shook the useless musing off. Got to locate the other shooters.

      He had to poke his head out from the cover the car provided to do that. He didn’t want to do that. He really didn’t want to do that.

      Don’t think about it. He decided that would be his mantra from here on out. Don’t think about it.

      He poked his head around the car for an instant, barely giving himself time to see anything. But it was enough.

      Shattered picture window. Two silhouettes.

      There were two shooters inside the house, hosing down the other side of the car with automatic gunfire.

      That’s where Quinn will be. Their car had hit the van just back from the passenger side door, crushing the two men who didn’t get out of the way between the two vehicles. The van had spun so its ass end faced the rear driver’s side door of the Honda. If Quinn had piled out the driver side door like Mingo had his, he was on the other side of the van, with nothing but a probably much-battered door between him and the hail of bullets raining down on him.

      He needs help. Mingo got up in a crouch. Don’t think about it.

      Raising himself up—but only as high as he needed to see over the car—he brought his arms around, aiming his pistol at the picture window. He unloaded on the silhouettes there, ducking back down before he could see whether his fire had any effect. Bullets pinged into the car and whistled overhead, so he guessed he had at least gotten their attention. Maybe Quinn can make a move. He ejected his clip and grabbed another from his belt. Blew out a big breath and repeated his maneuver, raising up to fire.

      But as he rose up, he saw that Quinn was in his line of fire. He’d escaped from behind the car door and now held an MP5 in each hand that he fired in a long continuous burst at the house. It wasn’t the recommended way to fire the weapons but it was providing effective suppressive fire for the moment.

      But fired that way, the ammo runs out awfully quickly. The guns clicked empty and Quinn dropped them, reaching for his pistol.

      “Get Ellie!” he shouted.

      Mingo moved to do just that, embarrassed that he’d forgotten about her in the chaos and it was the hitman who had to remind him to save the girl. Three steps back to the trunk and a stuntman slide over the top of it and he was at the van that was almost up on two wheels against the small garden wall that demarcated the driveway from the manicured lawn. No one was shooting at him at the moment. He wanted to enjoy the relative calm, but there was no time. The door was closed on this side, so he ripped it open, glad it was unlocked. Silhouetted in the open door across from him was a severed arm hanging from a seatbelt.

      Well, I guess I know what happened to that guy now.

      He ducked out of the way as there was now a clear line of sight from the house to his position, but the shooters were busy with Quinn and didn’t fire at him.

      “Ellie!” he called into the van.

      “Here,” came the reply.

      Mingo poked his head up. Saw Ellie crouched in the back, black bag over her head. She moved rhythmically up and down, which seemed weird until he realized her wrists had been zip-tied behind her and she was sawing them against something sharp.

      Smart.

      Her arms came free and she ripped the bag off her head, revealing her mane of blond hair and a furious expression.

      “This way,” he hissed.

      She scuttled out the open door and he slid it shut behind her.

      “What happened to following from a distance and sneaking in later?”

      “We lost you for a minute,” Mingo said, standing up and putting his back against the solid door, reveling in the lack of bullets aimed his way. “Quinn went a little crazy after that.” He reached down for Ellie.

      “Fucking Quinn.” She slapped his helping hand away. “Give me a gun.”

      He pulled her gun from his belt and handed it to her. She checked the load, flicked the safety off, and nodded.

      “Let’s move,” she said.

      They backtracked, keeping the van between them and the house, then ducking lower to use the car as a barrier. There was steady gunfire again, but none of it aimed at them. Mingo peeked underneath the car toward where he’d seen Quinn last.

      He hadn’t gotten far. He lay on his side, the tiny garden wall providing insufficient cover as he frantically reloaded the MP5s. Mingo saw blood spraying from multiple impacts.

      He’s getting shot!

      He wasn’t letting it bother him, though, biting his lip in concentration as bullets smacked into the grass and the wall and more often than not, into him.

      Mingo couldn’t believe Quinn was able to function while getting shot, but he wasn’t going to waste the opportunity.

      “Where’s Quinn?” Ellie hissed at him.

      “He’s getting shot.” Why would they leave there? They had good cover, a wide field of fire, and even a slightly elevated position as the lawn sloped away from them. Attacking up the slope would be suicide, he decided. Wasn’t stopping Quinn, but Mingo had another idea. He pointed at the side of the house, far to the right of the picture window where the two agents were still stationed. “Let’s go around back. Get them from behind.”

      Ellie nodded. They had twenty yards of open lawn he wasn’t excited about crossing, but the gunmen’s attention—and fire—seemed fully on Quinn.

      Don’t think about it.

      “With me,” he said, then shot out into the open.

      He felt like he was running in molasses though he knew it was an illusion. But everything slowed down in those tense moments, artificially stretching the distance he had to cover until it seemed it would take an eternity to cross. He glanced back as he ran, saw Ellie right behind, saw Quinn slapping the last MP5 magazine into place and getting to his feet. A line of bullets stitched through the grass in front of the hitman and crawled up his left leg, bloody spray misting from every spot they hit. He answered with his own gun, and Mingo heard screams from the house.

      Got one!

      But then another burst of fire struck, and this one was on target from the start. It started in Quinn’s chest, and traveled up and right, the shooter either too wounded or amped up to hold the weapon in line. A half-dozen holes appeared in his chest and one in his neck, but still the fire went on, even the trained spies now losing trigger control and spraying their ammo about like they were in a video game. The last shot caught Quinn square in the face and he fell like a marionette with its strings cut, his guns still firing wildly in the sky for a second after he hit the ground.

      He was dead.
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      Quinn went down but Ellie told herself he was fine and kept sprinting toward the back of the house.

      That last one didn’t hit him in the head, she told herself, though it definitely had and she knew it. He’ll be up and about in no time.

      But if he was, she had no way to know it, because she and Mingo were behind the house now, looking for a back door.

      “There!” she cried, and ran toward it, a cheap screen and a wooden door she hoped wasn’t as stout as it looked. She ripped the screen open and then Mingo planted a foot next to the lock plate and the door burst open. She went in low and crouching and Mingo came in behind and upright.

      Kitchen. 70s décor, though clean. Table had a deck of cards and a couple of half-drunk beers on it.

      Interrupting poker night, are we fellas?

      There were two doors out of the room and she went for the one straight across from her. Mingo went for the one to the right. She knew what he was doing. With Quinn down, they probably wouldn’t be coming up on the shooters from behind. But if they moved quick and spread out, they might still have a couple of angles on their targets, allowing them to concentrate their fire on one spot while their enemy could not.

      Ellie came down a small hall and saw a living room, rug bloody and charred, sectional that was more holes and stuffing than fabric, a big shattered window that had until very recently been the shooting platform for a couple of CIA gunmen.

      There was no one there now.

      Ellie suspected they’d crawled outside to go finish off Quinn. She took a single step toward the window when Mingo appeared at the far door into the room. She could tell by the look on his face that something terrible was about to happen. With instincts honed in the DMRC on the worst night of her life, Ellie threw herself to the ground even before Mingo shouted, “Down!”

      Gunfire erupted from the stairway right behind her, but the only pain she felt was the sting of the broken glass that coated the floor biting into her knees and palms. She didn’t mind. She assumed it felt better than a bullet would.

      Mingo returned fire and there was a cry and then a crack of shattering wood as a man in a suit that used to be gray but was now spattered with blood and streaked with dust and debris fell through the railings and crashed to the floor beside Ellie. He was still moving, so she put a bullet in his brain as she scooted away from, back through the doorway she’d come through.

      Back on her feet, she approached the room more carefully, scanning with eyes and pistol, sweeping the room—and the stairs—before looking at Mingo who was doing the same. She pointed at the body. Held up one finger. Added a second finger and cocked her head questioningly. She pointed out the window. He was closer to it so he shuffled cautiously over the short distance and peeked outside. Looked back and shook his head.

      Where’s the last one?

      She tapped her ear, and they both stood quietly, listening. Mostly she heard her own ears ringing. Gunfire was not quiet. Cops probably on their way. Unless they were completely out in the boonies. But she didn’t think they’d ridden far enough for that, and from her brief glimpse of the area and the house’s exterior, it felt more suburban than pastoral to her.

      Then she heard it: a slight scraping sound, leather on wood, perhaps, as if someone shuffled their feet ever so slightly up above her. She pointed overhead, but Mingo had heard it, too, and was already looking up. When he looked back at her, she nodded and they both began to move toward the stairs as quietly as possible over the broken shards of glass and shattered pieces of wall and furniture.

      There were bloody footprints up the stairs. Ellie looked at the dead man’s shoes. They were clean.

      The wounded man went all the way up while the healthy one tried to ambush us.

      Up the stairs then, Ellie in the lead, though she sensed Mingo trying to get ahead of her.

      This is no time for chivalry, she thought. The only reason they’d been in position to rescue her was she was the only one who could get a meeting with the senator. And the only one they probably wouldn’t have just killed out of hand. She’d also hoped to be able to charm her captors a bit, maybe get them to reveal something before the cavalry arrived. But the cavalry charge came a lot earlier than we’d planned.

      She froze as the third step squeaked. Listened some more. There was no repeat of the shuffling sound, which might mean he’d heard her coming. Or it might just mean he’d stopped moving. Or breathing, since she knew he’d been shot. She hoped for the latter. Better him than me. She was not inclined to feel much sorrow for the fate of kidnappers and probable torturers. After a minute standing silent and waiting for her heart to stop pounding, she stepped up once more.

      No squeak this time. Another quiet step and she was on a landing. She wanted to stop and reassess, but this was dangerous spot, as she could now take fire from two different spots—the top of the stairs and the hall that paralleled them.

      The only way out is up, she decided. And waiting just gives the cops or their backup more time to get here.

      They needed to be gone before anyone else arrived. Two more steps and she was almost to where she could see over the top of the stairs. She stopped. Whoever was atop the stairs had survived a gunfight against a near immortal and was now in a great defensive position. Hurrying to meet him suddenly seemed a very poor idea.

      “Whoever is upstairs,” she called out. “We only want the hostage. Send her down and we’ll go.”

      There was silence for a moment, and then a humorless laugh. “I think I’ll hold onto my leverage,” the last survivor said. “Know that I’ll kill her if you come up here.”

      Ellie had no reason to think he was bluffing. She glanced to Mingo, who was sweaty and pale.

      “We can’t let him hurt her,” he said.

      “Okay.” She thought for a moment. He doesn’t sound like he’s worried about bleeding out. Probably not badly hurt then. But even if he was mortally wounded, they didn’t really have time to wait for him to die. Make a decision, Ellie! Much more delay and she was going to have no choice but to charge up the stairs. Maybe if Mingo and I go at the same time one of us will live. She thought it was more likely they’d get their feet tangled up and both die. But she was running out of time. Then she had a thought. Maybe the thing that worked with the limo driver will work with this guy. “You know who I am?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then you know that my word is good.”

      Another laugh. “I’ve read the unredacted reports, sweetheart. I’m not sure that’s true.”

      He might not be wrong. “Still, I’ve got good reasons to stick with this deal.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Let’s call it enlightened self-interest. I don’t want to get shot at anymore.”

      “Darling, we’re never going to stop shooting at you. Best you just start running.”

      Shit. She glanced at Mingo. He didn’t look like he had any ideas. There were no other stairs in the house. She couldn’t get behind the guy. After everything that’s happened, I’m going to die in the suburbs. It didn’t seem fair. She got up in a crouch. Signaled Mingo to get ready.

      But then she heard the front door crashing in. She couldn’t see who it was, but Mingo spun toward the sound, gun up. Then he relaxed and lowered it. Quinn appeared on the lower stairs next to him.

      He looked like hell, haunted eyes peering out from a face covered entirely in blood. He looks like Carrie’s older brother. His clothes probably had more than a dozen bloody holes in them as well. But he was alive.

      “One upstairs?” he said, checking his pistol was loaded.

      “Yeah.”

      “Hostage?”

      “Yeah.”

      “All right.”

      Quinn stomped up the steps. Squeezed past Ellie.

      “Motherfucker,” came the voice from above, “if you take one more step…”

      But then the voice stopped because Quinn took more than just one step. He took several, straight up the stairs. He took a bullet in the neck for his trouble, but that wasn’t going to stop him. Ellie saw him raise his gun, still going up the stairs. A couple more shots and he was at the top and then out of sight. There was a scream, a last exchange of gunfire, and then silence.

      Ellie realized she should have followed him up the stairs to cover him, but it had all happened so quick. And without discussion—which she also realized she should be used to by now with Quinn. But now she was stuck in the same spot, with no idea whether she should go forward or retreat.

      “Quinn?” she called out.

      And to her relief, he called right back.

      “Tell Mingo to get his girlfriend to stop trying to claw my eyes out. We’re here to rescue you, you crazy bitch!”

      Ellie let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding and decided not to laugh. It’d be too easy to slip into hysteria. And she didn’t have time for that. She could hear sirens in the distance.

      It was time to move.
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      Luckily, the Honda still ran. Quinn wasn’t sure how, but he wasn’t complaining. He didn’t have another plan if it hadn’t started.

      Shoot it out with the cops and take one of their cars? He shook his head. Glad it didn’t come to that. He was pretty sure that wouldn’t have ended well.

      Not that he was having a great time of it right now. Mingo was bitching about him risking Masterson’s life by charging in there. Masterson had been beat on pretty good by the suits, so she was moaning kind of loud. And Ellie was tearing him a new one for not sticking with the plan.

      “We had a plan, Quinn. A good one. One that didn’t involve us fleeing from the cops in a car that’s falling apart around us. Why couldn’t you stick to the plan? Why couldn’t you do it subtle and quiet like we talked about?”

      “Plan sucked,” he said. It hadn’t sucked. It had been a good plan. A plan he’d approved of. But he couldn’t tell her the real reason, because he didn’t know.

      “If the plan sucked, why’d you agree to it last night? Why let me get taken?”

      “Changed my mind.” I lost you and I kind of freaked out for a while there. He wasn’t going to say that out loud.

      “Changed your mind? What the fuck, Quinn? Do you ever think before you act? Consider how hard you might be fucking the rest of us when you change the plan without letting us know?”

      Strangely, it was Mingo who came to his defense. “Why don’t you cut him some slack, Ellie. He’s had a hell of an afternoon.”

      “He’s had a hell—” She sputtered indignantly for a second, unable to even finish the sentence. “At least you two could see. Wiggle your hands around a bit. I was blindfolded and tied up in a van. A van that you rammed!”

      She screamed the last bit, which Quinn didn’t enjoy. But it was no louder than the gunfire had been, and she seemed to run down after getting it out.

      Maybe we’ll have a little quiet now.

      But there was little chance of that with the car rattling with speed, the tires squealing with every turn, and Ellie now turning in the passenger seat to yell at Mingo, who had a protective arm over Masterson in the back seat.

      “And you. I thought you might be the responsible one. Keep this maniac under control. Act at least a little like the law enforcement officer you’re supposed to be.”

      Mingo didn’t say anything, proving himself probably smarter than Quinn where women were concerned. Which, he was forced to admit, was a very low bar.

      Quinn didn’t appreciate being called a maniac. I’m a professional. Though he realized that wasn’t exactly the case anymore. No one is paying me to do this crap. Maybe that was why it had been such a shit show from start to finish. I’ve got to start treating this like a job, instead of like I’m some avenging hero on a quest. Like some guy in a movie who’d last about eight seconds in the real world. If that bullet had hit my brain instead of my jawbone, I’d be dead as any regular person getting shot. I’ve got to start acting like a pro again before that happens.

      It was easy enough to think all that. But now he had to make it happen.

      All right, what would a pro do now? That was easy: get clear of the cops, lay low for a bit, make a new plan. And stick with it this time.

      “Sorry,” he said into the brief silence as Ellie took a breath.

      Ellie turned on him, voice still angry. “What did you say?”

      “You heard me.” He wouldn’t say it again. He was surprised he’d said it even the once.

      Ellie stared hard at him for another few seconds. Then she subsided, maybe realizing that was all she was going to get. And maybe understanding how big a get it was.

      They drove in silence after that.

      

      They got clear of the city without running into any cops. Quinn figured the senator’s guys were probably running a little interference—it didn’t do them any good to have this thing out in the open. Which it would be if they got caught.

      If they want it quiet, should we make it loud? But Quinn didn’t like loud, either. If I can just get things to settle down, I can live a long time in the shadows.

      But he didn’t know how to settle things down.

      Yeah, you do. It was Mick the Jew’s voice he heard, what passed for the voice of reason. Kill everyone who knows about you and disappear.

      It had a simplistic appeal. But even when she was fuming at him like she’d just been doing, Quinn didn’t think he could kill Ellie.

      I tried a couple of times already and it didn’t work. Any belief in God had been beaten out of him by the nuns who ran St. Michael’s before he grew his first pube. But who’s to say it isn’t His hand in this? There was no reason for my gun to jam in the DMRC. He didn’t like thinking about death and fate and other big subjects. But he also thought he might have to start. Might as well think about God, seeing as how I kind of am one. And if he was a god, that meant there was really just one thing to figure out. Am I the loving god of Jesus and the New Testament or the jealous and vengeful god from the Old?

      Ears still ringing from gunfire and covered in both his own blood and that of his enemies, he thought maybe that was a stupid question. But then he looked at Ellie and didn’t know.

      “Fuck,” he said. It was the first thing anyone had said in an hour.

      “What?” Ellie said, looking at him critically.

      I know how to get clear but I’m not sure I have the stomach for it anymore.

      “We need a new plan,” he said instead.

      She raised an eyebrow. “You going to follow it this time?”

      He shrugged. “I guess we’ll find out.”
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      For the first hour of the drive, Mingo just held onto Masterson. She needed some medical attention, but he couldn’t see anything that was going to kill her if left untreated. The men had been too professional for that. What she needed most was quiet and the assurance that she wasn’t going to be tortured again any time soon. Eventually, she drifted off to sleep.

      Fuckers probably kept her awake, too.

      “I hear you have duct tape?” he said to Quinn as soon as she was out.

      Quinn grunted for an answer and dug in his jacket pocket. Came out with a bloody roll. Tossed it back to Mingo.

      He tried to work quietly, but that’s not how duct tape works. But they must have kept her awake for days, because she was out cold. Stayed asleep while he noisily ripped strips of duct tape off. Only squirmed a little when he taped up her four broken fingers—the last two on each hand. She was also missing all of her fingernails on her left hand and the thumb and forefinger nails on her right.

      Nothing to be done about those till we stop and get some bandages.

      By the way she moved when he’d dragged her to the car, he imagined she was bruised over most of her body, as well.

      Fuckers.

      He was more angry now than when he’d been ambushed in Detroit.

      At least I’d been actively going after them, he thought, though really he’d only been going after Tato. She’d just been doing a little research.

      But there was nothing to do with his anger in this car full of killers. Because that’s what they were. The attack on the CIA safe house hadn’t been a law enforcement action. They hadn’t called on anyone to surrender. Hadn’t tried to minimize casualties. They’d gone in with the intention of killing everyone there except the hostage.

      And he didn’t feel bad about it. Especially looking down at the signs of what they’d done to Masterson. She was smaller than she’d sounded on the phone, her personality bigger than her body. Younger, too, probably mid-twenties. Her hair was long, straight, and black. He imagined she kept it tied back, though it was loose and wild now. She had olive skin, Mediterranean features, a hawkish nose.

      No, I don’t feel bad about killing those men at all.

      He thought about pushing her hair back away from her face, but it seemed too intimate somehow. They’d only just met, really. And he didn’t want to risk disturbing the first sleep she’d probably had in days.

      “Hey,” he said quietly to the people up front, “I think you can slow down now. I don’t hear sirens anymore. And Masterson here needs to rest.”

      Quinn glared at him. But he slowed down.

      

      Masterson woke up when they stopped for the night at a cabin rental place in Southern Ohio. Mom and Pop kind of place, didn’t ask for ID, just had you write your name down. She started and sat up quick, head not close to the ceiling of the car. She reached for a gun at her hip that wasn’t there.

      “Hey,” Mingo said quickly. He’d just opened the car door and had half a leg out, but leaned back in. “It’s all right.”

      Her eyes darted left, then right, then settled on him. “Thank fucking Christ. I thought I’d dreamed the rescue.” Her hand moved from her missing weapon to her side, searching out the aches and pains there. “Not for the first time, either.”

      “Sorry, we didn’t get there quicker.”

      “You’re Mingo,” she said. Gave him a smile he couldn’t read. It didn’t last long. “DEA. You survived the ambush.”

      “Thanks to you, I think.”

      “Did what I could. Thought it at least might get Tato or them killed.”

      “Tato got away.”

      “That’s too bad. You lived though.”

      He reached for her hand. Helped her out of the car. Watched as she took stock of herself, noting the taped up fingers, the lack of bandages on her fingernails, the limp as she let him help her into the cabin. “Not for nothing,” she said, “but why aren’t we at a hospital? Pretty sure I could use one.”

      The interior of the cabin was log cabin inspired, exposed logs all stained an unrealistic “wood” color. Couple of prints on the walls of ducks and hound dogs.

      Two beds, which Mingo thought was an issue, though he had to admit, it was pretty far down the list of current problems.

      “No hospital,” Quinn said. He was already sitting on one of the beds, feet up and playing with the remote for the small flatscreen—one of the few things not tree brown or forest green in the room.

      “Why not?” Masterson said. “And who the fuck are you? Where’s the Det-Force team?” She noticed Ellie for the first time. “Is that Ellie Apocalypse?” She looked at Mingo. “What is she doing here?”

      “Less talk,” Quinn said. “More thanks for the rescue.”

      “Thanks,” Masterson said. It didn’t sound genuine. “I’m going to call my office.” She took one limping step toward the phone then froze. Quinn’s gun was suddenly in his hand and pointing at her chest, though his eyes were still on the TV.

      “It was loud, bloody work getting you out of that place,” he said. He finally got the TV on. The channel was playing an old WWII movie, the gunfire in it like a tinny reminder of what he was talking about. He clicked it over to the news. The gun never wavered. “Be a shame if it was a big fucking waste of time.”

      She looked at Mingo for help. Seeing none was forthcoming, she moved slowly away from the phone. Sat in the room’s one chair—made of a half-dozen small logs and a couple of cushions—and sighed.

      “Someone want to tell me what’s going on?”

      Mingo was about to say that he’d give it a shot when Ellie spoke up.

      “Everyone quiet down. Quinn turn up the TV.”

      Mingo didn’t see the importance of the news item. Some old reporter had drowned at his lake home.

      “Motherfuckers,” Ellie said.

      Mingo still didn’t understand until he saw the reporter’s last name: Buchman.
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      Ellie swore she wouldn’t let the sadness overwhelm her. It was actually kind of easy. She was too angry to feel much of anything else.

      Motherfuckers killed my dad.

      The others in the room were talking now, despite her having told them to shut up. It didn’t matter. The news was running down his accomplishments now: working for The Times, the Pulitzer, the activism. She knew all that. She wanted to know more about how he died. Because she knew he hadn’t drowned by accident.

      Motherfuckers killed him.

      The rage was overwhelming. She wanted to scream. To smash things. But instead, a coldness swept over her. A calmness, almost. She had only one desire: to kill the senator.

      And his CIA gunmen. All his cronies. Slaughter his family in front of him. She recognized that last as an evil thought, but wasn’t bothered by it. She knew she could do it. And even if she couldn’t, she knew Quinn could. He came after my family. Fair game that I come after his.

      The thought of family finally burst through the haze of anger with a rational thought.

      “I have to call Aaron.”

      “Who’s Aaron?”

      She thought Mingo asked that. Or maybe Quinn. She wasn’t processing things real clear right now. “My brother. He’s out of the country. A war reporter. Got to warn him.”

      A phone was pressed into her hand, a burner. She looked up to see Quinn with a nearly sympathetic look on his face. Does he have family? She realized she knew very little about his life before the DMRC incident.

      “So call him,” he said plainly.

      It wasn’t that easy. She had his satellite phone number in her phone, which was long gone. And the number was too long to memorize.

      I could call my fath—

      She didn’t want to think about not being able to call her father ever again.

      Work it like a story, she thought. Background. Sourcing.

      She called the AP—they were the ones he filed through these days. They got her the number of the Pakistan office which was his site contact for work in that area. Whether or not he was there at the moment, she didn’t know; she hadn’t talked to him in a year or two.

      Has it been nearly three years?

      He’d come in when she was hospitalized after the Almost. But he hadn’t stayed long. He was his father’s son; there were too many stories to be chased down around the incident: racial inequities in Almost aid, colonialism’s effect on Africa’s response, the denial and silence out of North Korea.

      After a half-hour of discussion with several different people at the Pakistan office she had his number. She dialed it and waited while it rang.

      Pick up, Aaron.

      If they were coming after her family, then he was next. She would tell him to stay out of the country. Tell him to disappear. He had the contacts to do that, she was sure.

      After I kill the senator, I’ll let him know it’s safe.

      “Hello? If this is a source, I can set up an encrypted call.”

      “Aaron, oh, thank God!” His voice sounded strong. More importantly, it sounded uncoerced. They don’t have him.

      “Ellie? That you? What the Hell? Dad dies three days ago and you don’t call till now?”

      “Three days ago?” She looked at the chyron on the TV. Noticed for the first time that it said, Possible Suicide? No Foul Play Suspected in Reporter’s Mysterious Death.

      “I know you’re busy with your book tour and everything, but Dad’s dead. Dead! I know you’ve always been selfish, but this takes the cake.”

      Ellie began to remember why she didn’t talk to Aaron that often. “I’m not selfish!” Wait, that’s not important right now. “Aaron, listen—”

      “No, you listen, little sister. I’m in the Cities right now.”

      “No, you can’t be there.”

      “What? It doesn’t matter. I expect you to meet me at the lake house tomorrow morning. Tomorrow morning! Do you hear me?”

      “Aaron, you need to get out of there. Get somewhere safe.”

      “What? Oh, wait. There’s someone here.”

      “No! Don’t get the door! Aaron!” There was no response. “Aaron!” She screamed it, but there was no reply.

      She wasn’t surprised when Aaron didn’t return to the phone.

      “They’ve got your brother?” This time she was sure it was Quinn.

      She nodded.

      “Then let’s go get him.” Mingo said.

      “You’re an idiot,” Quinn said, dismissively.

      “Hey, fuck you, Quinn,” Mingo snapped back.

      Quinn grinned like it was a complement. “We don’t know where he is. And we won’t be able to find out like last time. They won’t make that mistake again. And currently, they hold all the cards.”

      “Then what do we do?”

      “I turn myself in,” Ellie said. It was actually the last thing she wanted to do. But she didn’t see any other options. “And you guys disappear. Hopefully, that’ll be good enough for the senator”

      “It won’t be,” Quinn said.

      “How would you know?” Mingo said.

      “Because I know how these guys think. You,” Quinn said, pointing at Ellie, “still think like a person.”

      “And you don’t?” It was Masterson, sounding curious.

      She’d be even more curious if she knew why Quinn doesn’t think like a person.

      “I think more like Senator Seeley than the rest of you, at least.” He paused, looking at the ceiling for a few seconds. “There’s no right or wrong. There’s just power and powerlessness.”

      “Is that how you think?” Ellie said. She wouldn’t have doubted the truth of that statement from Quinn if he hadn’t been acting so weird.

      He said “I’m sorry.”

      “No, but that’s how the senator thinks. If we give him what he wants, then we’re solidly in the second group and he can do whatever he wants with us.”

      “But he’s got my brother. And he’s a damn senator. He has all the power.”

      “Yeah, well, right now he does.”

      “I don’t see how we can fix the power differential before he kills my brother.”

      “Leverage,” Masterson said from her perch on the chair. “Simple physics. Leverage turns a little bit of power into a lot.”

      Quinn snapped his fingers and pointed at her. “Exactly.”

      “How do we get leverage on a sitting U.S. senator,” Mingo said, “who also holds a hostage?”

      Ellie saw it before Quinn answered. “Oh, God,” she said. I just thought it because I was so angry. I didn’t really mean it.

      Quinn looked over at her. And though he smiled, his eyes were sad, as if he was both pleased and disappointed that she’d figured it out so quick.

      “The senator have any kids?” he said.
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      “Are you people completely and utterly insane?” Masterson said. “We should be looping in the FBI. Getting an assault team together. Gathering some fucking evidence.” She stood from her chair, though she was so beat up it looked like she was ready to fall right back into it. “Not planning to kidnap a child.”

      “Senator’s like seventy,” Quinn said. “His kids are probably in their forties.”

      “And that makes it better?”

      Quinn thought it did. Isn’t it worse to kidnap children than grown adults? He wasn’t great at moral judgements, but he’d thought he had that one right.

      “I don’t know,” he answered honestly. “Do you think we should go after his grandkids?”

      Masterson stared at him blankly for a beat. Turned to Mingo. “Is he fucking serious?”

      “I’m not sure,” Mingo said.

      “Look,” Ellie said, “there’s some things you don’t know.”

      “Enough to explain…” Masterson flung her hands about wildly for a few seconds, wincing at the pain it caused. “All this?”

      “Maybe.”

      Ellie went on to explain about the unmutated virus. Once he saw she was leaving his condition out of it, Quinn tuned it out. She was mostly talking about the science, and how Kirchner planned to use it. The science never interested him much, and Kirchner... well, Kirchner was just another dead asshole now.

      Besides, his main thought was, Great, now I have to kill another person.

      Not that it was unexpected—or even that unpleasant—but even though he didn’t know Masterson at all and thought Mingo was a prick, he was kind of getting used to having a team. He’d never had a team before. There had been Mick and then Ellie. And partnerships were great, but there was something special about a whole team working for one goal. It was something he’d never had before and it was… he searched for the right word, but all he could come up with was “nice.”

      Yeah, he thought. A team is nice. Then he sighed. Too bad I’ll have to kill half of them when this is over.

      “You got something to add?” Ellie asked him. She must have heard him sigh.

      “Nope.”

      They sat in silence while Masterson processed the new information.

      “No,” she finally said. “We should still get the news out there. Force Senator Seeley into the light.” She started ticking things off on her fingers. “We’ve got him for conspiracy, kidnapping, obstruction of justice—”

      “Not going to happen,” Quinn interrupted. “You put the spotlight on him, you put it on me, too.”

      Masterson waggled her hand dismissively. “I can keep you out of it.”

      Not once you know what I am. “No.”

      She looked at him hard for a second, and Quinn felt like she was trying to look into his brain. Or my soul. She was an intense chick.

      “You think I give a shit what you’ve done?” she said. “I’ve let assholes worse than you go, if they can get me someone higher up the chain.” She looked him up and down. “You’re a low level guy. Out of Boston, sounds like. Got missed in the sweep they did up there a few years back. Probably been doing a little wet work for the bratvas since then.”

      Spot on, darling. “Man’s got to work.”

      “I don’t disagree. And I can’t thank you enough for saving me from those assholes back there. But this shit might be a little above your pay grade.” She let her gaze encompass the rest of the room. “However, this shit is exactly what I do. I take down organizations just like the senator’s. Powerful, international organizations run by war criminals and psychopaths, bad people with bad agendas and the money and power to get them done. And I don’t do it by kidnapping children.”

      They’re adults.

      “I don’t know, Quinn,” Ellie said. “She might have a point.”

      “She has a lot of points,” Quinn said, “and they’re all good ones.” Masterson smiled, perhaps thinking she’d won. “There’s only one problem: it won’t work with this guy.”

      “Why not?” Masterson looked down at him on the bed, face stuck between angry and curious.

      “Because you’re still thinking of him as human.” He swiveled and sat up. Looked her in the eye. For all her energy and intensity, she was a small woman. “This thing changes you. And people like him, people who want power, they’re barely human to start with. I guarantee you he’s already thinking like Kirchner. Might even have something planned. You think he’s got a maniac bunch of CIA operatives working for him because he’s giving them money? He’s telling them he’ll make them immortal after ‘The Change’ or ‘The Event’ or whatever he’s decided to call it.” He turned to Ellie. “You remember what happened when we got close to Kirchner.”

      “He accelerated the timeline,” she said.

      “He accelerated the timeline,” he repeated. “If we try it your way, the only thing that’s going to happen is he’s going to kill Ellie’s brother and speed up his plans. We need to end him, and we need to do it quick and quiet.”

      Masterson stared at him for a moment. “You’re not planning a prisoner exchange.”

      “No.”

      “You’re planning an assassination.”

      “Now you’re fucking getting it.” He stood. “So gird your fucking loins or put on your big girl panties or do whatever it is cops do to get ready, because I am done fucking around with rescues and investigations and running around like our hair’s on fire. We have one motherfucker to kill, and then we can get on with our lives.”

      Well, I’ve got three people to kill, but you don’t need to know that.

      He thought it was a good speech, but one look at Masterson told him he’d overplayed his hand. Not that she wasn’t convinced; he was pretty sure she saw the logic. But…

      “And how do you, a low level shooter from Southie, know so much about the psychology of immortal megalomaniacs?”

      Shit. Well, I was going to kill her anyway.

      “Tell them, Ellie,” he said. “Tell them all of it.”
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      Mingo had already figured out that Quinn had the version of the virus that didn’t make you insane. Well, more insane, in his case. To hear it spoken of plainly was something else.

      And his virus mutated again, so he doesn’t have to take any more of it.

      It was a lot to take in.

      Does it change anything, though? He already knew Quinn was going to try to kill him. But listening to Ellie talk, he realized something. I can’t just escape him. I have to kill him.

      This whole mess was from immortal motherfuckers cleaning up loose ends. Mingo didn’t think Quinn would be any less persistent in cleaning up his.

      And by his mess, I mean me.

      So, while the others made plans on how to find out if Senator Seeley had any offspring and how to capture one if he did, Mingo thought about how to kill Quinn when it was all over.

      He’s very fast with his gun. In an Old West-style showdown, Mingo didn’t like his chances. And he can shoot me anywhere. I have to hit him in the brain. He didn’t think Quinn would let him have a couple weeks at the range to practice his head shots. Might look suspicious. Besides, Ellie was anxious to get their plan in motion. Doesn’t want her brother tortured like Masterson, I suppose. Clearly, there was little the senator and his men would balk at. Does that make what we’re planning any better? He hoped so. He knew his Gran would say different. “What other people do don’t mean nothing,” she’d told him many times whenever he was getting peer pressure to misbehave as a child. “When you’re standing in front of God, you’re going to be all alone.” He thought that was some creepy shit to say to a nine year old, but it had kept him out of trouble. Never did get much religion, though. Things he saw on the streets of Detroit made it hard to believe in a kind and just deity. And the actual real immortals he knew about now were the worst people he’d ever heard of. And none of this is getting me closer to a plan to kill Quinn.

      He looked over at Quinn talking animatedly with Ellie. She was the only one he was animated with. Mingo thought that might give him an edge, but he couldn’t think how. Didn’t even really know what it meant. They shared a history, but what did that really mean for a man like Quinn?

      Could be he just wants to sleep with her. That made him think of Quinn sleeping. Might be able to kill him in his sleep. But that led to the next thought. Does he even sleep? He was pretty sure lack of sleep could kill you, so maybe the virus automatically repaired the damage staying awake did. Either way, he couldn’t kill the man while he slept, as that would mean they’d have to tackle the senator without his help. Quinn was bad, but what he said about the senator and his motivations rang true. And if he was truly the global threat Quinn said he was, then Mingo had an obligation to take him out. I’d hate to stand before God and tell him I had an opportunity to stop the apocalypse and didn’t.

      Maybe more of Gran’s religious training had sunk in than he thought. Then again, maybe it was natural to think about God when you were considering how to stop the devil.

      And if you’re going after the devil, a demon’s help could be awfully useful.

      He decided there was no sense in trying to figure out how to kill Quinn yet. There was too much he didn’t know. He’d know more after they had a plan. A situation would present itself. He’d just have to be ready when it did.

      But not before we kill the senator.

      Because he was definitely going to do that. And not because he wanted to get right with God, he realized. It was a far more personal reason than that. Senator Seeley had tortured Masterson. And Mingo wasn’t going to let him get away with that.
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      Ellie couldn’t believe how hard Quinn was fighting her on this.

      “It’s just a phone,” she said for maybe the seventh time.

      “It’s a goddamn tracking device.”

      He wasn’t wrong. But… “You can throw it away when we’re done. But we need internet to find our target and maps to get to where they are.” He looked like he was about to object again but she interrupted. “And not paper maps! I don’t think anyone but you can even read those anymore.”

      Quinn sighed and looked out the windshield, scanning left and right. They were on the highway loop around Columbus, Ohio, an area of remarkably soulless barrenness.

      What is he looking for?

      Whatever it was, he must have found it, because he signaled and exited. Crossed back over the highway and into the giant parking lot of a Best Buy.

      “These still exist?” Ellie said.

      “Only on the loops around cities,” Quinn said. “I have no idea why.”

      “People who shop at Best Buy hate cities?” He just shrugged. Ellie went on. “Do they sell phones here?”

      “Don’t care,” Quinn said, parking a few lanes away from the door, despite there being plenty of spots near the front.

      Less security cameras? Ellie wondered.

      “Why are we here then?”

      Quinn shut the car off and popped the locks open. “You do not do well off the grid, do you?” Then he got out and walked to the store. A bit jauntily, Ellie thought.

      Nice someone’s having fun with all this.

      “What are we doing here?” Mingo said quietly from the back seat. Masterson was asleep on his shoulder. She acted tough—and definitely was—but her days in the CIA’s tender care had taken their toll.

      “I have no earthly idea.”

      They waited in the car for a half-hour, the windows fogging up with the defrosters no longer fighting the wet autumn air, before Quinn returned with a box and a bag. He handed Ellie the box. It was a laptop. She didn’t recognize the brand.

      “Cheapest one they got,” Quinn said, answering her unspoken question. “You’ve got to stop leaving them in hotel rooms.”

      She didn’t dignify that with a response. Digging into the bag, she came out with something that looked like a walkie-talkie with a small video screen. “What the hell is this?”

      “Hand-held GPS.” He started the car.

      “How’s that different from a phone? Aside from it being useless for everything but maps.”

      “Didn’t have to give my name and address to buy it.”

      They left the parking lot and got back on the freeway.

      “That’s a pretty good point, actually.”

      Quinn didn’t answer, just gave a small, yet still triumphant, smile and headed downtown.

      “Where to now?” Ellie asked. She got her knife from her purse and slit the tape holding the laptop case closed.

      “Library to hijack some wifi again.”

      “All right. I’ll get the laptop set up.”

      Quinn drove around downtown Columbus, such as it was, until he found a big library.

      “Time for some free government wifi,” he said.

      “Ironic, since it’s a government official we’re after.”

      Quinn gave her a polite smile as he found a parking spot on the street near the big concrete building that housed the library.

      Irony isn’t really his thing.

      She was worried about all the concrete blocking the signal, but there were also whole walls made of glass. The signal was strong and not password protected.

      “God bless socialism,” she muttered and got connected.

      Senator Seeley was easy to track. Most public figures were. And since most politicians use their family as props, they weren’t hard to find either.

      “Four offspring,” Ellie said after a short bit of research. She didn’t want to say ‘children’ or ‘kids.’ Partially because they were all grown—the youngest was 39—but mostly because they were planning on snatching one. She noted she was also trying not to use the word ‘kidnapping,’ as the word ‘kid’ was right there in it.

      They take one of ours, we take one of theirs. She knew there was a Gandhi quote that contradicted that philosophy. But I haven’t exactly been on the path of peace for some time. She wondered what that would be like. To not be constantly vigilant. Violent. Could I ever be like I was? Of course, she still wasn’t sure she wanted to go back to being old Ellie. Be a weather girl again? I’d rather have died in the DMRC.

      “Well?”

      Ellie glanced up from the laptop at Quinn who was looking at her expectantly. “The best target is the youngest,” she said. “Lives away from DC. Has nothing to do with her father. Unlikely to have much security, if any.”

      “Okay.”

      “But she’s in Oregon.”

      Quinn shook his head. “Too far away. Got anyone in the DC area?” He answered her next concern. “Speed over security. We wait too long they’re going to kill your brother.”

      She had a hard time believing he cared about her brother. He just likes to eliminate enemies as quickly as possible. But that didn’t really explain it. Is it possible he’s actually concerned? Or that he cares that I care?

      She put those weird thoughts out of her head and gave him the other targets. “Got one son in Baltimore and one just outside D.C. Last one is overseas.”

      “Names?”

      “DC one’s name is Jonathan.” She narrowed her search for him. “Works for a defense contractor in Bethesda.”

      “Defense contractor?” Mingo joined the conversation. “Even if that’s not a euphemism for spy, security is going to be tight on that one.”

      “The other one?” Quinn said.

      “Hedge fund manager in Baltimore. Name of Winston.”

      “Baltimore?” Quinn said. “I’ve done some work there. He’ll definitely be in a gated community.”

      “Take him where he works,” Masterson said. Ellie saw her in the backseat sitting up groggily.

      Everyone looked at Quinn. I guess my time as boss has come to an end. She’d known it had as soon as Aaron was taken. Too compromised to think clearly. She felt fine, but still knew it to be true. And knew the others saw it, too. I better get my mind straight, though. We’re about to kidnap—no snatch—a senator’s son.

      “Yeah,” Quinn said. “Give me everything on Winston. We’re taking him.”

      It took her a while to get specifics: cell number, address, financials. She was sure they’d flagged the professional accounts she could’ve used to speed things up.

      Wonder how long it would take them to figure out where we are if I logged into one of those?

      Not very long, she guessed.

      But she did her magic and at least got a location for Winston’s home. Quinn was right: it was a gated community. He said that was okay, though.

      “I’ve got potential routes home from work.” He had her get Google maps up on the laptop and hand it over. He pored over it for about a half-hour before pointing to a spot on his new GPS’s tiny screen. “We’re going to take him here.”

      “You realize none of us can see that, right?” Ellie said.

      “Doesn’t matter.” He clicked the go button and a pleasant Australian woman’s voice told him to proceed to the route. “We’re just going to follow directions.” He looked like he was about to put the car in gear but stopped. “Hold on a second.” He opened the door. “Be right back.”

      “Quinn?” she said, but he was already gone.

      “Where’s he going?” Mingo said.

      She just shook her head in reply. She remembered the last time they’d been left alone in the car and wondered if he was going to try to overpower her and leave. Wondered if she was going to try to stop him. He was a complication. She was curious why Quinn hadn’t dealt with him the way he dealt with most complications.

      Is it just because I don’t want him to? That seemed unlikely. There has to be something else. But she couldn’t think of anything. That didn’t mean there wasn’t another reason, just that she couldn’t think of it. But again, she figured she was too busy worrying about Aaron for her mind to be working right.

      It’s not worry, she realized. It’s guilt. Aaron’s capture, her father’s death—it was all her fault. Might as well throw Mom’s death in there, too. Though her mother had died of cancer, not CIA violence. But maybe if I’d been a better daughter. Been around more. Maybe I would have caught it earlier.

      She realized she was spiraling, but that had about as much effect on the vortex of self-recrimination as spitting into a whirlwind.

      I should’ve died in the DMRC. I tried to die in the DMRC. Quinn fucking stopped me. Suddenly, it didn’t seem like such a favor. If I died, Dad and Aaron would still be alive. It was a small jump to assume Aaron was dead or would be soon. We’ve got no chance. We’ve been lucky so far, but they’ll be expecting us this time. And going up against trained CIA operatives is a lot different than facing off against drug company execs who can’t shoot straight.

      “Ellie? You okay?” It was Mingo, sounding actually concerned.

      Jesus, Mingo, don’t be so fucking sensitive. Lucas had been sensitive. Quinn shot him in the temple. Sensitive gets you killed. She could give herself the same advice, but she wasn’t being sensitive, she was just stating facts.

      “No, I’m not okay. I’m about to get the last of my family killed.” She glared at Mingo, but only because she couldn’t glare at herself. “If he’s not dead already.”

      Naturally, Mingo didn’t have an answer for that. Just looked at her with his sad eyes. At least Masterson didn’t look sympathetic. Looked like she agreed, but was too polite to say.

      There wasn’t much to say after that. Then Quinn got back. Driving a big black Escalade.

      “What the fuck?” Ellie said as the giant truck pulled up next to them, Quinn gesturing at them to get in. “What the fuck?” she repeated as she climbed up into the passenger seat.

      “Got another long drive ahead of us,” he said, smiling. “Figured we might do it a little more comfortably. Besides, they’re probably on the lookout for piece of shit Hondas back in DC by now.” He waved at the wide, leather interior of their new ride. “They won’t see this coming.”

      Ellie didn’t ask him how he’d gotten the vehicle. He hadn’t hotwired it. The keys were hanging out of the ignition. And she thought she saw a new spot of blood on his truck-stop tee shirt.

      How many more people am I going to get killed before this thing is over? Do the people I’ve saved balance it out?

      She was afraid the answer was no.
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      The ride was comfortable but quiet. Not that Quinn minded the quiet. In his opinion, most people talked too damn much. But this wasn’t a companionable silence. Even he could tell that.

      It’s a silence that’s… He searched for the right word. Mopey. Yeah, that’s the word.

      His companions were all mopey and he had no idea why. He was in a remarkably good mood. The truck was like a luxury sedan, but huge. Legroom, headroom, leather everywhere. Even had heaters for your butt. Satellite radio he’d tuned to a classic rock station.

      They worried about the car? They shouldn’t be.

      As usual, Quinn had taken care of everything. The car was fancy but didn’t have any of that OnStar shit that could track them. He couldn’t be a hundred percent sure, but they usually made those real easy to spot.

      Can’t have Rich Boy Winklebottom the Third fucking around trying to find the emergency button after putting daddy’s car into the ditch. Might not pay his bill.

      And the driver hadn’t been the kind of person who would put aftermarket tracking on his car. Too brash. Too confident. Kind of guy thought the world was his fucking oyster, handing him pearls every day. No problem from him, either, as they’d be at least two states away before anyone found him.

      Quinn looked around. Ellie stared out the window. Mingo looked in concern at Masterson, who still hadn’t been to a hospital, but seemed okay after she’d been bandaged up a bit. She returned his stare in the rearview but didn’t speak.

      What’s her deal? Quinn thought. He had no idea which way she would jump, and it worried him. She’d seemed truthful when she said she didn’t care about him, that she wanted to get Seeley. But what about after that? She knows the real me now. And the real Quinn was a lot different from the low-level hitter she’d thought he was.

      Fuck it, Quinn thought, trying to put her out of his mind. Nobody’s doing anything till after we grab the senator’s son. And that’s not happening till tonight.

      They had a six-hour drive to Baltimore and should be able to get in position before Winston left work. He wouldn’t mind more setup time, but the beauty of his plan meant it either worked or it goes as recon.

      We’ll either have him, or we’ll know his habits better.

      He hadn’t always been this comfortable improvising. He’d been more of a planner, a plotter. A plodder, Mick would say, who liked to be a bit more freewheeling himself. But plodding had worked for him for years, and his attention to detail was probably the reason he hadn’t been killed or nicked in all that time. But being safe from anything but a direct brain shot had loosened him up. And the three years chasing down DMRC people had involved a lot of improvising. So, heading for a kidnapping with two feds and a reporter and a plan that was mostly guesswork didn’t bother him that much. In fact, he was kind of happy.

      I’ve got a nice ride, a hot pirate in the passenger seat, and an extra two grand in my pocket. The cash had come from the Escalade driver’s wallet. Quinn had been worried he’d have to hit a gas station or liquor store for gas money. And that could have been a problem. But not anymore, he thought happily. The feds in the backseat were kind of a problem. But they were future Quinn’s problem. Present Quinn cranked up the music and drove with a slight smile playing on his lips.

      

      They hit Baltimore about ten to five. The timing wasn’t perfect, but Quinn figured a high-end hedge fund guy was either going to work late or leave early. No way he was an on-time guy. So, we’ve either missed him by a bunch, or the half-hour until we get to his office won’t be a problem.

      “Okay,” he said to Ellie. “Take this.” He handed her the GPS. “Hit the menu button. See recent locations? The place we’re going will be in there.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because you’re going to drop me and Mingo off there and head to Winston’s office. Pick him up there and follow him. Remember what he looks like?”

      “Still have his picture up on the laptop.”

      “Okay, if he takes this route, we’re going to take him right here at the stop sign.”

      “If he doesn’t, you follow him home. Masterson, you take notes on the route. We’ll find another spot and take him tomorrow.”

      “All right.”

      “In one mile, take exit ten,” the Aussie in the GPS said.

      “Hey, narc,” Quinn said. “You’re with me.” He turned to Ellie. “You know how to put in the office address?”

      “Yeah, I got it.”

      “All right. Keep in touch on the burner. Offloading in one minute.”

      He signaled and slowed. Got off the highway. There was a little slope down, then a stop sign at the intersection that led back onto the highway straight ahead, under the highway to the left, and off toward Winston’s neighborhood to the right. He slammed the truck into park and jumped out. Mingo was right behind him. He watched Ellie get out and run around to the driver’s side, Masterson matching her movements in opposite to hop in the passenger’s side. Then Ellie had the truck turning left under the highway to where she could get back on it heading the other way toward the city.

      “Now what?” Mingo said.

      “Now, we wait.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            46

          

        

      

    

    
      “Aren’t you worried we’re going to stand out here?” Mingo asked.

      They sat beneath the underpass, a light rain pattering the pavement in front of them. In Detroit, the rain would be cold this time of year, but down here in Baltimore, the rain fell warm and lazy like it might never turn to snow. In Detroit, the underpass would also smell like piss. Most parts of Baltimore, too, he figured, but not in this neighborhood, apparently.

      Like all of Quinn’s plans, this one seemed haphazard to Mingo. Not that I’ve been able to think of anything better. He had to admit that he was way out of his element here. Unless there’s another gunfight. I’m getting downright good at those. He didn’t think that was a sustainable pattern. Especially, since he kept being shot. Bullet’s going to hit something vital eventually.

      “Couple of guys sitting at the off ramp?” Quinn said.

      It took a second for Mingo to remember what his worry was. “Black guy and a white guy sitting together.”

      Quinn shrugged. “Poor don’t know color. Be weirder if there wasn’t someone here asking for change.”

      “We going to panhandle here?”

      “Wouldn’t hurt to make a few bucks.” Quinn smiled when he said it, though Mingo didn’t know why. He smiled back, however.

      Can’t hurt to have the killer in a better mood.

      “All right, but you take the first car.”

      Quinn shrugged again, which Mingo was beginning to realize was his most common gesture as well as his most expressive.

      I wonder if he was this world-weary before becoming immortal. He suspected he was.

      But filled with ennui or not, when the first car pulled off the highway—a silver Lexus—Quinn shuffled up to it in a note-perfect imitation of a meth addict needing a few bucks to get by. The driver drove off before he got within reach of the window.

      “Rich asshole,” he muttered.

      Mingo didn’t disagree. “You might be too convincing as panhandler.” Quinn raised an eyebrow. “Cops might be our next visitor.”

      Quinn shrugged. Naturally. “If they show up, you flash them your badge and tell them we’re staking out the area.”

      “You forget that I’m wanted?”

      “Not by them,” Quinn said. “I don’t know how, but this thing is still staying hush-hush.”

      That worried Mingo. How deep is Seeley’s reach that he’s been able to keep this quiet? And how long can he continue? If Quinn was right, when it got too big to conceal, he’d do something drastic. Something desperate. How big a disaster can an immortal senator with a black ops budget and who knows how many teams of loyal secret agents engineer? Mingo couldn’t think of one so big he couldn’t manage it.

      Mingo answered with a shrug of his own, suddenly tired of talking to Quinn. We’re going to try to kill each other before long. Makes no sense to get too friendly.

      They spent the next few hours quietly begging, getting a dollar or a fiver here and there, most cars pulling away without meeting their eyes. Mingo realized what a perfect setup this was for an ambush.

      Our target will be doing his best not to watch us approach. There was a problem though.

      “How are we going to keep him from driving away before we can grab him?” he asked after a BMW screeched its tires to escape the approaching poors.

      “When we get the call from Ellie, we’re going to set up closer to the road.” He counted his money while he spoke. Without discussing it, they’d fallen into keeping whatever they got for themselves. Mingo guessed that Quinn had nearly twice as much as he had.

      Fucking racists.

      “When he’s halfway down the ramp,” Quinn went on, “You’re going to stumble out into the intersection. Make sure he stays put.”

      “Maybe you should go out in the road. If he’s like the rest of these assholes, he might run me down.”

      Surprisingly, Quinn got it immediately. “You’re not wrong. But do you want to be the one who smashes the window and drags Hedge Fund Harry from the car? Can you put one in his ear if he tries to flee?”

      They both knew the answer to that.

      Quinn nodded to him. Respect? Disappointment? A simple acknowledgment of knowing what you’re capable of? Mingo had no idea.

      It didn’t matter, because just then, Quinn’s phone rang. He answered but said nothing, just listening to Ellie talk, Mingo assumed.

      “Putting you on speaker,” he said, and gesture Mingo to come closer. “They’ve got him.”

      A jolt of adrenaline hit Mingo’s system, though nothing was going to happen for at least a half-hour. If he even takes this route. But his nerves didn’t care about any of that. Apparently, kidnapping is more nerve-racking than gunfights.

      “Okay,” Mingo said, reverting to his pre-raid mode of saying as little as possible.

      “We’ve got a problem.” Ellie’s voice came from the phone, tinny and distant. “There’s a follow car.”

      “Tailing them?” Mingo said. “Like you?”

      “No. Security. They came out of the building with him. Put him in his car and got in the SUV parked right next to him.”

      “Well, shit,” Mingo said. “There goes our plan.”

      “Not necessarily,” Quinn said. “Just got to adjust it a little.”

      Christ, he looks happy at the idea.

      “No, Quinn,” Ellie said from the phone. “We can wait.”

      “Maybe we can. Maybe we can’t. But can your brother?”

      Mingo was pretty sure Quinn didn’t give a shit about Ellie’s brother. Doesn’t mean he’s wrong though. Every minute of delay makes it more likely they kill him.

      “He’s right, Ellie,” he said, pleased with Quinn’s surprised expression. “Security isn’t going to get any better tomorrow. Might even get worse. This had to be arranged kind of hastily. There could be more guys incoming. Might be two cars with him tomorrow. He can definitely afford it.”

      “Shit,” Ellie said. “Maybe we could go after the other brother?”

      “That’s even worse. Taxpayers will be paying for his security. They’ll be government trained.”

      “Shit,” she said again.

      “Ellie,” Quinn said, “if he comes this way, you stop halfway down the ramp. As soon as the gunfire starts, stomp on it. Mingo and I will be on the left side of the cars.”

      “I thought I was going—” He stopped when Quinn held up a finger.

      “Now this is important. If anyone gets out the passenger side of the security car, pull up directly behind them. Masterson can take them out from her side. You okay with that, girl?”

      “Roger,” Masterson said from the phone.

      “If I get them all,” Quinn continued, “pull up right next to us. We’ll load Winston up and away we go.”

      Mingo didn’t think it could possibly be that easy, but Quinn sounded confident. There was a brief pause before Ellie said. “Okay.”

      “Stay on the line,” Quinn said. “Tell me if he gets on the highway. If he does, and he’s going home, he’s going to exit here.”

      Mingo noticed that he used a different tone when talking to her. Not drastically different, but he’d taken a lot of interrogation technique classes, and reading people’s tone and speech patterns was a not insignificant part of that. He sounds almost…kindly? It made him wish he knew more about their relationship. Maybe there’s some leverage there I could use?

      But there was no time to consider it, because now Quinn was explaining his new part in the plan.

      “As soon as he stops,” he said, “I’m going to open up on the security car. Even if I don’t get them all, anyone left will exit out the passenger side and be easy picking for your girlfriend.”

      She’s not my girlfriend, Mingo thought automatically.

      “You’re going to have to take the target,” Quinn finished.

      “Okay.” It was not okay. It was far from okay. He was going to have to put a gun to the head of someone who hadn’t done anything wrong, he was just related to someone who had. He realized that’s why his nerves were jangling worse than the gunfights. Those people had been trying to kill him. He’d been well-trained to defend himself against that—even if that defense was an active offense. But this? This was gangster shit. Criminal shit. Indefensibly immoral shit. “Okay,” he said again, trying to make it true.

      Quinn looked at him critically. Shrugged.

      He probably figures if I freeze up it makes things easier for him. He can kill me and explain it as a necessary act to Ellie. Maybe even a mercy.

      “Okay,” he said, forcefully this time. Better not freeze up then. “How do I do it?”

      Quinn didn’t pretend he didn’t have any experience in this kind of thing. “Smash the window with the butt of your gun. Stick the barrel right in his face. Shout instructions, shock and awe. ‘Unlock the door! Out of the car!’ If he freezes, holster your piece and drag him out through the window. He’s a big guy so don’t be gentle.”

      Mingo nodded, no longer trusting his voice. Pre-raid jitters. They’ll pass, he thought, not certain it was true.

      They sat quiet after that, not bothering to get up and walk to any cars that pulled off the highway. Quinn checked the load in his pistol. Mingo did the same, having retained gun privileges after the safe house raid. After a while, Ellie’s voice came from the phone again.

      “They got on the highway.”

      Quinn nodded. “Twenty minutes.” He turned to Mingo. “Be ready.”

      Mingo wasn’t sure how to do that. But he said, “Okay,” anyway. It seemed like the only word he was capable of.

      He wasn’t sure whether the time passed quickly or agonizingly slowly. Wasn’t even sure how he passed the time. But when Ellie said, “We’re coming up on the exit,” he realized he was on his feet by the side of the road.

      “Not long now,” Quinn said, like he was talking about the kickoff of a football game.

      Mingo said nothing.

      Then a red Audi came off the highway, a black Suburban right behind it. And not far behind that, Quinn’s new Escalade.

      “Here we go.” Quinn was already in his crackhead shuffle, moving out into the street to where the Suburban would soon be forced to stop. Mingo thought about echoing his movements, but didn’t think he could pull it off. Instead, he waited a couple of seconds, then stepped forward to where the Audi was just slowing for the stop sign.

      True to form, Winston was looking away from him, making a show of checking both ways so he didn’t have to see the homeless beggar. Mingo flinched as Quinn opened up on the follow car, then raced the last few steps to the Audi, pulling his pistol. Winston was just turning around to see what the racket was behind him when Mingo smashed the butt of his gun into the window. He wasn’t sure it would break, but fear gave him strength, and it shattered in a spray of glass particles. He shoved his gun into the car, knocking the man’s glasses off his face accidentally. Backed it out just a little to point it at him and shouted, “Out of the fucking car! Get out!”

      The gunshots to his right stopped and he heard Quinn shouting something. But he was busy. Winston stared at him, myopic and unbelieving, one hand on the steering wheel, the other caught somewhere between slapping at the gun and covering his own mouth that was in a wide “O,” though no sound was coming out.

      He’s frozen, like Quinn said. He remembered Quinn saying that, but had only a vague memory of what to do when that happened. Oh yeah, drag him out.

      He knew there was more than that, but it didn’t seem important now. He grabbed a handful of hair, and yanked the man toward the window. He didn’t move far, but he started shouting, “I’m coming! I’m coming out.” Then the door unlocked and he was on the street with Mingo. He was a big man, a few inches taller than Mingo, and just the wrong side of corpulent, like he’d started laying off the squash games a few years too soon.

      Yes! Mingo thought, triumphantly. That’s my part done.

      Then he looked up for the Escalade and Quinn and saw just how terribly the rest of the operation was going.
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      Ellie watched in horror as the plan fell apart.

      She’d slowed as they exited the highway, stopping halfway down the ramp like she’d been instructed. Saw Quinn shamble into the road, Mingo walking more normally a little behind him.

      So far, so good.

      Her foot stood on the brake only lightly, ready to shift back to the accelerator. Suddenly, a gun was in Quinn’s hand and he was firing at the SUV. Ellie stomped on the gas and the Escalade surged forward.

      But when she looked at the SUV, expecting shattered glass and bodies, maybe one or two wounded men tumbling out the passenger side for Masterson to shoot at, the truck stood whole and unharmed.

      “Bulletproof glass!” Masterson shouted, realizing what had happened well before her.

      “Shit.” No one was getting out of the SUV. So I don’t pull up behind them. I pull up next to Quinn. She swerved left, covered the ground in an instant and screeched to a halt behind Quinn, putting her next to the SUV full of security men, Masterson on the passenger side no more than a few feet from the SUV’s driver. Quinn turned and ran to Mingo, who had Winston by the hair.

      Now the men exited the SUV, four of them out the passenger side, throwing their arms over the roof and hood, pistols in their hands.

      “Down!” Ellie shouted, and ducked as far as she could, praying she was below the windows and out of the line of fire. The Escalade’s a big car. They’re not firing down at us. That would have been the end at this distance, she was sure. Then it seemed like every window in the Escalade shattered at once as close range gunshots deafened her.

      Someone shouted “Motherfucker!” so loud, she could hear it over the gunfire and her ringing ears. Then the back door opened and Quinn tumbled in followed by Mingo shoving Winston in front of him. They came in low and dove to the floor—the only reason they weren’t riddled with bullets, Ellie figured. That, and the security team didn’t want to kill the person they were hired to protect.

      “Step on it!” Quinn shouted, and Ellie did just that, stomping on the gas without sitting up, driving blind for fear of getting shot.

      The road goes straight across, she thought frantically, pretty sure it was true. It was hard to remember what was outside the car with all the adrenaline coursing through her system. The car bumped on something and she sat up, hoping the security team wouldn’t fire on them now.

      It was a good thing she sat up when she did, because she’d driven across the intersection at an angle and had just jumped the curb. They were headed for a cement wall supporting the highway and she had to jerk the wheel hard to get back on the road. Luckily, it sent her passengers in the backseat flying toward the side of the car with the closed door instead of sending them out the open one.

      “Close the door,” she shouted. The car’s nose was pointed back at the highway and she jammed the pedal to the floor once more.

      Wind howled through the broken windows as she hit the highway already pushing sixty.

      We’d already be at ninety in my old Charger. But she knew they’d be at ninety soon enough, and more if they needed it. The Escalade sounded like it had a big engine. She figured it would go plenty fast. Maneuvering a car this size might be a problem. She looked in the rearview, but it was hopelessly cracked and distorted from a ricochet. Checking over her shoulder instead, she saw the men had obviously loaded themselves back into the SUV, as it was roaring up the ramp behind her. And maybe closing a bit. And I may need to maneuver.

      Mingo finally had the door shut. Winston whimpered on the floor, Quinn shoving a gun in his face and telling him to “Shut the hell up or I’ll fuck you with this pistol,” which strangely wasn’t calming him down at all. The only seemingly calm one was Masterson who told Ellie, “They’re closing. Going to have to step on it.”

      She did. Watched the MPH display creep over 100. Swerved into the left lane to pass a Chevy Volt scooting along in the right lane, then back to get past a minivan with a baby on board sign.

      Jesus, she thought, please don’t let my maniac driving kill someone.

      But she didn’t slow down.

      “Still coming,” Masterson said.

      Quinn took his pistol out of Winston’s mouth and fired a shot out the back, shattering the second to last unbroken glass in the truck. The windshield was still whole, though spiderwebbed in spots. He fired a few more desultory shots but either missed or the bulletproof glass remained effective.

      “Quinn!” Ellie shouted, barely hearing her own voice over the ringing in her ears. “There’s other people on the road!”

      And I don’t want you killing them.

      “Fucking bulletproof glass, anyway,” he muttered, tucking his gun away.

      There was a line of slower cars in the right lane and she drifted back left, doing 120 now. It was as fast as she’d ever gone in her Charger, and it felt decidedly unsafe. A quick glance over her shoulder showed the SUV no longer gaining

      “A little more if we want to lose them,” Masterson said, still sounding calm.

      She pushed it to 130, flying past the other vehicles, catching glimpses of faces with eyes round as anime characters as they calculated how fast she must be going to speed by so quickly.

      Then they passed a cop car.

      He was parked in the median, facing their way, and his lights went on immediately.

      “Shit,” Ellie said.

      “They’ll radio ahead,” Masterson said at the same time as Mingo said, “We’ve got to get off the highway.”

      Better listen to the federal agents when it comes to police procedure, I suppose.

      Next exit was a mile ahead, which came up in an awful big hurry moving at the speed they were. Ellie slowed down to a hundred to take the exit, a straight one down to a stop sign, much like the one they’d set up their ambush on. Levered the speed way back as they approached the stop sign, but still barreled through it at a good thirty miles an hour. The tires squealed their protest as she skidded through a full right turn.

      Struggling to get the car under control, she gunned it, trying not to lose too much speed. But when the front end was finally not waggling back and forth, she checked behind her to see the SUV trailing close.

      That was bad, but she found she was laughing.

      “What’s so funny?” Quinn said, sounding grumpy.

      “I just realized that I signaled my fucking turn.”

      The car was filled with hysterical laughter for a few seconds, but the direness of their situation killed it quickly. Ellie looked around and saw that the neighborhood was upscale, the traffic light.

      “Quinn?” she said. “How about now?”

      “Tires?” he answered.

      “Tires.”

      Gunfire rang in her ears again. Quinn didn’t hit anything, but it backed the SUV off a bit.

      Maybe I can use that. She heard sirens now, too close. And closing, too, I imagine. I could do without that.

      She slammed the car left, off the thoroughfare and into what she guessed would be twisting suburban streets.

      “Don’t get trapped in here,” Masterson said.

      “I’ve got a plan.” She’d call it more of a concept than a plan, but didn’t want to take the time to explain. Masterson didn’t ask any follow ups, anyway. She’s a cop, not a reporter.

      The roads were completely free of traffic here, it being past seven in a neighborhood surely inhabited mostly by rich septuagenarians. Got to live a long time to amass the fortune needed for these houses. Ellie pushed her speed as much as she could, but the roads were winding. There’s going to be circles and cul-de-sacs, too. Masterson is probably worried about those, she thought, but that was exactly what she was looking for.

      She passed on Elk Circle and Deer Creek Circle and then cruised into a road marked “No Outlet.”

      “What the fuck?” Masterson barked, sounding panicked for the first time.

      “Plan!” Ellie said, concentrating hard on keeping the car on the road and looking for the opportunity she hoped would be here. Or else we all die or go to jail. Or both.

      The houses were huge here, square modernist homes next to three story Victorians, the occasional plantation-style with a pillared entryway. The lots got bigger, too. Ellie soared past, hoping for better at the end, but noting spots she could break through if she had to force her way back. And if she had to turn around, she knew force would be needed.

      There! she thought suddenly. A hundred yards ahead, the road ended in a cul-de-sac. But one of the houses had a double lot and a big backyard. It was fenced, but the fence was wooden and short and looked more decorative than functional. The Escalade should be able to get through that. I hope.

      She pounded on the gas, eating up the football field’s worth of distance in a heartbeat. Rumbled up over the curb with a bone-jarring bump and hit the fence at 80 miles an hour. It crumpled like it was made of tin foil.

      The yard was big, but 80 miles an hour ate it up in a hurry and they were into a field. She didn’t want to, but she had to slow a bit or she wouldn’t be able to hold onto the steering wheel, it was so bumpy.

      But that’s what she wanted. Cop cars can’t follow us here. Don’t have the clearance.

      But that was only one problem solved. Because when she looked over her shoulder, the black SUV was still behind them. And closing.
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      Quinn thought about firing out the back again. But there was no way he could hit tires with the car bouncing around like it was. And they’re probably reinflatable or some bullshit like the bulletproof glass, anyway.

      “Fuckers,” he muttered.

      Ellie had been smart to get them off-road. The cops couldn’t follow them here.

      Until they get a chopper in the air. Which he figured wouldn’t be long. They had to be holed up before that happened. But he didn’t see how. We have to lose these assholes first. But he didn’t see how to do that, either. He was pretty sure the Escalade had a little higher top end, could maybe outrun them on the open road. But neither vehicle could go flat out over the bumpy terrain they were in now. And meanwhile, every rich asshole whose backyard we’re barreling through is calling the cops. He poked his head out the window. Looked to the skies. Nothing. Yet. He gave a listen, too. The police sirens were fading. Probably stopped at the fence we crushed. They’re not going to go barreling over some rich guy’s lawn. He looked back at the car chasing them, trying to think of a way to lose them. He wasn’t worried about them shooting him. Besides the fact that they were bouncing around, too, they’d stopped firing for fear of hitting the hostage. He was the only thing they cared about.

      He’s the only thing they care about.

      “Well, shit,” he said aloud.

      He knew how to escape the security team. But Ellie wasn’t going to like it.

      I’ll just have to think of something else.

      “Open the door,” he said to Mingo.

      “What?”

      “Open the fucking door!” Quinn could open the door on his side, but if shit went wrong, he’d rather the fed got bounced out of the truck than him.

      Mingo shrugged and threw open the door. Quinn reached down and grabbed Winston by the back of his shirt. He’d been banged around pretty good, but he was still conscious. Looked like he was in shock. Also looked like he couldn’t see more than an inch past his own nose with his glasses gone. Which was good, because Quinn had a thing about leaving witnesses.

      “Hi, there.” Quinn grinned. “Ready to go home?” He lifted the man into a sitting position, back facing the open door that started to swing back closed. “Keep that door open!”

      Mingo stuck his foot out, stopping the door from closing.

      “Quinn?” Ellie called from the front. “What’s going on?”

      “Making a little adjustment to the plan,” he said. He got a leg up and around Winston to get some leverage and dragged him toward the door.

      “What are you doing?” the man whimpered.

      Quinn was afraid he was going to start fighting him, so he gave him a mighty heave. He landed with his torso halfway out the door. A kick from Quinn and the car hitting a particularly large bump did the rest, catapulting the man out the door to tumble to the ground.

      Probably best, Quinn thought. If he lay there any longer the door or the ground was probably going to decapitate him.

      He looked up. Mingo was staring at him. “Close the door,” Quinn said. And your mouth.

      “What did you do?” That was Ellie. She sounded mad.

      Quinn looked out the back. The SUV slewed to a stop and men piled out again. Half ran to Winston who was already stumbling to his feet. The others pointed their guns at the Escalade.

      Best of luck, fellas. They were already out of pistol range and increasing the distance rapidly. The men seemed to agree with him, because they lowered their weapons without firing. Just because they can’t hit us, doesn’t mean they won’t hit something else. They were going to have a hard enough time with local PD already without accidentally shooting a bystander. Though he couldn’t think of any bystanders out here except maybe a deer or something.

      “Quinn!” Ellie shouted, sounding desperate now. “What happened?”

      “I got us away from those assholes.” And it was true. The security team was far behind and fading fast, but Quinn could see they were loading Winston into the bulletproof car. He was sure they’d turn around and go the other way once he was in. Their job is to protect him, not chase us down.

      “And killed my brother.” Ellie voice cracked.

      Quinn turned from the rear window and looked at Ellie. Tears streamed down her face.

      Probably, he thought, but had enough sense not to say it out loud. “No,” he said instead. “We’ll get him back.”

      “How?”

      She always has a follow up question. She really is a good reporter.

      He wished he had an answer.
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      Well, that was a big, fat waste of time, Mingo thought. He didn’t say it, though. He was still shook up from the kidnapping, the shooting, the car chase. You’d think I’d get used to it at some point. Quinn didn’t seem shook. He seemed more concerned that Ellie was upset than that they’d tried—and failed—to kidnap a senator’s son and kill a bunch of security operatives. Not that he ever showed much concern. But Mingo was getting used to his cues, subtle though they were: the slight tilt of his head, the narrowing of his eyes, the right hand that hovered somewhere between drawing his gun and reaching out to Ellie.

      They sat in another cheap motel room somewhere well north of Baltimore that smelled of Lysol and desperation. Mingo had no idea where. Masterson sat on the bed next to Ellie telling her lies like, “It’s going to be okay” and “I’m sure your brother’s still alive.” Mingo didn’t see how anything was going to be okay again.

      We’re hunted, wanted, leveraged. We have no backup. My team consists of a psychopath, a celebrity, and a researcher. I’m the only field agent.

      That stopped his rampaging thoughts.

      I’m the only field agent. He’d been thinking that he’d been completely out of his element this whole time. Unready. Untrained. I might be the only one who is trained for this. He tuned out Masterson’s voice. Stopped watching Quinn pace. This is just an op. There’s a hostage. He’s held in an unknown place by an unknown number of men. He frowned. That’s not entirely true. We know the leader of the group. And since the whole thing is clandestine, we can assume the group isn’t that large. And it’s taken some casualties. He thought back over the evening’s activities, ignoring the panicked feeling it gave him. The security guys. How did they move? What weapons did they have? His memories were chaotic, jumbled. He didn’t remember seeing any of them clearly, just impressions of movement behind as he dragged Winston to the Escalade. Then gunshots.

      Gunshots.

      Eye witnesses were unreliable. But people remembered what they heard. That’s why women taking self-defense were always trained to shout “Stop! You’re hurting me!” whenever they beat the shit out of someone. Why city cops always shouted “Stop resisting!” during suspect beatdowns. Kept the lawsuits to a minimum.

      He closed his eyes. Sent his mind back again. But this time he didn’t try to see faces, he just listened to the gunshots.

      At least three different types of pistols. No autos. No subs. No long arms.

      The guys at the safe house had MP5s and Glock 19s. Pretty standard loadout for government operators. The guys in the SUV had only pistols, and different types.

      “The guys who chased us,” he said. “They were private security.”

      “No shit,” Quinn replied. “So what?”

      “Why didn’t Seeley send his own guys to guard his kids?”

      Mingo didn’t like Quinn. But he was quick. “Because he’s running out of guys.”

      “Exactly,” Mingo said.

      “How does that help my brother?” Ellie said.

      “Don’t know,” he said, then added, “Yet.” He wasn’t lying. I’ve just started planning this op.

      Quinn looked at him strangely. Mingo didn’t have to wait long to find out what it meant.

      “You’ve got an idea,” Quinn said.

      Mingo shook his head. “Don’t have enough yet for an idea. More like a list.”

      “List of what?”

      “Of what we need.” He forestalled the obvious next questions. “And the first thing we need is information.”

      “Yeah,” Masterson said from the bed. “We’re kind of light on that.”

      “And the first bit of information we need,” Mingo said, feeling like he was thinking like an investigator for the first time since Simmons’s head exploded in that Detroit warehouse, “is a location. Somewhere the senator’s going to be.”

      “His schedule will be online,” Masterson said.

      “That won’t help,” Quinn said. “He’ll have regular security for that. Secret Service and shit. Need him alone with just his real team.”

      “Hrmm,” Mingo said thinking.

      It was Ellie who figured it out. “If he thinks we’re coming in, he won’t want anyone to be there.”

      Quinn nodded. Mingo noted that this was all his idea, but it was Quinn she looked to for approval.

      Ellie wiped her eyes. Pulled out her burner phone. It was like she flipped a switch and now she was fine. Trauma does that to a person.

      “I’ll call Seeley,” she said. “Set up the meet.”

      Mingo thought about next steps. If I had the whole agency behind me, we’d flood the area with undercovers, snipers, spotters. Have a perimeter set up well beforehand. He almost smiled. Quinn’s right. We do love our perimeters. Then he thought more seriously. I can still fill those roles. Quinn will be my undercover; they’ve got good IDs on the rest of us. Ellie obviously has to be point. And snipers…

      “Masterson, you any good with a rifle?”

      She nodded. “Shoot deer every fall.”

      “Can you shoot with those?” He pointed at her broken fingers.

      “Trigger finger still works.” She wiggled it. “I’ll make it happen.”

      There’s my sniper. He still didn’t have a plan. But I’ve got a team, and I’ll soon have a location. Which was a lot closer to a plan than they’d been even two minutes ago. When I know the location, something will show itself. Seeley had a small team just like them. He’d try to pick a location that maximized their efficiency. And we have no leverage to pick a different one. He was going to have to find the weakness in whatever spot the senator picked. Unfortunately, he didn’t think Seeley got to where he was by being stupid. He’ll pick a strong spot. That was disheartening, but he reminded himself that even if the senator was smart, unlike Mingo, he wasn’t trained for this.

      But his men are.

      That stopped him.

      They’ll have the same training as I did. Maybe even more as far as a hostage exchange goes. And they’ll be to the location first. It seemed insurmountable. They’ll have the best spots taken—the ambush points, the surveillance spots, the high ground.

      And then it hit him.

      If they have all the good spots, then I’ll know exactly where they’ll be.

      And if that didn’t give him an opportunity, then he didn’t know what would.

      Of course, he thought, they might realize I’ve trained to read the terrain, too, and take precautions. It really depended on how smart they were. And how smart they think I am. They’ll have all my records by now. He thought critically about what his record would show. Thought about how he’d walked right into the warehouse ambush. How the attack on the safe house was pure, unplanned chaos. Their recent failure to kidnap the senator’s son.

      No, they can’t think I’m smart. They might think Masterson is smart. But they’ll dismiss her because she’s a researcher and a woman. Ellie’s leveraged and Quinn…They know something’s up with him but do they know exactly what it is? He didn’t think so.

      Ellie had her phone to her ear.

      He decided that he’d just have to wait and see. We’ll negotiate the location and start from there. He thought he might have some time before that happened, but then Ellie spoke into her phone.

      “Well, fuck you, too, Senator.”

      Might be sooner than I figured, he thought, because it looks like negotiations are going to break down pretty quick.
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      The senator’s voice was like ice poured down Ellie’s spine.

      “You fucked with my family, you cunt.” He sounded nothing like he had in his office. Pure spite poured into a slow, southern drawl. “You’re brother’s fucking dead.”

      She wanted to point out that he’d fucked with her family first, but he didn’t sound like he was in the mood.

      “If you kill him, there’s nothing stopping me blowing this thing wide open,”

      she said as calmly as she could.

      “It would give me some damn satisfaction, though.”

      “I’m guessing you didn’t get where you are because you ever settled for ‘satisfied.’”

      “Hrmph.” He paused a minute. “What are you offering, girl?” A little of the melted butter was back in his voice. But only a little.

      “Me,” she said. “It’s what you want, after all.”

      “And your friends.”

      “They’re not important.” That won’t sway him, she thought. “They’re nobodies.” That’s more the way he thinks.

      He chuckled. “Call me back when you’re serious.” Then he hung up.

      “Shit,” she said to the dead line.

      “What?” Quinn asked.

      “He’s playing hardball.”

      Quinn shrugged. “Give him whatever he wants. We just need to see your brother, then we hit him.”

      “I get it. But I’ve got to at least pretend I’m trying to protect you guys.” She noticed Mingo looking thoughtful. “What?”

      “Agree to anything,” he said, “but make sure we meet someplace isolated and outdoors. No more than one building around.”

      “Why? Wouldn’t ‘public place, lots of witnesses’ be a more normal ask?”

      “He’s going to get suspicious,” Quinn said dismissively, “if she asks for that.”

      “It’s important,” Mingo said. “Cuts down on sniper positions.”

      He’s thinking of something. At least someone is.

      “Okay, give him everything. Meet outside. Got it.” She rang Seeley back. “Okay,” she said as soon as he was on the line. “My friends will come in, too.”

      “So, now you lie to me?” he said. “Why would they trade themselves for your brother? What are you planning?”

      For the first time in her life, Ellie felt outmatched in a conversation that wasn’t with her father.

      Get control of yourself, El. It was her father’s voice, and the grief hit her hard again. How can I, Dad? You’re gone and Aaron’s taken and it’s all my fault.

      “Stuck for words?” Seeley said. “I thought all you reporters did was talk.”

      Journalist, she thought. I’m a fucking journalist. She knew what her father’s answer to that would be. Then act like one.

      The truth, she thought. If lies won’t convince him, then maybe the truth will.

      “All I want, Senator,” she said, no longer trying to keep the fear and sadness from her voice, “is to save what’s left of my family.” It was true.

      “Okay,” he said after a moment’s silence. “Now we’re getting somewhere.” His change in tone was remarkable. Ellie couldn’t decide whether the sardonic anger or the preternatural calm was the put-on. Maybe both, she thought. Maybe neither.

      “What do you want, senator?”

      “I want you to come in from the cold. I know you can keep your mouth shut. You’ve been doing it for three years.”

      “What about the others?”

      “The two government employees come in, too.”

      “I’m not sure I can convince them to.”

      “I can.” He sounded confident. Ellie guessed he’d convinced a lot of people of a lot of things over the years. “What was done to them was not on my orders. My guys…went a little rogue. They’ve been dealt with—the few you left alive, that is. They agree to my terms—which won’t be too punitive, I assure you—and they’ll be okay.”

      “How punitive?”

      “Reassignments. No contacts with old associates. That sort of thing. They’ll be monitored. In a few years they’ll be able to start moving up the ladder again.”

      “Okay.” It was actually sounding reasonable. Is there any chance he’s telling the truth? Because if he was, she had to seriously consider his terms over a risky ambush that put Aaron—and all the rest of them—in danger. But he killed my father! Still, she had to consider it, if she was to save Aaron and the others.

      “Listen, Ellie. Can I call you Ellie?” He didn’t wait for her to answer. “What happened to your father was regrettable. But I want you to know, it was never my intention. I just wanted to talk to him. But you know how stubborn your father was. No, not stubborn. Dedicated. He decided the only way to avoid telling me about you was to escape. And when he found he couldn’t do that, he chose another way out.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “You don’t believe your father loved you enough to sacrifice himself for your safety?”

      Actually, that sounds exactly like something he would do.

      “It doesn’t matter.” It mattered very much, but if she was going to make this work, she had to pretend it didn’t. And maybe if I say it enough, I’ll believe it. “Let’s get back to your offer, Senator. It’s very generous. If that’s all let’s meet as soon as possible.”

      She could almost hear him smiling through the phone. “There’s one last person involved,” he said. “As you well know.”

      “Yeah.”

      “He needs to die.”

      There it was. Simple. Direct. Impossible to negotiate around.

      “I’ll need proof my brother is alive.”

      “And I’ll need proof your associate is dead.”

      “Okay.”

      There was a pause. “You agreed very quickly, Miss Buchman. Is there something you’re not telling me?”

      He’s too good at this, she thought. The truth. The truth has been working.

      “I told you: all I care about is my brother’s safe return.”

      “Then let’s get this done.”

      “Okay, where?”

      “Normally, these things are done in a public place. Less chance of violence ensuing.”

      “I’m going to be recognized in public. It’ll be hard to make a hostage exchange if I’m signing autographs.”

      “My thoughts exactly. The Stone House at Manassas Battlefield. We’ll meet there at midnight tomorrow.”

      “You’ll have my brother for me?”

      “As long as you have a body for me.”

      “Okay. But I want to do this face to face.”

      “Oh, my darling girl,” he said, voice oozing with false sincerity, “I wouldn’t miss this.”

      He didn’t say goodbye.

      “Well?” Quinn asked.

      “Midnight tomorrow,” she answered. “The Stone House at Manassas Battlefield. Whatever the hell that is.”

      “We’ll figure it out.” He looked around the room, meeting everyone’s eyes. “Let’s get to work.”
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      Quinn and Mingo pored over maps online discussing where Seeley would set his men up. Quinn hated to admit it, but the guy was sharp about this stuff. When they agreed on the most probable layout of forces, they shared it with the group.

      “The Stone House is exactly what it sounds like,” Quinn said, pointing to a picture on Ellie’s laptop. It showed a tall two-story house—nearly three with the attic—sitting in a sloping field next to a crossroads. Four windows on the second floor, three and a door with a few stone steps leading up to it on the first, couple of tiny windows with bars on them peeking out of what must be the basement. Quinn knew the pattern was matched on the other side of the house. On the other two sides the only windows were two small windows in the attic. “Very defensible. It’s still standing after they fired cannons at it; I’m sure it’ll stop bullets.” He didn’t actually know if that was true—it wasn’t like he read the history of the place—but the walls were thick and stone; there would be no shooting through them.

      “Three exits,” Quinn went on, switching to a picture with a different angle, “if this little bump-out—” He tapped the screen where a door was stuck in a little protrusion on the west side of the house. “—goes all the way through.”

      “If we’re breaching,” Mingo said, “we have to assume it doesn’t. If we’re covering exits, we have to assume it does.”

      “Which are we doing?” Ellie asked.

      “We’ll get to that,” Quinn said. “Here’s the important bit.” He switched to satellite view. Pointed to the parking lot that was seventy-five yards east of the house, then two tiny stands of trees a hundred yards up the hillside to the north. “We’re going to park in the lot. These trees are the most likely sniper positions.”

      “They’re kind of close,” Masterson said. “Guys can hit from a half-mile out. Why set up so close?”

      “South and west have to shoot across roads. They won’t want to do that.”

      “There’s some spots farther out uphill,” Mingo said. “But the view is either impeded or there’s no cover.”

      “What about here?” Masterson said, pointing to a stretch of woods behind the parking lot.

      “Yeah,” Quinn said. “That’s a problem.”

      “They’re definitely going to have someone in those woods,” Mingo said. “They can overwatch our approach and the meeting point. And there’s a lot of spots they can be.”

      “That’s why I’m going to take that one out,” Quinn said.

      “Because he either finds him or gets shot,” Mingo said.

      “And either way that means I’ve found him.”

      Ellie shook her head. “No, I need you with me, Quinn.”

      “Why?”

      “So, I have someone to hide behind when the shooting starts.”

      “Shootings going to be coming from all directions.”

      “Not if Masterson and Mingo do their jobs, as I understand it.”

      She’s not wrong.

      “No, it makes sense,” Mingo said. “They’ll have most of their men inside protecting the senator.”

      Quinn looked at Mingo. “Can you do it?”

      “Yeah, of course I—”

      “No,” Quinn interrupted. “Can you do it?” He meant can you kill a man in cold blood. He was glad to see Mingo think about it before he answered.

      “Yeah,” he said. “I have to.”

      “That’s right.” He looked at Masterson. “How about you?”

      She gave him a smile he approved of. “The guys who had me tortured? Be glad to put a bullet in them.”

      “All right, then. On to the rest of it.” He frowned at the screen. “We’re going to need two cars. And a rifle.”

      

      They spent the next day shopping. Got a knife for Mingo. A rifle for Masterson. Flashlights for everybody. Ammo for everybody, too, including reloads for the MP5 Quinn still had. He thought about getting another gun for himself but figured if two pistols and a machine gun weren’t enough, then he’d need a tank.

      “Any chance we can get a tank?” he asked Masterson. She’d been the most familiar with the area and had taken them the two hours into West Virginia where purchasing the guns and ammo without a pesky background check had been remarkably easy. Wouldn’t be that surprised if she said yes.

      “By tonight?” she said. “Nah. I’d need at least a couple of days to get a tank.”

      He couldn’t tell if she was joking. “Too bad. Would’ve been useful.”

      They went to a gun range where Masterson sighted in the rifle. Looked complicated. Quinn got bored pretty quick. He knew how his pistols shot already, and the MP5 sprayed enough bullets around he was bound to hit something even if the aim was off. He went in the lobby and looked at the ads the locals put up on the board just inside the door. Pickups, hound dogs, guns, tractors—Jesus, they don’t have a lot to do out here, do they?

      He thought about getting one of the pickups. It’d be easy. “Hi, I’m here to look at the truck. Got to test drive it though.” Drive out in the woods, put a bullet in Jim-Bob, and boom, new truck. But he’d have to get a ride from Ellie or one of the two cops, and they’d get suspicious when he came back alone. They drove around in the Escalade no problem. But he knew they probably told themselves he’d just stolen it. Hard to do that when two guys go into the woods and only one comes back.

      So, after the range, he stole another beater, and having ditched the Escalade for a 2001 Prelude shortly after the kidnapping attempt, they drove back into Maryland in the world’s shortest and shittiest convoy. They didn’t stay long in Maryland, heading south into Virginia where they grabbed dinner at a truck stop outside of Leesburg.

      “Everybody ready?” Quinn asked when they’d finished eating and slurping down the dregs of their coffees.

      Nods all around.

      “Everyone know what to do?”

      More nods. Mingo muttered, “Yeah.”

      “Last chance for the bathroom.”

      Mingo shot him a look, but Ellie said, “I should pee,” and got up to go.

      “I’ll go with you,” Masterson said.

      Quinn looked at Mingo sitting across from him fiddling with the handle of his coffee cup. “You up for this?”

      Mingo looked up. “I told you yes already.”

      “You might have to use the knife.”

      “I know.”

      “You fuck this up and Ellie and I will be sitting ducks out there.”

      “I’ll get it done.”

      Quinn stared at him until he looked back down at his cup. “You’d better.”

      Then the girls were back and he stood. “Then let’s fucking do it.”
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      Quinn and Ellie got in their car. Mingo walked Masterson over to hers.

      “Be careful out there, Masterson,” he said, not sure what that even meant anymore.

      She looked up at him oddly. “Call me Kate.”

      “Okay, um, Kate.”

      “And you are?”

      For some reason, it took him a second to remember his own name. What is going on here? “Denarius.”

      “Nice to meet you, Denarius. I enjoyed our phone conversations.”

      “Me, too.” He paused. “You sound like you’re saying goodbye.” When she didn’t say anything, he went on. “You’ll be fine.”

      She shrugged. “My part’s easy. I’m worried about you.”

      He tried for a brave face, a worry-free tone of voice. “I’ll be fine.” Nailed it.

      “Will you though?” she said, her wry tone far more convincing than his worry-free one.

      That made him chuckle. “Of course not. I’m going for a midnight murder hike. No part of this is fine.”

      She smiled, small, even teeth glowing in the neon from the diner’s sign. “Stupid question. But you got this?”

      “Yeah. Whatever it takes to get it done.”

      “Yeah, but…”

      He squinted at her. “What?”

      “Come back, okay?” she said. “Do whatever it takes to get back, too.”

      He nodded, unsure what she was getting at. Then she stood up on her tiptoes and kissed him. Her lips were dry but warm, a butterfly flutter on his own lips, then gone. She smelled of the same motel soap he’d used last.

      “Come back,” she said again, then got in her car. Her taillights were fading before he moved again, a brief touch of his lips with his fingertips, then a small smile.

      “Let’s fucking go, Romeo,” Quinn shouted from the other Honda.

      “Yeah, all right.” He’d go. But he’d do whatever it damn took to make it back.

      

      Mingo rode in the back. His heart pounded. The forty minutes to the drop-off point went by in a flash. He wished it would’ve lasted longer, mostly so he could spend more time thinking about Masterson’s kiss.

      Did I imagine it? It was gone so fast.

      “Get ready,” Quinn said.

      He nodded, though the interior of the car was dark. And it stayed that way, even as he eased his door open, as Quinn had smashed the interior light. They passed the Stone Bridge parking lot, and then the small forest to the west of it. Two fields separated by a line of trees and Quinn was coasting now, not wanting brake lights to show, even though they were more than a half-mile out.

      “You take precautions even if there’s little chance of being observed,” they’d both agreed when drawing up the plans.

      Which had seemed perfectly reasonable last night in their crappy motel room, and even this evening in the Leesburg café. But now, about to jump out of a moving car so he could murder a CIA operative in the dark woods surrounding a Civil War battlefield, everything about the plan seemed idiotic.

      “Come back.”

      “Now!” Quinn hissed.

      They can’t hear you, Mingo thought, though he felt like if he tried to talk it’d come out in a strangled whisper, too.

      Throwing the door open, he took one glimpse at the gravel shoulder flashing by too fast, then jumped. He cleared the last bit of shoulder and thankfully hit the softer grass beyond. He rolled and came to his feet, maybe a little bruised but none the worse for wear. He watched the car pulling away for a moment, the door closing as Ellie reached back and shut it. Then he jogged off into the woods.

      A half-moon lit the sky, illuminating the first leg of his journey: a wide cut for power lines heading nominally north. The grass was long and the ground a little bumpy, but he guessed it would be the easiest passage he’d be making tonight.

      As long as there’s no snakes, he suddenly thought. He had no idea if or what kind of snakes there were in October in Virginia. Why didn’t we check if there were snakes? Not that it would have changed our plans, he decided. He’d still have to travel through the woods in the dark, snakes or no.

      He shuddered, but kept moving. Slightly less than a jog now. Spraining an ankle on the uneven ground would play merry hell with their plans. But he also had to make time during this relatively easy part of the journey; in the dark, in the woods, he wouldn’t be able to move too quick. And when he got close to his target, stealth was going to be far more important than speed. So, he moved quickly through the tall grass, hoping he was right about where the sniper would set up.

      A lot depended on him being right.

      There was a path from the parking lot that led northeast to a spot in the woods about two hundred yards from the parking lot that had good sightlines of the lot and, more importantly, kept the Stone House and the other sniper positions out of the line of fire.

      He thought about Masterson in her car, heading to her own position. Concentrate on the op! he reprimanded himself. But almost immediately after, thought, I wonder how she felt about the kiss?

      The spot the path led to was where he’d set a sniper if he was running the op. But once the meet moved to the back of the house, as he assumed it would, the angles diminished, bringing the Stone House and possibly the senator into danger. But a simple move a hundred yards south fixed the angle and created a perfect flanking position with the other positions. And the move could be accomplished completely under cover, while the other snipers had eyes on Ellie and Quinn’s approach. It was during that move that Mingo would have his opportunity. He didn’t have to find the sniper, he just had to wait for him to move. But to do that, he had to be in place before midnight. And he had to get there without being spotted.

      So, I should concentrate more on what I’m doing than on that kiss from Masterson…er…Kate.

      After a couple hundred yards, he smelled damp and wet loam. The stream. Youngs Branch, the map had named it. Then he saw it, a dark, thin, snake of a waterway cutting off his passage. He turned left, heading west along its bank and immediately entered the woods. His speed dropped significantly. Though the opposite side of the river was clear pasture, here the canopy overhead let in only slivers of pale moonlight. The dark made him wish he had his gun out, but he needed both his hands to feel his way through the underbrush. He was dismayed by the noise he was making, but guessed he was too far away for it to be a problem yet.

      But I better learn how to move quietly quick, or I’m going to be the sniper’s first target.

      He practiced pressing his foot lightly on the ground before taking a step, testing for sticks that might snap or leaves that might rustle. He pulled his foot back when he felt one, shifting slightly and trying again. His movements slowed to a crawl, but he was much quieter. He spotted a line of trees cutting through the field across the stream. It was one of the landmarks he’d memorized.

      Four hundred yards to go.

      Test. Adjust. Step. He wanted to get out his phone to check the time, but an electric light in the woods would be a beacon for the snipers. Test. Step. The stream turned slowly south and he followed its curves, the forest enveloping both banks now.

      Two hundred yards, he thought, the landmarks of his murder hike all pored over and memorized last night.

      He crossed the river, leaping from one muddy bank to the other with a wet thud. It was a calculated risk: one unusual sound versus the constant squelching if he waded through cautiously and soaked his shoes. He froze after landing, listening for any change in the night noises, any hint that a head could be turning his way, a rifle being put up to a searching eye.

      Hearing nothing but the frogs and bugs shouting their nocturnal messages. He moved on.

      He forced himself to go even slower, and tried to aim his path to keep thick brush or large trees between him and his destination. A hundred yards out and he traveled in a crouch, lowering his silhouette to that of an animal or a tree trunk, he hoped, if he was observed. It was even harder to stay quiet like this, but even more important as well.

      Test. Adjust. Test. Step. He kept moving.

      It was all guesswork now, and none of it made him happy. Did the sniper set up where I think? Did he move north for an even better angle? He hadn’t thought he would last night, because every foot farther north meant another foot he had to travel heading back to the prime spot to overwatch the exchange. But if he had, Mingo should have stopped moving fifty yards ago. The guy is probably sighting in on me right now. When no shot came to kill him, he replaced that fear with a new one. What if he just set up in his final position, not caring about having the Stone House as a backdrop to any shot he took at the parking lot? Things were unlikely to pop off in the parking lot, anyway. That would be a real disaster, as it put Mingo a hundred yards off schedule with no way to find the sniper in the dark of the forest. Ellie will be a sitting duck. Kate, too, he realized in horror, if the guy saw her muzzle flash in the darkness.

      That thought made his legs weak, but he kept moving, sticking to the plan they’d discussed ad nauseum last night. It’s what he’d been trained to do.

      Planning and thinking is for before the op starts. Kissing, too.

      When he estimated he was in or near the spot they’d picked for him last night, he stopped. Nothing for it now, he thought. He drew his pistol silently from its holster. Unsheathed the long knife he’d bought today and held it in his left hand. He’d done his part. He was ready. He could only wait and see if they had things figured right.

      He didn’t have to wait long. He’d thought he’d make it into position with fifteen minutes or so to spare, but traveling through the woods had obviously taken longer than he’d thought. Because just minutes after settling into a crouch, headlights appeared on the Lee Highway—which, like its namesake, was highly overrated, just a two-lane road cutting through a place where a ton of people died because a bunch of assholes wanted to own people. The car signaled and turned into the Stone House parking lot. The Stone House itself was lit from the outside with small floodlights shining up the walls that made the irregular reddish-brown stones look yellow in their amber light. The only other lights visible were the stoplights in the intersection on the other side of the house.

      The car parked, headlights facing the Stone House. Mingo was three hundred yards away, but knew it was Quinn and Ellie. Who else could it be? Two figures were now shadowed in the headlights. He thought he heard voices, but was too far away to hear what they said. The figures began walking slowly toward the house.

      When the sniper stood, Mingo almost gasped in surprise. It was like a piece of earth twenty yards in front of him rose from the ground, somehow given form and purpose. His mind supplied him with the term: ghillie suit, the sniper outerwear of sticks and leaves that made them look like Swamp Thing. In that moment, the creature became a man and Mingo unfroze.

      Follow him!

      The man was moving away at a surprisingly rapid pace. Mingo wondered if he had night vision to keep his footsteps so true.

      It’s bad if he does, he thought, then realized that even if he did, it wouldn’t matter if he didn’t turn around.

      If he does, I just have to hope I shoot before he does. It would ruin all their careful planning if he had to shoot the guy. But so would getting shot myself.

      Besides, Kate had told him to “Come back.”

      The guy was getting too far away while Mingo kept trying to be quiet. If he gets in position before I’m close enough to get him… Then he had an idea. Maybe if I time my footsteps to his.

      It didn’t look hard. The man had a very steady gait, despite the roughness of the terrain. Whether Mingo could manage the same thing without the night vision goggles he was now certain the man was wearing was another matter. He timed up his first step, trying to watch the man and the ground at the same time. First step and he didn’t trip and neither did the man turn around. No time to celebrate, however, as the man was still moving. Steps two and three in the books now, and Mingo widened his stride, hoping to even close the distance a little.

      It’s working!

      He followed the man like a shadow for fifty yards, thinking it was far easier than he’d thought it would be. They were close to the edge of the woods, and the ground was already smoothing out. Mingo wasn’t sure that even if he wasn’t matching steps the man would hear him. He’d gotten real good at moving quietly in his short time in the woods.

      Desperation makes a great teacher.

      Then the man stopped.

      Mingo almost fell over trying not to take his next step. He hung there, one foot in the air, one arm windmilling slightly, the other reaching out for the trunk of a big tree beside him, trying not to overbalance, trying not to breathe.

      The man turned his head. His body followed.

      Fuck, Mingo thought. His hand landed on the tree trunk and he yanked himself upright and behind it. Did he turn around in time to see me?

      He didn’t know. He couldn’t guess. He stood behind the tree, arms tucked in as far they could go, trying to listen for the silent footsteps of a trained assassin over the pounding roar of his own heart beating. His hands were sweat slick on his weapons and he was afraid he’d drop them before the fight even started.

      How would that look on my tombstone? It was a ridiculous thought. No one’s going to find my body.

      He stood frozen for he didn’t know how long—a few seconds? An hour?—before hearing the blessed sound of footsteps moving away from him. He let them, not convinced it wasn’t a ruse. When he was sure they were definitely receding, he risked a peek out from behind the tree.

      Barely made out due to the silhouette-dissolving character of the ghillie suit, he saw the sniper lowering himself to the ground.

      He was getting into position. Mingo had very little time.

      Trying to balance speed with the desperate need for silence, he got moving again. Twenty yards now, Mingo’s eyes trying to pierce the darkness to note if the man’s head moved, if the barrel of his rifle was swinging toward him. But the dark and the camouflage kept everything a mystery, and he just had to hope.

      Ten yards, and he was prepared to leap forward if he sensed movement. But there was no movement and now he was just yards away and even the darkness and ghillie suit couldn’t hide the man. He was laid out behind his rifle, concentrating hard through the scope.

      Quinn had spent a long time explaining to Mingo how to kill a man quietly with a knife. How there was a notch at the base of the skull to jam the knife into and scramble the brain. How if you want to cut the throat, you don’t saw across it like they do in the movies, you jam the knife in the side and then push it out the front at an angle so it takes all the inside structural bits with it.

      Mingo knew that one, having seen Tato use it on his partner.

      Quinn told him how even after you cut a man’s throat or jam a knife in his brain, he might still be able to make a sound, so try to get a hand over his mouth or rap him on the head with the pommel a couple of times to knock him out.

      Of course, all that knowledge flew out of Mingo’s head when he was five feet away from the man he was supposed to murder. But there was no time for thought anyway, because now the man was turning, alerted by a footfall or movement out of the corner of his eye or maybe just that sixth sense that lets you know someone is close by. Whatever it was, he was turning and reaching for his waistband, probably for a pistol or a knife of his own, and Mingo launched himself in the air, landing on the man with his full body weight. The breath went out of both of them, but Mingo was on top and already had a knife in his hand. He forgot about aiming and just stabbed wildly, jabbing the knife in whatever was closest as many times as he could. Chest, neck, face—he stabbed and cut, till his hand was too slippery with blood to hold the knife, and it slipped from his grasp. He held the man down with one hand while he swept the ground frantically with the other. Then he stopped as he realized there was no need.

      The man wasn’t struggling. He made only a low, gurgling sound from what remained of his throat. Then even that small sound died.

      Mingo threw himself off and grabbed the man’s rifle. He recognized it as an MK12, though nearly every part of it was wrapped in leather and covered in leaves and sticks. It made sense for this kind of operation, lightweight and shorter-barreled than other sniper rifles, but deadly accurate at these closer distances. He aimed toward the house and got the scope to his eye.

      Ellie and Quinn stood before the house, facing the door. In the doorway was a thin man with shoulder-length blond hair and a scraggly beard. Someone out of sight held a gun to his head.

      Ellie’s brother.

      Mingo scanned out to the stands of trees where the other snipers likely were. He saw nothing out of sorts, but hadn’t expected to.

      They’re Masterson’s problem.

      His job was to cover the house, deal with anyone who popped their head out to take a shot at Ellie and Quinn. Back to the house then, hoping to get a glimpse at whoever had their gun on Aaron. Maybe take them out if he got a clear shot.

      But as his view passed over Ellie and Quinn, he had another thought, and he paused, the crosshairs centered over Quinn’s head.

      Why not kill him now? He slipped his finger inside the trigger guard. It would fuck up their plan to kill the senator. But that was Quinn’s plan, anyway. Why not bargain instead? But he hesitated. There was no guarantee the senator was being straight with them. That a deal could actually be made. And despite him only being two hundred yards out—an easy shot with a military rifle that was almost certainly sighted in nicely for the distance—it had to be a headshot. I don’t know what kind of pull this trigger has. A tiny twitch could mean the difference between a clean kill and a merely wounded and pissed off immortal assassin. Still, his trigger finger tightened slightly as he aimed at the man he was pretty sure was going to try to kill him later if they survived the next few minutes.

      “Do whatever it takes to come back,” Kate had said.

      Can I really make it back if Quinn is still alive?

      He was pretty sure the answer to that was a big no.

      Fuck it. Take the shot.

      But before he pulled the trigger, Ellie stepped behind Quinn, blocking his shot. She put her pistol up to the back of his head.

      What the hell?

      It looked like she exchanged some words with Quinn. Shuffled her feet a little.

      Then she pulled the trigger and Quinn fell face first to the grass.
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      As soon as Mingo was out the door, Ellie reached back and closed it.

      “Clear,” she said and Quinn accelerated again. Trees sailed past her window, then rolling hills, pale in the moonlight. They passed a small parking lot and then the Stone House, two stories of stone blocks surrounded by wooden fencing that looked like Civil War barricades. The windows reflected the lights that shone up at them; she could see nothing inside.

      Quinn turned right at the traffic lights. Headed uphill. The view to the house was soon obstructed by trees and brush.

      “See anything?” Quinn asked.

      “Nothing.”

      They passed another parking lot for battlefield trailwalkers, then a cemetery next to a Methodist church.

      “They got Methodists down here?” Quinn said. “Figured they’d all be Baptists or Pentecostals or some shit.”

      He sounds so calm. Ellie wasn’t calm. There’s so much that can wrong with this plan. Snipers. Quinn. Bullets flying in the dark.

      They took a right at another church, this one called the Lighthouse Assembly of God.

      “That’s more like it,” Quinn said, smiling. “They’ll be handling snakes in there for sure. You know what Father Patrick called Pentecostals back in Southie?” He didn’t wait for her to answer. “Satanists.”

      She smiled despite herself. “The whole snake thing always seemed a bit suspicious to me.”

      “Exactly.” He turned right without signaling and into an area completely different from the surrounding forested hills and sloping pastures. It looked like an industrial moonscape, piles of stone and gravel and sand gray in the moonlight. A webwork of steel tubes and slides connected rectangles of industrial buildings that were as eldritch in function to Ellie as if they were of alien design. Pulling behind a particularly large pile of rock, he shut the headlights off. “What’s the time?”

      Ellie checked her burner. “11:20.”

      Quinn nodded. “Let’s let them get into position.” He settled back into his seat.

      Ellie was amazed by how quickly he could go so still when it was time to wait for something. All the chatter of the last few minutes of driving was gone. Like without action or the prospect of it, he went into a fugue state. He’s probably one of those guys who can take a plane ride without a bag full of books. If Ellie didn’t have something to read, some work to do on her laptop, maybe a book of crosswords, sitting in one place for too long was torture. She knew they only planned to sit in the Luck Stone gravel pit for a half-hour or so, but she felt like it was going to be a very long half-hour.

      She wasn’t wrong. Quinn didn’t talk. They didn’t listen to the radio. She didn’t have a book and was probably too nervous to read even if she did. She looked out the window but the scenery sucked. How long can you look at a pile of dirt?

      She was checking the load in her pistol for the sixth time when Quinn broke the silence.

      “It’s time.”

      She checked her phone. He was right. Did he count? Or just guess?

      Headlights on again, they pulled back out onto the road. Ellie spotted Masterson’s vehicle parked on a turnoff.

      “Masterson’s car” she said, pointing.

      “All right.”

      “She should be in position by now. Mingo, too.”

      “Better be. Taking a sniper bullet to the head isn’t part of the plan.”

      Ellie didn’t disagree. Though bullets to the head are a definite part of the plan. Didn’t say it out loud though.

      Left at the lights and past the Stone House again, but this time they pulled into the parking lot. Quinn ignored the lines suggesting where he park and pointed the headlights down the path toward the house. Left the car running, headlights on.

      “Ready?” he said.

      “No.”

      “Heh. Me, either.” He smiled. Kindly, for him, but Ellie didn’t think anyone else in the world would notice. He opened the door. “Let’s go.”

      Ellie got out her side. There was no sign of movement from the house, but she could feel eyes on her. How many was the real question. Does Seeley have enough men for more snipers than we thought? Does he have men on the second floor? The third? How are they armed? What are their orders? There was so much they didn’t know and so much they only guessed. This whole plan is a guess. But there was nothing for it but to walk forward into the pool of light the headlights provided, let the enemy see them coming, hands free of weapons, ready to make an exchange.

      Fifty yards is a long way to walk when your legs are weak and you’re sure at least one sniper has you in his sights. She concentrated on one foot in front of the other. Felt the comforting weight of the gun in her purse. The stolid presence of a stone-cold killer by her side. You can do this, she thought. Just don’t miss.

      “Hey, Ellie,” Quinn said, as they passed through the gap in the wooden barriers and the pavement of the parking lot path turned to soft grass. There was a plaque at the entrance; the only words she could make out was the heading: Stone House — Witness to War.

      It’s going to be witness to just a little more war this evening, she predicted. I hope we win.

      “Yeah, Quinn?”

      “I’ve been thinking about getting a hobby.” He sounded almost wistful. “I think I might like gardening.”

      Before she could answer, a voice called from the house. “There’s good.”

      They were about even with the back stairs. She recognized the voice. “Hello, senator. You have my brother?”

      “Where are the other two?”

      “They’ll come in when I see my brother. I asked for proof of life, remember?”

      “Of course. But there was something I asked for, too.”

      Yeah. That.

      She took a half-step back. Quinn glanced back at her, then turned resolutely toward the house. He didn’t see her pull the gun out of her purse. He felt it when she pressed it to the back of his head, though.

      “It’s like that, then,” he said, voice abnormally loud in the suddenly quiet darkness.

      “Yeah.”

      “Well,” he said. “Don’t fucking miss.”

      Good advice.

      Even at this range, it was a game of inches. She adjusted her aim minutely and pulled the trigger. Quinn dropped like his legs had disappeared. Wetness splattered her face.

      Blood, she realized, somewhat remotely. Concentrate! she shouted at herself. She couldn’t afford to panic or lose concentration. There’s still a lot to do.

      “Satisfied?” she called to the house. She prayed that Mingo and Masterson remembered they weren’t supposed to fire until Aaron was clear of the house. She hadn’t told them she was going to shoot Quinn. Was afraid they’d talk her out of it. And into something worse.

      There was no answer from the house. No gunshots from the woods either, so that was good. Then a figure appeared in the doorway.

      “Aaron!” she cried out.

      He looked pale—but that could be the lighting—and underfed, but it didn’t look like they’d tortured him.

      “Hey, sis,” he said. “Seems we’ve got a lot to talk about.”

      “Yeah.” She stifled a sob. He sounded so much like her dad in that moment. “Just come out here and we’ll finish this.”

      He took a half-step forward, but whoever was holding the gun on him reached out with their other hand and jerked him back.

      “The others,” Seeley called out. “Bring them in. Then you get your brother.”

      “They’re coming in now,” she said. “Just have your guy take the gun from his head. He’s terrified.”

      She could see Aaron about to be brave and say he was all right, but he caught her eye first. Saw the look she was giving him.

      Trust me, brother, she thought. This one time, just trust me.

      “Aim your guns at me,” she said, holding her arms wide. “You’ve got me now. You don’t need him.”

      Maybe the guy thought the senator would agree to what must have sounded like a sincere and reasonable appeal. Or maybe he just relaxed a little because the guy they were most afraid of was dead, shot by the woman who was clearly cooperating. Whatever the reason, the gun moved. Not far, but enough. Because for a second, it was no longer pressed against her brother’s head, but an inch or two away from it, and angled a touch upward.

      Now, she thought.

      And as if on command, the shooting started.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            54

          

        

      

    

    
      Lying in the cool grass in front of the Stone House, Quinn decided he was becoming a real connoisseur of pain. The most recent one, for instance, didn’t make his top ten worst pains. But getting your ear shot off was definitely one of the more interesting ones. There was the surface pain from the damage to flesh and cartilage. That hurt. Added to that was the pounding headache from having a gun fired right next to his (former) ear. Also, the sense of missing that he was beginning to recognize from his other amputations, large and small. It was a feeling that was difficult to describe, an empty wrongness, he decided to call it. But the weirdest thing of all was that despite being deafened by the shot initially, his hearing had returned quickly, and he could now hear his ear growing back.

      He didn’t even try to put words to that sensation.

      Mostly, he lay still, listening to Ellie talk to the senator and his men. When she’d told him her plan, he didn’t think it’d work. Especially this last bit. But since her other option had been to shoot him for real, he’d gone along.

      He reminded himself that he’d had lots of other options, including shooting everyone in the motel room and disappearing, but for some reason, he’d decided on the one that involved him lying in the dewy grass getting cold and wet while his ear grew back.

      Concentrate now, Quinn, he told himself. The balloon’s about to go up.

      “Aim your guns at me,” he heard Ellie say, which he thought was a terrible idea, but was also part of the plan.

      It won’t work, he thought. They’re not that stupid.

      And they weren’t. But they were human. And Ellie’s pleading tone combined, no doubt, with her good looks and evident cooperation had the gunman charged with holding on the hostage relaxing. His pistol moved from the skull. Not more than an inch or two. But as soon as it did, Quinn moved.

      He’d drawn his gun as he’d fallen, making sure he lay on his side, facing the doorway. So, his move was only to lift his head a little and bring his gun into line with the gunman. Well, in line with the gunman’s wrist. It was dark and a wrist is a terribly small target, but he was only like ten feet away. He guessed he was about fifty-fifty to make the shot, though he’d told Ellie it was a sure thing when she’d asked.

      “From ten feet, I can shoot the wings off a fly,” he’d said, though it was a complete lie and he also wasn’t sure why anyone would want to shoot an insect at all, let alone its wings.

      He pulled the trigger before he could think about how mad Ellie would be if he missed. The gun bucked and he pulled it back into line for a second shot if the gunman stumbled into view like he thought he might if there was suddenly just red mist where his wrist used to be. But there was no screaming, no stumbling, no visible gunman.

      He’d missed.

      “Shit,” he said, scrambling to his feet as shots rang out from above, in front, and behind. He didn’t bother trying to figure out who was shooting at who, as Ellie was already charging the house, and he didn’t want to be far behind her.

      Good girl, he thought. He’d told her that her first move should be toward the house. They’d be expecting her to run from the bullets, not charge toward them. Always easier to win a fight moving forward, Mick the Jew had told him. And he wasn’t wrong.

      When they weren’t shot after two steps, Quinn knew the feds had done their jobs and taken out the snipers. Ellie reached the stairs but dodged left, throwing herself against the side of the building.

      Safest place at the moment. If anyone leaped out the window to shoot her, the feds would take them out. Hopefully.

      Her head was now right next to her brother who’d thrown himself to the ground as soon as the shooting started.

      She said he was a war reporter. Not the first time he’s been around gunfire. That’s good.

      Reaching out, she grabbed him by the collar and physically dragged him out of the doorway and onto the ground next to her.

      That was all Quinn saw because the stairs were clear now and he was charging up them. He dove as far into the room as he could, performing an awkward side roll so he came up with both hands on his gun and aiming back where the gunman should be. He realized then that he hadn’t missed as bad as he’d thought. The gunman was struggling to get a .38 out of an ankle holster with a hand that had several broken fingers.

      I shot the gun! Quinn thought triumphantly. I’m going to tell Ellie that’s what I was aiming at. If any of us live through the next few minutes, he added.

      Grinning, he shot the man twice in the chest. When that only knocked the wind out of him, he realized the man was wearing a vest, adjusted his aim, and shot him in the head. Blood and brains splattered the white-washed wall behind him.

      Light from the spotlights bled into the room enough that he could see it was decorated to period: rough wooden table, stout wooden chairs, plain fireplace cut square into the wall. Quinn wished he could switch to the MP5, but he heard movement upstairs and couldn’t count on the floodlights lighting that area up as well as down here.

      I go running up into the dark and they’re going to double my body weight with lead before I get a shot off. And they’ll be shooting at my head.

      Instead, he grabbed one of the flashlights they’d bought from his belt and shined it up the stairs.

      Just in time.

      A man in black BDUs and night vision goggles appeared at the top of the stairs, submachine gun already leveled at Quinn. Quinn raised his gun but knew it was already too late. He only hoped the shots came in low so he’d survive them. But instead of feeling bullets ripping through his body, he saw the man crumple, blood spurting from his neck. Half a second later, Quinn heard the crack of the kill shot.

      Thanks, feds, he thought, and got to his feet. Moving swiftly but surely, he mounted the stairs. Paused halfway up. Heard windows shatter upstairs and sniper shots echoing just after. That’s cover. He charged up the rest of the way, flashlight held out from his body, pistol forward. He jumped up the last stairs, getting his full body into view as quickly as possible.

      Practicing headshots was more common after the Almost, but it was still counter to most of the training these men would’ve had in their lives. In the dark, with a bunch of their comrades dead, it was understandable that they reverted to the years of center mass training they’d received. Quinn took two in the chest as he cleared the stairs, but his return fire was still effective, taking one man in the leg and neck and knocking the other back so that he smashed through the leaded glass window and fell to the ground. Quinn figured the sniper shots that followed were enough to finish him.

      That just left the senator. And he was no gunman. He had a pistol, and he had it pointed at Quinn’s head. But pulling on the trigger was having no effect.

      Quinn pulled himself agonizingly to his feet. He was short of breath and realized his heart wasn’t beating. He took a stumbling step forward. Felt his heart give a single fluttering beat. Then another.

      “Atta boy,” he said to the recovering organ.

      The next step was stronger. The one after that even more. Then he stood in front of the senator who still had his gun trained on Quinn’s head and was yanking on the trigger frantically. Quinn pointed his pistol at him.

      “The safety’s on,” he said and shot him through the eye. Rorschach patterns appeared on the wall behind him and the senator rocked back, then fell, shattering a wooden chair that had been behind him. He came to rest on the floor, blood pooling beneath his head, the remains of the chair looking like a rough chalk outline around his body.

      The slide clacked back on Quinn’s gun. He popped the empty clip out and put it in his pocket. Pulled out a full one and slapped it in. Bent over and grabbed the senator’s gun. Chuckled as he flicked the safety off and then on again. Tucked it into his belt.

      As he turned toward the stairs, he was blinded by muzzle flash and deafened by a close quarters rifle shot. His sternum shattered as the bullet hit him dead center and he staggered backward. Another blast and he felt a lung collapse. A third shot got him high in the shoulder as he slammed into the wall behind him, snapping his collarbone. He tried to pull his gun, but the arm he reached for it with hung limp by his side. He switched to his other hand, grabbing for his belt and the senator’s gun but he was slow, way too slow. A hand reached out from the darkness and grabbed his wrist, the grip like iron. Quinn could feel his collarbone knitting together, his sternum reforming. But it was all too slow, and until they were whole again, he was weak as a kitten and unable to break the hold on his arm.

      Just give me a couple seconds, he promised himself.

      The barrel of a rifle pressed against his forehead and he knew he was not going to get those seconds.

      “Go to hell,” he said bitterly.

      “You first,” the rifleman said.

      Even in the dim light, Quinn could see his finger tightening on the trigger.
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      Mingo didn’t even have time to process what had happened before the gunfire erupted. He didn’t know who started it, but suddenly Ellie was charging the house and Quinn was right behind her.

      Should’ve known that cockroach wasn’t dead.

      Then he heard more shots, but these from farther away, as Masterson opened up on the snipers in the little stands of trees. Then he remembered his job which, since Quinn wasn’t dead, he’d better get back to doing.

      Doorway.

      A quick look showed him no one there impeding Quinn, who leaped inside.

      Windows.

      He scanned. Saw movement behind one and fired. Trigger pull was smooth and a pane of glass shattered. He plinked a couple more shots into it to keep whoever was behind it down. He shifted aim to a new window. This time the target was well lit and Mingo could see where his shot took the guy in the neck. He scanned again. A light was moving up the stairway, but that’d be Quinn heading upstairs.

      No making a deal now. Best we finish this.

      He heard a car start and took his eye off scope to see Ellie standing next to the car she and Quinn had come in, her brother in the driver’s seat.

      That’s one objective finished.

      Back on scope now, but no movement. He got to his feet. Approached the house quick but cautious, rifle up, watching more through his off eye than the scope, but ready to switch aim and fire at the first sign of movement.

      Nothing.

      At the bottom of the stairs, he crouched. Listened. Didn’t hear anything. Then a sharp whistle from behind. He turned and saw Masterson crouched in the field a hundred yards out in front of the stand of trees which doubtless contained a dead sniper. She waved him forward. Put her eye to her scope.

      I’m covered.

      He went in. Big room. Wooden table. Some chairs in disarray. A single shot sounded from upstairs, and Mingo turned that way. Up the stairs now, quick and quiet. Peeking over the top, he saw Quinn bending over the body of the senator who looked to have been shot in the eye.

      Now, Mingo thought.

      As Quinn took a gun from next to Seeley’s body and tucked it into his belt, Mingo stepped fully into the room. He fired the rifle right into the middle of Quinn as he turned. Pumped two more bullets into him as he fell. Three quick steps and he was across the room with the muzzle of his rifle pressed right up against the killer’s forehead.

      Quinn’s eyes widened with recognition and anger. No fear though.

      “Go to hell,” he said.

      Pretty solid last words.

      “You first.”
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      Ellie crouched by the wall of the house, her arm protectively around her brother’s shoulders as the sound of gunshots and breaking glass filled the night.

      “What the fuck?” Aaron said, but she didn’t answer because there was no answer.

      The moment there was a lull in the gunfire, she grabbed Aaron by the collar and dragged him to his feet.

      “This way,” she hissed and headed for the car in a sprinting crouch. Aaron followed without comment. They reached the car without any bullet holes in them, which she felt was a good sign. She shoved Aaron in the car. They were on the driver’s side, and she was about to tell him to shove over, but stopped.

      I can’t leave without knowing Seeley is dead. But it was more than that. I can’t leave Quinn.

      The plan had been for her to take Aaron and the car. Quinn and the others would take the other car when the senator was dead.

      The car fits four.

      “Go!” she shouted at Aaron. “Drive to the airport. Fly someplace far away. I’ll call you when it’s safe.”

      Look who’s changing the plan now!

      Aaron looked up at her as if he didn’t recognize her. And maybe he didn’t. I’m quite a bit different than last you saw me, big brother.

      He didn’t look happy about her plan. But he didn’t argue.

      “Keys?” he said.

      “Just turn the screwdriver.”

      He looked down at the screwdriver sticking out of the ignition, then back up at her. He was definitely thinking, Who is this woman who looks like my sister? this time. Then he cranked the engine over and screeched the car out of the lot.

      “Okay,” Ellie said. It was strangely quiet all of a sudden. Not even the night creatures were sounding, having yet to recover from all the chaos of moments before. Then she heard a whistle and saw Masterson out in the field waving at Mingo who crouched by the doorway. He went inside.

      Ellie pulled her gun in one hand and her flashlight in the other. She’d taken two steps toward the house when a single shot rang out. She ran. As she crossed the threshold, she heard three loud shots from upstairs. She barely took in the room, her flashlight swinging quickly over table, chair, fireplace with a straw broom beside it and an iron poker hanging above it. She hit the stairs at a run and bounded up them two at a time. Flying into the emptiness of the upstairs, she saw Quinn down and covered in blood—which was neither unusual or all that worrisome. What was alarming was that Mingo had his rifle pressed up to Quinn’s forehead.

      “Mingo!” Ellie shouted, her gun swinging to him almost automatically. “Don’t.”

      Quinn smiled up at her, remarkably calm for being a twitch of a finger from extinction. “Hey, Ellie.”

      Ellie couldn’t help herself. She gave the slightest of smiles. “Hey, Quinn.”

      “I’ve got to,” Mingo said. Every muscle on his body was tensed, and Ellie worried that any sudden move or sound would set him off.

      And then he and Quinn both die.

      Because she was just as tensed as Mingo was and knew she’d pull the trigger if he did. No matter that she didn’t want to.

      “Mingo,” she said, quieter this time. “Don’t make me shoot you.”

      “You do what you have to,” he answered. “And know I’m doing the same.”

      “Let’s talk this through first.” If everyone’s talking, then no one’s shooting. “Quinn, were you going to kill Mingo?”

      By the way he grinned, Ellie could just tell he was going to say the wrong thing. “Most likely. Probably his girlfriend, too.”

      Strangely, Mingo chuckled. “See what I’m dealing with here, Ellie?”

      She sighed. “I’ve been dealing with it for longer. But—”

      She was interrupted before she could finish her thought.

      “Ellie,” Masterson said, sliding into the room silently. Ellie hadn’t even heard her come up the stairs. She had her rifle slung over her shoulder and was holding a nine-millimeter steady on Ellie. “I’m going to ask you to put your gun down. But I’m only going to ask once.”

      “Well, ain’t this a pickle,” Quinn said. Ellie couldn’t decide whether he sounded angry or delighted. He grinned right up past the barrel of the gun that was going to kill him and pinned Mingo with a glare. “Best not miss. Cause if she kills Ellie, I’m going to keep her alive for days before I end it.”

      Ellie knew that was it. Mingo’s finger tightened on the trigger. She tried to guess whether she could shoot him and still turn and shoot Masterson and knew that she couldn’t but that she was going to try, and also that shooting Mingo was wrong and Masterson even more so but she didn’t care and…

      Before Mingo could complete the tiny motion that would probably get most—and more likely all—of the people in the room killed, Masterson spoke. Or she made a sound, anyway. It was a cross between a grunt and a groan and it had a gurgling note to it that sounded out of place. Even perched at the edge of violent action, the sound was so unusual that everyone turned their head to look a question at her. But her only answer was another sound, this one more of a retching, puking sound. Then blood burbled out of her mouth, and something protruded from between her breasts and pressed her shirt out towards them, not far enough to burst the fabric, but far enough to wonder what it was and how it got to be there.

      Then both questions were answered as Senator Seeley rose up, his hand on one end of a broken chair leg, the other end of which was stuck through Masterson’s back and out the front. He let the leg go and Masterson fell, eyes already clouding over.

      Everyone appeared frozen in shock, and Ellie was no exception. Even after all the horrors she’d seen in the DMRC, someone standing up after getting shot in the head stunned her to stillness.

      Maybe Quinn didn’t—

      “I put one in his brain,” Quinn said, answering her unfinished thought. Mingo’s rifle was no longer pressed to his forehead. Instead, the agent seemed to have forgotten he was holding it as he stared gape-mouthed down at Masterson’s body.

      “We’ve had the thing for three years,” Seeley said into the horrified silence.

      He means the virus, Ellie thought.

      “My guys made some improvements,” he continued.

      Then he leaped forward, quick as a jungle cat, clamping his blood-slick hand around her neck.

      Things moved fast then.

      Ellie’s vision was already blackening, and she pawed ineffectively at his arm as he lifted her from the floor.

      Jesus, he’s strong, she thought, then realized that thinking things like that was a waste of the few precious seconds she had before she was unconscious. Your training, you idiot!

      She knew plenty of techniques to combat a front choke. Unfortunately, a lot of them involved having your feet on the ground. But she remembered at least one that didn’t. And as Quinn jumped up from the ground, and Mingo finally tore his eyes away from poor dead Masterson, she clapped her hands on his ears. She’d had a sparring partner do that accidentally to her once, and the disorientation and pain from that move was not insignificant. Seeley grimaced, but didn’t let go his grip on her.

      “I’ve never killed someone before,” he said. “I think I might enjoy it.”

      She fired stiff fingers at his eyes then, fearing it would be the last thing she did in this life. Poking someone in the eye as hard as you could was sickening and gross, but she drew her hand back to do it again gladly. Before she struck him again, his grip finally lessened—probably more from the three bullets Quinn pumped into his back than her eye gouge, but she wasn’t going to be particular about it. She drew in a grateful gasp and reveled at how great air could taste.

      Mingo tried to swing his rifle around, but Seeley grabbed it by the barrel and tore it from his grip. Ellie could tell from his expression that Mingo was shocked at how strong the senator was.

      They made some improvements, all right.

      Then Seeley clubbed at Mingo with the rifle, driving him to the wall and then to the ground. Quinn fired until his gun came up empty then growled and leaped onto the senator’s back. Ellie realized she’d dropped her gun when she’d been getting choked, though she wasn’t sure if that mattered. Quinn’s bullets hadn’t done more than make him let her go; she couldn’t think why hers would be any different. She’d dropped her flashlight, as well, and was certain the others had dropped theirs, as now multiple flashlights rolled and spun on the floor as Seeley lumbered around with Quinn on his back, punching and clawing and biting off the senator’s ear. The second floor was transformed into a disco from hell, complete with flashing lights and howling creatures and if the devil came up the stairs to tell Ellie she was dead, she wasn’t sure she’d be surprised.

      She realized her thoughts were spinning out of control and was afraid of a repeat from the DMRC when, trapped under a writhing pile of humanity that was trying to chew into her guts, she’d gone insane for a bit. But what was she supposed to do? When the world goes mad, you have no choice but to go mad with it.

      Stop it! she shouted at herself soundlessly. Her next thought was pure exasperation, which she decided was still a realistic response to the situation, and a lot more useful than insanity. You don’t have time to go nuts. Just take this fucker down.

      Easier said than done. Quinn was doing horrific damage to Seeley’s face, tearing out strips of flesh with nails and teeth, but blood barely started to flow before the wounds began healing. He popped an eye out, which the senator really didn’t seem to care for, but again, a pearly blind orb swelled into the empty socket within seconds; Ellie didn’t doubt he’d be able to see from that eye soon.

      “Oh, I’m definitely going to enjoy killing you,” Seeley said, with only the slightest edge to his voice.

      Take this fucker down, she thought again, though she still had no useful ideas on how to do that. But then she realized the answer was in the statement itself.

      “Take him down!” she shouted at Quinn. She darted forward at the same time to where Mingo was getting groggily to his feet. Pulling him up, she pushed him toward where Seeley and Quinn struggled with each other. “Take him down!” she said again.

      Mingo, foggy though he was, must have understood, because he came in low, taking Seeley in the legs. The senator’s strength was obviously juiced by the virus, but apparently it did nothing to make him a better grappler. He went down, Mingo scrabbling for a hold on his legs and Quinn shifting around to try to hold his arms down.

      Ellie didn’t see any more, because she was racing downstairs. The flashlights had been brighter, but the ambient light was broader here and she could see the whole room.

      There!

      She charged to the fireplace and grabbed the poker from the wall. The haft was cool in her hand, the weight comforting. She ran up the stairs as fast as she could, though cognizant that if she tripped in the gloom and stabbed herself through the brain with the poker, it would be a rather ignoble end to her story.

      Back upstairs and her two partners were struggling. Even overmatching him in skill, they were having a hard time holding Seeley down. As she ran to them, Seeley delivered a crunching blow to Mingo’s chin with a knee that knocked him backward. Ellie was amazed to see that it hadn’t knocked him out, and he was already on his way back. But it was too late. With the extra leverage having his legs free gained him, Seeley was able to writhe into a better position and throw Quinn off him. Ellie came skittering to a stop before she ran right into the arms of the suddenly upright once more senator.

      Shit, she thought. Not only was Seeley unharmed and upright, but he was also wise to their plan of subduing him rather than trying to kill him. She didn’t know if that bit of knowledge would be enough to offset to the higher wrestling—and in Quinn’s case, streetfighting—skill he faced, but with his giant strength, she was afraid it would.

      Well, I guess we’ll find out in a second.

      Quinn was back up, cracking his neck to the side and putting his fists up in front of him. Mingo was crouched over, hands forward and palms out. He looked to Quinn for the signal to attack again.

      Then Ellie saw Seeley glance over his shoulder and she suddenly knew what he was going to do.

      He’s going to jump out the window.

      It made sense. He’d been angry before and believed himself invulnerable. He’d thought he could sate his anger on them and ride off into the sunset. But fear had replaced anger and with it had come some critical thinking.

      He doesn’t have to kill us. He just has to escape. He can rebuild his forces. Kill us safely from a distance next time, not let his anger cloud his thinking and leave him exposed out here and fighting two against one.

      And she realized he was right. Well, mostly right. Because if he was actually just fighting against Quinn and Mingo, he’d get out the window easily. They were just a little too far away to catch him. And with his massively strong legs, he would outpace them easily. Probably jog all the way to D.C. in a couple of hours without a problem.

      But he’s not facing just the two dudes, is he?

      Ellie was two steps closer to Seeley than the guys were. And as he turned to leap for the window, she closed the distance in a blink. The poker was angled back behind her head, and she swung it with a force fed by every ounce of anger, terror, and sadness the last few days had provided. And when it connected with the side of his neck just below his skull, she felt a satisfying crack, and knew that she’d broken vertebrae and that any normal man would be stretched out dead.

      Seeley didn’t die, of course, but she didn’t need him to. She just needed to knock him offline by an inch or two. And instead of getting to the window, he ran into the wall. Then Quinn and Mingo hit him high and low, taking him to the ground again.

      It still wasn’t over though. He lay on his back, squirming and struggling, freakishly strong limbs straining against the full body weight of the men on top of him.

      “Arm!” she shouted and was thrilled that Quinn understood, leaving Seeley’s right arm alone for a second to use all his strength to stretch his left arm out before her. She switched her grip on the poker and struck straight down with it now, driving the end through the arm and into the wood below.

      The arm was pinned, but not enough. She stomped on the little hook that jutted from the side of the poker, then jumped on it like a pogo stick, driving it deeper and deeper into the wood. Then her foot slipped on the now blood-slick iron, and she fell on her ass beside the melee.

      She thought Seeley would rip his arm free and they’d be back where they started again, but the poker held fast in the wood. The healing was working against him now, as his arm would have torn free easily if it was the torn tatters and shattered bone it should’ve been. But he was quickly working against fresh, strong flesh that gripped the poker as the virus tried to heal around it. And Quinn, freed from worry about that arm, had the other one pinned easily. Mingo still rode the legs like an uncomfortable boogie-boarder, but without the threat of arms, he didn’t appear in real danger. Still, Ellie worried the men would tire before the monster.

      I have to end this.

      She didn’t even bother standing, just scooted the short distance to where Mingo was. She grabbed his knife from the sheath on his hip, careful as she could be under the circumstances not to cut him.

      “Hold him,” she said, maybe just to break the eerie silence with something more than grunts of effort from the three men. She was up at Seeley’s head now and he glared at her, though he didn’t speak. Turns real quiet when things aren’t going his way, doesn’t he? But she didn’t dare stop to gloat, especially since when the knife got to his neck, she felt his efforts redouble. But Quinn had him fast and Mingo had levered himself into a position that had the legs much better under control.

      Do it! she told herself.

      She sawed. Blood spurted, sprayed, coating her hands, her face. She could taste it, warm and salty, cloying at her gag reflex. Seeley started to scream, but she cut through his larynx and heard only whistling, gurgling breath for a moment. The first gash began to heal with the knife inside, so she ripped it back viciously, tearing through the skin with just the backs of her hands.

      Have to work faster.

      She drove into it now, pressing with her full body weight as she cut and sawed. Ligaments snapped, blood vessels severed, and she felt the hardness of bone before the wound started closing. Back out again, this time it was harder, for the wound had closed around her hand. But she got free, and clutched the knife in both her hands.

      Faster!

      She was a butcher now, cleaving flesh with wild abandon, hacking and sawing, almost hammering with the blade. Her breath came ragged, and Seeley’s, too, as he struggled to scream through an airway half-severed and half grown back.

      “Do it!” Quinn grunted. “Cut his fucking head off.”

      And she did, rigid bone suddenly parting as she worked the blade between the cracks of the vertebrae. She felt wood beneath the blade now. She also felt grasping at her wrists as the gaping remains of larynx and neck tried to close up still. She prepped for one last heaving effort to clear her hands once more, afraid she’d be locked inside this monster’s body forever if she didn’t. But before she could, Quinn switched his grip from arm to head, and with two handfuls of thick, Men’s Club weave, ripped Seeley’s head clear of his body.

      The body went limp. Ellie went limp, too, falling back in utter exhaustion.

      “Holy shit,” she said. She knew she should get up. Get everyone moving. Cops were surely motoring toward them, lights flashing, guns at the ready. I could really use a break from gunfire, she thought idiotically.

      “Ellie?” Mingo said, voice strained.

      She looked up. Mingo was still on the ground. Quinn, however, was on his feet. He held Seeley’s decapitated head in his left hand, the lips smacking slowly like a suffocating fish while blood pitter-patted onto the floor from where the neck should have been. In his right, he held Mingo’s rifle, barrel steady and centered on Mingo’s head. The moon shone through the shattered window behind him, sending a long shadow into the room that left Mingo’s face only half-visible.

      I guess we’ll have just a little more gunfire tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            57

          

        

      

    

    
      Quinn held down on Mingo, wondering why he hesitated.

      The fed has to die. Pull the trigger. Don’t let Ellie talk you out of it again.

      Then he realized why he hadn’t killed him yet.

      I shouldn’t have to.

      He kept the gun on Mingo, but half turned to Ellie. “You won’t be able to buy this one off,” he said.

      She nodded slowly. Looked at Mingo, then back at him.

      “He’ll come after me. After you.”

      She nodded again. ‘Might have a right to.”

      “I think you know by now how much ‘right’ buys you in this world.”

      She didn’t answer for a moment. “What are we doing here, Quinn?”

      He shrugged. Lowered the barrel. He heard a sigh of relief from the fed. “Me? Nothing.” He held the rifle crosswise in front of him, then gave it a gentle toss over to Ellie. She caught it easily, even with her hands soaked in blood. “But you? You’re going to shoot this motherfucker.”

      He could almost hear Mick laughing at him from beyond the grave. You never had a lick of luck with the ladies. No surprise it’s going to be a dame that kills you. But he was sick of wondering which way she was going to jump. She can kill Mingo and prove herself, or she can turn the gun on me. If she did, he figured he was 50/50 to get to the window before she could clip him. Like shooting the gun a guy’s holding in the dark.

      He thought she’d think about it a lot longer. But she just stared at him hard for a beat or two, then turned and pumped two shots into Mingo’s midsection. The impact laid him flat on the floor and she stepped up to him quick and aimed the rifle at his face. She turned back to Quinn and looked him dead in the eyes while she took the third shot point blank, bang! Right in the fed’s face.

      Then it was like the strength just left her. She kind of toppled to a sitting position. Quinn took a step forward to help her up, but she straightened quick, and he found himself looking down the barrel of the rifle.

      I seem to be doing that a lot tonight.

      “Go away, Quinn,” she said. “Just fucking go away.”

      That he knew how to do.

      Never should have come back in the first place, he thought, picking his way down the stairs and into the blood-spattered main room. I’m pure poison. People would be better off drinking strychnine than being my friend. Outside then, the Stone House lights fading quick as he took off west over the field at a jog. She was fine till I came back into her life. Now her father’s dead, her brother’s traumatized, and I just made her execute an innocent guy. Quinn didn’t really have a useful system of ranking them, but in a life full of misdeeds, he had the feeling that last one might be the worst.

      Quinn had been hired to off a shrink once. The guy had been reading in his living room when Quinn snuck in and capped him. He’d taken a peek at the passage the guy had been reading, suddenly curious if there was anything to this whole psychiatry business. The book talked about “negative self-talk” which Quinn hadn’t heard of before, but it seemed pretty self-explanatory. The book suggested that to defeat the negative self-talk, it was sometimes useful to say the negative things your mind was telling you out loud. That when spoken, you realized how ridiculous the words sounded, and they therefore lost a lot of their power. He was pretty sure the thoughts he was having now qualified as negative self-talk. So, as he reached the thin cover of trees and turned north toward the car Masterson had left, he said them out loud.

      “You’re an asshole.”

      No, he thought. That sounds about right. Fuck psychiatry, man.

      He was hearing sirens when he reached the car. Was seeing the blue and red lights in the distance when he got it started. But they were coming from the southeast, from the city, and he was heading northwest into the wilderness. And he wasn’t speeding, just cruising along on a pleasant autumn night, making his way home after a long night of work.

      Keeping his driving under control helped him keep his mind under control, and as the miles drifted past his wheels, he found himself calming. The negative self-talk faded on its own, as it always did, and before long he was thinking more calmly about things.

      It had been a hell of a night.

      He ran the night’s events back in his head, his own kind of personal debriefing. It was a habit Mick had installed in him. Told him it helped to clean things up for the next time. Always got to be working on your craft. He thought about the things that had gone as planned first: Ellie pretending to kill him, him shooting the gun out of the guy’s hand, Ellie getting her brother to safety, snipers clearing the way for him to get upstairs and put one through Seeley’s eye.

      All went pretty good. He recognized he’d been aiming for the wrist when he hit the gun, but it had worked out, so he called it a win.

      Then the stuff that went wrong. The big one, of course: Seeley being practically unkillable. He looked at the head on the seat next to him. The lips still worked like they were trying to say something, but it didn’t seem to be growing a new body. Quinn knew some construction guys in the Bronx that would let him drop the thing in a batch of cement for a couple of c-notes.

      That ought to take care of any residual life in the fucker.

      Then there was Ellie not taking off with her brother and coming into the house instead. Which was bad because that hadn’t been the plan. But it was good because they wouldn’t have killed Seeley without her. And it was doubly good because Mingo would’ve killed Quinn before Seeley had recovered. But then it was bad again—at least for Ellie—because Quinn had made her kill Mingo.

      He took a moment to appreciate the irony that she’d begun the night by pretending to shoot one of her teammates in the head, and had ended it by actually shooting her teammate in the head.

      Pretending to shoot…

      Why did she lock eyes with me when she shot Mingo?

      At the time, he’d thought it was so he could see into her soul. See how bad he was hurting her by making her do this, even though she’d promised him she’d do it herself if it needed doing.

      But what if it was for another reason? What if she locked eyes with him only so she knew exactly where he was looking. Which was anywhere but at where she was aiming that rifle.

      “Ellie,” he said out loud, smiling despite himself. “You clever little bitch.”
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      “You can get up now,” Mingo heard Ellie say. “He’s gone.”

      So’s Kate, he thought miserably. Her part was supposed to be easy. She shouldn’t be dead.

      Ellie spoke again. “I said he’s gone.” She sounded a little desperate this time, as though she suddenly wondered if she’d missed as well as she thought she had.

      Let her worry, he thought. But he sighed and sat up, ears ringing and chest sore, left eye blind from the blood dripping into it from the gash the splintering wood had made as Ellie’s last bullet buried into the attic floor instead of his brain. “You shot me,” he said.

      “You’re wearing a vest. Don’t be a pussy.” She tried for a light tone, but it fell pretty flat.

      What else can you do, though? He suddenly understood gallows humor. He tried to match her tone, though his brain screamed at him to turn and look at Kate’s mangled body, acknowledge the horror, the pain, the sorrow.“You know wood splinters when you shoot it. Pretty sure I’ve got a splinter in my scalp. Missed my eye by less than an inch.”

      “You prefer it was a bullet?”

      She stood up. Reached down for him. He would’ve loved to shake the hand off and stand himself, but he wasn’t sure he could. I’ve been bludgeoned by a monster, then shot a couple of times. He’d been barely healed from his Detroit injuries. Taking her hand, he let her heave him to his feet.

      “No,” he said, not sure it was the truth. Not sure that lying dead next to Kate wouldn’t be far easier than whatever was coming next for him.

      “Then if you want to live through this, you need to promise not to go after Quinn. Hate him all you want. But bury it deep, Mingo. And don’t ever let it out. If you go after him, he will end you and I might as well have put that bullet in your forehead instead of the floor. It would have been a damn sight safer for me if I had.”

      It was a hard pill to swallow, but he had no argument for any word of what she’d said. He’d had one shot to put Quinn down and he hadn’t gotten it done. He had no illusions that he’d get another one.

      I never even got Tato.

      Ellie turned to the window where the sound of distant sirens was just drifting in. “We’ve got to go.”

      She started downstairs but stopped when he didn’t follow. Instead, he went over to Kate. Knelt down beside her, not caring that it was in her blood. She was pale from blood loss and had no pulse. She was already turning cold.

      “I’m sorry,” he said quietly. He wanted to say more, but the words wouldn’t come.

      He felt Ellie’s hand on his shoulder. “Hey,” she said, lifting him to his feet. “Believe it or not, I know where you’re at right now.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. People died. And not all of them the right ones. And other people got away. Some who you think shouldn’t have. You’re trying to put reasons to it, make it make it sense. But it doesn’t. And it won’t. Some shit you can only survive.”

      When she headed downstairs, this time he followed. He wasn’t sure she was right. She wasn’t law enforcement. She hadn’t sworn an oath. The need to go after Quinn and Tato was practically religious in its fervor.

      Can I lay that down? He didn’t know. But he knew one thing: he couldn’t go after them right now.

      “Not sure any of that matters,” he said. “Pretty sure when the police get here, we’re going to go to prison for like, forever.”

      She smiled, though it lacked any real humor. Probably because of all the dead bodies we’re walking by.

      “I wouldn’t be too sure about that.”

      “What are we going to tell them?”

      “Not a goddamn thing.”

      They stepped outside. The night was cooling, the air uncomfortable on the sweaty patch on the back of his shirt. The insects were once again singing their night songs, though the approaching sirens were beginning to drown them out. Ellie disarmed herself, putting the rifle on the ground first, and then her pistol.

      Good idea, he thought, and did the same, pulling his pistol and tossing it away. He figured he was fifty/fifty to get shot by city cops no matter what. If he was holding a gun, that number went up to a hundred in a hurry.

      “Tell me again how we’re not ending up in prison?” He raised his voice, as the sirens were quite close now. Raised his hands, as well.

      Ellie raised hers, too, as searchlights pinned them in their glare. Too many cops were now shouting orders from loudspeakers to be understood, and Ellie was hard to hear over the cacophony, but Mingo was pretty sure she said, “I’m going to call the motherfucking president.”

      Huh. Maybe we should’ve done that first.

      Then he was thrown to the ground by at least a dozen cops. Eating dirt and arms wrenched near to breaking behind him, he reflected on how many times he’d done the same to suspects and how hard it was not to resist. Luckily, he was too exhausted both physically and mentally to put up any fight they might have recognized as such, and just let them stuff him into the back of a cop car.

      Just before they shut him in, he heard Ellie, who was having no trouble resisting, shout, “Not a fucking thing!”

      Got it.

      

      They locked him in a solitary cell, twenty-four-hour guard. Sent in investigators to talk to him any time he was close to sleeping. It was technically torture, but he actually felt safer than he had for quite some time.

      Sure, they won’t let me sleep, he thought, but they aren’t actively trying to kill me.

      He smiled at them for their consideration, but didn’t say anything. Eventually, they had to let him sleep or have him die on them. He figured there was some serious discussion on that, as he had apparently killed a U.S. senator, and why not let the black man die in custody and blame it all on him? But maybe the angels of their better nature led them, or maybe Ellie had managed to get hold of someone with some leverage, because after four to six days—he wasn’t sure—when he passed out on the cold floor of his cell, no one woke him up.

      The next time someone came to ask him questions, he modified his vow of silence to allow himself one word:

      “Lawyer.”

      That didn’t get him one immediately. But after a few days of repeating it, a man in a suit of better make than that of the men who questioned him appeared in his cell. Mingo didn’t speak to him, either—Ellie had said not to talk to anyone, and besides, he was dealing with the CIA, who’s to say it was actually a lawyer—but the lawyer seemed to have no problem letting him sleep during their meetings.

      I suppose he gets paid either way.

      Then one day—could be weeks, could be months, he was well past knowing now—a man whose suit made the last one’s suit look like a potato sack came in. Cops didn’t close the door behind him, either.

      “Mr. Mingo,” he said. “Follow me, please.”

      He followed, shuffling in his leg irons. Out the door, down the hall, and into an elevator they went. It was a little crowded with him, the man, and a half-dozen MPD officers. They went a ways up, past the regular police levels of the station, Mingo was sure. When the elevator stopped, they were let off on a floor that looked more corporate than cop. Down the hall a short distance and they were shown into a meeting room filled with suits.

      And Ellie.

      “Hey, Mingo,” she said.

      He nodded. Not sure, even now, if he should speak.

      After a nod from the man at the head of the table, the cops undid his shackles and left. A chair was pulled for him and he sat gratefully down.

      The man who brought him in started pointing at the suits in turn. “This is Secretary of State Johansson. General Celatka of the Joint Chiefs. And this is—”

      “I know who you are,” Mingo interrupted, finally finding his voice. “George Wentworth, head of the CIA.”

      “Indeed,” Wentworth said. “How about you tell me your story?”

      Mingo looked at Ellie.

      She nodded. “Tell him what happened. Tell him what you, me, and Masterson did.”

      And finally, he spoke.
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      It took a few months for things to calm down. Would’ve taken longer if the press had discovered everything about the incident that the government suppressed: Seeley’s immortality; his coopting of CIA resources; the fact that Ellie had been there to kill him—which she did—not save him, which she did not.

      She was a hero. Again.

      She felt even more of a fraud than the last time. But she was also getting a little used to it.

      Maybe this is how everyone we think of as heroes feel. Like we don’t deserve it. Like if anyone knew the real truth, we’d be reviled rather than revered.

      She tried not to spend too much time thinking about it. She was busy writing her new book that she called The Lying Book to herself but Senator Seeley: American Savior to the publisher. It was a lurid tale of terrorism and heroism, in which Senator Seeley discovers a plot to detonate a nuclear device in the nation’s capital city. Not knowing who to trust, and with his life and family threatened, he calls on the one woman he is sure is above reproach: Ellie Apocalypse. Together with a bold federal agent and a loyal group of CIA operatives, they defeat the terrorists in a shootout at the Stone House at Manassas.

      What a pile of horseshit.

      It was part of the whitewash job she was doing for the government, a key component of the deal she’d struck. They realized the value of her celebrity. Seeley had been in the same party as the president. Midterms were coming up and a book by her praising him—and by association, the party—was a high value item. They were going to have to do a coverup anyway, why not have a best-selling author and journalist do it for them?

      That was the carrot. The stick was revealing everything she knew about the virus and the government, which she said would be triggered if anything happened to her or Mingo.

      This was, of course, a lie. But they at least appeared to believe her. In case they were just waiting for her to finish the book before offing her, she wrote as slowly as she could. She practically gagged while writing positive things about Seeley and the “brave agents who died trying to save him.”

      Except for Masterson. She’d been actually heroic, and Ellie painted her that way, even though the deeds attributed to her were entirely fictitious.

      She didn’t mention Mingo. He’d had to go into Witness Protection. It was the only way she could think of to keep him safe. And she wasn’t even sure if that would do it. Quinn had a way of finding people he wanted to kill, even without her help. For instance, Seeley had mentioned “his guys” had made improvements to the virus. A prominent genetic researcher had just been found dead in his Rockville home. He’d been tied to a chair and horribly mutilated before he’d died. “Tortured,” the news said, “perhaps, for information.”

      Ellie couldn’t feel too bad. Better that Quinn find Seeley’s guys before the government did. He’d just kill them. The government would use them to make more Seeleys.

      Quinn had said no human being should have this power. Ellie was sure he was right. She only wondered if he thought he was the exception. Or if he thought he was human. Because she was starting to think he wasn’t. At least, not anymore.

      And she worried what he might do to her once he was done hunting geneticists.

      “I think I might be a god.”

      That’s what John Lyman said Quinn had told him after the DMRC disaster.

      What would a god do if he found a mortal had deceived him? Had pointed a gun at him and told him to go away?

      She didn’t have a good answer. But her dreams did. She’d picked up a recurring nightmare over the last few nights. In it, she’s in that abandoned gas station in Detroit, duct-taped to a stool. It’s hot, and as she struggles fruitlessly against her bonds, beads of sweat drip uncomfortably down her shirtfront and between her breasts. Getting nowhere, she tips the stool over for a better angle. It jars something in her shoulder, but also in her wrists and despite the pain, she thinks she can free herself, if she is afforded just a few seconds more.

      But then the cracked glass door pushes open and Quinn walks in. He stands sideways in her vision, giving her a nice view of the long knife he holds in his right hand. It still drips with the blood of the DEA agent he tortured and killed in the same room. He gives her a smile that doesn’t come anywhere near his eyes.

      “Hey, Ellie,” he says.

      And she wakes up screaming.
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